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ABSTRACT
We introduce the British Association for Biological Anthropology 
and Osteoarchaeology’s ‘Trading and Sale of Human Remains Task 
Force’. This member-based subgroup started in 2016 and brings 
together professionals from a range of fields, including osteoarch
aeology and forensic and biological anthropology, across academia, 
curatorial roles, and cultural heritage management. Subgroup 
members are concerned with and actively monitor the proliferation 
of human remains sales online. Here, we describe the history, goals, 
and current mission of the group, how we approach sellers and 
what assistance we provide to encourage donation over sale, along
side the challenges associated with this form of trafficking. We 
illustrate this discussion through select anonymised case studies 
to show the types of sales we respond to. These examples ulti
mately demonstrate that improved legislation is required if we are 
to end this industry in the United Kingdom (UK). Furthermore, the 
cases in this article exemplify the need to raise greater public 
awareness of the ethical implications associated with the sale and 
trade of once-living individuals.

KEYWORDS 
Human remains trade; 
trafficking; e-commerce; 
social media; legislative 
reform

Introduction

The trade (facilitating the exchange of items or services) and sale (the exchange of 
a commodity or items for money) of human remains in the United Kingdom (UK) has 
a long and troubled past. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Indigenous 
human remains, primarily from colonised countries,1 were taken or traded for the purpose 
of ‘scientific investigations’,2 while human skeletal remains mainly from India were 
principally acquired for the purpose of medical education.3 Revisions to the 1857 Burial 
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Act4 and other pieces of legislation made it increasingly difficult to procure bodies from 
graveyards (or other means) in the UK5 which may, in part, have contributed to the 
increased collection of bodies from overseas.

Over recent decades, skeletal remains held by medical professionals which are no 
longer in use have been sold or traded, increasingly online. This has contributed to the 
inclusion of human remains within the broader marketplace for modern curio and 
‘oddities’ collectors, a pastime that has become increasingly popular in the last two 
decades as social media and e-commerce has flourished, especially on Meta (e.g. 
Facebook and Instagram) platforms. Not only are skeletons, or parts thereof, being traded 
and sold on various e-commerce and social media platforms,6 but auction houses and 
other private forums, including shops and markets, are knowingly selling human remains. 
In some cases, these skeletal remains may be archaeological in nature or originate from 
historic contexts, such as ossuaries, cemeteries, or crypts.

The trade and trafficking of human remains poses significant ethical, legal, and cultural 
concerns. These issues are further complicated by the online world facilitating private 
sales, making such activities more prevalent and increasingly difficult to regulate due to 
more international activity. Therefore, in response to the ever-increasing concerns asso
ciated with the sale and trade of human remains, a group of members belonging to the 
British Association for Biological Anthropology and Osteoarchaeology (BABAO) formed 
the Trading and Sale of Human Remains Task Force in 2016. The main aims of the Task 
Force are to:

● Collate information about the commodification of human remains in the UK
● Track how human remains are sold/collected/trafficked in an international market
● Offer guidance on the transfer of human remains to Human Tissue Authority (HTA) 

licenced or appropriate1 institutions where relevant
● Offer guidance on the use of human remains to all appropriate institutions
● Monitor the use of human remains in social media associated with sale/trade/ 

collecting
● Research claims of ‘ethical collecting’ by traders and concerns over provenience
● Raise public awareness about the ethical ramifications of a private commercial trade 

in human remains on and off-line.7

In this article, we will introduce the work carried out by the Task Force and its position on 
the trade and sale of human remains, alongside its vision for the future. Case studies will 
be presented to demonstrate how members of the Task Force approach and offer 
guidance to sellers. Prior to delving into these examples, we outline the current legislative 
landscape in the UK.

