Exporting Australian cultural
property
Australian cultural property is an important part
of Australia’s cultural heritage.
Objects of cultural property include:
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage
(eg. rock art, sacred objects)
• archaeological
• natural science (eg. gold nuggets, fossils,
scientific specimens)
• applied science or technology (eg. tools,
weapons, machinery)
• fine or decorative art (eg. paintings, sculptures,
interior decorations, jewellery, musical instruments)
• documentary heritage (eg. letters, ledgers,
recordings, maps)
• numismatic (eg. medals, badges, coins)
• philatelic (eg. stamps, postmarks)
• historical
A small range of Australian cultural
property cannot be exported (eg.
Victoria Crosses, Ned Kelly’s armour,
Indigenous human remains and
secret sacred objects). Others can
be exported but require export
permits based on their age, value or
significance to Australia.
You must obtain a permit before
taking some cultural property out of
Australia. Export permits are your way
to make sure it’s above board.

More information
For information on importing the cultural property of a
foreign country into Australia, check with an embassy
of the country to which you are travelling.  Alternatively,
you can search international laws on the UNESCO
website www.unesco.org/culture/natlaws.
For more information on Australian cultural property
or to obtain an Australian export permit contact:
Cultural Property and Gifts
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet
Office for the Arts, PO Box 6500
Canberra ACT 2600 Australia
P: +61 2 6274 1810      F: +61 2 6274 2731
E: movable.heritage@pmc.gov.au
www.arts.gov.au/movable

Make sure it’s
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Protection of Movable Cultural Heritage Act 1986

What is cultural
property?
Cultural property is an important
part of a nation’s identity. Cultural
property includes artistic, technological,
historical and natural objects. It can
include souvenirs, such as antiques
or collectibles.
International trade
controls
Many countries, including Australia, have laws which
regulate the export of cultural property.  In Australia,
important national and international cultural property
is protected through the Protection of Movable Cultural
Heritage Act 1986 (PMCH Act).
The PMCH Act strikes a balance between public and private
ownership.  It does not intend to restrict normal and
legitimate trade but it does regulate the export of cultural
property through a system of export permits.
The PMCH Act also protects important foreign cultural
property.  Foreign governments can request the return of
cultural property which has been illegally taken from their
country of origin and imported into Australia.
The Australian Customs and Border Protection Service has
an important role in detecting illegal exports and imports
of cultural property.
Australian Federal Police work collaboratively with partner
agencies to investigate and seize illegal exports and
imports of cultural objects as required.

Protecting cultural
property

Importing foreign cultural
property
Some foreign cultural property, such as pottery, antiquities,
relics, artefacts, fossils and art may be so significant to its
country of origin that it cannot leave the country or it may
require a permit to be exported.  If an object has been
looted, illegally dug up or removed from its country of
origin, it may be seized and returned when you re-enter
Australia.
Before you travel, check international laws with embassies
of the countries you are visiting to find out if you need a
permit to export their cultural property to Australia.
Don’t break the law. Foreign export permits are
your way to make sure it’s above board.

Buying legally
If you buy cultural property, you are responsible for
ensuring you purchase legally and your seller is above
board.  If you purchase illegally obtained objects you
are participating in a major international crime, the illicit
trafficking of cultural property.
Do your research before buying. Ask if the object is
legal to export. Be aware of types of stolen cultural
property, especially if buying from local street markets. Be
suspicious if the price of an object is lower than the general
market price. Verify the identity of the seller, buy from a
member of a professional trade association and ask to see
documentation about the object’s history. Ensure that you
have a written invoice, signed and dated by the seller, with
their name, address and full details of the object. Do not
buy if you are still uncertain.
You must be confident that your purchase is legal before
you buy cultural property. Buying legally is your way to
make sure it’s above board.

