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Public access to Roman shipwrecks: 
involving the public in the protection of  

underwater cultural heritage in Catalonia, Spain
by Carles Aguilar

Underwater archaeology has long been 
considered to be an adventurous 
activity associated with treasure 
hunting. This misconception has led to 
irreversible damage to numerous 
underwater archaeological sites. 
Thankfully, this situation has changed 
very much for the better in Spain during 
recent decades. Today, underwater 
cultural heritage (UCH) is investigated 
by academic institutions and managed 
by public administration under a 
protective legal framework.

Why involve the public? 
Nevertheless, despite the current legal 
framework, looting of underwater 
archaeological sites continues to be a 
daily reality. In some cases this is due to 
ignorance, in others, the thrill of taking 
"souvenirs" or the desire to make illegal 
profit out of archaeological artefacts.

In addition, thanks to technical 
advances in diving equipment, the 
possibility of diving to greater depths is 
within the reach of more people. This 
fact cannot be ignored and raises a new 
challenge: anticipating this scenario 
and making recreational divers aware of 
the fragility and scientific importance of 
UCH before the deeper archaeological 
sites are tampered with.

Another problem that arises is the 
scarcity of human resources for dealing 
with these threats. Neither the security 
forces responsible for the protection of 
heritage, nor the archaeologists 
themselves have a sufficient workforce 
to control and manage the 
safeguarding of archaeological remains 
along coasts, rivers and lakes. Therefore, 
the collaboration of the diving 

community as a whole is of the utmost 
importance.

These collaborators provide priceless 
assistance; being distributed along the 
Catalan coast, they constitute a dense 
network of informants keen to notify us 
of new discoveries and attacks on 
known archaeological sites. They also 
constitute a pressure group for local 
government in the development, 
investigation and appreciation of the 
value of their UCH.

The international community is fully 
aware of the potentially beneficial role 
recreational and sport divers could play 
in the safeguarding of underwater 
heritage. Accordingly, a number of 
recommendations were included in 
UNESCO's 'Convention on the 
Protection of Underwater Cultural 
Heritage' (http://www.unesco.org/new/
en/culture/themes/underwater-
cultural-heritage/2001-convention/)
with the intention of promoting the 
safeguarding of UCH among 
recreational divers. These include, 
among other measures, responsible 
and controlled public access to 
underwater sites (article 20 and 
appendix, rules 7, 25 and 35).

Who are we? FECDAS/CMAS and 
CASC 
The standards that have been proposed 
worldwide by UNESCO are generic and 
must be adapted to the local situation 
in each region. It is essential to take into 
account the opinions of local divers; 
their customs, level of awareness and 
training in heritage. 

Therefore, the 
department of 
Underwater 
Archaeological 
Heritage was created 
within the Catalan 
Federation of 
Underwater Activities 
(FECDAS) in December 
2009. This federation 
represents the largest 
association of divers in 
Catalonia, with 170 
associated clubs and 
more than 6,000 

federated individuals. It is also a 
member of the World Federation of 
Underwater Activities (CMAS), an 
institution that has signed collaboration 
agreements with UNESCO on 
underwater heritage.

This active department collaborates 
and coordinates its activities with the 
Catalan Centre for Underwater 
Archeology (CASC-MAC), within the 
Culture Department of the 
Autonomous Government of Catalonia. 
It is responsible for the management, 
research and protection of UCH in the 
Catalan territory, and it is a member of 
the University Twinning (UNITWIN) 
UNESCO network.

We are aware that disclosure of heritage 
is a delicate issue and requires a 
rigorous ethical approach, since there 
are a number of risks that should be 
avoided. It is important to work to 
prevent trivialization of the tasks and 
responsibilities of the underwater 
scientist. Over-enthusiasm and the 
spectacular beauty of this activity is also 
a risk, since it might lead to the false 
consideration that underwater 
archaeology is an adventure rather than 
a science. We must avoid spreading the 
error that any enthusiast can take 
responsibility for an archaeological 
intervention. Likewise, public access to 
archaeological sites must not 
jeopardize the integrity of their remains, 
expose them to pillage or lead to their 
deterioration.

