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An Update on the Looting of
Archaeological Sites in Iraq

Looting at Isin. Photograph reproduced courtesy of McGuire Gibson.

E

ven by the depressing standards of modern archaeological
vandalism, the pillaging of sites in Iraq that followed the
demise of the Saddam regime was appalling in its scale
and intensity. Iraq had experienced site looting in the past–
indeed it is largely as a result of this activity that the world’s
museums have Mesopotamian collections, but in the decades
before 1990 a strong system of site protection was in place and
the local population was sufficiently prosperous to have little
interest in acquiring antiquities for sale. Two unrelated events
changed everything in 1990. One was the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait and its aftermath–including the Shiite uprising; the
second was the filling of the lake behind the Ataturk dam
in Turkey which initiated a decrease in the water critical for
irrigation in southern Iraq (Beaumont 1998). The net result
was an impoverishment of the population of the south due to
reductions in both agricultural production and support from
the central government. It is thus perhaps not surprising that
the local population began to turn to an alternate source of
income: the retrieval and sale of antiquities.
This activity was documented both before and after the 2003
invasion of Iraq through a number of press reports which described the intensive looting of archaeological sites in southern
Iraq, sometimes accompanied by photographs of the looters
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themselves (opening photograph). However, the reporters who
were behind these stories mostly visited the same few large sites,
leaving the extent of this destruction unclear. Was site looting everywhere or concentrated in particular areas? If only large sites
were targeted, were sites dating to particular periods preferred?
What was the broader political context behind this activity? It was
to answer these questions that the author initiated a project to
use high resolution imagery to investigate the patterns of looting in southern Iraq (Stone 2008). The American invasion of Iraq
was the first major world event following the launching of the
high resolution Quickbird satellite by the Digital Globe Corporation and extensive imagery was acquired in February 2003 of the
area through which the invasion was expected, a geographic zone
which coincided with the heartland of ancient Mesopotamian
civilization. New imagery was also taken in the summer of 2003
of these areas, as well as of some areas without earlier imagery.
These data provide a clear visual record of the looting of archaeological sites before, during, and after the US invasion (figs. 1a–c
and 2a–c). The sites generally show up very clearly in the imagery
and every looting hole is visible. Many sites have imagery dating
both before the invasion (generally in February 2003) and after
(mostly in the summer of 2003), making it possible to pose these
three questions: “Was [looting] restricted to the largest sites, or
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were sites of all sizes affected?
What role does the distribution of the modern population
within Iraq play in the damage
to sites? Are looters selectively
targeting sites dating to particular periods and therefore
likely to generate particular
kinds of artifacts?” (Stone
2008: 125) The answer at that
time was that looting focused
on the larger sites dating between the Early Dynastic and
Old Babylonian periods, as
well as those dated to Achaemenid and Parthian times.
More than a decade later, this
paper reexamines most of
these using recent imagery to
determine to what extent this
initial explosion of looting has
continued, and whether the
looters have changed their
tactics over the past decade.
Two brief visits to the site of
Umma in the summer of 2011
and January 2012 immediately encountered fresh looting
holes (fig. 3), a clear indication that looting had certainly
not stopped entirely. Umma,
certainly a very large site, has
now been intensely looted for
over a decade, but the looters
still find it worth their while
to continue to excavate. This is
probably because around each
looting hole dug is a larger
surrounding area covered by
the soil that was removed.
Thus, even at a site that initially appears to be totally looted
(whether seen on the ground
or from space) there remained
plenty of scope for additional
looting to take place in the interstices between holes or by
deepening those holes previously excavated.
For this paper, the author
has reexamined 1,465 of the
surveyed archaeological sites
that had been used in the
earlier project, using recent
Digital Globe imagery kindly
provided to me by Jesse Cas-

Figure 1a (top). Site 1217 on February 27, 2003.Figure 1b (middle).
Figure 1b (middle)Site 1217 on June 10, 2003.
Figure 1c (bottom). Site 1217 on January 18, 2015.
Photographs courtesy of of the Digital Globe Corporation.

