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By K rass imira  Luk a

continued 

S ituated on the banks of  the Danube in  north 
western Bulgaria  s i ts  the ancient  c i ty  of  Colonia  
Ulpia  Traiana Rat iar ia ,  once considered one of  

the most  important  Roman and Early Byzant ine centres  
in  the region.

I ts  downfal l  came in  the 440s when i t  was sacked by the 
Huns,  recovering br ief ly  only to  be devastated in  586 by 
the Avars .   Now, some 1500 years  la ter,  the  destruct ion 
of  the ci ty  is  near ly  complete  but  this  t ime Ratar ia  is  a t  
the mercy of  organised cr ime.

T h e  D a n u b e,  w h e r e  i t  f l o w s  p a s t  t h e  t o w n  o f  V i d i n .  P h o t o :  K l e a r c h o s  K a p o u t s i s  
A b o v e :  B r o n z e  h e a d  t h o u g h t  t o  b e  o f  E m p e r o r  Tra j a n  f o u n d  a t  R a t a r i a  a n d  l a t e r  s t o l e n  f r o m  t h e  R e g i o n a l  H e r i t a g e  M u s e u m  
o f  V i d i n .

 T h e  L o o t i n g  o f

R a t i a r i a
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E v i d e n ce  o f  t h e  s ca l e  o f  l o o t i n g  a t  R a t i a r i a .  T h e  r e d  a r r o w  i n  t h e  s e co n d  i m a g e  p o i n t s  t o  a  s k u l l  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  d i s ca r d e d  b y  a  t o m b  r o b b e r.

Ratiar ia  l ies  c lose to  the vi l lage of  Archar  
in  the Vidin region of  Bulgar ia  and was f i rs t  
excavated from 1958 -  1962 then from 1976 – 
1991.   However,  s ince then no archaeological  
work has  taken place at  the s i te .  This  is  a t  a  
t ime when al l  other  s ignif icant  ancient  c i t ies  
in  Bulgar ia  are  being s tudied,  conserved and 
opened to  the publ ic  as  par t  of  a  commitment  
to  the nat ion’s  cul tural  her i tage which then 
begs the quest ion:  why is  Rat iar i  being lef t  to  
the mercy of  the looters?

There has  been no clear  answer.  The duty 
l ies  pr imari ly  with the Regional  Heri tage 
Museum of  Vidin which is  responsible  for  
a l l  h is tor ic  s i tes  in  the area but  seems to  do 
nothing.  Highl ight ing this ,  the  most  recent  
data  avai lable  f rom the Bulgarian Academy 
of  Sciences s tudy of  archaeological  f inds and 
excavat ions in  2007 is  extremely reveal ing.  
Of the 295 s i tes  invest igated in  Bulgar ia  
that  year  only four  took place within Vidin 
and none were carr ied out  by the Regional  
Museum. Governmental  legis la t ion s ta tes  that  

A r c h i t e c t u ra l  f ra g m e n t s  w i t h  i n s c r i p t i o n s  f o u n d  d u r i n g  e xca v t i o n s  f r o m  1 9 7 6  -  1 9 9 1 .
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the  remit  of  i ts  regional  museums are  to  ‘search 
for,  s tudy,  col lect ,  acquire ,  s tore ,  document  
and popular ise  cul tural  monuments’ ,  and in  
accordance with the current  Cul ture  Heri tage 
Act  ‘ the main act ivi ty  of  the museum is  to  
protect  and exhibi t  movable  and immovable  
cul tural  ar tefacts’ .  

The Regional  Museum, therefore ,  has  a  duty 
of  care  to  the monuments  under  i ts  control .  
Looking at  Rat iar ia  the evidence of  loot ing is  
there  for  a l l  to  see but  in  actual  fact  there  is  
no need to  even vis i t  the  s i te .  Recent  aer ia l  
photographs avai lable  on the internet  show 
almost  the whole area scarred with bul ldozer  
t racks.  Rat iar ia  is  being systematical ly  
destroyed using everything from shovels  
to  heavy-duty machinery with s tanding 
monuments  reduced to  rubble ,  tombs broken 
into and human remains and pot tery scat tered 
al l  around.  I t  i s  in  a  precar ious s ta te  yet  no-
one wil l  take responsibi l i ty  for  i t .

The problem is  not  new,  however.  I t  has  been 
ongoing for  a t  least  10 years  and occasional ly  
the Bulgarian government  is  forced into 
taking act ion.  In  2001,  in  response to  publ ic  
pressure,  the government  set  out  a  ser ies  
of  recommendat ions requir ing Dimovo 
Municipal i ty  and the Regional  Heri tage 
Museum of  Vidin to  take act ion regarding 
Rat iar ia .

Of course, they are  only recommendat ions and 
the var ious bodies  involved are  not  obl iged 
to  act  upon them. Indeed,  promises  to  bui ld  a  
pol ice  s ta t ion on the s i te   never  mater ia l ised 
and funding for  a  monument  warden was cut .  
Of  those actual ly  caught  in  the act  of  i l legal  
excavat ion and t r ied before  the regional  court  
in  2000 and 2001 each person’s  charges  were 
dropped.  Eight  years  la ter,  despi te   extensive 
coverage by the Bulgarian newspapers  to  
highl ight  the problem, not  one of  the 2001 
direct ives  has  been implemented.   The only 

continued 

G overnment recommendations for  D imovo Municipal it y  and the Regional  Heritage 
Museum of  Vidin

•  Construc tion of  a  police  station on the site
•  The implementation of  al l  loc al  land use laws
•  The creation of  a  database of  loc al  landowners
•  Monument boundar y to be defined
•  Repair  of  fences and signage
•  Archaeologic al  salvage work to be under taken
•  Backfi l l ing of  looter  trenches
•  Obtain protec ted status for  R atiaria  
•  Carr y  out  regular  archaeologic al  exc avations
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people  who benefi t  f rom the inact ivi ty  of  
the local  authori ty  and the Regional  Histor ic  
Museum of  Vidin are  those who plunder  and 
t rade in  ancient  ar tefacts .