Thus, the department was created to 
have a permanent presence throughout 

Fig. 1.  The author discusses the archaeological dive 
with a group of recreational divers.

  Photo: © Júlia-CNPS.
Fig. 2. Divers preparing to visit the Cala Cativa Roman shipwreck. 
 Photo: © J.C. Diez- CNPS.
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the year, offering activities for both 
divers and non-divers, such as 
conferences, workshops, guided tours 
to museums, etc.  (Fig. 1). It is essential 
to underline that the organization and 
management of the department is 
done within the recreational and sport 
divers group. We encourage close 
personal contact, since permanent 
communication is what determines 
which approaches and what types of 
activities are optimal for achieving the 
objectives of the department. The 
archaeologist, working within his own 
ethical framework, will assess whether 
the proposed activities are suitable or 
not. Thereby, the participants become 
active allies in the defence and 
dissemination of UCH instead of mere 
spectators who receive information 
about something that is alien to them.

Diving into history: two Roman 
shipwrecks. Cap de Vol and Cala 
Cativa
Aware of the point of view of our local 
divers, we realized that the best way of 
raising awareness of UCH was to bring 
them to the water. Always in close 
coordination with CASC, we organize 
dives to visit archaeological wrecks 
during their excavation and 
documentation (Fig. 2).

This was a pioneering activity in Spain 
that required careful planning due to 
the risks involved. Fortunately, time has 
shown that these visits have become a 
successful instrument for disseminating 
knowledge and appreciation of UCH 
among divers. Not only did it allow 
direct access to the archaeological 
remains of shipwrecks, but it was also 
an ideal way of showing the dynamics 
and organization of an underwater 
excavation in progress.

Our first archaeological dive was in 2010 
and we have since visited different 
underwater chapters in history, from an 

eighteenth-century frigate to 
the Roman shipwrecks in Port 
de la Selva. 

Of all the wrecks we have visited 
during these years, the two 
Iberio-Roman shipwrecks, the 
Cap de Vol and the Cala Cativa 
stand out (Figs 3 and 4). 

Romans arrived in the Iberian 
Peninsula in the early third 
century BC in the context of the 
Second Punic War. They 
absorbed what was an existing 
and rich civilization, that of the 
Iberians. Although their origins 
are still under debate, the 
Iberians were strongly 
influenced by Greek and Punic 
culture and flourished between 
the seventh and second 
centuries BC establishing fluid 
trade relations with both of 
these Mediterranean 
civilizations. After their 
complete conquest of Iberian 
territory in the first century BC, 
the Romans included the 
provinces of Hispania in their complex 
and rich trade routes. 

For six years in a row, we have visited 
the wrecks of two of the ships that took 
part in these Roman maritime routes. 
We have been able to witness the 
progress of their archaeological 
excavation and documentation.

The Cap de Vol and Cala Cativa wrecks 
have both been excavated in the past. 
Both wrecks were visited again to 
enable them to be studied with modern 
techniques, methodology and 
completely updated archaeological 
knowledge (Figs 5 and 6).

In spite of previous interventions with 
an insufficiently developed 
archaeological 
methodology, and the 
pillage the wrecks have 
suffered, the study of the 
timbers that were part of 
the structure of the ships 
provided a great deal of 
new scientific data. The 
most remarkable was the 
identification of typically 
Roman shipbuilding 
techniques combined with 
local characteristics 
inherited from the Iberian 
civilization. Undoubtedly, 
these characteristics were 

the product of the adaptation to 
navigation along the ancient coasts and 
their characteristic orography. These 
ancestral techniques were identifiable 
in both shipwrecks.

