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Over the last decade there has been an intense debate about whether New Zealand
prehistory is "long" (> 1500 years) or "short (<800 years). Pollen and charcoal analyses
have played a key role in this debate by helping to pinpoint the transition from relatively
undisturbed environments to those deforested by anthropogenic fires. Problems with in
situ contamination, reworking of sediments, confusion of natural with anthropogenic
impacts, and different theoretical expectations of growth, spread and impact of early
Maori populations have led to disparate conclusions. We review pollen based studies
carried out on a variety of fossil sites, including peat bogs, swamps, estuaries and lakes,
and contribute new results. Different sedimentary environments show varying
susceptibilities to contamination and have resulted in a wide spread of ages for initial
Maori impact. Datable materials least susceptible to contamination by old or young
carbon are pure peat and macrofossils, whereas lake, swamp and silty sediments are most
susceptible. Analysis of the radiocarbon ages obtained for the start of Maori deforestation
show that ages falling in the "long" prehistory period are exclusively derived from lake
sediments and swamps. In contrast, the bulk of the ages falling in the "short" prehistory
period are from pure peat and selected plant fragments. We conclude from our analysis
of radiocarbon ages for pollen based deforestation that the first evidence of Maori
environmental impact began about 700-550 calendar years BP (1250-1400 AD). Finer
age resolution is limited by dating techniques, site limitations and the uncertainty
associated with identifying the first signs of human impact. The period we have
identified corresponds with the oldest dated archaeological sites and supports the short
prehistory hypothesis. We discuss how to distinguish reliable fossil sites from those that
have a high risk of giving misleading results.
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