Despi te  new government  laws expl ic i t ly  
laying out  how si tes  should be protected the 
temptat ion to  earn substant ia l  amounts  of  
hard currency is  s imply too great .  Organised 
cr iminals  t ransport  ar tefacts  through Germany 
and then on to  the world col lectors’ market  
where Bulgarian ant iqui t ies  are  in  high 
demand.  Rat iar ia ,  i t  seems,  is  the t ip  of  the 
iceberg.  Sadly,  Bulgar ia  is  being drained of  
i ts  her i tage at  such a  ra te  that  the ant iqui t ies  
market  is  now f looded.  Volodia  Velkov,  head 
of  the Bulgarian pol ice  uni t  charged with 
combating organised cr ime,  said in  2007 that  
the loot ing of  his tor ic  monuments  in  Bulgar ia  
generates  bi l l ions of  dol lars  per  year.  The 
potent ia l  to  earn such vast  sums of  money leads 
to  the conclusion that  unless  there  is  proper  
protect ion,  vulnerable  s i tes  l ike Rat iar ia  wil l  
not  survive the onslaught .

Those who want  to  see this  s i tuat ion change 
must  act  immediately,  direct ly  and posi t ively.   
The Bulgarian Archaeological  Associat ion 
along with other  interested groups have set  
themselves  the goal  of  a t t ract ing the at tent ion 
of  the internat ional  community and to  ra ise  
funds to  protect  Rat iar ia  in  the short  term.   
In  the longer  term i t  is  hoped to  implement  
a  programme of  research,  interpretat ion and 
consol idat ion.

The potent ia l  to  save this  s i te  l ies  with al l  
of  us  but  unfortunately i t  i s  near ly  too la te .  
Bulgar ia  s t i l l  has  many wonderful  t reasures  
to  be proud of  but  these resources  are  both 
fragi le  and f ini te .  I t  i s  important  to  support  the 
f ight  to  protect  Colonia  Ulpia  Traiana Rat iar ia  
and ensure this  s ignif icant  archaeological  s i te  
survives  this  terr ible  destruct ion.

K ra s s i m i ra  Lu ka  i s  t h e  d i r e c t o r  o f  t h e  B u l g a r i a n  
A rc h a e o l o g o ca l  A s s o c i a t i o n  ( B AA ) w h i c h  wa s  f o r m e d  
i n  2 0 0 0  w i t h  t h e  a i m  o f  s t i m u l a t i n g  a r c h a e o l o g i ca l  
r e s e a r c h  i n  B u l g a r i a  a n d  t h e  B a l ka n s.

E v e r y  y e a r  t h e  B AA  o r g a n i s e s  a n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f i e l d  s c h o o l  b a s e d  a r o u n d  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  R o m a n  a r c h a e o l o g y
Fi n d  B AA  a t :  h t t p : / / w w w. a r c h a e o l o g y. a r c h b g. n e t    

Watch the video  -  A l  Jazeera  invest igates  ant iquit y  loot ing in  Bulgar ia

I f  you are  v iewing this  magazine on SCRIBD,  then you wi l l  not  be 
able  to  see the v ideo.

You can v iew i t  on e i ther  the ful l  f l ip  page vers ion of  the 
magazine:

w w w.pasthor izons.com/magazine

or  
http://w w w.youtube.com/watch?v=8jDj4j2XecA

http://www.archaeology.archbg.net
http://www.pasthorizons.com/magazine
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8jDj4j2XecA
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The BAA is  ask ing for  a  €1 donat ion per  person to  help save R at iar ia .

To donate please go to :
http://w w w.archaeology.archbg.net/fs_excavat ions_rat iar ia .html    

and s ign the pet i t ion:
http://w w w.ipet i t ions.com/pet i t ion/rat iar ia/ index.html   

YOU CAN HELP SAVE RATIARIA

(c)2009 G oogle -Imager y(c)D igitalGlobe,  Cnes/SpotImage,  G eoEye,  Map Data (c)2009 Tele  Atlas

A r e a  o f  R a t i a r i a  h e a v i l y - s ca r r e d  w i t h  b u l l d o z e r  a c t i v i t y.

2 n d  ce n t u r y  m a r b l e  s t a t u e  o f  H e ra c l e s  
f o u n d  a t  R a t i a r i a  a n d  s t o l e n  f r o m  t h e  
R e g i o n a l  H e r i t a g e  M u s e u m  o f  V i d i n .

2 n d  ce n t u r y  R o m a n  co i n  o f  
Pe r t i n a x  f o u n d  a t  A r c h a r.

3 r d  ce n t u r y  R o m a n  v i l l a  m o s a i c  f r o m  R a t i a r i a

http://www.archaeology.archbg.net/fs_excavations_ratiaria.html
http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/ratiaria/index.html

