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PROTECTION OF CAVES AND THEIR FINDINGS
Nikos Goulopoulos, Anthropological Association of Greece, Dafnomili 7, Athina-Hellas (Greece)

ABSTRACT

Protection of caves and their findings is a special duty of peaceable civilised societies, as cultural heritage, especially of our pre-war prehistory, promoting understanding between peoples and the dissemination of culture for the well being of humanity.

FULL TEXT
Caves are monuments of nature. They bear data of Earth’s history, including mankind's evolution during prehistory -which was peaceful for its greatest part (Photo 1: THE PEACEABLE PREWAR HUMANS), before dangerous overpopulation occurred 10.000 years ago (Photo 2: WARLESS SOCIETIES)  - and modern times. As such, caves deserve to be protected by any spelaeological body, either state or not. The main tools to achieve this purpose are education, through discussion, research (including guided simulation by a beneficent team of experienced inspiring individuals), application of laws and actions.

Although methods concerning exploration and exploitation of caves are widely developed, the same can not be stated as regards their protection. Cultural objects (palaeontological, archaeological, zoological, botanical etc) found inside or outside caves, are frequently irreparably damaged by illicit excavations and export from their country of origin. 

Since the beginning of wars until our ages, the hate-addicted manio-attacking groups beyond the “legitimate right to kill”, promote the violent “right to plunder and destroy” (Afghanistan and Iraq being the latest known examples). 

Greece has also suffered since middle-eastern kings' and Romans' attacks, from such inhuman mentality, untill recent times, when the famous Parthenon Marbles of Athenian Parthenon removed by lord Elgin, English monarchy ambassador to the falling Ottoman empire. Several cases of such practice have followed ever since worldwide. 

As Greek caves are concerned, not much has been done for their protection. Clandestine activity has been taking place inside and outside Greek caves. Non tourist caves are often looted and/or prehistoric material is illegally removed (e.g Ayia Triada cave - Boeotia).In tourist caves, all the possible ways to protect stalamgite decoration are not applied. To this purpose a program is applied to the Petralona cave  (Photo 3: HALKIDIKI – PETRALONA), where every winter stalagmites are cleaned safely from parasitic micro-organisms (Photo 4: PETRALONA CAVE a). 

As for cave findings, there have been several instances of their being stolen and illegally exported abroad. Such an example concerns the thousands of fossils exported in 1968 to Hannover. AAG denounced this action but the Ministry of Culture still has not promoted any investigation on the case. During the violent removal and absence of aag from the place (1983-97) other fossils were stolen from the museum; an illegal excavation during night took place too...

Our Association asks the help of the present 14th International Congress of Speleology to assist findings' - human remains included – returned to the Petralona museum where they belong.

On our own initiative, the Minoan microcephalic skull from Zakro palace in Crete, was repatriated; it is our expectation that the same thing will happen for every similar cases. 

So a record by the Ministry of Culture of all caves’ findings in Greece, as well as in every country, will help the efforts for their restitution, preservation and study. UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), is working with its Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of Cultural Property to its Countries of Origin or its Restitution in Case of Illicit Appropriation. In its Thirteenth Session, 7-10 February 2005, in Paris it announced generic examples of return and restitution of cultural property. 

As the protection of cultural heritage promotes the understanding between peoples and the dissemination of culture for the well being of humanity, the objective of improving the protection of cultural and natural heritage is a matter of priority. The practical preservation of caves and monuments in general and the restitution of cultural objects is in the interest of all. 

Scientists and governments must further support such actions, proving their interest for common welfare, because the closer to their original place the cultural objects are studied, the better knowledge is served, helping the international efforts for peaceable co-existence and prosperity. 
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