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Abstract: This research was conducted in June 2024 during the sixteenth leg of the DARWIN200 voyage 
in Rapa Nui (also known as Easter Island), Chile.  Rapa Nui is an indigenous island, with sacred beaches 
and land, above science it is crucial that studies here are shared and worked in accordance to help amplify 
indigenous voices through mindfulness and listening to their perspectives on the problem. 

The goal of the study was to investigate how plastic pollution impacts Rapa Nui particularly its source (where 
it might come from), transport (how the plastic gets here), and its current fate (how it is being dealt with) 
to raise awareness and amplify indigenous voices on an area few people visit. The methodology followed 
was primarily research through a desktop study, participation in citizen scientist litter survey, participatory 
observation and interviews with experts on and off the island.

Thank you to Tuti Lillo Haoa and Ludovic Burns Tuki (Director and Executive Director of Te Mau o te Vaikava) 
along with locals, boat operators, for sharing their knowledge and allowing us access to the field. 

Special thanks to Redfern Productions for supporting this research. Also special thanks to filmmaker Tom 
Dixon for creating the three short films that accompany these reports.

Special thanks to Tutty Lullio Local partner organization for Te Mao Vaikava, Tom Dixon (filmmaker), Martin 
Thiel, along with others who shared their story and perspective. 

Special thanks to RedFern for financial sponsorship to help support this research. 

Life in Rapa Nui Before Plastics?

When the King Hotu Matu’a first arrived at Anakena beach (or more formally known as Hanga Mori Roa Beach 
as seen in Figure 2 in Rapa Nui, he did not bring plastics to this island as it were not created by this time. So, 
how did plastics arrive to this island? 

Modern plastics were invented almost 100 years ago in 1907, a time before plastics is slowly becoming 
a distant memory for future generations globally (). As a result, plastics are beginning to be preserved in 
history through nature. Below, a new classification of rock comprised of plastic or more formally known as 
“plastistone” found in Rapa Nui can be observed(). Plastistones are stones which are formed from merging 
or melting with plastics (). This can happen either 1) indirectly from being exposed to the sun for long periods 
of time which melts the plastic (as can be seen below in Figure 1) or by 2) directly from burning plastic fishing 
gear onto rocks (this is a common practice in fishing to avoid marine life from becoming entangled in fishing 
lines). Whether it is from sediment or ice core samples or plastistones, where plastic ends, life begins. 

During my time on the island, one question I would ask locals during my interviews was, “when do you 
think plastic first arrived to Rapa Nui?” to which I was surprised by the uncertainty in answers. There was 
a general census that plastics arrived from planes, imports and the ocean currents which carry plastic 
from the outside world as there is no way for the plastic to be manufactured on the island, but the exact 
time stamp was uncertain. Tourism industry began around the 1990’s to Rapa Nui, which plastics can be 
placed to this period, although the plastic which Rapa Nui receives dates much further than the 90s. On the 
island, trash collectors have evidence of fishing equipment dated back as early as the 1960s to current day 
fishing equipment as seen below in Figure 3. It could be argued that commercial fishing may have been the 
first introduction of outsider plastic to the island even before tourism, although further research such as 
sediment core sampling with plastics in both the water column and land sediment could be interesting to 
further identify this time stamp. 

There is no question plastics impact this island and that this causes devastating effects to the environment 
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and communities. For how long has this plastic caused a problem? And do locals remember life before 
plastics? Do they remember life before plastics? How was it? When did the plastic arrive here? 

Research was conducted in June 2024 in Rapa Nui (also known as Easter Island) goal of research was to 
raise awareness on the inequal impacts of plastic which affects small island communities whose life relies 
on the ocean.

Past – Life Before Plastics?

Do they remember life before plastics? How was it? When did the plastic arrive here? 

Modern plastics were invented almost 100 years ago in 1907, a time before plastics is slowly becoming a 
distant memory for future generations (). As a result, plastics are beginning to be preserved in history through 
nature. Below, a new classification of rock comprised of plastic or more formally known as “plastistone” 
found in Rapa Nui can be observed(). Plastistones are stones which are formed from merging with plastics 
(). This can happen either 1) indirectly from being exposed to the sun for long periods of time which melts 
the plastic (as can be seen below in Figure 1) or by 2) directly from burning plastic fishing gear onto rocks 
(this is a common practice in fishing to avoid marine life from becoming entangled in fishing lines). 

Figure 1 Plastistone found in Hanga Roa, Rapa Nui. Plastistone appears to be formed from the melting of 
different plastic fragments as can be seen by different colours. On the surface of this stone, biofilm and 
barnacles were beginning to grow, indicating this rock was in the ocean for some time which is also apparent 
by the eroded edges and smooth nature of the plastic. 
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Figure 2 Anakena Beach (or properly known as Hanga Morie Roa Beach) Where the King Hotu Matu’a first 
arrived to Rapa Nui.

When the King Hotu Matu’a first arrived to Rapa Nui arriving to Anakena beach (or more formally known as 
Hanga Morie Roa Beach as seen in Figure 2), he did not bring plastics to this island as it were not created by 
this time. So, how did plastics arrive to this island? 

During my interviews with locals in order to learn more, I would begin to ask the question, “when do you 
think plastic first arrived to Rapa Nui?” to which I was surprised by the uncertainty in answers. There was 
a general census that plastics arrived from planes, imports and the ocean currents which carry plastic 
from the outside world as there is no way for the plastic to be manufactured on the island but from when 
was uncertain. Tourism industry began around the 1990’s to Rapa Nui, which plastics can be placed to this 
period, although the plastic which Rapa Nui receives dates much further than the 90s. On the island, trash 
collectors have evidence of fishing equipment dated back as early as the 1960s to current day fishing 
equipment as seen below in Figure 3. 

The reason for this, could be argued that commercial fishing could have been the first introduction of 
outsider plastic to the island, although further research such as sediment core sampling with plastics in 
both the water column and land sediment could be interesting to further identify this. 

There is no question plastics impact this island and that this causes devastating effects to the environment 
and communities. For how long has this plastic caused a problem? And do locals remember life before 
plastics?



info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com

This Darwin Leader project was made possible by:

https://www.instagram.com/temauvaikava/?hl=en
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Thanks to all partners and sponsors that made the DARWIN200 2023-25 
Global Voyage Possible.

www.darwin200.com/sponsors


