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A Risk Assessment for Cultural Heritage in Southern Iraq:
Framing Drivers, Threats and Actions Affecting
Archaeological Sites
Federico Zaina

Department of History and Cultures, University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy

ABSTRACT
This paper proposes a classification of the risks threatening archae-
ological sites in southern Iraq and suggests some possible remedia-
tion to better preserve them. This has been possible thanks to
a research methodology that combines remote sensing and ground
control on a sample of 558 sites documented by the Iraqi-Italian
QADIS survey project. A three-tier typological framework has been
created illustrating the risks jeopardising the cultural heritage of the
region. This research showed that the most impacting risks are the
ones caused by agricultural activity, despite current narratives which
mainly focus on looting and violent destruction. To get at the root of
the problem, current laws protecting cultural heritage in Iraq are
analysed, as well as how the cultural authorities are organised on
the ground. Improving the organisation of the SBAH, engaging the
local communities towards the issue of sites’ protection and introdu-
cing preventive archaeology are among the solutions proposed.
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Introduction

In recent decades risks and damage affecting the Iraqi cultural heritage has dramatically
increased. The continuous outbreak of conflict from the 1980s until today, extensive looting,
effects of natural erosion and silting processes, problems related to the construction of
infrastructure, as well as the extension of farmland have all deeply impacted the archaeolo-
gical sites throughout the country. The extent of these types of damage has been only
partially understood and in-depth analyses and comprehensive reports have not yet been
produced. Additionally, in the wake of the recent political events and ever-growing issue of
climate change, both academic researchers and the global media principally have focused on
threats and destruction caused by environmental processes or violent conflict to the cultural
heritage, giving less prominence to other equally destructive threats (Lopez 2016). In parti-
cular, the looting of archaeological sites and museums, together with the bombing of
monuments throughout the country have received extensive attention through both aca-
demic reports (Bewley et al. 2016; Danti 2015; Emberling and Hanson 2008; Isakhan 2014;
Lippolis 2018; Otto et al. 2018; Rothfield 2008; Russell 2008; Stone 2008a, 2008b, 2015; P. Stone
2015) and more public-oriented papers (Frahm 2015; Harmanşah 2015; Munawar 2017; Jones
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2018; Smith et al. 2016), spreading the perception that these are the most pervasive and
dangerous damage to cultural heritage in Iraq.

In this context, the definition of the entire set of risks affecting archaeological sites and
monuments in the country, that is the cornerstone for the study of endangered cultural
heritage, is still far from being defined. In addition, while current research focuses on the
documentation of specific types of risks (Curtis et al. 2008; Stovel 1998; Zerbini 2018, see
also http://eamena.arch.ox.ac.uk/), few of them also attempt to identify both strategies to
prevent these risks and target groups to be involved (Al Hamdani 2008; Al Quntar et al.
2015; Marchetti et al. 2018; Matthews et al. 2019).

Beginning with the current shortcomings, this paper analyses the reasons (drivers)
triggering threats and the specific actions affecting archaeological sites in southern Iraq,
with the aim of proposing a tentative multi-tier typological framework of the types of
endangered archaeological heritage. It then outlines the most pervasive threats and actions
with an understanding of the current legislation and strategies applied by local authorities
to protect archaeological sites. In conclusion it proposes solutions to mitigate the current
situation. This analysis has been done by using the data collected since 2016 in the frame of
the Iraqi-Italian QADIS survey project directed by N. Marchetti of the University of Bologna
(Marchetti et al. 2017, 2018, forthcoming), in the eastern part of the Qadisiyah region of Iraq.

Documenting Threats to Cultural Heritage in the QADIS Survey Area: Aims
and Methods

The QADIS Survey Area and Previous Research Therein

The QADIS survey project is a joint Iraqi-Italian initiative led by the University of Bologna in
collaboration with the State Board of Antiquities and Heritage of Iraq (SBAH) (Figure 1).
The aim of this project is that of updating the understanding of themulti-layered historical
landscape of a key region in the Mesopotamian alluvium, as well as of documenting the
current risks and damage to the local cultural heritage (Marchetti et al. 2017, 2018, 2019).
The selected area follows the administrative borders of the province of Qadisiyah to the
south and east (including part of the Delmej basin), up to a line connecting the archae-
ological site of Fara/Shuruppak with the town of Afak to the west and north. The area
investigated has been selected according to the following criteria:

● Ample available data about settlements and waterways distributed across the
entire chronological range of the region;

● Presence of archaeological sites of different dimension (for small villages to large
cities) for each chronological period;

● Evidence from new unrecorded sites to integrate into the existing dataset;
● A wide range of sites of different sizes and from different periods, with visible
structures;

● Extensive destruction of archaeological sites.

As listed in greater detail by N. Marchetti (Marchetti et al. 2017, forthcoming), in
addition to the 416 archaeological sites already documented by previous survey
projects (Adams 1981; Adams and Nissen 1972; Al Shukri 1974; Dougherty 1926),
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all located through remote sensing by us, during the six survey campaigns (from
2016 to 2018) the QADIS team has identified 142 new sites, while investigating 56
sites previously mapped.

