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The Middle East and North Africa are home to 
some of the best preserved and most important 
archaeological sites in the world. Yet this 
irreplaceable heritage is under enormous threat. 
Reasons for this include urban development, 
agriculture, looting, warfare, and natural erosion. We 
are in danger of not only losing these sites but any 
record of their existence, such is the pace of change.  

In 2015, the Endangered Archaeology in the Middle East 
and North Africa (EAMENA) project was set up. The 
EAMENA team is comprises archaeologists, researchers, 
heritage experts and volunteers. The project works with 
national heritage organisations and officials. Together, 
we document and protect archaeology under threat 
throughout the region. 

The team uses satellite imagery, aerial photography 
and on-the-ground visits to record archaeological 
sites and assess their condition. There are now over 
200,000 records in a specially-created database. It is 
an online, open-access source that anyone can search: 
eamenadatabase.arch.ox.ac.uk.  

Top image: Roman theatre Sabratha, Libya (Photograph: M. Hobson). 
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Above: EAMENA works in 20 countries across the Middle East and North Africa.  
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Above: The EAMENA team in 2017.
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Right: The EAMENA database uses the Arches software platform. 
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Above: 1930s aerial photograph, 1972 CORONA satellite image and modern satellite image from 2013 showing historic Sukna (al-Jufra) before and after its destruction 
(Image: US Geological Survey/Esri, DigitalGlobe).
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Bottom image: Together with local partners, the EAMENA team carries out on-the-ground visits to record archaeological sites and their condition.
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Training in Endangered Archaeology
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Training is a key part of the EAMENA project. 
We have trained heritage professionals from ten 
different countries in the Middle East and North 
Africa. Participants have learned how to use new 
technologies and practised new skills. This includes 
interpreting satellite imagery to create records of 
archaeological sites. They will use this training to 
help manage and protect the heritage under their 
care.  

The project also works with local educational 
organisations. Our goal is to raise awareness of the value 
of archaeology and cultural heritage with policy-makers 
and the general public.  

Twenty Libyans have taken part in training events, 
organised in collaboration with the Department of 
Antiquities. After creating records in the EAMENA 
database, they will continue to visit the sites in their area 
to track their condition.The EAMENA project is funded 
by the Arcadia Fund and the British Council’s Cultural 
Protection Fund, in partnership with the Department for 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport. 

Top image: The second group of Libyan heritage professionals receiving training in GPS skills.

Above: Exploring Google Earth Pro during one of the first training sessions.
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Left: The training participants get to know the EAMENA database.
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Above: Practicing recording in the field during a field trip. 
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Right: Training participants using hand-held GPS units to record the location of archaeological sites.
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Left: Training participants busy identifying and recording sites during the training sessions.
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Above: Identifying and discussing threats to archaeological sites.
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Bottom image: The first group of Libyan heritage professionals with EAMENA tutors.
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Exploring the Past
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Archaeologists aim to understand the ways in which 
people in the past behaved, lived and used the land. 
To do this, they use a range of techniques to record 
and study archaeological sites. These include survey 
and excavation, the study of finds, and evidence 
relating to ancient diet and environment. 

There are hundreds of thousands of archaeological sites 
across the Middle East and North Africa. We discover 
more every day. These include the remains of the earliest 
humans to spectacular ruins of vast empires. They have 
an important role to play in how we understand the past 
and its relationship to how we live today.  

A key goal of the EAMENA project is to work in 
collaboration with local heritage organisations – in Libya 
this is the Department of Antiquities. Together, we raise 
awareness of the value of archaeology and culture 
heritage for local communities.  

Top image: Visitors at Severan Basilica Lepcis Magna (Photograph: P. Wilson).
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Above: The excavation of an archaeological site is hard work (Photograph: M. Hobson). 
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Left: Sieving during excavation helps us to find very small objects, seeds and bones. 
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Below: Excavating Roman-period pots at a cemetery site, Taqallit in Fazzan (Photograph: M. Hobson).
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Right: Archaeological features are recorded in detail using site recording sheets. 
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Above: An excavated and cleaned glass drinking vessel from Fazzan (Photograph: M. Hobson).
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Left: Careful cleaning of a stele and offering table in Fazzan, Libya. 
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Bottom image: Recording an archaeological site at Ghadames.
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Archaeology and Remote Sensing
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Remote sensing for archaeology uses high-altitude 
images of the Earth, such as satellite images and 
aerial photographs. It is one of EAMENA’s key tools 
as it is fast and effective. It allows archaeologists 
to identity and watch archaeological sites across a 
large area. It is particularly useful for regions that are 
difficult or dangerous to visit.

