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Undersea WWII shipwrecks robbed for valuable metals
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During the Pacific War
- in WWII, a large number
@ of American, European and
Japanese

warships  were

shot down by gunfire and many
servicemen were buried under the sea.
The Guardian recently revealed that the
wreckages of the vessels had become a
paradise  for illegal salvagers who
pretended to be fishermen, dived into
the sea and destroyed the shipwrecks to
look for precious metal and steel. It was
discovered that certain warships were "
60 to 70 per cent gone" and some were
even completely destroyed, making it as

the world's biggest grave robbery.
Disrespect for the dead

The Java Sea that lies between
Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia was

the battleficld between the Allied naval
forces and the Imperial Japanese Navy,
where dozens of battleships and roughly
4,500 sailors rested at the bottom of the
sea.

The Guardian disclosed last year that
shipwrecks have been illegally salvaged,
leading to uproar among many veterans
and archaeologists, who believed these
to be the acts of disrespecting history
and disturbing the dead, and requested
the UK authority to respond. Recent
investigations by naval historians and
diving experts have shown that the
situation is getting worse as many of the
vessels have gone beyond recognition.

James Hunter, a diving expert of the
Australian National Maritime Museum,
said that he had heard of salvaging of

guns and individual components, or

sometimes  personal items of the
servicemen, but the museum learnt from
the diving community last year that the
warships were being destroyed
whole-scale. He had never heard of an
8,000-tonne steel hull being removed
completely and said that such story was
totally  unbelievable  throughout  his
20-year carcer in the field of naval

heritage conservation.

‘Low-background steel" targeted

Later, diving into the Java Sea and
observing through the water, Hunter
saw how the salvagers had "ripped the
ship Perth from one end to the other".
It was said that the British and the U.S.
military have negotiated with the

Indonesian ~ government  requesting

protection of the shipwrecks. The grave

diggers often made profits by selling
corroded scrap metals. They might also
search for some precious treasures such
as copper wiring and phosphor bronze.
Hunter believed that due to the costly
process of salvaging and the corrosion
of the metals, it should be difficult to
make the robbery profitable.

Martijn Manders, a professional of
the cultural heritage agency of the
Netherlands, tried to offer explanations,
saying that the salvagers might target at
which  was
bomb

explosions in 1940s. The atmosphere is

steel",
before  the

"low-background
made atomic
filled with radiation after the world

entered the nuclear age, so steel
produced in modern time has been
polluted by radioactive elements. But

the submerged battleships, which were

made before the nuclear testing era, are
believed to be the last source of
radiation-free steel.

Low-background steel is said to be
the perfect material for making space
and medical

instruments equipment,

some low-radiation steel from the
centuries-old Roman vessels can even be
used in nuclear power stations.

Manders believed that the salvagers
could still make a profit although the
steel had

corroded. It is estimated that a ship can

low-background been
be sold at 41 million (approximately
HK $10.27 million), in particular with
the brass from pipework, which is
valued at about £ 2,000 (HK$21,000) a
tonne, and the copper wiring,
roughly £5,000 a tonne (HK
$51,000).
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