Aims

The study of the threats and damage to the local cultural heritage in the QADIS survey
area represents one of the main scopes of the wider project (Marchetti et al. 2018,
forthcoming). In particular, this study was underpinned by two main groups of research
questions:

Figure 1. The QADIS survey area.
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● What types of risks and damage affect archaeological sites in the QADIS survey
area? Which ones have the most impact?

● Are the current legislation and the strategies applied by the local authorities to
prevent or mitigate risks to cultural heritage comprehensive and effective? What
kind of recommendations can be proposed to improve safeguarding of archae-
ological sites and management?

Research Methodology

In order to answer the first group of research questions, the two-fold methodology
consisted of: 1) remote sensing in the survey area in order to identify the types of risk
and damage affecting the archaeological sites; 2) ground survey of the evidence from
satellite imagery to confirm or reject it.

This methodology has been successfully tested in recent years especially targeting
those countries involved in war or political conflicts. In the Near East for example,
archaeologists developed satellite imagery and ground truth analysis in Syria (Casana
2015; Casana and Panahipour 2014; Cunliffe 2014, 2016; Danti 2015; DGAM 2013), Egypt
(Fradley and Sheldrick 2017; Parcak 2015; Parcak et al. 2016; Banks et al. 2017) and Iraq
(Fisk 2008; Stone 2008a, 2015; Richardson 2011) among others.

Sources for remote sensing analysis consisted of different spatial datasets including
historical and current satellite imagery, available through open-access online platforms
and websites (Marchetti et al. 2017, forthcoming). By using the resulting base map, 558
archaeological sites in the region were analysed and types of risks and damage affecting
them were defined. The preliminary evidence was then tested in ten selected sites through
orthophotogrammetric survey carried out using UAVs (Marchetti et al. 2017, forthcoming).

In order to confirm the type of threats identified from remote sensing, ground control
on a sample of 198 sites was carried out between 2016 and 2018 by the QADIS team.
The site visits, consisting of the photographic documentation and mapping of all the
visible damage as well as the gathering of information on potential forthcoming threats,
confirmed the evidence hypothesised through remote sensing.

To answer the second group of research questions, the current national and interna-
tional legislation protecting cultural heritage in Iraq was analysed in order to identify
potential pitfalls. Moreover, the current organisation of the local SBAH officers in the
eastern Qadisiyah region was considered, focusing on their spatial distribution in the
region compared to the distribution of archaeological sites.

Results: A Tentative Typology of Drivers, Threats and Actions

The lack of literature or extended debate on the systematic identification of the types of
risks affecting tangible cultural heritage and the motivations behind them with few
exceptions (Brosché et al. 2017; Curtis et al. 2008; GHF 2010; Stovel 1998; Zerbini 2018) is
a serious issue. The data collection presented in this article has shown a very diversified
and complex situation. In this regard, it is noteworthy to point out that a comprehensive
analysis of the state of preservation of cultural heritage cannot be limited to the
assessment of risks and damage to the archaeological sites, rather it should address
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the reasons triggering them. The QADIS survey area provides an excellent environment
to test this analysis, due to the high number of sites at risk or damaged.

Recent studies have defined the types of risk to cultural heritage according to
a hierarchical framework, focusing first and foremost on the triggering factors, both
human-caused (social, political, economic etc.) and environmental, and consequently
various types of risks and concrete actions that these factors cause. One of the earliest
attempts to systematically define risks to cultural heritage and propose policies to
mitigate them was published by ICCROM (Stovel 1998) and provided a blueprint for
cultural heritage experts for creating their own site-specific risk preparedness strategies
(Jokilehto 2000). This manual, although extremely useful, was still focused on the
environmental and armed conflict-related risks. Other similar attempts include the
annual ICOMOS World Reports (ICOMOS 2000; Palumbo 2000) and the Global Heritage
Fund reports (Fund 2010). Recently, P. Lopez (2016) proposed a typological framework
of risks to cultural heritage identifying first ‘risk factors’ as environmental, socio-political,
economic and managerial. To each of these corresponds a number of ‘threats’ such as
armed conflict, construction, development and technological pressure and so on.

Based on the current literature and as a result of the collected data, a multi-tier
framework was developed for the study of endangered archaeological sites, organised
on three tiers (Figure 2). The first tier is presented by the drivers, based on Lopez (2016)
risk factors. These can be defined as a condition, a necessity or a decision causing one or
more subsequent processes (in our case the threats). In the case of the archaeological
sites in the QADIS area, the main drivers triggering the threats include illicit trade of
antiquities, conflict, economic development and environmental processes. The first three
originate from human-made activities, while the fourth one falls within the environ-
mental sphere.

Each of these drivers may cause a number of threats (2nd tier). These are defined as
one or more risks generally related to one specific driver, even though often possibly

Figure 2. The three-tier framework of risk to archaeological sites in the QADIS survey area.
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connected to more than one, and eventually generating a specific set of physically
dangerous actions. For example, in the case of illicit trade of antiquities, the threat
documented in the QADIS survey area is looting, while for conflict is military activity.
Both economic development and environmental processes are more diversified, the
former includes construction works or agricultural-related activities among others,
while the latter comprises sandification or erosion.

