ERITAGE

AIA SITE PRESERVATION PROGRAM

ONSERVATION

&

RCHAEOLOGY

The 1954 Hague Convention

and Preserving Cultural Heritage

By Corine Wegener
U.S. Committee of the Blue Shield

On March 13, 2009, the United States deposited its
instrument of ratification of the 1954 Hague Conven-
tion for the Protection of Cultural Property in the
Event of Armed Conflict with UNESCO. This water-
shed event, which took more than 50 years to achieve,
was the result of years of work by a number of indi-
viduals and organizations. Now that we have achieved
this monumental goal, will the 1954 Hague Conven-
tion really help prevent damage to cultural property
during future armed conflicts? This will depend to a
certain extent on how we in the U.S. cultural heritage
professional community help to promote and carry out
our own responsibilities toward domestic implementa-
tion of this important international treaty. Here we
will explore a bit of history, the basic provisions of the
Hague Convention, and how we as heritage profes-
sionals can support efforts to ensure it is effective.

Figure 1. Damage and looting at the Iraq National Museum
during the 2003 U.S. invasion helped rally support for U.S.
ratification of the 1954 Hague Convention.

In 1954, the nations of the world gathered in The
Hague to draft the first-ever international treaty dedi-
cated exclusively to the protection of cultural heritage
during armed conflict. While earlier international trea-
ties made mention of protections for cultural property,
this time the focus was on the massive damage to cul-
tural property and sites during World War II. Carried
out primarily by the Nazi regime, this included the
largest organized looting of both private and public
collections in history. While the U.S. representatives

to the Hague conference were very much involved in
drafting the treaty, and indeed even signing it, unfor-
tunately Cold War political considerations prevented
the then President, Dwight Eisenhower, from sending
it to the U.S. Senate for ratification.

After the end of the Cold War, President Bill Clinton
finally reconsidered the Hague Convention and in
1999, with full support from the U.S. Department of
Defense, sent it to the Senate Committee on Foreign
Relations. The U.S. Committee of the Blue Shield, a
nonprofit organization dedicated to the protection of
cultural property during armed conflict, partnering
with the Lawyers’ Committee for Cultural Heritage
Preservation and the Archaeological Institute of
America, led a coalition of U.S. cultural organizations
providing written testimony to the U.S. Senate in sup-
port of ratification. The SFRC held hearings in April
2008 and the full Senate voted to ratify the treaty on
September 25, 2008 (note that the U.S. ratification
includes only the main convention and not the two
Protocols thus far).

Other nations and cultural heritage organizations have
engaged in supporting and strengthening the 1954
Hague Convention. In 1996, a group of international
cultural heritage organizations formed the Interna-
tional Committee of the Blue Shield (ICBS). Based in
Paris, the organization consists of the executive direc-
tors of the International Council on Archives, the In-
ternational Council of Museums, the International
Council on Monuments and Sites, and the Interna-
tional Federation of Library Associations. The organi-
zation later added the Coordinating Council of Audio-
visual Archives Associations. The mission of ICBS
and its sister organization, the Association of National
Committees of the Blue Shield, founded in The Hague
in 2008, is to support implementation of the 1954
Hague Convention and to provide an emergency re-
sponse for cultural property during manmade and
natural disasters. The Blue Shield is also supported by
a number of national committees of the Blue Shield,
which serve to organize support for ratification and
implementation of the Hague Convention in individ-
ual countries, a blueprint that proved particularly suc-
cessful in the U.S. But can Blue Shield and other cul-
tural organizations contribute when it comes to imple-
mentation? How do we ensure the success of the 1954
Hague Convention?
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The text of the Convention begins by defining as its
subject moveable and immovable cultural property “of
great importance to the cultural heritage of every peo-
ple.” This includes monuments of architecture, art,
and history (religious and secular), as well as archaeo-
logical sites, works of art, manuscripts, books and
archives, scientific collections, and all the buildings
that house these collections such as libraries, archives,
and museums (see Chapter 1, Article 1 of the 1954
Hague Convention for a full recitation of covered cul-
tural property). The stated main purpose of the Con-
vention is to safeguard and secure cultural property by
forging an agreement among the States Parties to re-
spect cultural property in their own territory as well as
that of other Parties. They further agree to refrain
from exposing cultural property to damage, except in
cases of military necessity (a wide but arguably neces-
sary loophole if nations are to agree) and to prohibit
theft or vandalism of cultural property (usually inter-
preted as looting by their own military forces).