We need to gather lots of images to document 
archaeological sites and assess the threats to them. 
To do this, we use many different types of imagery. 
Archaeologists have used aerial photography since the 
early twentieth century.  

In recent decades, satellite imagery has become more 
available. Google Earth and Bing Maps allow the 
EAMENA team to record and keep a watch over sites. By 
analysing images taken in different months or years, we 
can see how sites and landscapes change through time.   

Top image: Satellite image of Libya.
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Left: The image on the left is an aerial photograph of the area around the amphitheatre and circus at 
Lepcis Magna before excavation (1962-1964) (Image: Society for Libya Studies Archive). The satellite 
image on the right shows the same area in March 2018 (Image: DigitalGlobe via Google Earth).
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Below left: Satellite imagery helps us to monitor urban development. These images show the growth of 
Shahat near Cyrene, between 1986 and 2017. 
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Below right: Where available, we can look at aerial photographs from several decades ago. The site of 
Cyrene, Libya, in 1966 and 2016, showing the encroachment of modern building (Image: US Geological 
Survey).
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Above: Satellite imagery makes it possible to draw detailed plans of sites, in this case the remains of a settlement near 
Waddan.
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Right: Photograph of a Roman cemetery near Taqallit, Fazzan. The image was taken by a camera attached to a kite.
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Bottom image: Dr Robert Bewley photographs an archaeological site from a helicopter (Photograph: R. Repper).
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Bottom image: Rock art showing a superhuman figure and an elephant, 
Wadi Matkhandouch.
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More than ten thousand years ago
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We know that the climate of Libya and the Sahara 
was once very different. Evidence for this can be 
found in the types of animals shown in prehistoric 
rock art from central and southern Libya. These 
include crocodiles, hippos and elephants.  These 
animals show that the Sahara was a much wetter 
place than today at times in the past, with permanent 
lakes and rivers. When climate changed, animals 
and people had to migrate or adapt. This led to the 
development of new technologies.  

Early North Africans were hunter-gatherers. The design 
of their stone tools can tell us about major changes 
that took place in their lifestyles. In Libya, millions of 
prehistoric stone tools have been found alongside ancient 
rivers and lakes that dried up long ago.    

Archaeological evidence shows that from around 10,000 
years ago, people began to farm sheep, goats and cattle. 
From around 4,000 years ago, they began to cultivate 
crops.  

 
Top image: Two cats are shown fighting in a piece of rock art dating to around 5,000 to 8,000 
years ago, Wadi Matkhandouch.
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Above: Many thousands of years ago the climate was very different. People lived as hunter-
gatherers (Illustration: D. Miles-Williams).
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Right: Tools made from stone were already used by humans over a million years ago. 
Examples like these stone axes became ever more complex over time. 
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Left: Rock art can give us an idea about what the natural environment looked like many thousands of years ago. Giraffes and elephants roamed the land.
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Right: Rock art drawing of people hunting animals, Tadrart Acacus (Photograph: L. Galuzzi). 
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Bottom image: Rock art showing a superhuman figure and an elephant, Wadi Matkhandouch.
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From around 2,500 years ago, the first urban 
settlements appeared in Libya. A new, multi-cultural 
society developed. Libyan traditions were mixed with 
Greek, Punic and later Roman culture.  Cultural and 
economic links with the rest of the Mediterranean 
became strong. For instance, Libyan olive oil was 
exported to many overseas markets. This was a 
profitable trade.  

Most ancient Libyans were multilingual. We know this 
from stone inscriptions written in Punic, Greek, Latin and 
a Libyan script. Some Libyans achieved very high status 
under the Roman Empire. The Roman emperor Septimius 
Severus was a native of Western Libya.  