The last (3rd) tier of this risks’ typology is represented by the physical actions deriving
from threats, meaning the tangible activities jeopardising the archaeological sites’
preservation. In this regard, the analysis of the QADIS survey sites has revealed a great
variety of actions connected to both construction and agriculture, while the actions
related to the other threats are less variable.

In most cases, the archaeological sites may be affected by multiple drivers, threats or
actions (Figure 2). It is important to underline that the number of drivers, threats and
actions documented in the QADIS survey area cannot be fully representative of other
regions, where more and different ones could be equally relevant. Threats not docu-
mented in the QADIS survey area include, among others, abandonment, geological
processes or violent destruction that may lead to actions such as, without being limited
to, earthquakes, bombing or mining. Our hope is that further research will enrich the
framework through different case studies.

In the following paragraphs, risks and damage to the tangible cultural heritage within
the QADIS survey area are described, according to the three-tiers framework (Figure 2).
Human-made risks are described first, followed by environmental risks. For each one, the
definition and the description of its tangible effect and impact on the archaeological
sites are provided.

Illicit Trade of Antiquities: Looting – Holes and Trenches

Looting is an illegal activity consisting of the digging of trenches and pits on a site, to
eventually to recover antiquities for sale on the international market (Brodie and
Renfrew 2005; Proulx 2013). Looting is a threat that can be expedited and even fuelled
by another major driver, that is conflict. It is the worldwide growing demand for
antiquities which primarily leads to looting (Brodie 2006, 2008a, 2008b, 2011a) some-
times with the possible, even though indirect contribution of academic studies and
publications of looted objects (Brodie 2011b). In the aftermath of the 2003 conflict,
a dramatic increase in looting was observed, mostly in southern Iraq (Stone 2008a). With
the stabilisation of the political situation, this phenomenon has greatly reduced,
although it has not completely disappeared (E. Stone 2015; Marchetti et al. 2018).

In the QADIS survey area we have documented 185 sites (33.15% out of the total
sample) pillaged by looters (Figure 4). The depth of the looting pits may vary greatly,
down even to 8 m. Compared to the current urbanised landscape of the region, the
distribution of looted sites shows that looters generally concentrate on those lying far
from modern villages and towns, where the forces of law and order and the SBAH have
a better control of the situation. The destruction is generally restricted to the upper parts
of sites, although in most of the largest and best-known sites, also the lower town is
targeted (Figure 3).
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Conflict: Military Activities – Berms

Military berms are the physical remains of the fighting positions during the Gulf wars, and
are mainly documented in central-southern Iraq. In the QADIS survey area only two sites still
have traces of these berms: Tell Drehem, ancient Old Babylonian (1800–1600 BCE) city of
Puzrish Dagan and Tell Dlehim possibly associatedwith ancient Ur III (2100–2000 BCE) city of
Tummal (Marchetti et al. 2017, forthcoming). Both sites are located close to the two biggest
towns of the area (Akaf and Al-Bdeir), and along one of the main roads connecting the
Qadisiyah region to the south. The orthophotogrammetric survey and the ground control
have allowed identification of two types of berms, with either single or double space
(measuring c. 16–17 m x 16–19 m). These structures could house armoured vehicles,
including tanks. In order to build the earthen barriers, large portions of archaeological
deposits were removed. In addition to this, the erection of the berms covered large sectors
of the archaeological sites that now cannot be explored without removing those barriers.1

Economic Development 1: Construction – Buildings

The construction of buildings, including houses, commercial properties or industrial
complexes, has a critical impact on cultural heritage. A considerable amount, or even
the entire stratification, of an archaeological site can be removed, due to the cuts made
to allocate the foundations. This is a widespread threat in the QADIS area, with no
relevant spatial distribution patterns observed (Figure 4). In total, 38 sites (corresponding
to 6.8% of the total sample) have been partially damaged by single buildings or by
encroachment of villages and towns.

Economic Development 2: Construction – Roads

The construction of roads differs from that of buildings in terms of impact on the archae-
ological sites. Building roads over sitesmeans removal of at least the top soil deposit and the

Figure 3. Extensive looting at Tell Abu Hatab/Kisurra (QD75b) documented by the QADIS survey
project (October 2018).
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Figure 4. Distribution of the archaeological sites according to eight mostly impacting types of actions: (a)
Canalisation (301 sites, 53.9%); (b) Looting holes (185 sites, 33.5%); (c) Ploughing (173 sites, 31%); (d) Dunes
(81 sites, 14.5%); (e) Water reservoirs/Dams (61 sites; 10.9%); (f) Road (50 sites; 8.9%); (g) Buildings (37 sites,
6.8%); (h) Earth movement (33; 5.9%).
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uppermost archaeological layers and generally replacing it with tarmac. As a result, the
underlying archaeological levels are sealed, compressed and potentially crushed by the
asphalt machines, and subsequently by the means of transport. Additionally, the remaking
of the road surface can cause further damage over time. In the QADIS area, we have
documented 50 sites (corresponding to 8.9% of the total sample) cut by one or more
tarmac roads (Figure 4). The spatial distribution of archaeological sites damaged by road
construction does not show any particular trend except for the fact that most of the sites are
located along the main arterial road of the region (road no. 17).

