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Endangered cultural heritage on the seafloor:
Underwater archaeology in the North and
Baltic Seas

May 20 2020
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n many regions of the world, the seafloor contains a fascinating archive
of human history. This also applies to the North Sea and Baltic Sea.
Their floors are not only home to shipwrecks, they also harbour
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remnants of human settlement from prehistoric times when these seas
were still just dry land. Yet this underwater cultural heritage is not
enjoying sufficient protection. Gravel and sand harvesting, wind turbine
construction, cable laying and fishing activities could lead to these
archaeological traces being lost forever. The German National Academy
of Sciences Leopoldina has released the discussion paper "Traces under
Water—Exploring and Protecting the Cultural Heritage in the North Sea
and Baltic Sea" to raise awareness of the value of the cultural heritage
found in the depths of the North Sea and Baltic Sea. The paper's authors
describe the importance of this heritage and recommend measures for
effectively protecting it.

The authors of the publication illustrate the profound importance of the
cultural heritage in the North Sea and Baltic Sea for archaeological
research in Germany and the other states bordering the two seas.
According to the authors, in Germany, the underwater cultural heritage
has been explored much less than that on land. At the same time, there is
a lot of pressure to economically exploit the seas and the seafloors—a
trend that is only expected to increase. Thus, two primary objectives are
laid out in the discussion paper. Firstly, the investigations of the cultural
heritage in the North Sea and Baltic Sea should be comprehensive and be
carried out to the same high scientific standard as those on land.
Secondly, Germany should establish protective measures in its exclusive
economic zone which are just as effective as those which have long been
in effect on land. The authors' recommended measures for protecting the
underwater cultural heritage and bolstering underwater archaeology
include:

* Science: Research and education in the relatively young field of
underwater archaeology should be expanded, and the research
conducted in states bordering the North and Baltic Seas should be
coordinated. The authors recommend establishing a close
collaboration between marine, geological and archaeological

2/4


https://phys.org/tags/cultural+heritage/
https://phys.org/tags/archaeological+research/
https://phys.org/tags/archaeological+research/
https://phys.org/tags/heritage/

PHYS 19X

research.

Politics and economy: Cooperation between scientific institutions
and the authorities should be strengthened, and closer
cooperation between science and business pursued. There should
be more publicity promoting knowledge about the cultural
heritage found at the bottom of the North Sea and Baltic Sea.
State museums, maritime and naval museums, as well as city
museums and geoparks should play an important role at
disseminating this information.

Law: Germany should ratify the 2001 UNESCO Convention on
the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage and establish
a specialist authority equipped with the appropriate competences.
The implementation of the Valletta Convention in the exclusive
economic zone and on the continental shelf should become more
consistent.

Administration: Archaeological experts should be included in all
spatial and technical planning. Additionally, the German Act on
the Assessment of Environmental Impacts should be changed to
take into account evidence of early humanity and the
environment present at that time (for instance plant remains).
Archaeological standards should be developed and integrated in
all procedures authorising the intrusion in marine habitats or their
use for economic purposes.

These potential paths of action and more are presented in the discussion
paper "Traces under Water—Exploring and Protecting the Cultural
Heritage in the North Sea and Baltic Sea." The statement can be
accessed by the public at: www.leopoldina.org/en/underwater.
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