Legislation

Cultural heritage trafficking (which encompasses archaeological, historic, and Indigenous 
human remains) within, to, and from the UK is, in its broadest sense, legislated for by very 

1.For the purpose of this paper, an ‘appropriate’ institution is defined as a UK scientific and educational institution that has 
dedicated personnel and policies covering the care, storage, and ethical use of human tissue.
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few and quite specific Acts. These include the Customs and Excise Management Act 1979, 
Dealing in Cultural Objects (Offences) Act 2003, and Cultural Property (Armed Conflicts) Act 
2017. The Proceeds of Crime Act 2002 also allows for the confiscation of assets and money 
obtained through illicit means, including (but not limited to) money laundering, sale of 
stolen or illicitly imported property, and false advertising. Complicating the matter further 
is the definition of ‘property’. In general, human remains in the UK are not considered to 
be property except under specific circumstances where ‘skilled work’ is applied, for 
example, if human remains are modified in some way and are then stolen from someone’s 
possession.8 These conditions allow for a wide range of alterations and manipulations to 
occur to human remains, transforming skulls, bones, teeth, and ash into art, jewellery, 
weapons, decorations, and furniture (e.g. see case study 2).

Despite the existence of some legislative frameworks within the UK, many challenges 
remain associated with monitoring, detecting, and policing cultural heritage trafficking in 
general, and human remains trafficking specifically. Even where cognisant of the issue, or 
where assigned to front line policing in a location known to have heritage assets or large 
antiquities markets, heritage crime is not deemed to be a priority at present.9 This is clear 
from the lack of a standardised methodology for recording incidents, and the lack of funds 
and resources when compared with other forms of trafficking, such as modern slavery and 
controlled drugs.10 What makes the matter even more challenging is the near-absence of 
archaeological human remains in discussions of heritage crime more broadly.11 A small 
number of studies have examined if, and how much, the Dark Web seems to be a haven 
for illicit markets outside of drugs, weapons, wildlife, and child sexual abuse material 
(CSAM).12 Little has been uncovered, particularly in relation to antiquities and human 
remains, but this is unsurprising, given how much black or grey market trade flourishes on 
surface or ‘deep’ web e-commerce and social media platforms.

Growing numbers of countries are recognising the need to protect and respect the 
rights and dignity of human beings, not only in life but also in death.13 The UK is a rare 
example of implementing national legislation that specifically relates to the storage, care, 
and disposal of human remains. In the early twenty-first century, the Human Tissue Acts14 

were passed into law due to several hospital scandals which took place in the late 
twentieth century. The most notable of which occurred between 1988–1995 at the 
Alder Hay Children‘s Hospital, Merseyside, where human tissues primarily obtained from 
the autopsies of children were retained without the permission or knowledge of their 
parents.15 Similarly, an investigation into excessively high mortality rates among children 
undergoing heart surgery at the Bristol Royal Infirmary between 1984–1995 revealed the 
removal and retention of human organs without the consent of the patient or their 
parents. This incident further highlighted the urgent need for legislative reform relating 
to the removal, retention, and storage of human tissue.16

The Human Tissue Act 2004 was introduced to address the concerns that emerged from 
the Alder Hey and Bristol Royal Infirmary scandals and to establish a legislative framework 
regulating the removal, storage, use, and disposal of human bodies, organs, and tissue 
samples. Applicable across the UK (except for Scotland, which is governed by the Human 
Tissue (Scotland) Act 2006), the Human Tissue Act 2004 applies solely to human tissue 
derivatives less than 100 years old. Consequently, human bodies (or parts thereof) older 
than 100 years fall outside the scope of these regulations. Despite the implementation of 
the Human Tissue Acts, the trafficking, trade, and sale of human remains is currently not 
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prohibited in the UK. This is particularly problematic as sellers and collectors are often not 
aware of the origins of the remains in their possession, nor how to discern basic aspects of 
the biological profile, or the ethical implications of their actions. Furthermore, very few 
individuals are aware of guidelines set out by the BABAO Trading and Sale of Human 
Remains Task Force.17

