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10.1 Agriculture 

Until the first half of the 20th century, the isolation of the Island forced its inhabitants to be self-

sufficient in procuring their food. Nowadays the sector has receded in favour of tourism and it is 

unable to supply the local demand. In 2016, 2,111 tons of perishable food and 2,199 tons of food were 

transported by airplane and ship, respectively [1]. As the former community-based extended-family 

microeconomic organization evolves into a nuclear-family based one, the population relies more on 

buying in the local commerce to supply themselves with food. Nevertheless, in the Carrying Capacity 

Poll carried out in 2016, 52.2% of the households declared maintaining a permanent family orchard 

(responds: always or almost always), compared to 37.1% that declared never having pursued it [1].   

Due to increased produce and people arrivals from the continent and from the rest of Polynesia, 

several pests affected agricultural production on the Island in the 1970s. The use of pesticides was 

significant between 1975 and 1978, with widespread fumigations performed on a weekly basis [2].  

In 2007, only around 180 hectares were under crop cultivation (aprox. 1% of the total land area) on 

195 land holdings [3]. All cultivation was small scale and for local consumption. Only 12.2 hectares 

were recorded as irrigated. The main crops were: vegetables (43% of cultivated area), fruits (30%) and 

legumes and tubers (22%). The fraction of land used for tubers had decreased compared to previous 

census findings [4]. In comparison, a study of historic cultivation on the island suggests that tubers 

were the main crops: sweet potato, taro and yam [5].  

Observations suggest that the total cultivated area has been increasing. In 2016, 798 hectares were 

identified as being used for agriculture (aprox. 4.8% of the total land area) [1]. In satellite imagery, 

cultivation appears to be concentrated to the east and north-east of Hanga Roa. Uncultivated land in 

these areas provides scope for the expansion of crop production. Other land on the island outside the 

national park has been identified as suitable for cultivation [6]. In general, there are 4,850 hectares of 

land with soils classified as cultivable (classes II to IV). Best soils, classes II and III, account for 1,749 

hectares (around 10.6% of total land area) [4]. On most years, precipitations exceed 

evapotranspiration enabling rainfed agriculture. However, inter-annual and seasonal variation in 

precipitation makes the use of irrigation a necessity if a steady production is to be expected.  

10.2 Animal husbandry 

Sheep rearing played a significant role in the Island’s history, with up to 70,000 head roaming freely 

on the island during the first half of the 20th century, when land was being leased to the CEDIP. Animal 

husbandry identified in the Censo Agropecuario 2007 [3] was limited to cattle (2,284 head) and horses 

(604 head). Notably, cattle pastures accounted for 2,284 hectares, or around 7% of the total land area 

and around 12% of the area outside the National Park.  

Current husbandry practices are spontaneous and uncontrolled. Livestock usually trespass the limits 

of the private land holdings, grazing the land inside the national park with significant damage to the 

natural ecosystem and archaeological heritage [7,8]. Private installations, such as water wells, have 
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been activated inside the national park, often in the proximity of the archaeologic heritage sites. In 

some cases, livestock owners have installed fences inside the national park land.  

Livestock is considered a safety asset by a fraction of the Rapanui population that regards country life 

as outside the Chilean sphere of influence. It is a reserve of food as well as a reserve of exchange value 

in case of future needs, an investment and a source of social status [8]. Some individuals were reported 

to have over 200 free-ranging horses for “no apparent practical reason” [2]. Horses frequently enter 

rural roads and city streets posing serious risk for drivers and pedestrians. Livestock robbery is 

frequently denounced.  

Burning of shrubs and grasslands to eradicate unwanted species and favour the development of 

pasture for livestock feeding is a common practice among animal tenants and farmers on Rapa Nui. 

The burnings favour erosion of the soil, particularly on sloped terrain. 

Current land granting practices, based on the assignment of 5-hectare plots of land to Rapanui 

individuals, difficult the development of animal husbandry. Most plots don’t have access to water, and 

their size prevents efficient tenure of animals without supply of imported pastures. 