sana. For each site, the current
situation was compared with
that in 2003 (see Table 1). Determining the exact location of
each site, using GIS to measure
their sizes based on the imagery, and using the published
surface survey data to assess
the date of the most accessible
archaeological remains had already been accomplished for
the 2003 looting survey; for
this project it was, therefore,
an easy task to revisit each site.
The issue of site looting revolves around a set of key questions which will provide the
structure for this report. One
set focuses on issues of geography: What is the relationship
between site looting and proximity to modern population
centers? Are sites more likely
to be looted when they are in
desert or cultivated areas? Has
there been a change in the location of actively looted sites
over the past 12 years? Another
set focuses on the archaeology
itself: Are the looters selective
in the sites that they loot? Are
sites dated to specific periods
more likely to be looted? Are
large sites more likely to be
looted than small ones? Does
the increased visibility of sites
with high mounds that stand
out in the flat landscape of
southern Iraq increase the likelihood of being looted compared with short lived sites
whose low elevation make
them more difficult to see from
a distance? A final set of questions focus on changes in patterns of looting over time: Are
there differences in the types
of sites which are being looted
now when compared with
those looted in 2003?

Methods

For each site the new imagery
from 2013–15 was compared
with that taken in 2003. For
those which had been looted

This content downloaded from 188.179.71.26 on Sat, 26 Sep 2015
17:00:15
UTC ARCHAEOLOGY 78:3 (2015)
NEAR
EASTERN
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

179

earlier, the pattern of now
eroded holes could be compared with the fresh digging
visible in the earlier imagery.
This pattern needed to be examined quite closely, however,
since in some instances earlier
sites that exhibited heavy looting in 2003 have continued to
be damaged, with new holes
either insinuated into the
dumps from the earlier looting or continuing deeper into
the mound. As in the earlier
survey, the rough percentage
of the mound covered in looting holes was estimated.

How Does Today’s
Picture of Looting
Compare with the
Situation in 2003?

Figure 2a (left). .Site 768 on October 16, 2002.
Figure 2b (right). Site 768 on July 31, 2003.
Figure 2c (below). Site 768 on January 18, 2015.
Photographs courtesy of of the Digital Globe Corporation.

Overall, the situation today
is clearly greatly improved
from the catastrophic assault on archaeological sites which was
evident in 2003. Then 604 sites, a total of 41% of the sites surveyed, had evidence for damage. Today, 334 sites have evidence
of post-2003 looting, a drop of nearly 50%. Moreover, of the sites
looted in 2003, 25% had looting holes over 20% or more of their
surfaces, whereas today only 10% of the sites exhibit this degree
of fresh looting. Thus, the overall picture, while not great, is certainly much better, especially if you take into consideration that
the new looting visible today has accumulated over the decade
or more since our original survey, whereas much of the serious
looting recorded in 2003 occurred during the first few months
immediately following the US invasion.
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What Time Periods
have been Targeted?

For the historic periods, there
is little difference in the types
of sites targeted by today’s
looters compared with those
damaged in the immediate aftermath of the Second
Gulf War, although there is
a nearly five-fold drop in the
number of sites impacted today (fig. 4) compared with
those which had been looted
in 2003 (figs. 5–6) (especially over the summer), clear
evidence that the intensity of
looting has abated considerably. The number of sites with
recent looting is very similar
to that seen in February 2003,
before the great wave of activity which occurred following
the US invasion of Iraq.
This is not to suggest that
there have not been real changes in emphasis. The data from
February 2003 and later that summer suggest a strong focus on
sites dating to the high-point of Mesopotamian civilization, the
Ur III and Old Babylonian periods, and this pattern has continued to this day. But another focus for earlier looting trends was
on the more recent periods, from Parthian through Early Islamic. Although Parthian and Sassanian sites have continued to be a
focus for looters, this is no longer the case for Early Islamic sites.
It is possible that the greater importance of Islam in modern Iraq
may have had the effect of reducing looting at sites dating to this
time period. Perhaps in the Shiite south it is now felt to be legitimate to loot pagan sites but not Islamic ones.
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parent in the data from either
the summer of 2003 or the
present (Table 1). Although in
later periods the artifacts likely to be recovered from small
sites are little different from
those found at large ones, it
may be that this was not the
case for the early stages of
Mesopotamian civilization
(we lack good excavated data
from small sites dating to this
time period), providing little
scope for expansion of looting in this area.
Nevertheless, these data
indicate that some periods
that were popular among the
looters in the past continue
to be popular today, especially the Ur III/Isin-Larsa,
Parthian, and Sassanian periods. The former are rich
sources of cuneiform tablets,
cylinder seals, clay plaques,
and the like, whereas the latter generate coins, jewelry,
and glass, all of which are
very marketable.

