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Hazard Impact Factsheet:
Volcanoes – Composite/ Stratovolcano

Definition
The Earth’s crust is made up of tectonic plates that
slowly move over time. Composite or Stratovolcanoes
are often found at plate boundaries where an oceanic
plate meets and if forced underneath a continental
plate. The sinking oceanic plate will begin to melt into
magma and collect to form a magma chamber. This
magma can escape through cracks in the continental
plate or pressure can build up causing it to be released
in a volcanic explosion.

These types of volcanoes are formed from alternative layers of lava and ash from
previous explosions. They can erupt with a pyroclastic flow (a mixture of hot stream,
ash, rocks and dust) rather than lava, these flows travel at very high seeds and can
have temperatures in excess of 400oC.

What you will most likely find on arrival
This volcano type is often referred to as the most deadly as they can be very
explosive when they erupt. The impact from this type of volcano is likely to be total
devastation over what can be a wide radius around the volcano. Pyroclastic flows can
cover an area in large amounts of ash and debris burying, flattening and destroying
everything in its path. Ash clouds can remain in the air for long periods of time
causing health risks, transport nightmares and other major issues.

Impact/ Likely
Devastation

Effect for aid work

Deaths - Death tolls can be high due to speed of eruption and
pyroclastic flow and can be from poisonous gases,
suffocation and heat.

- Death tolls can vary due to effectiveness of an early
warning system/ volcano monitoring and the people’s
ability to evacuate

Large amounts of
ash

- Visibility can be greatly decreased so roads may be
closed or impossible to drive on, which will block logistics
or search and rescue.

- Flights may be cancelled/ not possible due to ash clouds
so may be difficult to fly staff close to the affected area, to
drop off aid or search and rescue.

- Contamination of water WASH
- Can cause major issue in the sewage system due to

clogging etc. WASH
- Power cuts and electrical failings can occur due to fine

ash causing short circuits or clogging systems.
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- Air filters can become clogged.
- Can block rivers causing river transport issues and

flooding
- Ash and gases in the air could cause respiratory issues.

Health
Region/ Area
devastated by
lava, pyroclastic
flow and lahars.

- Building flattened/ destroyed means large number of
displaced and homeless. Shelter

- Trees will be stripped or snapped off their bases
- Vegetation destroyed which could lead to an issue with

sourcing food in the local area. Food
- Loss of building may also mean loss of personal items, so

supply and distribution of non-food items Shelter
- Water sources with be contaminated by the debris from

the pyroclastic flow or lahars (volcanic mudslides) and
reducing the depths of lakes etc. WASH

Livelihoods
destroyed

- Area around volcanoes are often very fertile so farming or
forestry work could, post volcano, be destroyed leaving
people without jobs.

- This high unemployment could led to a security issue but
could also provide local labour for humanitarian work.

Famous Example
Mount St Helens 1980
The area around Mount St Helens (USA) was picturesque so
popular for camping or nature holidays with its lakes being
popular for fishing, but the eruption of Mount St Helens in 1980
permanently altered the surrounding landscape. With multiple
earthquakes and the volcano visibly waking up the government
created exclusion zones, but the information was not precise.
People got impatient, some refused to leave, news crews
wanted the best spots and loggers wanted to keep working. On
18 May the volcano erupted sideways, it is believed an
earthquake caused a landslide on the side of the mountain
which then released the volcanos pyroclastic flow at over
300mph, reaching 350oC and devastated an area of 230m2. In
the direct blast zone (of around 8 miles in radius) virtually
everything was obliterated, in the channelized blast zone (of
around 19 miles from the volcano) everything in the path of the
flow was flattened, and in the seared zone the trees remained
standing but was scorched by hot gases. In addition, huge
lahars (volcanic mudslides where the pyroclastic material
mixes with water from melted snow etc. on the mountain)
flowed at 90mph down the mountain with the consistency of
wet concrete, added to the destruction by carrying away
bridges and drastically reducing the depth of rivers and
reservoirs when depositing material.

End Note: If near a body of water you may want to consult the
Tsunami factsheet. Often volcanoes are accompanied by Earthquakes, so you may
want to consult the Earthquake factsheet.