When the Task Force is notified about a potential human remains sale, it takes several 
steps to try and educate the seller(s) in the ethics surrounding the sale and provides 
information to encourage donation of these remains to a licenced institution instead. 
Initially, all publicly available details regarding the sale are recorded in our ‘tracker’ 
spreadsheet, including any information about the seller, sale location, prices, and descrip
tions of the item from both the seller and observations of the Task Force. If the seller is UK- 
based and contactable (e.g. an auction house) the Task Force will collaborate to draft 
correspondence (see Supplementary Materials). This letter will be tailored accordingly, 
considering the specifics of the remains for sale, for example whether the materials 
derived from medical education collections or is a potential archaeological find. The letter 
will also set out and explain the ethical issues that surround selling human remains. The 
Task Force has an up-to-date list of HTA licenced or appropriate UK scientific and 
educational institutions that are not only willing to accept donated remains, but have 
dedicated personnel and policies covering the care, storage, and ethical use of human 
tissue. The letter and list are emailed directly to the seller by one of the Task Force 
members, to open a channel of communication where the issue can be discussed without 
prejudice. The requests to withdraw sales or auction lots rely upon an appeal to the good 
nature of the seller. It is an approach which has led to mixed results.

The Trade in Human Remains

Since September 2020, the Trade and Sale of Human Remains Task Force has recorded 
107 instances (some comprising multiple lots) of human remains advertised for sale from 
within the UK, with additional sales recorded in the U.S.A., Canada, Australia, and through
out Europe. UK sellers were contacted in 74 cases (69%) by the Task Force, pointing out 
the ethical dilemmas of selling or trading human remains. On a number of occasions, sales 
came to light after the auction date meaning it was not possible to save the remains from 
falling into private ownership. However, in 54/74 of the contacted cases (73%), remains 
were successfully removed from sale. In 33/107 UK recorded cases (31%), sellers were not 
contacted for various reasons, including sale via e-commerce sites (e.g. eBay and 
Gumtree) or on social media pages and, in some instances, it was not deemed safe for 
members of the Task Force to contact sellers directly. The following case studies have 
been included as they illustrate the diversity of remains sold and the variety of platforms 
and outlets they are sold through.

Case Study 1: Sale via Online Auction

This case study involves the attempted sale of human remains and cultural artefacts by 
an auction house in Oxfordshire in early October 2024.18 Twenty-two lots of human 
remains from a range of Indigenous communities were put up for sale online via ‘The 
Saleroom’ and ‘Easy Live Auctions’ websites, with prices averaging several hundred 
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pounds (GBP). The specific auction featured a wide range of items, including 
Indigenous material culture (not containing human remains), as well as many exam
ples of faunal remains in the form of skins, taxidermy, and wildlife products incorpo
rated into cultural heritage items. There were evident ethical issues (e.g. the Naga 
people view the auctioning of human remains to be an act of dehumanisation and 
a continuation of colonial violence against them19) with the human remains advertised 
for sale, with some lots including a tsantsa from the Jivaro People of Ecuador, skulls 
from the Ekoi People of Nigeria and Cameroon, and a ‘19th century horned Naga 
human skull’ from Nagaland, India.

There was significant backlash to this auction by the Forum for Naga Reconciliation 
(FNR), church leaders, representatives from the museum sector, and members of the 
public both on and off-line. Several individuals and organisations, including our Task 
Force, approached the auction house itself and/or local media, including the B.B.C.. 
Professor Laura Van Broekhoven (Director of the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford) was 
interviewed by the B.B.C. and called for an immediate halt to this auction.20 Professor 
Van Broekhoven is well placed to promote repatriation efforts due to the ongoing 
decolonisation programme at the Pitt Rivers Museum, which has led to the development 
of ties between the museum, Indigenous groups, and a broader network of scholars with 
direct ties to Nagaland. The FNR wrote to the Nagaland Chief Minister Neiphiu Rio to raise 
concerns about the auction, who in turn brought the case to the attention of India’s 
External Affairs Minister, Dr. Subrahmanyam Jaishankar. Mounting public pressure in the 
Indian and international press, and presumably an ongoing email campaign, convinced 
the auction house to withdraw the human remains from sale on October 9th, beginning 
with the Naga lots. While other items of Indigenous material culture from around the 
world were auctioned off, the controversy around the attempted human remains sale 
seems to have served as a watershed moment. The case substantially increased public and 
political awareness that human remains of Indigenous people were still being collected in 
2024 and formed but one part of a much bigger problem.21