According to CASC, local shipbuilders in 
the Roman period developed a 
technique of binding ropes to attach 
the frames to the hull of the ship. In 
addition, as part of the most remarkable 
features identified by the 
archaeologists, these ships featured a 
notably flat-bottomed hull. Both 
elements made navigation easier in an 
environment of marshes, which would 
have been typical of the coasts of 
Catalonia and the south of France in 
Roman times.

Fig.3.  Map showing location of Cala Cativa and  
Cap de Vol Roman shipwrecks.  © Carles Aguilar.

Fig. 4. General view of the Cap de Vol Roman shipwreck.
  Photo: © F. Roure - FECDAS/CMAS.

Fig. 5.  Underwater archaeologist drawing the elements of the hull of the 
Cap de Vol ship.  Photo: © CASC-MAC.
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They were not overly large vessels, from 
10 to15 m in length and with a capacity 
of about 300 amphorae of wine. Their 
commercial route has been traced 
thanks to the study of the amphorae 
transported along it. Both ships were 
carrying amphorae of wine (type 
Pascual1) produced near Barcelona, in 
Baetulo, nowadays Badalona. This cargo 
was destined for the port of Narbo, 
(Narbonne) in the south of France, from 
where it would be distributed within its 
zone of influence and towards its 
hinterland and Great Britain.

Results and Indicators
Undoubtedly, these experiences have 
offered divers a magnificent 
opportunity to visit first-hand an 
archaeological shipwreck accompanied 
by archaeologists (Fig. 7). This initiative, 
developed over eight years, has allowed 
us to show the public how underwater 
archaeological work progresses and 
how scientific information is extracted 

from archaeological remains. This way 
of allowing access to wrecks has made 
divers aware of the enormous fragility 
of archaeological materials and the 
importance of preserving the 
archaeological context undamaged. 
Through these outreach projects and 
public awareness activities, we 
encourage the public to participate in 
safeguarding UCH.

There are clear indicators that show that 
these efforts are successful. On the one 
hand, there has been an increase in 
notifications of new archaeological 
findings by individual divers. Their 
collaboration consists in the notification 
of potential archaeological remains and 
their geo-location by means of GPS, 
together with photographic and video 
recording. In most cases, this data has 
been forwarded to the FECDAS 
departmental head who, in turn, has 
notified CASC so that the appropriate 
protocol could be activated. These 

archaeological findings, when 
confirmed, have become part of the 
Catalan Underwater Archaeological 
Inventory. On the other hand, the 
enormous value of the cooperation of 
divers in the safeguarding of 
archaeological sites must be stressed. 
During recent years, different clubs and 
private individuals have become our 
allies, alerting us to threats against our 
archaeological heritage from furtive 
actions, the consequences of marine 
storms or development without due 
archaeological control.

Furthermore, UCH has provided cultural 
and economic benefits for local diving 
clubs and businesses. This heritage has 
progressed from being ignored, or even 
a nuisance, to becoming an opportunity 
for the region. As an example, it is worth 
mentioning the collaboration of the 
diving centre Begur Dive in the placing 
of submerged archaeological replicas at 
the same site where several underwater 
archaeological campaigns were carried 
out. The initiative has fostered a local 
interest in the history and archaeology 
of the place, as well as adding value to 
the diving centre.

In brief, the initiatives presented in this 
text encourage this type of action and 
disseminate, raise awareness and 
engage the public in safeguarding their 
own heritage and preserving it for 
future generations.

Carles Aguilar is head of the 
Department of Underwater 
Archaeology at the Catalan Federation 
of Underwater Activities (FECDAS) and 
the World Federation of Underwater 
Activities (CMAS).
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Fig. 6.  Inspection of the Cala Cativa shipwreck on board a mini-submarine. Photo: © CASC-MAC.

Fig. 7.  A panoramic view of the archaeological site of Cap de Vol with archaeologist working and visitors around 
the shipwreck.  Photo: © F. Roure - FECDAS/CMAS. 


