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In a major development concerning the protection of cultural heritage, the United States has returned 657 stolen
antiquities to India. These artefacts are collectively valued at around USD 14 million (?117 crore).

Nature of the Development

The repatriation was carried out by the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office following extensive investigations into
international antiquities trafficking networks.

The artefacts were formally handed over during a ceremony in New York

The recovery is part of a broader global effort to combat illicit trade in cultural property

Authorities indicated that further recoveries are ongoing

Details of the Recovered Artefacts:

Total artefacts returned ? 657

Estimated value ? ~USD 14 million

Included items:

Bronze sculptures such as Avalokiteshvara

Sandstone statues of Buddha and Ganesha

Many artefacts date back centuries and represent India’s rich civilisational heritage

Link with Illicit Trafficking Networks

Investigations revealed that the artefacts were smuggled through networks associated with:

Subhash Kapoor (notorious antiquities smuggler)

Nancy Wiener (convicted trafficker)

These networks were responsible for large-scale theft and illegal export of cultural objects.
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Phased Repatriation Process:

The return of artefacts occurred in multiple stages:

612 artefacts ? November 2024

26 artefacts ? July 2025

19 artefacts ? April 2026

This indicates a sustained international effort to restore stolen heritage.

Significance for India:

Strengthens cultural diplomacy between India and the United States

Helps in reclaiming lost heritage and historical identity

Acts as a deterrent against illegal antiquities trade

Promotes global cooperation in heritage conservation

Institutional and Legal Dimensions:

Repatriation aligns with international frameworks such as:

UNESCO 1970 Convention on illicit trafficking of cultural property

Demonstrates role of:

Law enforcement agencies (e.g., Manhattan DA’s Antiquities Trafficking Unit)

Diplomatic channels and bilateral cooperation
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