Case Study 2: Sale via Bricks-And-Mortar Store and Associated Webpage

At the time of writing, one UK-based ‘curiosity’ retailer currently features over 90 listings 
for human remains or objects made with human tissue on their webpage. Skeletal 
material is their primary sales focus, offering ‘medically prepared’ articulated joints and 
skeletal elements, and individual skulls. Prices range from £45 for a human scapula to 
£4,950 for a ‘Solomon Islands fish’, a reliquary containing a human skull (Figure 1). Most of 
the material appears to derive from adult individuals, although the skull of a child ‘with 
dwarfism’, two foetal skulls, and one particularly shocking listing of a preserved human 
penis claimed to be that of an infant or juvenile were also available to purchase (Figure 2).

The listings also include various made-to-order items, such as jewellery, ‘occult’ objects, 
guitar picks, and human leather available by the square inch (Figure 3). Skulls can be 
purchased and ‘customised’, stained black, carved with symbols, and/or set with brass or 
iron teeth and fangs. Custom orders are also available for skulls with removable sections 
of cranium for use as ‘scrying bowls’, while working lamps can be inserted into modified 
skulls which have been fashioned into lampshades (Figure 4). All modifications appear to 
be made in this person’s bricks-and-mortar store. However, it is not clear whether the 
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Figure 1. The “Solomon Islands fish” reliquary on sale by a UK-based seller.

Figure 2. A preserved human penis currently on sale at the time of writing (please note, KS edited this 
image to make it suitable for publication).
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Figure 3. A UK-based seller advertising human leather that can be ordered by the square inch.

Figure 4. A stained and modified skull has been made into a lampshade for a working antique lamp by 
the seller who is based in the UK.
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stated provenance and age, where given, of any of their so-called ‘products’ can be 
evidenced by the retailer. No indication of verified authenticity is given in individual 
item descriptions, nor is there indication that any has been obtained in the process of 
acquisition or would be given at point of purchase. This is evidenced in two specific cases 
(1) a Peruvian skull exhibiting cranial modifications; and (2) a Solomon Islands fish 
reliquary where the remains are claimed to have originated overseas and relate to specific 
cultural practices, though evidence of provenance is unavailable.

Almost all human remains purchased from this storefront can be paid for by an 
instalment plan, arranged directly with the retailer via a contact form, and shipped to 
the customer for free. Despite assertions of guaranteed free worldwide shipping, it is 
unclear which couriers are utilised by the retailer, nor is it clear whether any territories are 
excluded from this offering on the basis of local legislation. The website’s shipping page 
states only that shipping information is ‘coming soon’ and encourages the customer to 
contact the retailer directly using Facebook Messenger for further details. Major courier 
services in the UK, including the Royal Mail, generally prohibit the shipping of all human 
remains both domestically and internationally, though guidance in this area could be 
strengthened22 and its implementation better enforced.23

Despite the lack of explicit information regarding shipping policy compliance, the store 
owner is more forthcoming on other aspects of policy. In one sentence asserting the 
legality of their trade the owner briefly engages with the legal framework set out by the 
HTA, though does not specifically cite the Human Tissue Act 2004. In the FAQ subsection of 
their website, they pose the question: ‘[I]s it legal to sell bits of dead people?’. Here, they 
state that provided the remains are over 100 years old, are sourced ethically (though what 
this constitutes is not defined), and not used for transplant, it is legal to sell human 
remains. This further highlights how current legislation is insufficient, and sellers can use 
loopholes to reassure buyers that their trade is legal and above board when in fact, they 
have little evidence to support their claims.

Case Study 3: Sale via Social Media

This case study provides three examples of human remains sales on social media (speci
fically, the Meta platform, Facebook) from three different dealers. These examples have 
been selected from hundreds of cases, which are securely stored in the archives of BABAO 
subgroup members. The examples outlined here illustrate some of the categories of 
‘worked’ and unworked human remains (bones and ‘wet specimens’) routinely offered 
for sale on social media by UK-based vendors or bought and imported into the UK.