10.3 Fishing 

Archaeological evidence suggests that both onshore and offshore fishing was undertaken historically 

by the Rapa Nui, with various fishing implements and the bones of tuna, shark and swordfish found in 

excavations. Current data on official fisheries is not available for Rapa Nui. Based on historical data 

from the 1970s, national catch statistics, and statistics recording vessel movements catches in the 

Exclusive Economic Zone were estimated in the range 150-200 tonnes for 2010 [9]. In 2011, the 

National Fishing Service (SERNAPESCA) reported 123 artisan fishers and 31 boats operating from the 

island [10]. There are 5 small fishing harbours in operation on the Island: La Perouse (northeast coast), 

Vaihu (south coast), Hanga Nui (west coast near ahu Tongariki), Hanga-Roa Otai and Hanga Piko (both 

near Hanga Roa).   

 

Figure 10.1 Location of the 5 coves and 10 main inner fishing grounds used by artisan fishers, including number 

of times each ground was mentioned by 37 fishers interviewed by Yañez et al., 2007 (from [10]). 
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The main species targeted are yellowfin tuna, snoek, Pacific rudderfin (Nanue), rainbow runner, 

glasseye, oilfish, deep-water jack and swordfish [10]. Several local species are fished from or near the 

coast. The Mahi-Mahi is fished by hand line in spring and summer. The Nanue is a staple fish in the 

local diet. It is fished year-round by diving with nets and using hand lines. Catches were estimated at 

around 1,000 kg per month in 2013 [11]. In addition to fish, corals and seashells are extracted for their 

touristic sale value. Around 50,000 units of a small seashell called Pure and around 1,000 units of coral 

are extracted annually in spring and summer to manufacture handcrafted ornaments [11]. A 

significant decline in the abundance of Pure has been reported as a consequence of the increase in its 

extraction rate [10]. Control over landings and resource management is complicated by conflicting 

perceptions of Chilean central fishing authorities and rules [12].   

   

Figure 10.2 Nanue fish and Pure seashells extracted from the inner inshore (sources: www.easterisland.travel 

and www.greenreport.it, respectively). 

The marine ecosystem around Rapa Nui contains a remarkably high percentage of endemic species 

for such a small and geologically new landmass [13]. In December 2010 the ‘Motu Motiro Hiva’ Marine 

Park was established around nearby islands Sala y Gomez, with an area of 150,000 km2. At Our Oceans 

Conference 2015, the Chilean government announced the creation of two additional marine reserves, 

including the Rapa Nui Marine Park, a 720,000 km2 protected area that encompass the former ‘Motu 

Motiro Hiva’ [14]. The park became a reality when it was favourably voted by the Rapanui community 

in September 2017 [15]. 

10.4 Forestry 

The first eucalyptus plantations on the island were carried out in 1900, soon after the annexation to 

Chile. By then the island was destitute of larger trees, just as had been described by the first European 

explorers. In 1970 new forests were planted, again of eucalyptus. The initial intention was to source 

biomass for thermal electricity generation. The biomass generation project was never implemented, 

as it was deemed more effective to expand the existing diesel generation base instead. The eucalyptus 

wood finds little use on the Island. It is a fast-growing dense hardwood with an irregular grain that 

makes it difficult to mill, producing timber that tends to twist and check badly. Construction uses in 

the Island are limited to massive elements made with whole logs (mostly columns and beams). 
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Forestry identified in the Censo Agropecuario 2007 accounts for 252 hectares of eucalyptus 

plantations [3]. Most of the forested areas are included in the land to be segregated from the Vaitea 

farm to grant land titles to additional Rapa Nui families. Planted forests and vegetable cover in 

protected areas have been subject to frequent fires, particularly in the spring and summer months. 

Recent plantations have been carried out in different parts of the Island in order to repair damaged 

ecosystems (native species) or control erosion processes (mostly introduced species) [16].   
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