
Natural deforestation

What:
Recorded shift from palm-dominated to grassland-
dominated vegetation,
Extensive droughts in the Pacific region between 1520
and 1710 AD 

Reasons:
The Little Ice Age ➞ ENSO shift towards more intense
La Niña events

Evidence:
Palynological and sedimentary records, proxy analysis

      BUT: The timing of deforestation and climatic 

events varies between different parts of the 
island, suggesting a complex interplay of 
factors. ¹

Deforestation through humans 
(Ecocide theory)

What: 
Gradual deforestation of Rapa Nui by a growing
society with a high demand for resources
➞ Starvation and following societal struggles because
of resource depletion and erosion of fertile soil

Reasons:
Land clearing for agriculture and settlements, timber
for buildings, firewood, transport of Moai ² 

Evidence:
widespread ash and carbon layers ➞ land clearing
through burning ³ 

Colonization

What:
1722: Dutch sailors discover “Easter island” 
1864: Christian missionaries arrive on Easter
Island finding a little more than 100 people left 

Reasons:
Attacks
Slave-raids
Pandemics

First claims of cannibalism and civil war pre-
European-contact  were made over a century
after the Europeans first arrived (not
supported by empirical evidence)

       BUT: How many people lived there before the
Genocide is still unclear (probably less than
previously thought).
 ➞ Was there even a societal collapse 
before the Europeans arrived? ⁴

Deforestation through rats

What:
a growing population of rats feeding on palm
seeds was hindering the renewal of palm forests

Reasons:
rats were introduced as a food source by first
settlers of Rapa Nui

Evidence:
rat bones were found near settlements

       BUT: The actual impact of rats on the Rapa Nui

forests is still unclear. ³ 

       BUT: The Rapanui people developed sustainable 

farming techniques to combat soil erosion, drought
and soil depletion, the role of Palm trees as a food
source is uncertain. ²
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Rapa Nui Society - Ecocide on Easter Island?
1200 - 1868

Rapanui society was well adapted to climatic and local challenges and there
is little evidence of a big population decline prior to European contact.

The Rapa Nui society was made up of Polynesians that reached the Island around 1200
AD. They famously built the moai, big statues of faces, we associate with Easter Island

today. At their peak they reached a population of about 3000 people. 
There are four main hypotheses why the Rapa Nui people perished:
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