While these basic agreements between nations to re-
spect one another’s cultural heritage are indeed impor-
tant, a critical element of the Hague Convention actu-
ally begins closer to home. Chapter 1, Article 3 states:

The High Contracting Parties undertake to
prepare in time of peace for the safeguarding
of cultural property situated within their own
territory against the foreseeable effects of an
armed conflict, by taking such measures as
they consider appropriate.

In other words, each State Party is first responsible for
protecting its own domestic heritage against potential
armed conflict. This may include prioritizing and list-
ing important national heritage with UNESCO, ensur-
ing cultural property is included in national disaster
plans, and marking protected cultural sites with the
symbol of the Blue Shield as set forth in the 1954
Hague Convention (this is similar to use of the Red
Cross in the Geneva Conventions). These measures
are often fulfilled by a nation’s ministry of culture, but
the absence of such an entity in the U.S. complicates
matters. Who will decide whether we submit a list to
UNESCO or whether we should mark cultural sites
with the Blue Shield symbol? How will we bring to-
gether nonprofit and governmental organizations on
this issue?

These questions were addressed during a conference
entitled Culture and Conflict: The U.S. & the 1954
Hague Convention, hosted by the U.S. Committee of
the Blue Shield and the Lawyers’ Committee for Cul-
tural Heritage Preservation, October 22-23, 2009, in
Washington, D.C. Bringing together stakeholders
from the government, such as the Departments of Inte-

rior, State, and Defense, and the nonprofit community
of museums, libraries, archives, universities, and sites,
the conference sought to raise awareness about our
new responsibilities under the Convention. Attendees
agreed that the U.S. cultural heritage community must
work together to ensure implementation of the 1954
Hague Convention and demonstrate that our ratifica-
tion is not just an empty promise but a real commit-
ment to the protection of our own cultural property
and that of our colleagues around the world.

Another provision of the Convention relating to
peacetime implementation is Chapter 1, Article 7,
which requires each States Party to:

[P]lan or establish in peacetime, within their
armed forces, services or specialist person-
nel whose purpose will be to secure respect
for cultural property and to co-operate with
the civilian authorities responsible for safe-
guarding it.

As mentioned above, the 1954 Hague Convention was
drafted as a response to damage and looting of cultural
property during World War II. This particular provi-
sion is a direct reference to the successful Monuments,
Fine Arts, and Archives program within the Civil Af-
fairs branch of the Allied armies. This program fell
within the purview of the Civil Affairs Division,
where it still resides today. These MFAA (also known
as Monuments Men) were cultural heritage profes-
sionals, most of whom were already serving in the
military either as draftees or volunteers. Gathered in
special teams, they were dedicated to salvaging, pre-
serving, and, after the war, repatriating cultural prop-
erty damaged or looted during the war. Today, this
provision is much more difficult to comply with, as
the U.S. has an all-volunteer military in which rela-
tively few cultural heritage professionals serve.
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Figure 2. MFAA Officer James Rorimer supervises U.S. soldiers
recovering looted paintings from Neuschwanstein Castle in Ger-
many during WW I1. The provision in the 1954 Hague Conven-
tion to have trained military personnel within a nation’s armed
forces was inspired by the successful example of the MFAA.
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One solution to this lack of uniformed professionals is
the U.S. Committee of the Blue Shield Military Cul-
tural Property Training initiative. USCBS, in partner-
ship with the Archaeological Institute of America and
the American Institute for Conservation of Historic
and Artistic Works, provides training for deploying
U.S. military units, particularly Army Reserve Civil
Affairs units. Civil Affairs personnel serve as military
liaisons to civilian officials in the theater of opera-
tions, including those working with cultural heritage.
The training involves sections on the 1954 Hague
Convention and how it relates to U.S. military doc-
trine, information on basic object conservation and
handling, and a lecture on the archaeological history
and resources in the theater of operations. The archae-
ology lectures are taught by a professional archaeolo-
gist with expertise in the given region. Past trainers
include AIA President Brian Rose, past AIA President
Jane Waldbaum, past AIA Vice President John Rus-
sell, and National Geographic Fellow Fred Hiebert.
These individuals are incredibly valued by the more
than 1,000 troops they trained thus far.

