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RADIOCARBON D.TING AND THE NEW ZEALAND 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION 

Foss Leach, Univer sity of Otago 
and 
Garry Law, Auckland 

For many years the New :6ealand Ar chaeological As~ociation has had a 
special relntionship with the Institute of Nuclear Sciences regarding 
C14 dating. This note describes this relationship so that me~bers of 
l-1 . Z. A.A. wishing to submit sarrples for de.ting will know how best to go 
about this . 

NlAA C14 screening committee. 

This committee consists of Foss Leach and Garry Law who were appointed 
by N.Z . A.A. Council in 1975. The Institute of Nuc lear Sciences has agreed 
to accept a rchaeological samples for da ting free of charge (col:?Illercial 
rates are about $150 per sa~ple) so long as these have been first screened 
by the co:::mittee . This procedure is to try and ensure thr t the service 
is not misused in any way and that suitable samples are submitted. Some
times in the past , s.<ii::ples have been submitted personally to the Institute 
or through Geological Survey - this is no longer possible. Ar chaeological 
s amples which arrive at t he I~stitute and are not countersiGJled by either 
Garry or Foss are put in a box and a re not considered until the next meet
ing of the Radiocnrbon Committee (see below). This gr oup meets only twice 
a year: consequently a sampl e submitted any other way than through this 
screening committee will simply take longer to process . 

The purpose of the screening col:'mittee is to check that all the 
necessary deta ils are proYided on the s ample forms, and thP.t the samples 
themselves are generally sntisfactory - for instance tha t they do not con
tain obvious con~aminnnts such as rootlets . If there is any uroblem, the 
corunittee wi ll help to put matters right . For example , sometimes it is 
difficult to kno"' how much bone Sl?mple to submit for dating end a nitrogen 
determina t ion ~ay be necessary before submission for radioc: rbon dating. 
The screening cor..mittee can arr ange this . In addition , charcoal samples 
should be assessed for s pecies composition. It is a lso neces sary to find 
out if the s a~ple comes from the heart of a large tree ; if it does , the 
C14 age ~ay be several hundred years too old . The screening committee 
ensures t hllt such preliminary work is undertaken before sampl es actually 
a rrive for d9ting. The ,ur nose , then , of the co~.mittee i s to ensure the 
hi~hest possible sta:1.d~r d of dnting a rchaeological samples . This New Zea
l Pnd ~ystec is unique and is intended to contribute to the high inter
nationPl reputation e:1.joyed by dates fron the Institute of Huclecr Sci0nces . 
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As i n the past s ome i ntending users will have s pecial pr oblems such 
a s unusual s ampl es or possi bl e co~ta~inants. The people best able to 
advise on these are the laboratory s taff. Such users shoul d feel free 
to consult directly with them on such matters. 

What is an archaeological s ample? 

If the sarple comes from an archaeological site within the meaning 
of the Historic Places Amendment Act 1975, then i t mus t have been 
collected by permit from the Historic Places Trus t. Cor.sequently , 
samples submitted for da ting must sta te the relevant Pernit IIU!llber. 
Samples collect ed before t he permi t system was intr oduced (such as Museum 
specimens) should clearly state this. 

Ar chaeological s amples from outside New Zeal and will usually be sub
ject to the same screening , though char coal identific~tion cannot be 
offered in this case. 

Priority on dating samples 

Prioritv is not given to any one s ample over another. 
dating is strictly on a first come first served basis. 

The Radiocarbon Committee 

The order of 

This committee meets at the I ns titute of Nuc lear Sciences twice a 
year and consists of Hank Jansen and staff from the C14 l abor~tory , the 
N.Z .A.A. s creening co~.mittee , Jim McKinlay , representing the Ris toric 
Places Trust , and Les Lockerbie. The latter two cembers a.r e present by 
request from the Institute. Jim l·:cKinlay is present bec .. use of the 
necessity to check t hat samples have been collected with proper author 
isation. Les Lockerbie has been active on the r ndiocarbon coir.mi ttee for 
many years and oontinues by special invitation from the Institute. 

How to submit an archaeologica l s ample 

If you are in doubt over anything connected with sample preparation 
or submission contact either Garry or Foss for advice and assistance . 
They will provide you with copies of the Ar chaeological C14 Sample Form 
(a reduced copy of which i s shown here) . They are in the nrocess of com
piling a parephlet on the collection and prepar ~tion of s a~pl es which con
t ains informa tion on S3mple sizes and so forth. 

1. Fill out the Archaeolocica l C14 Sample Form and ~he N.Z .A. A. 
Publicr.tion Form (see below) . Retain a copy of both of these f or your
self and send one copy of ench along ,·ri th the SP.mple to either Foss or 
Garry . 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL 14C SAMPLE FORM 
N Z Archd~teal AsSOC.•Jhc:-in for Institute of Nucttt.1, Sc~nce 

1 COllfCTOAS SA.MP\_( NO 

2 COUCCTOA ....... 

4A Slf[IHfORMATlOH- N.., lH.ancl s.tnc,IM ... _ 
lOCA TION (Ill"°' boe1 c~ ,t POM'bltl 

HZMS1 Ml!IPNIM -·-· 
NA TONAL YARD GRID 

G,idRtil E 
I 

D:JJ ··-i... CTJJ 
48 SITf ... OAWITIClN - -Zu_,_ 

3 ..-.n,• -
Hl ... 

O.•IC1 •.•• ••••••••••.• ••• • ••·•••• • •• • 

NZMS2t0...,, ,...._ -........ 
N Z MAP GRID (Mwlc) 

°"" ... • ............ OTI_.._.._._ ........ ~ 
OTI 

(Plene .-.. "*- ~oetN1o1 .. ,. llalNand ~ JM:IUdinQ ~ Ntioftal .. te ~. a.pp,opde .. ) 

5 SAMPl.£ LOCATION .. SITC 
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8 POSSIBLECONTA.MIHAHTS 

9 OUPUCATE SA""'-ES 

11 StGNl,ICANCE wnatdo you~ N Mlf'IIO'l 10Gatt? Soeclf)'e..ntt In NIM r.to,y tl'ld( Of auodllldoAW .. ltld ~ 
lnlouaac,on Why•W.taffll*ol~? 

12 AOOITIONAI.COMMENTS 

- 1.A8USC ------- ------r------~ --------

~ --···· ····· ·············· ······· 
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2 . In due cour se you will receive a postcard from the Institute which 
tells you the Run Number your s ample has been given, a nd this confirms 
thf t everything is in order and that the s ample is in the pipeline. 
Shoul d t hi s postcard not arrive for any reason you should contact either 
Foss or Garry promptly. 

3. You will also receive information about species composition and 
whereabouts in a tree your sample comes f r om if it was charcoal . In the 
case of bone samples you may receive information on str ontium levels . 

4. After a period you should receive the radioc~rbon age of your sample 
This period is normally about six months but on occasions, other prior
ities intrude on the work done by the radiocarbon l aboratory and results 
can take a little longer. 

Publication 

In return for providing this screening service N.Z . A. A, has the 
right to publish the r aw results of archaeological sample dating after 
12 months hos elapsed since the results have been reported to the person 
submitting the sample. These will be reported in the Newsletter in a 
simpl e list with the bare details . In the past some sample 0ages have 
never been published properly and misinformation has been circulated. 
Thi s system gives adequate time for anybody to publish themselves before
hand as well , 