Libya’s cities were famous for their monumental 
architecture. People produced stunning artworks, 
including mosaics and statues. In the pre-desert 
region, clever water management techniques led to the 
establishment of farms. Tomb and funerary inscriptions 
reveal that these people were Libyans, not settlers from 
outside the region. Further into the desert, the first oasis 
towns were established in Fazzan by the Garamantes and 
at Ghadames.  
  
Top image: The large and impressive temple of Zeus at Cyrene was built over 2,200 years ago 
(Photograph: ancientview).
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Right: The impressive architecture of the Roman-period theatre at Sabratha.
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Below: Inscription from the theatre at Lepcis Magna. It was commissioned by an important Libyan official and writ-
ten in both Latin and Punic.
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Top left: Elaborate floor mosaics decorated many villas and public buildings in Libya. This detail, from a mosaic of the Four 
Seasons, is from the villa at Zliten (Photograph: M. Beek).
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Bottom left: Elaborate funerary monument of a local Libyan leader. He lived around 1,900 years ago, in the pre-desert area 
around modern-day Bani Ulid (Photograph: P. Kenrick).
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Below:  Large settlements also developed in desert areas such as at Old Jarma in Fazzan. This photograph, taken from a 
kite, shows the excavation of the temple and several other public buildings. 
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Bottom image: Large funerary monuments in the pre-desert commemorate the leading Libyan families that lived and pros-
pered in that area (Photograph: P. Kenrick).
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Following the Arab Conquest, the government based 
in Tripoli granted the people of Libya a large degree 
of local autonomy.  Although some of the ancient 
coastal cities were abandoned, those with busy 
harbours thrived, such as Tripoli and Benghazi. 
These key urban centres today connect people with 
the medieval and ancient past of Libya.   

There is evidence that the countryside was busy, with 
many estates, farms and fortified villages. Farming 
became more concentrated in the areas of highest rainfall 
(the Jabal regions) or in desert oases like Ghadames.  In 
the Jabal Nafusa, fortified granaries were built to protect 
the harvest. Examples include those at Nalut and Qasr al 
Hajj.  

With the arrival of Islam, mosques and shrines became 
common in the landscape. Zuwila was one of the most 
important oasis towns on the medieval Trans-Saharan 
trade route. The impressive tombs of the local rulers, the 
Banu Khattab, are about 1,000 years old.   

Top image: The Jami al-Kibir mosque at Awjilah was originally built in AD 666. It features 
impressive beehive domes (Photograph: A. Buzaian). 
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Above: Medieval mosque with minaret near Forsetta in the Jabel Nefusa (Photograph: P. Kenrick).
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Left: The village of Nalut was an important administrative centre in the medieval period. The fortified granary had 
up to 500 cells in which grain could be safely stored (Photograph: P. Kenrick).
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Above left: Fortified communal granaries protected the harvest of many families during times of conflict. The granary at Gasr al Hajj had 144 cells to store dry good and liquids in jars 
(Photograph: P. Kenrick). 
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Above right: Large farms such as Gasr Al-Mkhiley were sometimes fortified. This Gasr became important in the Islamic period as part of the pilgrimage route to Mecca (Photograph: A. 
Buzaian). 
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Bottom image: Tombs of the Banu Khattab, Zuwila.
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Above: Forsatta is a typical medieval village with a mosque, houses, oil presses and grinding stones (Photograph: 
P. Kenrick).
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Right: In the medieval period, many buildings were built re-using stones from ancient buildings. Fragments of 
Roman architecture, such as an upright olive press, were built into this old mosque (Photograph: P. Kenrick).   
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The last five hundred years  
�¿�¢�ß��500���Â�»�¡

For the last 500 years, the largest and most 
important city in Libya has been Tripoli. Ports, like 
Benghazi, have also played a major role. Because 
of fishing, trade and piracy, the sea was key to 
Libya’s economy during the early modern period. 
Trans-Saharan trade was also vital for the region’s 
prosperity. There were large trade centres at, for 
example, the desert oases of al-Jufra, Murzuq, Ghat 
and Ghadames. Camel caravans connected Libya with 
the Niger River, the Lake Chad basin and the Nile.   