Figure 3. U.S. military personnel receive training on the 1954
Hague Convention and the archaeological resources of Afghani-
stan at Camp Atterbury, Indiana, 2010 with trainers Corine
Wegener and Fred Hiebert.

While this program has provided basic information to
military personnel with an immediate need, now that
the U.S. has ratified the Hague Convention we must
institutionalize the training and try to ensure that more
cultural heritage professionals become part of our
uniformed force. This may require some of the same
types of incentives used for other critical personnel
shortages, such as cash bonuses and direct office com-
missions and transfers from other units into Civil Af-
fairs. Such trained personnel are clearly not only a
requirement for compliance with the 1954 Hague
Convention, but are the only way to ensure that cul-
tural heritage protection is included in the planning

and execution process for all U.S. military operations.
The U.S. Committee of the Blue Shield and its partner
organizations are available to assist with training and
expertise to help the U.S. military comply with our
nation’s obligations under international law.

Now that the U.S. has signed onto the 1954 Hague
Convention, we in the cultural heritage community
must become familiar with the convention provisions
and help to ensure our success in implementing the
treaty. This requires developing adequate disaster
plans for collections and sites during peacetime,
something those responsible for collections should be
doing in any case. For the purposes of the 1954 Hague
Convention, we must take this to the next level by
coordinating our disaster planning with local, state,
and federal disaster plans. In today’s volatile environ-
ment fraught with man-made and natural disasters,
this is common sense. Finally, we must also ensure
that our peacetime training commitments include our
military, an organization that is often confronted with
situations involving cultural property at risk from
armed conflict and other disasters. Only after these
basic tasks set forth by the 1954 Hague Convention
have been accomplished can we gauge its effective-
ness in preventing or mitigating damage to cultural
heritage in the next armed conflict.

Additional Resources/Further Reading

® “The United States of America Deposits Its Instrument
of Ratification of the 1954 Hague Convention for the
Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed
Conflict.” Available at whc.unesco.org.

= The full text of the 1954 Hague Convention and its
Protocols is available at whe.unesco.org.

= For more on USCBS, go to www.uscbs.org

= For more information on the international Blue Shield
organizations, go to www.ancbs.org.

= For a summary of the Culture and Conflict conference,
see the article by Cecilia in the Nov. 2009 issue of the
Department of Defense Cultural Resource UPDATE.

= For a history of World War II looting and the MFAA
teams see Lynn H. Nicholas, The Rape of Europa
(New York: Knopf, Inc., 1994), Robert M. Edsel, Res-
cuing Da Vinci (Dallas: Laurel Publishing, 2006), and
Ilaria Dagnini Brey, The Venus Fixers (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2009).

Corine Wegener is an Associate Curator of Decora-
tive Arts, Textiles, and Sculpture at the Minneapolis
Institute of Arts, founder and President of the U.S.
Committee of the Blue Shield, and Major (retired),
U.S. Army Civil Affairs.

Photo Credits: U.S. National Archives and Records Administra-
tion (Figure 2) Corine Wegener (Figures 1 & 3).
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