Volcano observatory has perfect recor

by Carla HellTerich
Cropluysdcid Toml Wl

FAIRBANKS — Early i the after-
noon of Dec, 13, a lellow  staff
meinber of the Ceophysical Institue
stopped. by the publicution office

“You might want 1w visit the
seismology lab, * he suid. * And bring
A photogropher . Redoubt s acting up,
aild iU mught be tdoe o have o lew sools
il the crew o adlon jusl in case
something does huppen

! knew Redoubt Volcano was one
al Cook Inlet’ s active voleinoes amd
that it could cause considerable
damage i1 0 eropied. | hustled righe
dovwn o seismology. The pormally
gt laboratory wis packed with sy
peaple. Tt looked like o well prodded
nest ol hormets: But there was system
i the seething, as | began 1o under
stand  omwe  volcamdlogist  Juergen
Koienle could geab o moment o explun
whial was happemng

The Alaskn Voleano Obtservatory,
a point aetiviey of the LS. Geological
Survey, the University of Alaska Fan
banks Iji.'l_n!,ﬂl:w".u._ al Instituie wod the
Adusks Division of Geologroal aml
Geophysical Surveys, operates Live
sepsiigraphs set ot various places on
und atound Redoubt Voleano

The observatory machimes brogicdcas
the tremors amd shovers ol the moon
Parimy 1o L st itule s “11"I“1||I1'|JH#“|-' kil
where the infomabion is monioned
andd prowessed.

Kienle showed me some of the
selsmrograms . recorded  durnimg
November froem the Redoubt stations
Thin, nearly unvaryving hines had been
truced on the paper-covercd revolving
drums. At widely spaced inervals,
hiowurs or even days apart, clumps of
birely perceptible spikes showed up
o the record. The spikelets hndd po
purticular  pattern and  very  Linle
energy. they were the sort of tamndam
wiggles that sensifive equipment can
detect from a chsiani carthquake, »
strong gust of wind, or as ujoke
has 1t — a hiberngting prizely turning
over in hes sleep

As o companison to this record ol
background sesmicity, he nexl
directed my wllenbion W b s ismogeanm
cupy postedd on the wall as i 11 were
a trophy fishe br s o rrlnrlhl_-f ol sors;
oy dhe record ol seintine activily al
Mownt St ."'hll;l:':ll*rllm‘ immedately
biliipe the 1986 crupliom il LKl
volcan

The contrast with o guer-tome
selwinogram  wiss stunming, Un the
Augustine record, it was hard 1o pick
ot the individunl traces. Jittery spakes
overlapped one another on a sooly
blur, packed too densely for an un
tralned eye o be certain where une
tiace left off amnd another began

Then student Guy Tytgat showed
mie the record being traced moment by
imwimeril Iom the seiwmomelers ol
Redoubt Volcann, Feuthery spibes
were packed atop spikes as the needles
skittered  over the slowly turming
drims

Aleivkar Vilcane Chhservatiory activinies in Fairbanks include monitoring of selsmograph dasa on Recdowbi Volcano, Above
vtate seismodogist John Davies, left, relays information by phone, while volegnologise Juergen Kienle discusyey the
sitmtion with gluciologist Denniy Trabant, right, of the U8, Geological Survey

Phey were not large Ireinors, the
higgest would have been perhaps 1.6
on the Richter scale, lfar too small o
he felt by o person standing on the
mnintam, Bul HJI-‘:H WETC PROLITINE I,
CNE ITCTONEINITAC evenl every minule.
The record looked exactly like the pre
cruption  selsmograms from
Augustine

Yo dhid ot ooean the same thang”? The
sepmmometers o Redoubt hoad surged
fromm shightly above bockground 1om
tense activity within the spuice ol
hiwrs. Augusting had termed up the
fiom, w7 o '-|I-l‘i||:'., over the course ol
e months

When the Alaska YV oloano Ubser
valory  team  successfully  forecas
Augustine's 1986 cruption, they were
buillding Trom very good datn gathered
abwwl 1ty SCTSIN ht'h;n'u-r b lore even
aarlier cruptions. And, as the most ac-
tive of the volcanoes fimiming the wesl
sicde ol Cook Inlet, Augustine had
comparstively regular pattern ol erp-
o that could gurde udgments abo
when i was next due W Erupl

Rediuht s bess reguliar ad less well
studied

Yet the observilory scienlists were
nol observing some laboralory exper
ment with possibly interesting resulls.
Part of thesr duties includes providing
information (o civil and  military
authorities about impending eruptions,

They have to call them as they see
them — which means they have (o be
pwlully sure about what they see

An ncorrect decision could cost
people’s lives, either mmedmaely o
@ volcano empts withoul warming, of
later if the ohservilory s Torecasting
ahility hod lost ¢redibility with the
pubilie so Ul ws later warmings wese
niot believed

I mentioned above that the wisnn
information was tondored and poo
cessed i the Tnboratory. Watching (he
crew i acton, b ocame Tully fo up
preciate that their wlivmale processing
tivels are hurman brams.

They had scismoineters, compuiers,
techmcal papers, bul mostly they hid
expenence  and Knowledge.  They
knew tha! chemically Redotibt was
sitmilar 1o Augustine

They analyzed the witure ol the
stgnils from the volcann, ther fre
gquency, thetr chianging patiern as
recorded  from  the differont g
struments in the net,

The Anchorsge and Fairbanks com
potients of the Aluski Volcano Obser
vatory debated and discussed bock and
forth by telephone. A Ditle more than
two hours after the Redoubt signals
had suddénly jumped w the Augustine
pattern, state selsmologist JTohn Davies
called for nolilying emergency
preparedness ofbicmls that an crupinn

Wik imarinent

Thomas Miller, the Aluska Volcano
Cihservatory  spokesman  from  the
LISCES i Anchorage, carried ool the
formal process. The observalory Haul
stuck out i goleletive neck

Twenty hours later, Redoubt
Volciuno erupted

S far, the fledphing Alaska YV olcano
{ Mservatonry has a perfect recond, The
sdime team, belote they wend orpan
tred officlly. hecurtely Torecasted
the onset of the 19806 Augusing
cruphions

1'|.'|:|:14L[J-'-. CVLT I mportant, thiy
were able o say that activily at ' M1
Pration s July T2HE would] o bead 1o
any gruption: Tha corredt wall spared
an expenyive wnd disruptive ey
tom ol the town of Kinge Cove

They don 1 expeat o manrtarm the
record. s a small prowp. and pid
every wolcano i Aluska spaoris
seismoneter network, moch leds o
history of specilic research

Hut atter watching them m getion
I'm certmmnly comvinced that they do
very well with what they have. The
work of the Alaska Volcano Cbser
vatory 15 i strong argument that basi
research — yvears of long term gather
ing and momtoning seisonc dota, of
ficld studies, of simply satsfyimg
curiosity whout soleanioes — cin pay
ol th very practuoial ways
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