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1. Committee introduction

—

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is a
specialized agency of the United Nations. It aims to promote shared humanity and world
peace through international cooperation in education, science, and culture. UNESCO
fosters quality and equitable education, advancing scientific knowledge for sustainable
development, and preserving cultural heritage globally. Besides these efforts, it also
contributes to human rights protection and global environmental conservation by taking
initiatives on these issues. UNESCO entered into force in 1946 with the aim of rebuilding

schools, libraries, and museums that were damaged during World War II, and combating



illiteracy in least developed countries. As UNESCO got bigger in scale with an increasing
number of member states over time, it accordingly expanded its role. It began to engage
more with environmental conservation and cultural heritage, while maintaining its
dedication to education and science. For example, in the 1960s, UNESCO sponsored
efforts to protect ancient Egyptian artifacts from the waters of the Aswan High Dam and
began prompting an international agreement to preserve historical monuments and
artifacts. In 1972, UNESCO adopted an international agreement to establish a World
Heritage List of cultural sites and natural areas to ensure government protection.

Today, UNESCO has become a symbol of international cooperation,
peace-building, and the preservation of natural and cultural heritage. As of 2025,
UNESCO has 194 member countries and a headquarters in Paris, France. It consists of
various specialized committees and three central bodies: the General Conference, the
Executive Board, and the Secretariat. The General Conference is UNESCO’s official
meeting held every two years, where member countries make important decisions. Each
member country has an equal vote in the General Conference, regardless of its economic
or political contributions. The decisions concern UNESCO’s programmes, conventions,
budgets, and the selection of the Executive Board member states and Director-General.
Prior to the General Conferences, the Executive Board prepares the agendas and
examines programmes and budget estimates for UNESCO, in order for member states to
make decisions upon the reports and recommendations of the board. It consists of 58
member states, being responsible for monitoring the implementation of programmes and
conventions. The Secretariat is led by the Director-General, who is the chief executive

and manages day-to-day operations and the execution of programmes.



Since programs of UNESCO, such as protecting the environment and cultural
legacies, are intergovernmental and complicated for any single entity to solely address,
UNESCO collaborates closely with governments and non-governmental organizations
through national commissions, which serve as liaisons between member states and the
organization. National commissions, composed of local experts, advise their governments
on participation in its activities, disseminating information about UNESCO's work, and
coordinating the implementation of the programs within their countries. The organization
has nearly 200 national commissions helping to realize its programmes and missions.
Meanwhile, these national commissions can form specialized committees to work on
specific areas of its mission, including managing World Heritage sites, overseeing
conventions, and managing UNESCO headquarters. Most work is carried out through
special commissions and committees convened with expert participation. The work is
exemplified by the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (1961-), the World
Commission on the Ethics of Scientific Knowledge and Technology (1998 ), and the
World Commission on Culture and Development (1992-99).

UNESCO has continued its efforts in science education and environmental
conservation fields through various nations and the ratification of key environmental
treaties. Held by UNESCO, the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Copenhagen Accord
(2009) on climate change seek to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. UNESCO has also
actively advocated climate change activism, while supporting the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change. Moreover, it has promoted the idea of the
right to access clean water and supervised many international programs with direct

environmental links. For example, the Man and the Biosphere Programme (MAB) was



first launched in 1971 to protect natural resources and identify biosphere reserves. As of
2024, UNESCO has designated 759 sites in 136 nations as protected biosphere reserves.
Furthermore, it encourages the protection of cultural heritage through the establishment
of World Heritage Sites. By designating sites of natural, cultural, or historical
significance, UNESCO obligates the nations in which the sites are located to maintain
and preserve them under the terms of the World Heritage Convention as part of the
universal heritage of humanity. The organization had dedicated 1,199 sites in 168

countries as World Heritage Sites by 2024.

