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We have heard a range of fascinating viewpoints this morning and much has obviously been 

done so far. However, most of those who spoke will concur that the steadily mounting 

number of questions that come light as new evidence is unearthed cannot be answered 

satisfactorily with the current approach. A recent survey among the public museums of just 

one “Bundesland” (Nordrhein Westfalen) in Germany has revealed that these museums still 

hold about one million of objects whose provenance has yet to be researched; many of them 

are not even inventoried. Moreover, the standards by which legitimate claims are settled 

differs widely from country to country – if they are settled at all. 

In view of this very dissatisfying situation, I proposed an alternative scheme at the London 

conference of 2017: I called for the introduction of a mandatory registration of cultural 

property which would in effect work like a title insurance against legitimate ownership claims 

based on looting or theft – a proposal which I have since fleshed out in a contribution to the 

scholarly journal Art Antiquity and Law.1 Comparable in some ways to motorcar or health 

insurance, the envisaged mandatory registration – which would come with an appropriate fee 

– would apply to all cultural property whose value exceeds a defined threshold, be it in 

museums, in public or private collections, or in the trade. 

Given that looting and theft occurred not only in territories controlled by Germany between 

1933 and 1945, this scheme, administered by an international fund, should in fact cover all 

legitimate claims of all geographic areas.2 However, the scheme would only apply to crimes 

committed sufficiently long ago as to significantly or completely reduce the hope of a looted 

or stolen object’s recovery by established means or legal procedures. 

The fee connected with an object’s mandatory registration would consist of an internationally 

fixed contribution in the region of a very small fraction of an object’s value (perhaps about 

one-tenth of a percent) which would go to an ‘International Cultural Property Fund’ (ICPF). 

The sum total of these contributions would provide the necessary means for the upkeep of the 

fund’s central database, for research, for settlement of contentious cases, and above all for the 

compensation of victims or their descendants. 

The information collected during registration would include basic technical data, all known 

information on ownership history, essential bibliography (if applicable), as well as 

photographs – information already today often freely accessible in the internet, in the 

published literature such as catalogues raisonnés, or in exhibition and auction catalogues. The 

resulting records and the object’s registration number – but not its value – would be held in a 

‘World Art Database’ run by the ICPF and administered by specially trained personnel who 

would ensure data maintenance in support of ongoing in-depth provenance research. The 
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Fund would actively approach current owners in case of questions or doubts concerning 

specific objects. More importantly, it would arbitrate over disputed cases through specialized 

panels (similar to the current commissions deciding over such cases in Austria, France, 

Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom). Weighing the merits of each case in 

detail, these panels would decide if a claim should be settled through a compensation – to be 

paid by the Fund – or through restitution. In the latter case, the present owner of the object, 

both public and private, would be adequately compensated by the Fund. 

The scheme here proposed would end the current arbitrariness and injustices besetting the 

many unresolved disputes over looted art, establishing an international standard that provides 

security and efficient procedures for claim resolution. The inconvenience of registration and 

the payment of what is likely to be a very modest fee would easily be offset by the peace of 

mind and legal certainty gained by help of a competent institution which decides over 

ownership claims and which provides compensation to claimants or present day owners 

wherever appropriate. 

Unlike public institutions, museums and the trade, for whom registration would be 

mandatory, private owners would be strongly encouraged to register objects in their 

possession but could and would of course not be coerced to do so. However, all public 

appearances of previously unregistered privately owned cultural property – for instance when 

offered for sale or lent to a public exhibition – would have to be registered. 

Naturally it would be impossible to introduce such a scheme at once for all countries affected 

by the problems in hand. Instead, the European Union might set the example by implementing 

it first, making it mandatory within its member states. Once implemented in relevant 

geographic areas, the scheme’s overall benefits would probably convince most governments 

and private owners worldwide of its clear advantages over the present, very muddled 

situation. In fact it would not be too dissimilar to insurance practices widely established 

today, such as motorcar or health insurance. Nevertheless, many questions can neither be 

foreseen nor answered in this brief exposé. They can only be resolved by a thorough 

feasibility study involving experts from a range of backgrounds.  It is such a feasibility study 

which this proposal presently calls for. 

 

1 Johannes Nathan, ‘Mandatory Title Insurance for Cultural Property: A Solution For Claimants and Owners of 

Looted and Stolen Art?, Art Antiquity and Law, 23 (2018), pp. 247-251. The full text can be ordered through 

https://ial.uk.com/publications/art-antiquity-and-law/#backcopies 
2 Title insurances for cultural property already exist today. However, as they are not mandatory, they are taken 

out only very rarely and therefore prohibitively expensive. In other words, they do not work on a non-mandatory 

basis. 

                                                      


