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Montserrat Volcano Threatens Entire Island





	On the tiny Island of Montserrat in the West Indies there is one of today’s more actively dangerous volcanoes in the world.  Although not renowned for its explosive features such as Mt. Vesuvius in Italy or Mt. St. Helens in Washington or its frequent eruptions such as Kilauea, it still ranks among the most harmful.  This danger can be attributed to its mere location - on an island with roughly 13,000 inhabitants and an area of only 38 sq. mi. (Brunner, 1998).  


	The most significant danger for this particular volcano is the same type of pyroclastic flows that were evident in the Mt. Vesuvius eruption when two whole cities were buried.  The primary stage associated with pyroclastic flow is the main avalanche of rock, lava and debris that runs down the mountainside.  As a result of the main avalanche heated ash and volcanic rock particles mix with air an form a swiftly moving cloud.  These clouds of volcanic debris and air can get moving in excess of 100 mph as Dr. Cowen also pointed out.  The final element of pyroclastic flow is a layer of fine ash that floats above the eruption typically at heights around 3 miles.  From August 1995 to April 1996 three such eruptions took place forcing heated fragments of rock, ash and lava to be spewed from the volcano onto the surrounding area (MVO, 1997).  Montserrat’s eruption in August 1997 “was so violent that the volcano blew its top off” (Darling, 1997).  These types of eruptions are obviously quite powerful and extremely dangerous and therefore resulted in over 11,000 people being evacuated from either the immediate area or, in some cases, to neighboring islands (Britannica Online, 1997).


	In addition to the pyroclastic flow and its three parts (main avalanche, fast moving heated ash/debris, and ash plumes) there is another threat to the island of Montserrat; that being tephra flow.  Tephra flow is primarily a result of pyroclastic flow and explosions, in both instances tephra flow consists of all types of debris (rock, ash, and otherwise) that are in the atmosphere and fall onto the terrain below.  Tephra can range in size (up to one meter wide) and in height expelled to, e.g. in one Montserrat eruption some tephra was up to 14 km high (MVO, 1997).  The tephra in the August 1995 eruption, for example was spewed out up to 3 km away from, and 14 km above the volcano’s peak (Britannica Online, 1997).  


	In addition to the two most destructive hazards of the Montserrat volcano there is also significant threat in the fine ash that is expelled during the eruptions.  As was true with the infamous Mt. Vesuvius eruption, Montserrat too had an ash cloud that covered the surrounding area (including the capital - Plymouth) and even blocked the sun’s light for 25 minutes.  Not only does this ash cloud shut out sunlight, but it also presents a considerable health risk to those that breathe the fine ash particles.  Typically between 10 and 15% of the ash contains a fine ash that can be breathed and of this ash 10 to 25% which is twice as lethal as normal silica.  This cristobalite ridden ash proves to be a long-term health hazard because of the high toxicity that the ash carries ( MVO, 1997).


	Montserrat is neither the most volatile or the most active volcano in the world, but still presents a considerable threat to the people of the island.  The powerful pyroclastic flows and frequency in which they occur on such a small island combine to create a volcanic situation that is very much lethal  and threatening to people.�
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