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Italy, due to its vast heritage that dates back to Antiquity and sees over 5.000 museums 

and 300 archaeological areas today, has always been attentive to the protection of cultural 
property. Over time, this activity has involved various rulers, from emperors to popes, from 

lords of medieval cities to kings in modern times. It has also involved artists and intellectuals.

In the fourteenth century, when the papacy had moved to Avignon, the poet Francesco Petrarca 

wrote to the popular leader Cola di Rienzo, who seized Rome, recommending him to protect 
the monuments of the city. In the sixteenth century, the painter Raphael, as Prefect for the 
Antiquities of the capital, in a letter to Pope Leo X complained about the lack of authorities’ 

attention to the protection and conservation of cultural heritage.

In the nineteenth century, after Napoleon military campaigns, the sculptor Antonio Canova 

was appointed Ambassador of the Papal State in Paris, with the mandate to recover artworks 

taken away by the leader. Canova achieved good results, bringing back to Rome 77 of the 100 

masterpieces stolen with the Treaty of Tolentino, including the Apollo of Belvedere and the 

sculptural group of the Laocoon.

During the Second World War, heroic Superintendents, museum directors and experts were 

involved in protecting art from destruction and raid.

Our history follows this path. The Carabinieri for the Protection of Cultural Heritage 
Command (TPC) was established in 1969, following article 9 of the Italian Constitution, 

entered into force after the War, which states: The Republic protects landscape and historical 
and artistic heritage of the Nation.



Investigations on illicit trafficking of cultural goods, forgery, illegal excavations, are carried 

out directly under the dependencies of the Ministry of Culture. National and international 

legislative instruments for the protection of property are constantly used: the Nicosia 
Convention, which enters into force today, is of great importance and inspired a law just 

passed by the Italian Parliament. It introduces new offenses and gives the possibility of 

conducting undercover operations. Directive 60 of 2014 is very important, on the return of 

cultural heritage illegally exported from a European state. Since 1969, the TPC Command has 

recovered more than 3 million cultural goods and seized 1.3 million fake artworks.
Over the decades, new technologies have assumed increasing importance. Since 1980, the 

Command has been running a Database of stolen artworks, which today counts 1.3 million 

files relating to wanted properties. Other technological tools are also used.

Scientific investigations are helpful, for example, to recognize fake artworks, as recently 

happened with a case in July 2017, that led to the seizure of 20 paintings from an exhibition 

in Genoa. Fifteen works were attributed to the well-known Amedeo Modigliani, who died in 

1920. The analysis was aimed at verifying the forgery, whether the materials that had been 

used to create those works were patented after 1920. The trial is taking place in these days 

with six defendants.

Moreover, surveillance systems videos and phone analysis are very important. These elements 

were decisive in identifying the gang that in November 2015 committed a theft at Castelvecchio 

museum in Verona, stealing 17 masterpieces by artists such as Rubens, Mantegna, Tintoretto 

and Pisanello. The investigations ended in 2016 with the recovery of all the paintings, which 

had been delivered through Moldova and ended up in Ukraine, near of Kiev.

Drones had been very useful to “Achaeans” operation, focused on illicit excavations and 

concluded in November 2019. Drones filmed robbers plundering Calabrian necropolis. 
Investigation led to 24 arrests and over 100 searches in Italy, France, United Kingdom, Germany 

and Serbia, with the collaboration of local police forces and the coordination of Europol and 

Eurojust. Thousands of stolen archaeological finds, illegally exported or kept in the deposits 

of the criminal organization, were finally seized.

The TPC Command makes collaboration agreements with Organizations and Agencies 

aimed at the implementation of technological innovations to the cultural field, in order to 

promote and increase safeguarding of the Italian cultural heritage. Common initiatives with 

the National Research Council are agreed to increase actions against illicit offenses, with 

a focus on archaeological areas. Study plans are developed with some of the major Italian 



universities: in the “Laboratory of forgery” of Roma Tre University, scientific analysis led by 

different professional figures tend to verify the forgery, correspondences with other cases, 

procedures and systems for the recognition of counterfeiting.

The protection of cultural heritage is closely linked to its knowledge: the risk management 

about cultural heritage could take advantage from the new rapid mapping technologies of 
the territory, to counteract a vulnerability that particularly emerged in the last years; they 

are useful also for recording and measuring the impact of natural disasters events. The 

earthquakes that occurred in central Italy in 2016, faced by our “Blue Helmets of Cultural 
Heritage”, highlighted the importance to store cultural heritage at risk, especially in post-
emergency contexts, in order to provide adequate support to operators working within 

disaster management. Territory monitoring is a key action against robbers, who plunder 
landscape with irreparable damages to cultural heritage.

International cooperation, especially in Europe, is increasingly important: thanks to a European 

Union funding of approx. 5 million euros, we are able to carry out an important project linked 

to the most powerful investigative tool for recoveries, our Database.
The project, called S.W.O.A.D.S. (Stolen Works of Art Detection System), will be completed 

by the end of November 2022. It will allow automatic search of images from web, social 

media and deep web, by comparing them with the database photographs. Thanks to the 

Database, we recover stolen artworks from online catalogs of international auction houses, 

galleries, art fairs, social pages of unauthorized merchants. With S.W.O.A.D.S., the number of 

positive websites matches will massively increase and the web investigation will be expanded, 

increasing the photographic verifications required by the national police forces. Furthermore, 

thanks to the S.W.O.A.D.S. Italian “cell”, other transnational projects may be carried out for the 

exchange of information and collaboration between specialized sections of European Law 
Enforcement Agencies, getting the chance to locate cultural heritage in the countries where 

the project will be employed.

In these days, once again art is in danger: in Ukraine, a country with strong cultural roots 

expressed in the literature by Conrad, Gogol, Bulgakov, Joseph Roth, David Grossman. Roots 

visible in the seven Unesco Ukrainian sites, including places of worship, landscapes and even 

the remains of an ancient Greek city. In the historical centers of Kiev and Lviv, masterpieces 

that include Italian manufacture, such as the painting “Taking of Christ” by Caravaggio and the 

sculpture “The peace” by Antonio Canova. We hope that the name of that beautiful statue will 

be a good wish for the future of the world.




