
 
 
 
 

 
March 11, 2013 
 
President Barack Obama 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
 
Dear President Obama, 
 
The American Anthropological Association (AAA) and the Archaeological Institute of America 
(AIA) have been following closely the current political and military events unfolding in Mali, 
a country rich in history and culture. The city of Timbuktu is of particular concern: Timbuktu 
was designated a World Heritage Site in 1988 by UNESCO, as it houses one of the world’s 
great collections of ancient manuscripts and remarkable monuments of earthen 
architecture.  
 
Recent news reports indicate that some of the invaluable historical manuscripts located in 
Timbuktu’s Ahmed Baba Institute of Higher Islamic Studies and Research were damaged 
during the current conflict, which we hope has now come to a peaceful end. The AAA and 
AIA share the concern of the people of Mali that damage to historical records, museum 
collections, artifacts, monuments, objects of art, and archaeological sites constitutes an 
irreversible loss of their history.  
 
Given recent experience in zones of conflict and the difficulty in obtaining accurate 
reporting, we urge you to assess the full extent of the damage to the cultural resources and 
historic sites of the city of Timbuktu. Although other priorities that benefit the people of 
Mali might require your immediate attention, we urge you to work closely with Malian 
scholars and authorities to prevent and halt the looting and illegal trade of antiquities that 
are commonplace during conflicts of this nature. 
 
More specifically, we call on the United States and the Republic of Mali to enforce their joint 
Memorandum of Understanding and its stipulations regarding cultural property, amended 
and extended on September 19, 2012. We also urge international law enforcement agencies 
to adopt immediate plans of action to guard against the illicit trafficking of cultural items, to 
assist in the recovery of this cultural heritage under existing legislation and international 
agreements such as the UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing 
the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property (1970) and the 
UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects (1995). 
 
Mali’s history is of inestimable value to its people and to the entire world. We hope that you 
will ensure that appropriate agencies work closely with Malian scholars and authorities to 

http://eca.state.gov/cultural-heritage-center/international-cultural-property-protection/bilateral-agreements/mali/mali-2


prevent further damage to its cultural resources and to assist in the reconstruction of its 
cultural infrastructure.  We would also like to offer the expertise of our two organizations 
should you need it during your efforts to protect Mali’s rich heritage. 
 
Sincerely, 
       

            
Elizabeth Bartman     Leith Mullings 
President, AIA      President, AAA 
 
 
Founded in 1902, the American Anthropological Association (AAA) is the world’s largest professional 
organization of anthropologists. The AAA represents all specialties within anthropology, including 
archaeology. Archaeology is a scientific discipline involving the systematic examination and careful 
study of evidence relevant to human lives and lifestyles in the past.  It is conducted by highly trained 
professionals who follow a strict code of ethics in order to preserve and interpret knowledge of the 
past for the benefit of all peoples.  
 
Founded in 1879 and incorporated by an act of the U.S. Congress in 1906, the Archaeological 
Institute of America (AIA) is the oldest and largest archaeological organization in North America. 
Today the AIA has almost 230,000 members and 110 Local Societies. The Institute promotes public 
interest in the cultures and civilizations of the past, supports archaeological research, funds site 
preservation efforts around the world, advocates for the protection of archaeological heritage, 
fosters the sound professional practice of archaeology, and educates people of all ages about 
archaeology and the significance of cultural heritage. 