Libya’s extremely dry climate posed challenges for much 
of the population. Many people lived in rural settlements 
and villages, farming and raising livestock. Some led 
a nomadic lifestyle, living in tents and tending flocks of 
animals.    

Since Libyan independence in 1951, the discovery of oil 
has transformed the country’s economy. Tripoli, Bengazhi 
and Misurata have grown into the large cities that we 
know today.  
       
 
Top image: The military fort at Murzuq, dating from the Ottoman period 
(Photograph: FranzFoto).
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Right: Tripoli medina with the Ottoman clock tower in the background (Photograph: R. Glover).
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Below:  Another view of Tripoli medina (Photograph: (Image: A. Elhusuni). 
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Above left: The oasis of Ghadames was a very important town on the trans-Saharan trade route (Photograph: R. Bamler). 
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Above right: The mosque and Ottoman fort at Murzuq (Photograph: N.Hoult).
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Bottom image: The fort at Ghat was built during the Italian colonial period (Photograph: DuiMDog).
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Above left: Photograph taken in 1930 of the town of Misurata before its expansion.
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Above right:  This abandoned town near Hun, now covered by sand dunes, was home to a flourishing community about 500 years ago (Photograph: M. Alhddad).
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Losing the Past
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Many archaeological sites remain unidentified. 
Even close to Libya’s UNESCO World Heritage 
sites, surprising discoveries are being made. In 
other cases, the sites are in remote areas, yet to be 
fully recorded. Very often, we only find out about 
archaeological sites when human activity or nature 
intervene.   

Erosion, caused by the sea, is an example of a natural 
process that can destroy the remains of ancient coastal 
sites. Ploughing fields, digging foundations for new 
buildings and road building may also cause damage.    
 
In the worst cases, this damage is deliberate. For 
example, monuments are sometimes destroyed for 
ideological reasons. People may loot tombs and illegally 
sell on artefacts to collectors. Such activities can result in 
the loss of these sites and the information they hold about 
the past. 

Top image: Erosion by the sea is effecting many coastal sites such as Apollonia 
(Photograph: joepyrek).
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Right: Bulldozing tracks are visible right next to an ancient cemetery site in Fazzan. Some 
tombs have already been lost (Photograph: T. Savage).
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Below: New houses are being built on an archaeological site in the region of Tripolitania 
(Photograph: M. Alhddad).
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Above left: A tree planation right next to the Roman fort of Bu Njem. Part of the ancient 
settlement and cemeteries outside the fort have already been destroyed (Image: DigitalGlobe 
via Google Earth).  
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Above right: Agricultural expansion is destroying ancient settlements and ancient water 
management features (Image: DigitalGlobe via Google Earth).
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Right: Tombs and burials are particularly vulnerable to looting. Cemetery of Cyrene 
(Photograph: A. Buzaian).
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Bottom image: Tombs and burials are particularly vulnerable to looting. Cemetery in the Wadi 
al-Ajal (Photograph: D. Mattingly).
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Identifying Threats
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The rich heritage of Libya is under threat from 
a variety of factors. The expanding population 
needs more housing and the farms need to be 
more productive. Construction, agriculture, and 
oil extraction put archaeological remains at risk. 
Urban development can encroach on archaeological 
sites close to towns and villages. Even well-known 
sites, such as Lepcis Magna, Sabratha, Ptolemais, 
Apollonia and Cyrene, are at risk.  

Water can damage archaeology. Even sites in the desert, 
close to irrigation projects may be under threat. Earth-
moving equipment and mining machinery can also cause 
damage. Encroaching trees and shrubs can damage the 
architecture of buildings. Libya’s unique prehistoric rock 
art is under threat from wind, sun and water erosion, as 
well as damage caused by tourists. Historically important 
buildings, such as those in the Tripoli medina or at 
Ghadames, will decline and collapse without ongoing 
maintenance.  

In some cases, it can be possible to identity potential 
risks and to take preventative action. Satellite imagery 
can help identify archaeology under threat. 