Agenda background

From the late 18th to the early 20th century, the prevailing inequality of power
allowed colonizers to sever cultural objects from colonies communities all around the
world. As a result, cultural artifacts and antiquities were looted from their original
communities to museums and private collections in Europe and other colonies. In this
dislocation of cultural property, there has been little consensus between colonizing
powers largely embodied in museums and collectors and source communities or national
governments. On top of that, colonizers often lacked understanding of the artefacts'
cultural and historical contexts of their source communities. In the worst cases, violence,
robbery, and, often, cultural destruction and social dislocation were involved. For
example, excavations of the Korean loyal tombs by Japanese colonizers not only
involved loss of the national treasures but also the destruction of the tombs, spirituality,
and the collective memory of the community. From the late 19th century until Japan’s

defeat in World War 11, Japanese colonial officials and private collectors amassed at least



100,000 artifacts and cultural treasures from all corners of the Korean peninsula.
Japanese looters and government-sponsored archaeologists violated the tombs of Korea’s
Kings and Queens, plundering finely worked gold jewelry, jade pendants and delicate
celadon bowls. They carted off stone carvings, pagodas and priceless reliquary caskets
from Buddhist temples and removed tens of thousands of ancient manuscripts from
libraries. Ancient pots and spears and the like disappeared into storerooms and
collections at universities in Japan. Soon after the Japanese left, a young Korean National
Museum official named Hwang Su Young went to Kaesong and surveyed the damage.
Thus, loss of cultural properties signifies more than just the movement of relics of the
past; it's the loss of historical narratives, ancestral ties, and living vessels of identity to the
source countries.

Moreover, the dislocation of cultural properties is not just a problem of the past
that can be solved by compensating the communities. Recently, this has been viewed as a
lasting legacy of colonialism and an active human rights problem, as it continues to affect
the present. During the 2007 UNESCO conference, “Memory and Universality,” Alain
Godonou from Benin explained that 95% of African art is still held outside Africa, and
the dispossession exerts “moral violence” on African communities that still continues
today, because most African children grow up without seeing or learning about their own
cultural heritage. In addition to human rights concerns, scholars at the Return of cultural
objects: the Athens conference have highlighted the loss of academic value in artifacts
detached from their original context. It can be claimed that a significant portion of global
anthropology and archaeology throughout the 19th and 20th centuries developed under

egregiously unequal circumstances among the world's peoples and civilizations. In other



words, looted cultural property has been interpreted by third parties outside its original
context. As a result, it is claimed that artifacts lost their ‘soul’ and that humanity lost a
vast amount of valuable historical, cultural, and scientific information. Therefore,
restoring the heritage of their country of origin is a crucial and persistent issue for
cultural identity, community healing, and shared humanity.

However, there have been practical impediments and concerning facts that have
hindered the return and restitution of looted property. The first challenge arises when
determining the rightful owner. Since the cultural materials were obtained during colonial
periods, the provenance information no longer exists in many cases. This allows the
possibility to trade and possess cultural goods without documentation because this makes
it difficult to distinguish between unlawfully looted and lawfully acquired goods.
Moreover, today, we face fragmentation of law, resulting in a lack of clear standards and
procedures to address and resolve claims. Due to the legal loophole, the paradox of
lawful possession of looted artifacts arises. Meanwhile, this obstructs restitution efforts,
this also becomes an incentive for the illicit trade. The cultural property has become
increasingly lucrative as its value has risen. Therefore, the clear incentives for illicit trade
gives rise to the emergence of the black market. Despite existing conventions, illegal
trafficking and forgery are prevalent, and looting remains a lingering contemporary
problem. Museums still acquire artifacts without verifying provenance, and some
collectors and curators view attempts to curb illicit trade in cultural property as
unwelcome restrictions on the free market. On the other hand, the return and restitution
are challenged due to the inability of source countries to preserve cultural properties. The

origin countries may not have sufficient facilities and resources, or current museums have



better ones to protect them. The cultural artifact has thus far been "protected" by the
museum or organization that currently houses it, and relocating it could result in
irreversible harm. Lastly, repatriating some stolen or looted property can open the
floodgates for the restitution of their artifacts. Museums and cultural organizations may
have few or no items remaining in their collections if they repatriate all stolen or looted
material. Thus, repatriation is thought to be significantly hampered by the need to balance
the preservation of cultural institutions with the return of stolen cultural artifacts. Hence,
the conflict often boils down to the tension between the "universal" claims of museums,
which treat objects primarily as pieces of art or science, and the claims of communities of
origin, who view them as integral parts of their "cultural identity" and living spiritual
heritage.