What Size Sites Are
Targeted?

Mesopotamian sites usually
varied in size from tiny hamlets
to huge cities, but this is not the
case for all periods. Following
the small sites associated with
the Neolithic, larger sites are
associated with the fourth millennium urban floruit – in our
sample the largest Late Uruk
site is around 40 ha in size.1
The new evidence suggests that
current day looting is more focused on the sites with larger,
higher mounds than was the
case in the initial period of this
activity. The mean size of the
sites with evidence for more recent looting is 27 ha, compared
Figure 3. Looting at Umma. Photograph by Paul Zimansky.
to 16 ha for the 2003 looting
data. Indeed, 43% of the sites
Other trends are reflected in the data for the early sites. Before
targeted recently were over 10 ha in size, compared with only 26%
the 2003 war, Late Uruk sites had been considerably impacted by
of the sites looted in 2003. They also have somewhat higher mounds
looting, suggesting a strong market in objects dating to the earli– though this may be no more than a reflection of the strong corest development of Mesopotamian civilization, but this is less aprelation between site size and mound height. The mean height of
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to protect these more vulnerable locations. However, the
fact that so many very small,
low-lying sites were included
in the 2003 looting suggests
that the local population is and
was well aware of the location
of archaeological sites, whether
high or low, large or small.

What Percentage
of Sites have been
Targeted?

Figure 4. Looting visible in recent Imagery. Image by Elizabeth Stone.

recently looted sites is 2.37 m as compared with 2.01 m in 2003. Although many small and low-lying Mesopotamian sites contain objects comparable to those recovered from their larger counterparts–
seen most clearly in the evidence from the Old Babylonian sites of
Tell Harmal (Baqir 1946, 1948, 1959; Hussein and Miglus 1998,
1999) and Haradum (Kepinski-Lecompte 1992)–this is not the case
for all time periods, making the likelihood for the recovery of marketable items more likely from large sites than small and from higher, longer lived sites than those with short term occupations. This
shift might have implications for the battle against site looting since
the more limited numbers of large, high sites should make it easier
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Although the earlier looting
survey included a somewhat
larger sample, for this paper,
imagery from both earlier and
later periods was available for
1,465 sites. Of these, 250 were
sites which had already been
looted in 2003 and continued
to be looted more recently,
but nearly twice as many sites
(470) with earlier looting
have not been attacked since
the summer of 2003. A still
larger number of sites, 665,
remain without evidence for
any looting, although a few
have been drowned by new
marshes, cut by roads, plowed
under, or built upon, all damage not resulting from looting
but rather through the slow
recovery of Iraqi infrastructure – an improvement in
living conditions which has
paid little heed to its antiquities. On a less positive note,
82 sites which had not been
looted before now exhibit
new evidence for this activity,
some of which have been very
badly damaged.

What has been the Temporal and Geographic
Pattern of Site Looting?

