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Alaskan schools prepare for volcanic eruption
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Alaskan schools prepare for volcanic eruption 
Emergency plans are in place to deal with potential eruption and severity of ash in the air, officials say 
From staff and wire reports 

Primary Topic Channel:  Natural Disasters 

Some Alaskan schools are making preparations in advance of what scientists say is an "imminent" eruption from the 
10,200-foot Redoubt Volcano, about 100 miles southwest of Anchorage.

Scientists from the Alaska Volcano Observatory (AVO) set the observatory's alert level on a "watch" for a possible eruption 
after the mountain experienced tremors and elevated seismic activity, including a sharp increase in earthquakes 
underneath the mountain.

Geologists flew to Mount Redoubt to collect gas samples and look for signs of an eruption after a steam plume was again 
spotted Feb. 7, near a dome that formed after the last eruption in 1990.

Alaska's volcanoes are not like Hawaii's. "Most of them don't put out the red river of lava," said AVO's John Power. 
Instead, they typically explode and shoot ash 30,000 to 50,000 feet high--more than nine miles--into the jet stream.

The Anchorage School District's (ASD) web site features information about a possible eruption and encourages schools to 
prepare in advance.  The web site says scientists predict that it would take at least two and a half hours for ash from an
eruption to travel to the Anchorage area.

"Our response will depend on the timing and severity of the ashfall," said a district spokesperson. 

ASD's Departments of Instruction, Maintenance, Transportation, Risk Management, Emergency Preparedness, and others 
have reviewed emergency plans and have plans for dealing with a variety of scenarios.  The district will contact employees
and parents with critical information and shelter-in-place, if necessary, in the event of a disruption during the school day.

District officials said that emergency information will be available on a specific television channel, on ASD's web site, 
through a telephone recording, and through major media.

Purchasing N95 dust masks, using eye goggles or other protection, and buying extra air and oil filters for vehicles will help 
citizens prepare for a possible ashfall.  A wet handkerchief or piece of fabric can take the place of a dust mask.  People,
especially young children, the elderly, and those with respiratory conditions, are advised to stay indoors.  Pets should be
brought indoors as well.

The ash from an eruption can injure skin, eyes, and breathing passages. 

"It's a very abrasive kind of rock fragment," Power said. "It's not the kind of ash that you find at the base of your wood
stove."  The particulate has jagged edges and has been used as an industrial abrasive and to polish metals.
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It's also potentially deadly for anyone flying in a jet.

"Think of flying an airliner into a sandblaster," Power said.

The jet stream can carry ash for hundreds of miles. Ash from Kasatochi Volcano in the Aleutians last August blew all the 
way to Montana and threatened aircraft, Power said.

Power advises Alaskans to prepare as they would for a bad snowstorm: Keep flashlights, batteries, and several days' worth 
of food in the house, limit driving, and prepare to hunker down if the worst of an ash cloud hits.

But potential danger all depends on the wind. Mount Spurr erupted three times in 1992. When it blew that June, only 
climbers on Mount McKinley--about 150 miles north of Anchorage--were affected, Power said. An August eruption dumped 
significant ash on Anchorage and a September blow sent ash about 40 miles north of Anchorage to Wasilla.

Redoubt erupted on Dec. 15, 1989, and sent ash 150 miles away into the path of a KLM jet carrying 231 passengers. Its 
four engines flamed out.

As the crew tried to restart the engines, "smoke" and a strong odor of sulfur filled the cockpit and cabin, according to a 
USGS account. The jet dropped more than 2 miles, from 27,900 feet to 13,300 feet, before the crew was able to restart all 
engines and land the plane safely at Anchorage. The plane required $80 million in repairs.

"Every time this happens we do get a run on dust masks and goggles," said Phil Robinson, manager of an Alaska Industrial 
Hardware store in Anchorage. "That's the two main things for eye and respiratory protection."

Dust mask customer Elizabeth Keating said that if the volcano erupts, she expects to stay inside. She bought masks for her 
school-age grandchildren to carry in their backpacks.

"I want to make sure they're carrying these in case they're en route," she said.

Links:

Anchorage School District

Alaska Volcano Observatory

Ash hazards
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