Economic Development 3: Construction – Earth movement/Levelling

Earth movement or levelling are among the physical results of the construction activities
and consists of the movement of earth, by using bulldozers or other earth-moving
machinery, with the aim of creating features (like ditches, embankments or walls) or
levelling ground to allocate structures. This action may significantly alter the archae-
ological deposits. We have documented 33 archaeological sites (corresponding to 5.9%
of the total sample) in the QADIS survey area impacted by this action (Figure 4).
According to the ground control, in most cases the damage consists of the levelling
of the low mounds’ borders by bulldozers in order to increase the available farmland.

Economic Development 4: Construction/Agriculture – Dams and Water Reservoirs

The impact of dams and the resulting water reservoirs on cultural heritage is enormous,
affecting thousands of sites worldwide (Cunliffe, de Gruchy, and Stammitti 2012; Marchetti
et al. 2019). The development of these massive infrastructures represents another type of
action resulting from construction, as well as from agricultural activities. This is the case of
the Delmej reservoir (one-third (almost 210 km2) of which is included in the north-eastern
part of the QADIS survey area). This massive hydraulic infrastructure (616 km2 in total) was
part of an economic development project, between the late 1960s and early 1970s, in an
area where the strong desertification and lack of immediately accessible waterways
prevented the growth of agricultural and pastoral industries. The project analysed the
impact of the Delmej reservoir on cultural heritage through time, by using a multi-
temporal satellite-based analysis. The results have revealed that the slow up-filling of
the reservoir, that started in the late 1960s, ended up with the complete flooding of the
area (and the archaeological sites) around the mid-1980s (Marchetti et al. 2018, 2019).
However, the analysis of satellite imagery, taken in different seasons of the year, has
shown that several sites are still visible in dry periods, although they are heavily eroded. In
order to document the state of preservation of some of the visible sites, the SBAH carried
out rescue excavations at four sites, between 2011 and 2013.

The integration of the archaeological data emerged from the surveys made before
the reservoir up-filling (Adams 1981; Adams and Nissen 1972) with the satellite imagery,
allowed to identify 146 archaeological sites flooded by the Delmej reservoir, 61 of which
(corresponding to 10.9% of the total sample), of different periods and dimensions,
within the QADIS survey area (Figure 4). Ground control has been used, in order to
assess the state of preservation of the sites still visible in dry periods. The visits at the
sites have confirmed the loss of large portions, as well as the dislocation of stratified
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material culture, due to water erosion. Remarkably, despite the wealth of collected data
on the heritage of the area affected by the dam (Adams 1981), no post-flooding
assessments have been performed by archaeologists, to determine the degree of
destruction caused by the Delmej reservoir (Marchetti et al. 2018, forthcoming).

Economic Development 5: Construction/Agriculture – Modern Canals

The use of canal systems for irrigation or navigation has been a practice in Iraq for
millennia (Pournelle 2013; Wilkinson 2003; Wilkinson, Rayne, and Jotheri 2015). To date,
the alluvial plain of central-southern Mesopotamia is a complex and intricate system of
canals. Depending on the function and, in the case of agricultural intervention, on the
area to be cultivated, the depth and width of the canals vary from a few dozen cm to
several metres. Excavating canals causes not only the removal of archaeological depos-
its, but the archaeological soil spreading following their removal can also seal or affect
other deposits that have no connection with the former. Dumps located outside of the
archaeological site can cause wrong or misleading archaeological interpretations.

Very often, the materials emerged from the excavation, that lie along the banks or at
the bottom of the canal, can be transported by the stream of the canal even for several
kilometres. This type of hydraulic infrastructure represents the most dangerous threat to
archaeological sites, documented in the QADIS area (Figure 4). The analysis of the
satellite imagery coupled with ground control allowed the project to identify 301 sites
throughout the region (corresponding to 59.9% of the total sample) cut by canalisation.

Economic Development 6: Agriculture – Salinization

Soil salinity has become one of the major problems for crop production and food
security in Iraq (Wu et al. 2014a, 2014b). Indeed, excessive irrigation and poor drainage
conditions are the major factors contributing to rising groundwater tables and soil
salinity in the irrigated areas of the country (Qureshi, Waqas, and Al-Falahi 2013; Wu
et al. 2014b). This phenomenon may also have a substantial impact on the archaeolo-
gical sites due to irrigation and ploughing. However, the spread of soil salinization over
sites has never been systematically documented, although archaeologists have recog-
nised it sometimes as a risk (Pollock 1990) and other times as a useful soil condition to
detect ancient structures (Stone 2014). The analysis of the QADIS survey area has
revealed that 17 sites (corresponding to 3.2% of the total sample), randomly distributed
throughout the region, are partially endangered by salinization.