In the past, the Tigris and Euphrates rivers flowed closer to the
center of the plain than they do now (Adams 1972, 1981). Millennia of irrigation and the consequent build-up of silts have
resulted in the two rivers being pushed apart, leaving a broad,
arid desert in between. It is within this desert that most of the
archaeological sites are now located. It is also likely that other
sites, especially the smaller examples located closer to the rivers–both ancient and modern–have long since been destroyed,
either by moving river meanders or though the development of
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agricultural projects close to
these vital sources of water.
Nevertheless many, though
by no means all, of the archaeological sites associated
with ancient Mesopotamian
civilization now lie far from
the centers of modern occupation. This situation has two
results. On the one hand, it
is less likely that many of the
smaller sites will be destroyed
as a result of the expansion of
irrigation agriculture as has
happened elsewhere. On the
other hand, if one is interested in looting archaeological
sites to obtain objects which
can be marketed to the illegal
antiquities trade, it is unlikely
that the forces of law and order will become aware of your
activities if you focus your efforts in the desert.
There is also a broader
political context around the
looting of archaeological sites
in southern Iraq. One of the
consequences of the First
Gulf War was a major uprising by the Shiite population of
Southern Iraq who had long
been treated as second class
citizens. This rebellion was
brutally put down, and some
elements fled to the southern
marshes which had served as
refuge areas throughout both
the ancient and modern history of Iraq. This prompted
the Iraqi government to initiate a project to drain the
marshes, even though this
Figure 5. Site looting in February 2003. Image by Elizabeth Stone.
activity also disrupted critical
irrigation water in the south
(Beaumont 1998). Coinciding with this was a continued reducof Iraq, but this situation was exacerbated when the occupation
tion in the amount of water flowing down the Euphrates due to
forces who removed the brutal Baathist regime proved unable
the construction of dams in Turkey (Shapland 1997). The result
or unwilling to fully establish order in the south. This combiwas a large population of farmers with too little water and a
nation of long term poverty and the lack of adequate policing
strong resentment of their government. It was this combination
resulted in the massive devastation of the archaeological sites in
of circumstances, in addition to the unlimited appetite of outside
the months immediately following the invasion. At that time,
markets for antiquities regardless of whether they were legally
looters penetrated deep into the desert to access the artifacts loexported, which provided the background to the archaeological
cated within the ancient settlement mounds of the area, but this
site looting in southern Iraq. As is made clear by the many Febactivity petered out in the summer of 2003. The looters may in
ruary 2003 images of southern Iraq, the looting of archaeological
part have been defeated by the searing temperatures and blowsites was already well under way by the time of the US invasion
ing dust found in the southern Iraqi deserts in summer months.
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But even if this played a role in the abatement of looting activities, the survey reported here suggests that much less looting has
taken place in the deep desert since that time.
Our data show that, of the 1,457 archaeological sites located in
southern Iraq examined, 13% had been looted in February of 2003,
rising to 41% by the end of 2003. Of these only 23% show evidence
for increased looting over the past 12 years, one third of which
have been badly damaged. But there are also some differences in
which sites were targeted early and those under attack today. The
third and early second millennium sites which were so badly damaged in 2003 continued to be targeted; indeed, sites dating to the

Ur III to Isin-Larsa periods are more badly damaged than earlier
ones. Where there is evidence for a significant decrease in looting
is at Early Islamic sites; perhaps the greater role played by Islam in
modern Iraq has helped to preserve these remains.
There has also been a shift in the location of the hot spots of
archaeological site looting over time. Before February 2003, most
of the looting was located towards the southeastern boundary of
the Qadasiyah Governorate (fig. 5). The background vegetation
data, where light color indicates healthy vegetation, suggests that
much of this early looting took place either within or close to
cultivated areas. Only the sites to the southeast were located deep
in the desert.
However, the situation
changed considerably following the US invasion (fig. 6).
The looting of archaeological sites then penetrated further into desert areas. Looting, which had been largely
confined to the southeastern
border of the Qadasiyah Governorate, now expanded to
cover the entire eastern border of this province. It also
spilled over towards the east
and south, with the Dhiqar
and Muthanna Governorates, which had experienced
very little in the way of early
looting, now more heavily impacted. Moreover, the
concentration of looting near
the provincial boundaries –
deliberately located in areas
with sparse population – was
much less pronounced. Today, looting has moderated in
the south and there is no longer evidence for much looting in the deep desert (fig. 4).
But the location of the looting that remains continues in
much the same pattern as was
seen after the US invasion.
Still concentrated along the
eastern boundary of the Qadasiyah Governorate, more
thinly scattered looting is now
found throughout Dhiqar and
in Wasit between the northern part of its border with Qadasiyah and the Tigris River.
The southwestern edge of the
Dalmage depression appears
to have always been an area of
Figure 6. Site looting in the summer of 2003. Image by Elizabeth Stone.
especially intense looting.
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Sites with Evidence for >10% Looting
Period
of
Occuptation