Today, UNESCO has been reframing the discourse on restitution not just as a
legal issue, but as a matter of justice, healing, and empowerment for communities still
affected by historical dispossession. This involves acknowledging that many cultural
objects were removed under exploitative colonial conditions, disrupting cultural

transmission and identity in their countries of origin.

3. Previous Actions
a. International Level
i.  Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the
Event of Armed Conflict
The 1954 Hague Convention was the first comprehensive

multilateral agreement to protect cultural heritage amid armed conflict and



il

in times of peace. The definition of cultural heritage was broad,
encompassing monuments of architecture, artifacts, archaeological sites,
and scientific collections. States Parties adopted various measures to
preserve cultural properties. For example, efforts were made to protect
property against natural and human-made disasters, such as fire or
flooding, and to register cultural properties of fundamental importance on
the International Register of Cultural Property to ensure their safety. In
short, the convention focused on protecting cultural heritage from possible
destruction and deterioration. One of the nations that have gained help is
Ukraine. According to a Ukrainian conference report, when the country's
heritage was in danger due to the war in Ukraine, UNESCO has supported
Ukraine by monitoring damage and assessing heritage sites. However,
some limitations such as lack of military compliance still exist and the
1954 Hague convention is also criticized for weak dispute settlement and
enforcement mechanisms.
Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit
Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property

The 1970 UNESCO convention was held to combat illicit
trafficking and the growing black market in cultural heritage. Thus, the
convention focused on measures to prevent the illicit trade and the
dismemberment of monuments, historical sites, and artifacts, which were

carried out to meet the demand of black markets. Additionally, the core of



iii.

iv.

the convention was the return and restitution of cultural heritages, while
safeguarding the identity of people and promoting peaceful societies.
UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural
Objects

International Institute for the Unification of Private Law
(UNIDROIT) aims to harmonize and coordinate private and commercial
law between States and groups of States. The UNIDROIT Convention on
Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects was adopted in 1995,
following UNESCO’s request to supplement the 1970 Convention on
private law issues. States committed to treating stolen or illegally exported
cultural assets uniformly under the UNIDROIT Convention, and they
authorized national courts to handle restitution claims directly.
Furthermore, the UNIDROIT Convention mandates the return of all
cultural property and covers all stolen cultural objects, not only those
inventoried and declared.

Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of Cultural
Property (ICPRCP)

The Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of
Cultural Property was created in 1978, as experts recognized the need for
an international body to facilitate the return and restitution of cultural
heritage. The primary function of ICPRCP is to promote bilateral
discussions for the repatriation or restitution of cultural property between

the involved nations. It also encourages multilateral cooperation for the



return and restitution of cultural property, working as a mediator.
Moreover, research and studies on lost cultural heritage are supported by
ICPRCP through coherent programs to build a representative collection.
ICPRCP promotes public awareness of the importance of looted cultural
property to the countries of origin through public campaigns.
b. National Level
National actions have aligned with the trend of addressing looted cultural
property, with increased awareness of the importance of restoration and a shift
toward ethical diplomacy. More and More artifacts have been returned on legal,
social, and moral grounds. There have been great examples of ownership transfer
at a national level.
i.  Ethiopia & Italy
The Axum Obelisk case serves as an important precedent in
shaping new principles in the field of cultural heritage, reflecting a shift
from purely legal obligations toward ethical and cooperative approaches to
restitution. In 1935, one obelisk was moved from Axum, Ethiopia, to
Piazza Capena in Rome by personal order of Benito Mussolini, the
founder of Italian Fascism. Oblisk is a 24-meter-tall stele and estimated to
have been built in the and to have served as a marker for underground
burial chambers. Thus, it was transported in pieces and reassembled using
dowels and erected in Piazze di Porta Capena in Rome to commemorate
the conquest of Ethiopia. At the time of its removal, Italy was violating