Economic Development 7: Agriculture – Ploughing

The construction of water infrastructures in the northern part of the region since the
1980s and the consequent increase of farmland have heavily damaged the archaeolo-
gical heritage. In addition to affecting numerous sites previously identified during
surveys in the 1960s and 1970s (Adams 1981; Adams and Nissen 1972), the extensive
cultivations brought to light new sites that had disappeared below the thick alluvial
deposit. Furthermore, there is a remarkable difference between the old methods of
ploughing, creating relatively shallow furrows and only employed in flat areas, and the
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modern systems including tractors and other machines, able to exploit even the high
and steep mounds where the majority of archaeological deposit is concentrated. The
QADIS project, in collaboration with the local SBAH, has mapped 173 sites (correspond-
ing to 31%), partially or totally damaged by ploughing (Figure 4). As in the case of the
construction of modern canalisations, the spatial distribution of archaeological sites
affected by ploughing is widespread and it does not show any clear pattern.

In some cases, it was necessary to use more detailed survey methods, due to the
difficulty in distinguishing between the archaeological sites and the off-site scatter.
This was the case of the group of sites named QD117. The satellite imagery revealed
some pseudo-circular (referable to archaeological sites) or elongated (related to
paleochannels) anomalies of brownish colour. High-resolution orthophotographic
mapping carried out with UAVs provided a more detailed picture of the area and
gave hints on the location of the sites affected by agricultural activities (Marchetti
et al. 2018, 2019). The final step consisted of the intensive collection of surface
materials from the same area (measuring about 1.24 km x 0.76 km, extending for
approximately 90 ha), that allowed us to isolate three main clusters of materials,
dating from the fourth to the third millennium BCE and indicating the presence of
sites. After the definition of the archaeological areas, the data were crossed with the
current extension of the ploughed area and the associated canal grid. The result has
showed that 100% of the archaeological area is damaged by modern agricultural
works. Moreover, ploughing has affected about the first 30 cm of the archaeological
deposits, while the excavation of canals has damaged up to 3 m of the archaeological
deposit in two out of three sites. This method has proven effective in flat sites, not
directly visible and thus potentially more vulnerable.

Environmental Process 1: Sandification – Shifting Dunes

Over the past 60 years, massive investments in the development of new irrigation
channels in the region have strongly changed the previously desert or semi-desert
territory, creating large areas of farmland. However, there are still mainly desert areas
characterised by sand dunes of variable size. Dunes cover the surface of the sites and
then slowly move forward, due to the wind blowing. In this way, they do not damage
the sites, but make them inaccessible for an undetermined period. In the QADIS survey
area we documented 81 archaeological sites (corresponding to 14.5%) partially or totally
covered by dunes (Figure 4). These sites are principally clustered along the ancient
Euphrates and Tigris paleochannels.

Environmental Process 2: Erosion – Rain and Wind

Erosion is a natural process resulting from the action of wind or rain daily affecting the
surface of the sites. This process can lead to the gradual wearing away either of a site or
of the ground itself, revealing previously buried parts of a site. Alternatively, a site can be
buried, due to the action of eroded earth from elsewhere. Erosion is a process commonly
seen in the QADIS survey area, visible in 100% of the sites. Due to its pervasiveness, this
type of threat is quite difficult to be systematically analysed and studied. For this reason,
it will not be considered in the discussion on the threats’ impact.
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Analysis: The Impact of Drivers, Threats and Action in the QADIS Area

In the light of the three-tier framework developed, what are the most impactful types of
risks and damage affecting archaeological sites in the QADIS survey area? Analysis of the
558 archaeological sites in the QADIS survey area has provided interesting insights on
the current state of preservation of these heritage areas and the different types of
drivers, threats and actions affecting and jeopardising them.

Economic development represents the highest impact driver, affecting 67.2% (375) of
archaeological sites (Figure 5). One third of the total sample suffered from major
damage due to threats and actions related to the illicit trade of antiquities (33.5%, 185
sites), while environmental processes and conflicts have been observed respectively in
8.6% and 1% of sites. The analysis has shown that the most impacting driver is economic
development, although great emphasis has been placed so far, by both academics and
media, on the destruction of archaeological sites and monuments in the Near East
caused by violent conflicts and/or looting. In this regard, it is noteworthy that interna-
tional institutions including Global Heritage Fund (2010) and UNESCO (2015), among
others, have often, although briefly, emphasised the issue of economic development
(Lopez 2016).

Among the different type of threats, agriculture affects 54.6% of the archaeological
sites, while looting 33.5% and construction works 21.5% (Figure 5b). The phenomenon
of looting is generated from the illicit request for antiquities, although a substantial
support is also given by the unstable political situation. The process of reconstruction of
the country and its albeit slow political stabilisation have reduced the phenomenon of
looting in the last decade, as confirmed by numerous studies concerning both the
destruction of sites (Stone 2008a, 2015; Marchetti et al. 2018, forthcoming) and the
illegal trafficking of antiquities (Brodie 2006, 2008a, 2008b, 2011a). On the contrary, the
agricultural exploitation of the land and the growing urbanisation, not only in the main
centres but also in the peripheral areas of the region, if not properly developed and

Figure 5. Percentage of archaeological sites at risk according to the types of drivers (a) and threats
(b) documented in the QADIS project survey area. *means that erosion has not been considered in
the calculation due to its pervasiveness, which makes it difficult to be systematically analysed and
studied.
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coordinated with current laws and the authorities, may represent a problem that will
increase over time, threatening a growing number of archaeological sites.

