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The Editorial on the Research Topic

Palaeoecology of Easter Island: Natural and Anthropogenic Drivers of Ecological Change

Easter Island (Rapa Nui), the most remote inhabited place on Earth, lies in an intermediate position
between Polynesia and South America, which has led to contrasting hypotheses regarding their
human colonization and the ensuing ecological impacts (Heyerdahl, 1989; Flenley and Bahn,
2003; Hunt and Lipo, 2006; Thorsby, 2012). The small size, the isolation and the possibility of
past climatic and ecological reconstructions before and after human settlement make the island
a natural laboratory to disentangle climatic and anthropogenic causes of past ecological change,
which is useful to develop predictive models of ecological responses to future climate changes.
The first palaeoecological studies (Flenley and King, 1984; Flenley et al., 1991) suggested the
occurrence of an ecological catastrophe—as indicated by an abrupt island-wide deforestation-
during the last millennium, followed by a cultural collapse of the ancient Rapanui civilization
that built the emblematic megalithic statues called moais. Such socio-ecological demise was
considered an ecocide, as a result of over-exploitation of natural resources by the first settlers,
a view that became paradigmatic and was taken as a microcosmic model for the whole planet
(Diamond, 2005). Further archeological studies challenged this vision and proposed an alternative
genocidal hypothesis, according to which the cultural collapse was caused by the introduction
of unknown epidemic diseases and slave trading after the European contact in AD 1722 (Hunt,
2007). Under this view, deforestation took place well before the cultural collapse, and the Rapanui
society was resilient to forest removal, remaining as a healthy society until the European arrival
(Hunt and Lipo, 2011; Stevenson et al., 2015).

Until recently, human activities were considered to be the main drivers of ecological change
and the potential influence of climatic changes was explicitly dismissed (Flenley and Bahn, 2003).
However, further palaeoecological studies suggested that climate changes have been more relevant
than usually thought. Since the onset of the twenty-first century, lake and peat coring intensification
has refined our view of the main palaeoclimatic trends since the last glaciation, and their potential
relationships with landscape and ecological changes, have been investigated more intensively (Sáez
et al., 2009; Rull et al., 2013; Rull, 2016). This has opened a new era in the study of Easter Island’s
climatic and ecological histories, which has questioned former paradigms. An update of the new
findings obtained seems pertinent to summarize the state-of-the-art and to realize where future
research should be focused. This is the main purpose of our Research Topic, which is also an
opportunity for sharing knowledge among the different disciplines and points of view on Easter
Island’s palaeoecology. The Research Topic was open to all researchers and research teams working
in palaeoecological issues or in other fields of research with palaeoecological implications, including
present-day ecological, cultural, and climatic aspects.

The first paper (Rull et al.) introduces the topic from a multidisciplinary perspective. The
recently found palaeoecological evidence of climatic change during the last millennia is placed
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in a chronological and cultural context to disentangle the role
of natural and anthropogenic drivers of socio-ecological change.
It is concluded that a transdisciplinary synthetic approach
including every type of available evidence is needed to resolve
the ecological and cultural history of Easter Island since its
human settlement. In order to facilitate this task, the second
paper summarizes all the chronological information obtained
to date (1984–2015) using radiocarbon dating of lake and peat
sediments from the three coring sites available on the island
(Rano Aroi, Rano Kao, and Rano Raraku). This database, called
EIRA (Easter Island Radiocarbon Ages), is useful to develop new
and customized age-depth models, as well as to plan further
coring campaigns.

The second part of the Research Topic consists of two papers
focused on human settlement using DNA phylogenies to unravel
the timing of colonization and the origin of the first settlers. West
et al. base their colonization model on the human-transported
Pacific rat (Rattus exulans) as a proxy for human migrations
across Oceania. Using mitochondrial DNA, these authors find
support for a Polynesian origin of the first settlers and propose
a novel migration route. In the second paper, Thorsby reviews
the available genetic evidence (human DNA) on an eventual
early contribution of Amerindians to the island’s culture. The
author concludes that, although the first settlers could have
been arrived from Polynesia by AD 1200–1253, there is firm
evidence for native Americans to have reached Easter Island by
AD 1280–1495.

The third section deals with human demographic trends in
relation to the available natural resources. In the first paper,
Merico reviews the topic with emphasis on economic and
ecological aspects, and discusses the models considered to date
for the cultural collapse as a result of over-exploitation. The
author recommends the use of Agent-Based Models (ABM),
still unexplored on Easter Island, as a useful tool to address

human-resource interactions. The second paper (Puleston et al.)
models the agricultural potential of the island before the

European contact on the basis of climatic and soil nutrient
parameters. The authors conclude that the limiting factor is
nitrogen availability and estimate that pre-European conditions
would have supported population sizes of 17,500 or even higher.
Lipo et al. comment on this paper and seriously question Puleston
et al. demographic figures, based on purported modeling flaws.
The points of Lipo et al. are answered in a second commentary
by Puleston et al.

The concluding paper of this Research Topic (Rull et al.) is an
attempt to merge the evidence from various disciplines -mainly
palaeoeclimatology, palaeoecology, archeology, and historical
records—into a holistic framework called CLAFS (Climate-
Landscape-Anthropogenic Feedbacks and Synergies), to address
the deforestation timing of the island and its potential causes,
and the cultural shift that determined the disappearance of the
moai culture. Several working hypotheses are postulated and the
better suited testing methods are proposed, based on the use of
new palaeoecological proxies (biomarkers) and the combination
of multiple fields of research. We hope that this Research Topic
will contribute to increase our understanding of Easter Island and
to stimulate transdisciplinary collaboration.
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