Each example post was obtained via manual screen capture using a non-participant 
observation ‘lurker’ account within UK-specific or global Facebook groups devoted to 
human remains and/or ‘oddities’ in general (in which human remains can be listed), or 
from public business or personal pages maintained by specific dealers. Use of non- 
participant observation via ‘covert ethnography’ methods is a standard practice in digital 
sociological and criminological research in public or semi-private spaces where criminality 
may or may not be occurring.24 An overview of how one of us (DH) and colleagues have 
negotiated the ethics of this form of data collection previously has been published 
elsewhere.25 All identifying information and metadata associated with each post has 
been anonymised, but the original posts are securely stored in group members' archives.
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The first example selected is of a post from a private Facebook group and dates to 
March 2022 (Figure 5). It shows a diverse array of items for sale by one specific vendor, 
including human skulls, full skeletons, taxidermied heads of larger animals (e.g. antelope) 
and smaller animals (e.g. weasels and rabbits), as well as pelts. At the time of capture, it 
had been liked twice, not shared outside of the group, and had received one comment. 
Text under the photo mentions a stand-in price of one Euro and a location in Berlin, but 
further text below that stipulates a UK location.

Figure 5. A Facebook user based in the UK selling a range of human and animal remains.
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The second example post is from a private group and dates to July 2022 (Figure 6). It 
illustrates an example of the lowest price-point advertised for human remains witnessed 
on social media to date. At the time of capture, the post had no likes, comments, or shares. 
The post is a screengrab of an Instagram homepage reposted to a Facebook page, likely 
the sellers. The page advertises (cheap!) human ribs for sale for £10 each or less, with free 
shipping within the UK. The post alleges the seller is based in Bristol. Viewers or potential 

Figure 6. Some human remains are sold at low price-points to entice a range of buyers. In this case, 
a single rib was priced at only £10.
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buyers in the group can click on the eye symbol in the bottom-right corner of each frame 
for a closer look.

The third post is from the personal page of a well-known UK based dealer, and dates to 
December 2020 (Figure 7). This page is not private, meaning anyone can view and 
purchase from this seller. It shows a photo collage of a whole human brain within an 
unknown liquid in a glass jar.26 At the time of capture, it had not been liked or shared by 
any other users but had been seen 47 times and had one comment (a wow emoji) in 
response. The text associated with the post implies the dealer is querying the audience for 
a suitable price.

The post presented in Figure 8 is from the same personal page as the dealer associated 
with Figure 7, and dates to January 2021. It shows several photographs of an alleged 

Figure 7. A UK-based seller advertising a preserved human brain in a glass jar on a personal public 
page.
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‘Haitian voodoo fetish skull’. At the time of capture, it had been liked three times but had 
no associated comments or shares. Text above the images imply it reached the UK seller 
from an ‘old European collection’. Text below the images give an asking price of £2,250 
and an alleged location of Hemel Hampstead.

Taken together, these examples drawn from the social media portion of the UK’s 
human remains trade (specifically, the Meta platforms Facebook and Instagram) illustrate 
that buying and selling in the UK exhibits the same relatively wide range of prices and 
diversity of remains (including alleged Indigenous Ancestors), as seen within online 
collecting communities in the United States, continental Europe, Australia, and 
elsewhere.27 It has been well established that the UK remains a major source, destination, 
and transit country for an untold number of antiquities, ethnographic/Indigenous 

Figure 8. A skull, described as a “Haitian voodoo fetish skull”, was being sold by a UK seller on their 
personal page.
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heritage items, and human remains – all classified as ‘heritage crime’ in the eyes of law 
enforcement agencies and treated as such by researchers when evidence surfaces that 
the items have been looted and/or illicitly imported, exported, or sold.28

Indeed, these are only four examples from among thousands archived over the years 
from Facebook alone, let alone Instagram and various e-commerce platforms. Given that 
a dealer’s public webpages can be found by anyone anywhere in the world, and most 
‘private’ groups have very low barriers to entry and can have thousands of members 
(whether based in the UK or abroad), the display of human remains on social media and 
their advertisement for sale would constitute its own violation of the HTA’s public display 
rules. At present, it has yet to be tested in court, but this is an area in which HTA reform 
could be clear and targeted.