Concerning the single actions (Figure 6), canalisation represents the most damaging
one (53.9%) followed by the digging of looting holes and trenches (33.15%), ploughing
(31%) and dunes (14.5%), while the rest of the actions generally affect less than 10% of
the sites. In this regard, it is noteworthy how on the one hand actions affecting cultural
heritage in the long-term such as canalisation and ploughing as well as the construction
of roads and buildings are placed at the top positions and represent the most increasing
issue.

Current Legislation on Managing Sites and Preventing Risks to Cultural
Heritage

Considering the situation described in the previous paragraphs, what are the current
protective legislation and strategies applied by local authorities to prevent or mitigate
the abovementioned risks to archaeological sites? In this paragraph I provide an over-
view on the current organisation of official heritage institutions in Iraq and the types of
threats and actions considered by the national and international legislation on the
safeguarding of heritage.

According to Articles 35 and 113 of the Iraqi Constitution (2005, at https://www.
constituteproject.org/constitution/Iraq_2005.pdf?lang=en), antiquities are protected by
federal authorities in collaboration with regions and governorates. However, the con-
crete role of these authorities is still under debate (Davis 2014).

The SBAH, is the official Iraqi national institution in charge of preserving and mana-
ging the national heritage sites and the national museums. It was established in 1923 as
part of the Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Antiquities and has been in action since
1936 (Ministry of Information 1936) in compliance with Antiquities Law No. 59 then
amended in 1974 (n. 120) and 1975 (n. 164). In 2002 (Ministry of Tourism and
Antiquities), Law No.55 for the Antiquities and Heritage of Iraq was issued, replacing

Figure 6. Breakdown graph of the absolute number (left) and percentage (right) of archaeological
sites affected by different types of actions in the QADIS project survey area.
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the previous ones. The SBAH has a Director General seated in Baghdad, while each
governorate is run by a local director. Below the directors are the inspectors in charge of
managing a sector of the region. A further level in the SBAH hierarchical framework
consists of guards or keepers supervising a single site and often coordinated by chief
keepers controlling two or more keepers. The number and distribution of inspectors,
keepers and chief keepers may vary from governorate to governorate. Moreover, the
SBAH officials are assisted in their daily activities by archaeological police, specifically
trained.

With regards to the framework of risks presented in this research, the current legisla-
tion – Law No. 55 (Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 2002) – provides substantial
guidelines for protecting archaeological sites. The prohibition for any private or public
entity to manipulate or destroy archaeological sites or heritage monuments is clearly
specified in Article 3.2 which states: ‘the owner of a land where an immovable Antiquity
is, shall not have the rights to dispose, dig, vandalize or change the features on or under
the soil’. This first statement is then supported by Article 5.3, mentioning the necessity of
a buffer zone around sites and monuments to prevent encroaching.

According to the law, local communities should also participate in the process of
safeguarding and documentation of archaeological sites and heritage buildings.
Among others, as specified by articles 7, 12 and 19, anyone who is aware of the
presence of an archaeological site on their land must register it with the authorities
within 24 hours.

Going specifically to the threats, a first reference to environmental damage is
made in Article 2.3 which mentions the necessity of restoration works to prevent
erosion and deterioration of archaeological sites, heritage buildings and artefacts. But
the most comprehensive and detailed guidelines for heritage preservation are
resumed in Articles 9 and 15. The former (Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 2002,
Paragraph 9.3) states that ‘The concerned authorities shall be committed to conserve
the Antiquity, Heritage and Historical Sites when the mentioned authorities are about
to make state industrial, agricultural or residential projects and other projects like:
city and the village planning, beautification, expansion, irrigation canals and the road
paving . . . ’. Further restrictions on the permission to use land where archaeological
sites or heritage buildings are located can be also found in Articles 9.5 and 9.6.
Article 15 lists a series of prohibitions, including: to cultivate or build (15.2, 15.3,
15.5), to remove anything from the archaeological sites (15.4) and to damage
archaeological sites and monuments (15.6). Article 17 stresses and makes the ques-
tion of the illegal possession of antiquities linked to looting activities even more
bitter. The penalties and fees for contravening the abovementioned articles are listed
in Articles 38 to 50.

In addition to the national legislation, Iraq has also ratified international protocols to
strengthen the protection of its own heritage, such as the 1954 Protocol to the
Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict
(UNESCO 1954, but without ratifying the second protocol, see Matthews et al. 2019;
Van Heese 2010), the 1970 Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the
Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property (UNESCO 1970) and
the 1972 Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural
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Heritage (UNESCO 1972). Therefore, on paper, the current legislation seems to ade-
quately protect archaeological sites and monuments of the country.

