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Media Release: World Achaeological Congress Supports Return of 
Aboriginal Bones from British Museum 
 
The World Archaeological Congress (WAC) today supported calls by Indigenous 
Australians for the repatriation of the bones of ancestors, and called for 
Indigenous Australians to take a more coordinated approach to the international 
repatriation of their ancestral remains.  
 
Dr Claire Smith, President of WAC, said 'So far they have concentrated on 
Britain, and they have had real successes there, but there are also human 
remains in American institutions, most notably the Smithsonian Institution.  The 
next focus of international repatriation efforts will have to be the US." 
  
Dr Claire Smith, President of WAC said said 'The refusal by the Museum of 
Natural History in Britain to hand over the remains of 450 Indigenous Australian 
to tribal elders is out of step with the views of archaeologists in Australia, the vast 
majority of whom would strongly support the repatriation of this material.  They 
are also out of step with international trends on these issues.  Let me be quite 
clear on this.  It is only a matter of time.  These ancestral remains will be returned 
to the care of Indigenous Australians.' 
  
End 
  
Please see below for Background Information on WAC and WAC Code of Ethics 
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Background on WAC 
  
WAC is the only worldwide representative organisations in archaeology, and 
holds an international congress every four years to promote the exchange of the 
results of archaeological research; professional training and public education for 
disadvantaged nations, groups and communities; the empowerment and 



betterment of Indigenous groups and First Nations peoples; and the conservation 
of archaeological sites. 
  
The WAC-5 Congress was held from June 21-June 26 at the Catholic University 
of America in Washington, DC, with the Council and Executive meetings held 
June 26-27. WAC-5 was the first full World Archaeological Congress to be held in 
North America. It was attended by over 1,200 archaeologists, native peoples and 
international scholars from some 65 nations. 
  
The Congress Patron for WAC-5 was Harriet Mayor Fulbright. Patrons of 
previous WAC Congresses include Nelson Mandela and Prince Charles. WAC-5 
was held in partnership with the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of 
Natural History and National Museum of the American Indian, and in 
collaboration with the Getty Conservation Institute. 
  
World Archaeological Congress - First Code of Ethics 
 
Principles to Abide By: Members agree that they have obligations to indigenous 
peoples and that they shall abide by the following principles: 
 
1.To acknowledge the importance of indigenous cultural heritage, including sites, 
places, objects, artefacts, human remains, to the survival of indigenous cultures. 
2.To acknowledge the importance of protecting indigenous cultural heritage to 
the well-being of indigenous peoples. 
3.To acknowledge the special importance of indigenous ancestral human 
remains, and sites containing and/or associated with such remains, to indigenous 
peoples. 
4.To acknowledge that the important relationship between indigenous peoples 
and their cultural heritage exists irrespective of legal ownership. 
5.To acknowledge that the indigenous cultural heritage rightfully belongs to the 
indigenous descendants of that heritage. 
6.To acknowledge and recognise indigenous methodologies for interpreting, 
curating, managing and protecting indigenous cultural heritage. 
7.To establish equitable partnerships and relationships between Members and 
indigenous peoples whose cultural heritage is being investigated. 
8.To seek, whenever possible, representation of indigenous peoples in agencies 
funding or authorising research to be certain their view is considered as critically 
important in setting research standards, questions, priorities and goals. 
 
Rules to Adhere to: Members agree that they will adhere to the following rules 
prior to, during and after their investigations: 
 
1.Prior to conducting any investigation and/or examination, Members shall with 
rigorous endeavour seek to define the indigenous peoples whose cultural 
heritage is the subject of investigation. 



2.Members shall negotiate with and obtain the informed consent of 
representatives authorised by the indigenous peoples whose cultural heritage is 
the subject of investigation. 
3.Members shall ensure that the authorised representatives of the indigenous 
peoples whose culture is being investigated are kept informed during all stages 
of the investigation. 
4.Members shall ensure that the results of their work are presented with 
deference and respect to the identified indigenous peoples. 
5.Members shall not interfere with and/or remove human remains of indigenous 
peoples without the express consent of those concerned. 
6.Members shall not interfere with and/or remove artefacts or objects of special 
cultural significance, as defined by associated indigenous peoples, without their 
express consent. 
7.Members shall recognise their obligation to employ and/or train indigenous 
peoples in proper techniques as part of their projects, and utilise indigenous 
peoples to monitor the projects. 
 
The new Code should not be taken in isolation; it was seen by Council as 
following on from WAC's adoption of the Vermillion Accord passed in 1989 at the 
South Dakota Inter-Congress. 
 