Top image: The robbing of this 1,000-year-old ancient grave in Fazzan has left the skeleton 
without leg bones.
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Right: Coastal erosion threatens many sites located by the sea (Photograph: A. Buzaian).
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Below: Looting is one of the threats that endanger many archaeological sites (Photograph: 
A. Buzaian).
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Bottom right: The construction of a factory in the Djebel Tarhuna led to a rescue excavation of 
a 2,000-year-old farm (Photograph: M. Alhddad).
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Above: Bullet holes on a rock art image in the Wadi Matkhandouch.
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Bottom image: Looting hole in the middle of an ancient farm building (Photograph: A. Buzaian). 
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Above: Bulldozing next to an ancient cemetery in the Wadi Antar, in the pre-desert of 
Tripolitania, can be seen on this satellite image (Image: Digital Globe via Google Earth).
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Preserving the Past
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By identifying threats to an archaeological site, it is 
then possible to develop solutions. Sometimes this 
can be as simple as making a landowner or farmer 
aware of the historical and cultural value of the 
archaeology on his or her land. If modern settlements 
are encroaching on an important site, buffer zones 
help to prevent damaging building work. One effective 
measure is to build fences around threatened sites 
such as at the mausolea of Ghirza or at the ancient 
town of Balagrae (El Baida).  

Preservation projects can help to halt damage caused 
to mudbrick buildings by water and wind. Successful 
examples include the ancient mosque at Awjila and some 
of the historical houses in Ghadames. 

Visitor centres and information boards help to educate 
people about local heritage. If looting is a problem, 
elected local guardians can oversee sites and alert the 
authorities if necessary. Objects may be moved to a 
museum for security. By involving communities and 
especially younger generations in archaeological projects, 
people become interested in their heritage. 

Top image: Staff of the Department of Antiquities cover up an ancient mosaic to help preserve 
it (Photograph: A. Buzaian).
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Above and left: Before and after photos of the mausoleum at Bir el-Uaar. Nearly 2,000 years old, it has been 
recently restored. A fence now protects the monument (Photograph left: P. Kenrick; photograph above: O. Brogan, 
Society for Libyan Studies Archive). 
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Above left and above right: Before and after photographs of a traditional house interior in Ghadames. These were often elaborately decorated with paintings, which faded over time. Some of 
these traditional decorations have been restored. 
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Bottom image: Upturned column capital at Lepcis Magna.
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Above and right: The obelisk mausoleum of the Wadi N’fd was also restored and is protected by a fence 
(Photograph left: O. Brogan, Society for Libyan Studies Archive; photograph right: P. Kenrick).
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Our culture, Our future
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Heritage is valuable for many reasons, to both 
local and global communities. It may have historic, 
social, cultural, aesthetic, scientific and economic 
significance. At archaeological sites and museums, 
people learn about the past and can, as a result, 
better understand the present.  

You can contribute to the protection of Libya’s heritage 
for the future. Employees of the Department of Antiquities 
can offer support. If we all work together, the economic 
value of this heritage will benefit the whole community. 
Highlights of Libya’s history will become widely known 
and celebrated.  

A key priority is to increase public awareness and 
education about Libya’s heritage. Our lives may seem 
very different from those of people in the past. But 
there are many experiences in common that connect 
Libyans across time. When heritage sites are damaged 
or artefacts looted, those responsible are stealing from 
us all. Together, we can preserve the cultural and 
archaeological heritage of Libya for 
future generations. 

Top image: People visiting the theatre of Sabratha.
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Above: Many people visit the theatre of Sabratha every year.
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Right: School girls attending a heritage awareness day, Kufra (Photograph: Department of Antiquities).
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Above: School children learning about archaeological excavation at the ancient site of Tocra [credit line?].
.�Å�±�]�—�§���©�±�„�Ã�[���v�•�Ã�ˆ���“�~���Y�”�±�]�—�§���ª�U�”�±�•�c�…�§���¿�Ã�c���Á�Ã�ˆ�†�x�[�”���³�±�§�¯�ˆ�…�§���¿�U�•�·�£���¶�x�W�����‘�†�w�£

Bottom image: Relief head, forum at Lepcis Magna.
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