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University of Hawaii researchers capture unique volcanic mudflow event
in New Zealand

Honolulu, HI'i Volcanologist Sarah Fagents from the
School of Ocean and Earth Science and Technology
(SOEST) at the University of Hawaii at Manoa
(UHM) had an amazing opportunity to study volcanic
hazards first hand and to document the effects when
a volcanic mudflow broke through the banks of a
volcanic lake while on a research trip to Mount
Ruapehu in New Zealand.

Fagents and colleague Bruce Houghton were there
on a National Science Foundation (NSF) funded
project to study the long-forecast Crater Lake break
out lahar at Mount Ruapehu. (A lahar is a type of
mudflow composed of water, pyroclastic material and
other sediment that flows down from a volcano,
typically along a river valley.) Lahars can be
extremely hazardous, especially in populated areas,
because of their great speed and mass. They can
flow for many tens of miles, causing catastrophic
destruction along their path. Lahars are commonly
caused by the rapid melting of snow and/or glaciers
during a volcanic eruption, or as in the case of Mount
Ruapehu, the breakout of a volcanic lake.

Fagents is the Principal Investigator on the NSF
grant, and was one of the leaders of the student
excursion. Sarah is working with New Zealand
volcanologist Vernon Manville from the Institute of
Geological & Nuclear Sciences, who coordinated the
science response to the lahar.

Images of the lahar channel before and right after
the collapse of the Crater Lake walls. Yellow arrow
points to the same rock outcrop on the channel bank.
Photos by Rebecca Carey (top) and Sarah Fagents
(bottom).

Along with UH and New Zealand colleagues, Fagents visited stretches of the lahar pathway 2-3 days before the
breakout in order to assess pre-event channel conditions. Although the event was predicted to occur in 2007,
the recent decreased filling rate of Crater Lake suggested that the lake bank would not be overtopped until
2008. However, several days of intense rainfall and increased seepage through the bank ultimately caused it to

collapse on March 18, 2007.



