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April 21, 2020 

 

Subject: Fossils from conflict zones and reproducibility of fossil-based scientific data 

 

 

Dear Editors, 

 

We are writing you today to promote the awareness of a couple of troubling matters in 

our scientific discipline, paleontology, because we value your professional academic publication 

as an important ‘gatekeeper’ to set high ethical standards in our scientific field. We represent the 

Society of Vertebrate Paleontology (SVP: http://vertpaleo.org/), a non-profit international 

scientific organization with over 2,000 researchers, educators, students, and enthusiasts, to 

advance the science of vertebrate palaeontology and to support and encourage the discovery, 

preservation, and protection of vertebrate fossils, fossil sites, and their geological and 

paleontological contexts. 

 

The first troubling matter concerns situations surrounding fossils in and from conflict 

zones. One particularly alarming example is with the so-called ‘Burmese amber’ that contains 

exquisitely well-preserved fossils trapped in 100-million-year-old (Cretaceous) tree sap from 

Myanmar. They include insects and plants, as well as various vertebrates such as lizards, snakes, 

birds, and dinosaurs, which have provided a wealth of biological information about the 

‘dinosaur-era’ terrestrial ecosystem. Yet, the scientific value of these specimens comes at a cost 

(https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/11/science/amber-myanmar-paleontologists.html). Where 

Burmese amber is mined in hazardous conditions, smuggled out of the country, and sold as 

gemstones, the most disheartening issue is that the recent surge of exciting scientific discoveries, 

particularly involving vertebrate fossils, has in part fueled the commercial trading of amber. The 

rarest types of fossils are sought after for exceptionally high prices 

(https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2019/05/fossils-burmese-amber-offer-exquisite-view-

dinosaur-times-and-ethical-minefield). Our understanding is that the Myanmar military has 

recently seized control of the mining operation, causing armed conflict and ethnic strife in the 

country where the “offensive killed and displaced thousands of people [forcing them to live in 

makeshift camps without aid] and has been condemned by the UN as a genocide and crime 

against humanity” (https://www.newscientist.com/article/2214875-military-now-controls-

myanmars-scientifically-important-amber-mines/). In fact, Burmese amber is now dubbed ‘blood 

amber’, with calls for a strict boycott of its commercial trading 

(https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg24232280-600-blood-amber-the-exquisite-trove-of-

fossils-fuelling-war-in-myanmar/). 

 

There are fossils from other areas of concern but SVP regards the problem surrounding 

Burmese amber to be particularly pressing. Although SVP’s mission includes advancing the 

science of vertebrate paleontology, and SVP respects each country’s natural heritage as well as 

laws and regulations that govern it, we do not condone promoting our scientific endeavor at the 
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expense of people facing humanitarian crisis. Therefore, in addition to a call to its own members 

and other professionals and enthusiasts in the greater paleontological community, SVP 

respectfully asks journal editors and publishers to be mindful when handling manuscripts for 

publication that involve fossils from conflict zones. Circumstances vary from country to country, 

and from specimen to specimen. In the case of Burmese amber, boycotting its commercial 

trading altogether, at least until the situation in the country stabilizes, may ultimately be one of 

the most effective solutions. Journal editors, publishers, and peer referees can also serve as 

‘gatekeepers’ to set high ethical standards in our scientific field by only publishing manuscripts 

on Burmese amber that have already been acquired prior to the recent conflict. We also hope that 

scientists who study Burmese amber as well as private fossil collectors would exhibit the highest 

possible level of integrity so as not to encourage a black-market for commercial trading of 

Burmese amber. 

 

The second troubling matter concerns the need to raise the standard of reproducibility of 

results that is an essential aspect of every scientific study. What may not necessarily be obvious 

to non-paleontologists is the fact that, in paleontology, the fossils themselves are generally the 

data that directly offer results. These fossils, remains and traces of prehistoric life, are inherently 

non-renewable. This means that reproducibility of paleontological research rests on the premise 

of permanency and accessibility of examined fossil specimens permanently accessioned and 

deposited in stable repositories within the public trust, each with a unique permanent catalog 

number. Fossils outside of the public domain, such as those in private collections and privately-

operated for-profit museums that are not managed within the public trust as permanent 

institutions, do not meet these essential standards, even if their owners would allow their fossils 

to be ‘accessible’ to researchers. It should be noted that this includes cases where the fossil is 

privately owned but perhaps on long-term loan to a museum. Where scientifically significant 

vertebrate fossils have become commonly lost to private collections through commercial trading 

(including via auctions and internet), there has been an increasing lack of understanding of why 

privately-owned fossil specimens cannot be introduced into scientific literature. This includes at 

least one case of such a specimen described in a scientific literature under the premise of its 

future deposition in a yet-to-exist museum (https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2019/05/fossils-

burmese-amber-offer-exquisite-view-dinosaur-times-and-ethical-minefield). Simply put, 

privately owned fossils regrettably cannot be regarded as reliably available for study, cannot be 

considered part of reproducible science, and must not be introduced in scientific literature due to 

the uncertainty in the long-term accessibility necessary for guaranteeing reproducibility of data 

from them. 

 

To promote academic rigor of our scientific field, we suggest the following as a template 

that could be added to editorial policies for your journal or publisher:  

“Any fossil specimen that is described or illustrated in a manuscript intended for 

publication must be formally accessioned into a permanent, accessible repository, where the 

specimen will be available for study by the scientific community. Long-term loans from private 

individuals or private organizations to repositories generally are not sufficient to ensure long-

term access to fossils or reproducibility of results.” 

Furthermore, we request a moratorium on publication for any fossil specimens purchased 

from sources in Myanmar after June 2017 when the Myanmar military began its campaign to 

seize control of the amber mining. 
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In summary, we ask you as editors of peer-reviewed journals or publishers that are 

important stakeholders to promote best practices and a high ethical standard in paleontology by 

being mindful of the issues raised in this letter. While SVP strives for scientific advancement, we 

firmly believe that scientific endeavor must not come at the expense of humanitarian welfare, 

intentionally or unintentionally. After all, we must remember that science is a human endeavor. 

 

Please forward this letter to every member of your editorial team to promote the 

awareness of these existing issues. This letter was sent to the journals and publishers listed at the 

end of this letter, and we would also appreciate if you can share this letter with any other journals 

and publishers that publish paleontological papers we could have inadvertently missed. 

Comments and questions concerning our letter can be addressed to any one of us or Dr. Kenshu 

Shimada (Chair of SVP’s Government Affairs Committee) at svp@vertpaleo.org. We are also 

willing to provide support in crafting relevant ethics statements for your publication. Thank you 

in advance for your cooperation. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

 

 

 

Emily J. Rayfield, Ph.D. Jessica M. Theodor, Ph.D. P. David Polly, Ph.D. 

SVP President   SVP Vice President  Past SVP President 
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Cretaceous Research 

Current Biology 

Data in Brief 

Development Genes and Evolution 

Developments in Palaeontology and 

Stratigraphy 

Diversity 
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