February
2003
Sites

February
2003
%

Summer
2003
Sites

Summer
2003
%

Summer
2015
Sites

Summer
2015
%

Early Ubaid

0

0.00

0

0.00

0

0.00

Late Ubaid

0

0.00

1

0.33

0

0.00

Early Uruk

3

4.35

3

1.00

2

3.23

Middle Uruk

0

0.00

1

0.33

0

0.00

Late Uruk

9

13.04

19

6.35

4

6.45

Jemdet-Nasr

2

2.90

14

4.68

2

3.23

Early Dynastic I

0

0.00

14

4.68

3

4.84

Early Dynastic II

0

0.00

7

2.34

2

3.23

Early Dynastic III

0

0.00

0

0.00

0

0.00

Akkadian

0

0.00

3

1.00

3

4.84

Ur III/Isin-Larsa

6

8.70

27

9.03

9

14.52

Old Babylonian

6

8.70

24

8.03

5

8.06

Kassite

3

4.35

25

8.36

3

4.84

Middle Babylonian

3

4.35

17

5.69

3

4.84

Neo-Babylonian

1

1.45

5

1.67

1

1.61

Achaemenid

3

4.35

24

8.03

4

6.45

Parthian

11

15.94

56

18.73

11

17.74

Sassanian

8

11.59

34

11.37

6

9.68

Early Islamic

12

17.39

25

8.36

4

6.45

Late Islamic

2

2.90

0

0.00

0

0.00

Total

69

299

62
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Conclusions

The clearest result of this re-examination of looting patterns
is the overall decrease in this activity. In absolute terms,
whereas looted site surfaces grew from 1.23% to 6.09% between February and July 2003, the amount of site surfaces
with additional looting grew only 1.2% over the following
twelve years – clear evidence for a significant decrease in
activity. The more recent looting also differs in geographic
focus. Always concentrated around the eastern border of
the Qadasiyah Governorate, the area of most intense looting
shifted from the south in February 2003, extended towards
the north and into the Muthanna and Dhi Qar Governorates
over the course of 2003, and today, although still broadly distributed, is now mostly concentrated along the northeastern
border of the Qadasiyah Govenorate.
We also see changes in the dates of the sites which have
evidence for new looting, perhaps reflecting a change in the
market. The evidence suggests a decrease in the looting of
sites dating to the Late Uruk and Early Islamic periods but
a continued emphasis on later sites, especially those dating
to Parthian times. Most striking, however, is the increase in
looting of sites dating to the Ur III and Isin-Larsa periods
which is almost certainly the result of the strong market in
cuneiform texts, reflected in the publication of many new
collections of tablets dating to precisely this time frame (e.g.
Owen and Mayr 2007). Unlike other artifacts, cuneiform
tablets are almost impossible to fake, and the contents of
the texts themselves often provide the contextual information that is lost in the case of other types of looted artifacts.
This has led to something of a rift between archaeologists
for whom site looting of the kind documented here represents the permanent destruction of information, and cuneiformists for whom these tablets are a source of new information. Nevertheless, the number of sites with evidence for
recent looting is now slightly lower than it was in February
2003, so the trend lines are going in the right direction and
it can be hoped that as the economy of the south continues

to strengthen, the looting of archaeological sites might continue to abate.

Note

1. Uruk itself was much larger at this time but is not included in the
current imagery.
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Figure 7. ArchField artifacts and loci displayed in same geographic space as SfM and LiDAR scans (visualized in ArtifactVis2).
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