customary international law, which generally prohibited the seizure of



il

historical monuments and works of art in times of war. In 1947, Italy
signed a peace accord with the United Nations and was obliged to return
the obelisk to Ethiopia. However, this obligation was not met. Despite the
Ethiopian government's continued requests for its return and a subsequent
treaty to fulfill that promise, the obelisk remained in Italy. The decisive
step occurred In 1997, as Italy acknowledged the importance of the
obelisk to the Ethiopian people. The two countries made a bilateral
agreement and a joint project to facilitate the repatriation. This bilateral
agreement led to a joint project and eventually a Memorandum of
Understanding in 2004 that detailed the execution of the return. During
this last stage, Italy committed to funding the restoration and rebuilding of
the Obelisk at the Axum archeological site. The budget of 4,736,033 was
provided by Italy. The UNESCO World Heritage Committee praised ‘the
cooperation between the States Parties of Ethiopia and Italy, leading to the
return of the obelisk, which could enhance the value of Axum’ and
welcomed ‘the tripartite cooperation between UNESCO and the States
Parties of Ethiopia and Italy in the preparation of the re-erection of the
obelisk’.
Greenland & Denmark

Additionally, one of the numerous successful repatriations was the
"Utimut" process, organized by Denmark and Greenland. Approximately
35,000 artifacts were repatriated from Denmark to Greenland through this

agreement. This was made possible because of Greenland’s commitment



to construction of the Greenland National Museum to ensure the proper
conditions to care for the artifacts. Before the Utimut, there had been
negotiations between the Greenland National Museum and Archives and
the National Museum of Denmark regarding the repatriation of
Greenlandic and Inuit collections transferred to Denmark and beyond
during Greenland’s colonial period. The negotiation proceeded amicably,
and the agreement was signed in October 1983 and entered into force in
1984 with the support of both the museums and the political leaders in
Greenland and Denmark. The main goal of Greenland’s repatriation was to
exhibit Greenlandic prehistory with a complete collection of historical and
cultural artifacts and to support studies at Greenland University on its
history. The repatriation was successful, and as a result, thousands of
archaeological and anthropological objects were returned to Greenland.
The agreement on the repatriation of looted cultural property is said to
hold great significance, as it focuses on restoring cultural pride and
identity, as well as on ethical and post-colonial considerations.
Additionally, it has scientific and cultural value because it helps us
understand Inuit cultural heritage and human evolution.
4. Possible Actions
a. Shared Custodianship

To address concerns that origin countries may lack the necessary

infrastructure and expertise, shared custodianship models are a safe and respectful

way to return cultural property because they balance ethical repatriation with



practical preservation needs, while recognizing the cultural authority of source
communities (e.g., Utimut Process).
b. Mandatory Provenance Research and Public Disclosure
International organizations should require all museums with colonial-era
collections to conduct comprehensive provenance research and publicly disclose
their acquisition pathways. This will prevent the return and restitution of looted
heritage.
c. Financial Mechanisms to incentivize Source Protection
Recognizing that the culture sector is a lucrative business and that
museums profit from exhibiting these collections, policies can allocate financial
benefits to the source community to build adequate infrastructure. The aim of this
allocation of financial benefits is to build adequate infrastructure. This can be
structured through bilateral agreements, direct investment, and capacity-building

programs.

5. Key Questions
a. How can international policy frameworks quantify the cultural deprivation
imposed on source communities? Based on the measurements, how can they
prioritize the principle of moral violence over arguments for the universal
museum to ensure that policies support justice, healing, and identity restoration?
b. What new ethical or legal measures can be created to recognize the moral right of
ownership by the source community rather than through rigid, often unfavorable,

national legal systems?



Given the concerns about source countries’ inability to guarantee optimal
conservation, what specific, quantifiable measures for infrastructure and training
must international policy put in place to ensure the sustainable, secure care of
repatriated heritage?

How can international policy commit to funding and implementing in formerly
colonized nations to ensure optimal conservation of cultural property? (e.g., using

global financial support and expertise sharing)
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