
Little Ice Age and Polynesian Migration:  

●​ The Little Ice Age is generally understood to have lasted from the 14th to the 
19th centuries (approximately 1300–1850). 

●​ The coldest part of this period occurred notably in the 17th century. 

Key Characteristics 

​​ Cooling Temperatures: 
​​ . 
​​ Average temperatures were lower than during the preceding Medieval Warm 

Period.  
​​ Extreme Weather: 
​​ . 
​​ It was characterized by a combination of bitter winters and mild summers, 

leading to widespread flooding, long droughts, and severe storms.  
​​ Glacier Advancements: 
​​ . 
​​ Glaciers in the Northern Hemisphere advanced significantly during this time.  

Causes 

​​ Reduced Solar Activity: 
​​ . 
​​ A decrease in sunspot activity and solar irradiance played a role in cooling the 

Earth.  
​​ Volcanic Activity: 
​​ . 
​​ Numerous large volcanic eruptions released dust into the atmosphere, reflecting 

sunlight away from the Earth.  
​​ Oceanic and Atmospheric Dynamics: 
​​ . 
​​ The strengthening of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) and 

unusual northward transfer of warm water were also factors.  
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The Little Ice Age likely marked the end of the great Polynesian migrations by making 

long-distance voyaging more difficult and causing climatic and social stress on settled 

islands 

. The peak period of Polynesian expansion occurred during the preceding Medieval 

Warm Period, with colonization largely complete by the time the Little Ice Age 

intensified.  

The decline of voyaging 

●​ A period of favorable climate: The main wave of Polynesian exploration and 

settlement took place between roughly 900 and 1250 CE, a period often called 

the Little Climatic Optimum. 

●​ Climate change makes voyages harder: The onset and intensification of the Little 

Ice Age, generally dated between the 14th and mid-19th centuries, brought 

colder, stormier, and more unpredictable weather to the Pacific. 

○​ Shifts in temperature, rainfall, and wind patterns made long-distance travel 

much riskier. 

○​ The persistent trade winds of the earlier period became more variable, and 

storminess increased, possibly amplified by volcanic activity. 

●​ Voyaging declines: As sailing conditions grew harsher, inter-island travel 

decreased. The Polynesians never again dominated the high seas as they had 

during the earlier migration era.  

Societal impacts on settled islands 



The climatic changes of the Little Ice Age did not just affect voyaging; they also caused 

stress and disruption on the islands where Polynesians had settled.  

●​ Abandonment of marginal settlements: Small, environmentally sensitive islands, 

such as Necker Island and equatorial atolls, appear to have been abandoned as 

conditions worsened. 

●​ Social disruption: On more permanently settled islands, the new climate 

presented significant challenges: 

○​ Rapa Nui (Easter Island) experienced increased social conflict. 

○​ In Aotearoa (New Zealand), worsening conditions after 1350 CE put 

pressure on early Māori communities. Population centers shifted north to 

warmer areas suitable for horticulture, and food production and 

consumption patterns changed.  

○​  

 