The area considered by this study is controlled by a SBAH office in the town of Afak. The
office is managed by a local inspector headed by the regional director, located at the
Diwaniyah headquarters. The local inspector supervises several guards or keepers
appointed in some of the main archaeological sites of the area or immediately outside it.
To be more precise, there are guards or keepers protecting the sites of Tell Drehem/Puzirsh
Dagan, Tell Dlehim/Tummal, Tell Abu Hatab/Kisurra and Fara/Shuruppak (Figure 7a). The
latter, although located outside the targeted area, is close to many sites within it and its
inclusion is useful for the final discussion and suggestions. Figure 7(a) shows how the
distribution of the SBAH personnel in this part of the region is uneven. It must also be
pointed out that the local road systemmainly consists of dirt roads (some of which are only
used seasonally), while the few asphalt roads connect only some parts of the region, thus
making it difficult to reach the sites. In light of this, the main issues raised are the following:

● There is an overconcentration of SBAH personnel in the north-western part of the
region, while there are no SBAH seats or guarded sites east of state road 17.

● Protection and management are mainly focused on a few large archaeological sites,
while less attention is paid to smaller ones.

● Given the high number of archaeological sites and the relatively low number of
SBAH officers, it is unlikely that the SBAH personnel would be able to efficiently
protect all the sites, even in the areas where local seats are present.

● Although the current legislation seems to adequately define the allowed relation-
ships of the citizens with the archaeological sites, there seems to be no compliance
with these laws. It remains to be understood if this is due to the lack of knowledge
or not satisfying application of current legislation.

Figure 7. Current distribution of SBAH inspector and guards/keepers in the QADIS area (a) and the
new proposal (b).
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Conclusion: Improving Cultural Heritage Management, the QADIS Survey
Area

By understanding 1) the current types of risks affecting the cultural heritage in the
QADIS region and 2) the current legislation and main strategies put in place by local
SBAH officers, and their pitfalls, this paper proposes a few suggestions to contribute to
the improvement of cultural heritage management and safeguarding in the region.

The main problems that emerged concern human-made drivers and threats. Physical
actions such as canalisation, ploughing, road and building construction, when carried
out at archaeological sites without official permission, are punished by law, but appar-
ently there is a lack of implementation. The case of looting is instead different: this is
a deliberate criminal action with a clear geographical pattern. In order to prevent the
current threats and actions, tailor-made strategies addressing the different target groups
involved, official institutions and local communities, must be implemented.

Given the shortcomings arisen from our analysis it is suggested:

(1) DOCUMENTATION OF THE LOCAL HERITAGE. The creation of a regional archae-
ological risk assessment map, based on international standards, would be extre-
mely useful in providing a clear and concrete picture of the current regional
heritage. An open access WebGIS would maximise the distribution of the map
through the internet and it would be available to academics and the wider
community. Such tools would allow local authorities to plan and apply ad hoc
strategies to address each type of risk. In this to regard, the creation of an open
access WebGIS (ArchIraq) including the archaeological sites of central and south-
ern-Iraq is currently ongoing in the frame of the EU-funded EDUU project.
A similar approach has also been proposed by the EAMENA project but focusing
on the endangered sites. Elsewhere in the region an attempt to make available
a WebGIS including the national archaeological sites has been developed by the
Directorate General of Jordan through the MEGA-Jordan project http://megajor
dan.org/.

(2) DECENTRALISATION OF SBAH OFFICERS. The organisation and distribution of the
SBAH personnel over the QADIS area should be improved. This could be reached
through a more decentralised and capillary distribution of the SBAH inspectors,
guards and archaeological policemen across the region. An efficient reorganisa-
tion should take into consideration variables like 1) quality of roads to reach the
sites in less time; 2) number of sites; 3) presence of large sites with already
available personnel; 4) presence of towns/villages to create further small SBAH
offices (Figure 7b). In particular, I propose a two-step process: 1) The first step
aims at filling the gap in the guards/keepers distribution in the eastern part of the
region, focusing on the largest and most important sites. Therefore, the mega-
sites of Bismaya/Adab and Tell Jidr/Karkar which have suffered heavily from
looting, canalisation and ploughing will be protected by SBAH officers. This first
step will allow the new guards/keepers to assure a better protection of the sites as
well as to get confident with the surrounding region. 2) The second step will aim
at protecting all the sites of the region. Considering the shape of the QADIS area,
the distribution of the current seats as well as those set up during step 1, the
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region may be divided into seven sectors, each one with its own site/place as
a hub where a chief keeper and one or more guards/keepers are located
(Figure 7b). The division of the region is based on the above-mentioned variables.
Particularly, the number of sites included in each region (Table 1) should mostly
depend on the road accessibility. In addition to the four existing seats and the
two seats created during step 1, a seventh would be added to protect the Delmej
region and in order to minimise the investment could be located at the local
police seat currently located at the Delmej bridge.

A better distribution of SBAH officers in the territory will allow for the reduc-
tion, or even stopping of looting activities that take place far from the main
centres. It will also allow a more constant and careful monitoring of site preserva-
tion. A decentralization of inspectors, guards/keepers and chief keepers in the
territory could also favour closer contacts and dialogue with the population,
encouraging them to understand the cultural relevance of the archaeological
sites, thus helping to reduce the effect of threats such as canalisation, ploughing,
road and building construction.