Future Directions: Reforming the Human Tissue Act 2004

Rather than the implementation of new reactive legislation, which was enacted following 
the recent hospital scandals as discussed above, proactive enforcement of existing 
legislation is called for to meet current needs with respect to the sale and trade of 
human remains. Despite the benefits the Human Tissue Act 2004 has had,29 traders and 
sellers have identified loopholes in the Act. Under current legislation, it is an offence to 
hold or display human remains unless the HTA has issued a licence for human remains less 
than 100 years old. Such licences may be issued for a Scheduled Purpose as defined by the 
Human Tissue Act 2004, for instance, ‘the storage of an anatomical specimen’ or ‘for the 
purpose of public display, of– (i) the body of a deceased person, or (ii) relevant material 
which has come from the body of a deceased person’.30 However, selling remains falls into 
a legislative grey area, as currently the sale of human bodies or body parts which are over 
100 years old is legal, albeit ethically dubious.

Human skulls and other skeletal materials are often found for sale identified only as 
‘antique’, a vague label with no actionable detail regarding origin or date. At present, the 
woefully absent burden of proof currently demanded from sellers, results in human 
remains without clear provenance or provenience continuing to be sold in the UK and 
abroad. This is problematic, particularly in archaeology, as both provenance and prove
nience are a critical part of context and plays an important role in the interpretation of 
evidence. The absence of this information leaves gaps in our understanding of the human 
past, while individual voices are ignored, and their stories are lost.31 Furthermore, under 
the Human Tissue Act 2004, it is not an offence to sell or trade human bodies, body parts, 
tissue, or remains that have been altered as they are not classed as controlled materials, 
that is, they are not for the purpose of transplantation.32 This in part can be attributed to 
the origins of the Act following the hospital scandals explored earlier in this article. As 
such, it does not account for the other contexts in which human remains may be found 
and further demonstrates the need for reform, something the Task Force is committed to 
working towards.

Concluding Remarks

Despite the ongoing challenges associated with the trade and sale of human remains in 
the UK and, indeed, further afield, positive changes are afoot. The creation of the Task 

THE HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT: POLICY & PRACTICE 13



Force was pivotal as it allows specialists to raise awareness and educate the public about 
ethical issues associated with the commodification of the dead through direct contact 
with sellers and businesses (e.g. auction houses). The promotion of relevant guidance and 
advice has aimed to assist practitioners and members of the public should they become 
aware of human remains for sale online or in bricks-and-mortar stores. In December 2024, 
an infographic detailing the Task Force’s work and how the group can help anyone who 
wishes to report the sale and trade of human remains in auction houses, shops, and online 
was presented at the 45th Annual Meeting of the Theoretical Archaeology Group at 
Bournemouth University. This resource will be uploaded to the BABAO website in 2025 
so members of the public and others working within osteoarchaeology and related 
disciplines will have an accessible resource should they need it.

Finally, we continue to work with relevant parties to close loopholes in the law, which 
currently allow prolific and repeat offenders to sell and trade human remains. On 
Thursday 14 November 2024, members of the Task Force met with Bell Ribeiro-Addy, 
who is a Member of Parliament (MP) for Clapham and Brixton Hill, to discuss the practice 
of selling human remains and issues associated with the current Human Tissue Act 2004. 
On Wednesday 20 November 2024, Ribeiro-Addy MP called for an end to the sale of 
human remains both online and offline at Prime Minister’s Questions.33 The Deputy Prime 
Minister, Angela Rayner, who was standing in for the Prime Minister, responded positively 
and agreed to meet with the relevant Minister to discuss the matter further. This exchange 
was picked up by a range of news outlets which has made the issue more visible to the 
general public.34 While we await the outcome of future meetings within government, we 
will continue to raise awareness of the Task Force’s collective work, re-home unwanted 
human remains collections for education and repatriation, and highlight the importance 
of treating deceased individuals and disassociated body parts from archaeological and 
more recent periods with the respect and dignity they rightly deserve.
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