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Cave Looter to Pay $2.5 Million
Reno, Nev.—An Oregon man was handed a $2.5 million civil penalty for destruction of archaeological resources on public land managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in Nevada.  On Dec. 6, an administrative law judge with the U.S. Department of the Interior, Office of Hearings and Appeals ruled on the civil penalty, the fourth largest ever assessed for archaeological theft according to a database kept by the National Park Service.

Jack Lee Harelson, 62, of Grants Pass, was sentenced by Oregon State Court to 18 months in jail, fined $20,000 and placed on two years supervised probation in 1996 for illegally excavating a site in northwest Nevada called Elephant Mountain Cave.  The civil penalty ruling is for the restoration and repair of the archaeological resources damaged plus the archaeological or commercial value of the archaeological resources destroyed or not recovered.


In looting Elephant Mountain Cave, Harelson destroyed the value of what could have been one of the five most important archaeological cave sites discovered in the Great Basin.  Before it was looted, Elephant Mountain Cave contained a 10,000-year record of human life in northern Nevada.  This cave could have helped all of us understand how people lived in the past.  Harelson dug through and discarded all but the most pleasing or unusual material in the cave.  Archaeological materials are useful if they are excavated and recorded in place.  Once they are removed during illegal excavations, the data potential is lost.
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“The desecration and loss of this site to all Americans is staggering,” said Bob Abbey, BLM Nevada state director.  “While we are pleased the judge ruled completely in BLM’s favor, money can’t bring back what was lost.” 

Administrative Law Judge William Hammett noted in his ruling that the insult to Native Americans from the desecration of burials in the Cave far outweighs the commercial value of the materials in the illegal collection, leading him to use the archaeological value rather than the commercial value to determine the civil penalty. 


According to court documents, Harelson and his wife discovered two large baskets in the cave; one contained the body of a boy, and the other contained the body of a girl.  They removed the bodies and associated artifacts from the baskets, kept the artifacts and the baskets for their collection and placed the bodies in plastic garbage bags and buried them in their back yard.


“The BLM has a permitting process that is essential to the protection of archaeological resources,” said Abbey.  “The permitting process helps us ensure that only qualified individuals are allowed to excavate archaeological resources.”


The Oregon State Police and Oregon’s Josephine County District Attorney’s Office worked with BLM law enforcement and the Pyramid Lake tribe to bring Harelson to justice in 1996.


“Catching and prosecuting illegal archaeological looting is difficult because we rarely catch looters in the act,” said Abbey.  “Thanks to an excellent law enforcement effort and outstanding work by our state archaeologist to determine the archaeological value, we are successful in putting Harelson out of the artifact business.”


Any monies collected in the civil penalty will go to the U.S. Treasury.
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