(3) IMPROVING LEGISLATION. As stressed by recent studies (Matthews et al. 2019; Van
Heese 2010) it is important for the government of Iraq to ratify the 1999 Second
Protocol to the 1954 Hague Convention (UNESCO 1999). This protocol provides
a number of benefits, including technical and funding assistance as well as the
improvement of the legal protection. As illustrated by Matthews et al. (2019),
article 5 of the Second Protocol provides a further step in the protection and
safeguarding of cultural heritage by obligating safeguarding measures such as the
preparation of inventories, and emergency plans as well as in situ protection for
cultural property. Such improvements – if implemented – would be critical for
protecting sites from future drivers, threats and actions such as violent destruc-
tion and looting.

Moreover, the persistent lack of funding affecting Iraqi cultural heritage authorities
would be partially healed by access to The Fund for the Protection of Cultural
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, established under article 29 (UNESCO
1999). This would first improve security features at sites, or improve risk management
planning, however I also suggest to extend its use in order to allow the implementa-
tion of the decentralization of SBAH as suggested in point 2. In addition, articles 10
and 32 grant the possibility for sites to receive Enhanced Protection status. This
would encourage increased investment for their protection in the event of a conflict.
Although Iraq has not always adequately applied or enforced its existing legislation,

Table 1. Number of sites per SBAH sector according to the new proposal (61 sites
flooded by the Delmej reservoir have been excluded from this list).
SBAH Sector No. of sites

1 Tell Drehem/Puzrish Dagan 82
2 Tell Dlehim/Tummal? 76
3 Tell Abu Hatab/Kisurra 59
4 Fara/Shuruppak 56
5 Delmej 77
6 Bismaya/Adab 79
7 Tell Jidr/Karkara 68
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ratifying the 1999 Second Protocol could act as an indicator of increasing commit-
ment to doing so.

(4) PRIVATE SUPPORT FOR DOCUMENTATION AND SAFEGUARDING. A step forward in
the documentation and safeguarding of archaeological sites could also come from
private initiatives supported by the official bodies. In this regard, the introduction
of preventive archaeology in Iraq can provide a sustainable system for avoiding the
destruction of sites due to ploughing, canalisation, road and building construction
among others, thanks to controlled excavations carried out by private companies
supervised by the SBAH officer (Marchetti et al. 2018). In the past thirty years,
professional private archaeological companies have emerged in Europe as
a response to the urgent need of archaeological surveys and excavations before
starting construction works or other activities entailing land exploitation. The
excavations were previously organised mainly by academic institutions; then,
since 1980 onwards, preventive archaeology companies led by private enterprises
appeared in western Europe (Bozóki-Ernyey 2007; Demoule 2012; Novaković et al.
2016). A recent overview has estimated that currently preventive archaeology,
mostly carried out by private companies, represents almost 90% of total excava-
tions in Europe (Demoule 2012). The growing success of preventive archaeology
also contributes to increasing public awareness of the importance of cultural
heritage (Demoule 2012).

I suggest implementing the workflow recently proposed by Marchetti et al.
(2018) for the introduction of preventive archaeology in Iraq.

Notwithstanding the presence of legislations, local people keep on destroying sites, thus
suggesting that they are unaware of the laws and they have no interest in archaeolo-
gical sites. The pervasive human-made destruction documented and the analysis of
current legislation suggested that local communities, from families to community lea-
ders, need to be made more aware of the importance of their local heritage and the
existing laws protecting it.

(1) RAISING AWARENESS OF HERITAGE. Local institutions should raise awareness of
the importance of heritage among local people through cultural events and
activities at any level. Similar approaches fall in the sphere of community archae-
ology (Marshall 2002; Moser et al. 2002; Moshenska and Dhanjal 2011) and have
been recently tested in the frame of the Iraqi-Italian joint EU-funded EDUU project
(http://www.eduu.unibo.it) thanks to different types of activities, including the
organisation of interviews to understand the current perception of the local
people towards heritage, the creation of childrens comic books, the organisation
of visits to sites and museums and the creation of cultural spaces (i.e. museum) to
promote local heritage among others.

(2) COMPLIANCE WITH EXISTING LAWS ON HERITAGE. The community should be
informed by local SBAH officers about the current laws protecting heritage
through meetings and events. In this way numerous types of threats such as
intense agricultural exploitation, canalisation, private construction activities and
looting would be reduced.
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These suggestions should be considered as part of a more solid plan for the sustainable
protection and communication of archaeological sites to be developed by archaeolo-
gists, local authorities and communities (Matthews et al. 2019; Teutinico and Palumbo
2000). Indeed, a closer engagement of archaeologists beyond the academic research, in
the issue of site preservation and communication of archaeological sites and cultural
landscapes actively involving local parties at any level has become mandatory.

Note

1. The US army has only recently developed regulations to avoid the removal of archaeological
deposits especially when filling sandbags and HESCO barriers. The use of HESCO barriers
would be particularly recommended instead of employing berms or digging trenches
(https://www.cemml.colostate.edu/cultural/09476/chp04-01iraqenl-c.html#engineering).
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