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Prehistoric treasure trove

Illegally exported fossils worth millions of dollars have been seized in WA. Carmelo Amalfi reports

Dinosaur fossils seized by Australian
authorities were on sale in Perth
when police swooped on a bighaul of
fossils exported illegally from China.

But authorities, who have
removed the fossil remains from a
Mandurah property and two Perth
curio shops, are unsure how many
had already been sold.

The seizure follow a year-long
operation that involved raids in other
States where similar Chinese fossils
were being held.

In WA, a 20-tonne haul of about
3500 specimens was seized by Aus-
tralian Federal Police last week.

The Mandurah property owner
faces a maximum penalty of $100,000
and a five-year jail term for each fos-
sil. No charges have been laid over
the illegal shipment.

Representing 130 million years of
life on earth, the fossils are worth
millions of dollars, the haul described
as the biggest in Australia and one of
the biggest worldwide.

Individual eggs or fossils can sell
for tens of thousands of dollars on the
black market. A fake fossil, of which
20 were identified, can fetch a few

thousand dollars. They will not be

returned to China.

Kevin Wolhers; who co-ordinated
the operation, said investigations
were ongoing, particularly into
whether any material was actually
sold in Perth and eastern Australia.

Mr Wolhers, director of the mov-
able cultural heritage unit in the
Department of Environment and

Heritage in Canberra, said Australia
and China were signatories to the
1970 United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation
convention prohibiting the illicit
import, export and transfer of own-
ership of cultural property.

Under the convention, countries
can request — as China did last year
— help in returning the fossils. Aus-
tralia agreed to help under the 1986
Protection of Movable Cultural Her-
itage Act, which gives the UNESCO
convention force in Australian law.

It is illegal to import fossils from
any country which bans fossil
exports, such as China, which has
exempted Australian museums from
returning its collections.

Mr Wolhers said the Mandurah
property owner had 30 days to ask
for the return of the fossils but if no
claim was forthcoming the fossils
would be forfeited by the Australian
Government and returned to China.

“There is a substantial worldwide
trade in fossils,” he said. “Unfortu-
nately, a significant amount of that is
illegal. We hope these seizures have
made a real dent in the international
trade in illegal fossils that belong to
China.”

WA Museum palaeontologist Dr
John Long said the successful bust
could have a significant impact on the
black market.

Many fossils, including dinosaur
eggs, can be bought legally from
trade shows and credited dealers in
countries such as the United States.

Cracking haul: Some of the thousands of dinosair eggs up to 75 million years old seized by Australian Federal Police at Mandusrah,



