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Lava Flows Videopodcast

Aloha from beautiful Hawaii Volcanoes National Park. Often times when people visit our park, they ask rangers, “Where is the volcano?” All of the Hawaiian Islands are volcanoes. The volcano I'm standing on is Kilauea—the youngest and most active volcano in Hawaii. The lava rock you see in our park, as well as anywhere in these islands is a result of many eruptions over many years. But the main Hawaiian Islands are considered relatively young. Scientists estimate the age of this entire island to be less than one million years old, which geologically speaking, is really pretty new.

It is said “people run to Hawaiian eruptions, rather than away from them.” Although we can and do experience violent explosions and eruptions here, the eruptions we witness are generally not as explosive or dangerous relative to volcanoes such as Mount St. Helens, or Mount Fuji. Those volcanoes have more silica in their rock to act as a binding agent and prevents gas from escaping. Thus, building pressure beneath the rock. When those volcanoes erupt, they tend to be very explosive. Hawaiian volcanoes do not have as much silica, so gas escapes and we won't erupt as explosively. Another reason for our relative safety is the fact that we're over a hot spot, or a weak part in of the Earth's crust where magma from deep within the Earth pushes through the surface.

More explosive volcanoes are located on the edges of tectonic plates, where tremendous amounts of energy are released, as land masses move against each other. All of the Earth's tectonic plates are moving. The tectonic plate the entire Hawaiian Islands chain is own is moving in a northwesterly direction, at a rate of about one to four inches per year—or roughly how long your finger nails will grow in one year.

The volcano erupts from various weak points in the ground where the magma pushes through to the surface. The magma chamber is located only one half to three miles down, depending upon where you're standing in our park. Scientists make models of what the magma chamber looks like by measuring the epicenters of earthquakes. We experience a lot of seismic activity here. So most earthquakes are too small to be felt. 

The seismographs you see here are measuring the seismic activity at different points on the island. When magma does push through to the surface, it becomes lava, which then takes the path of least resistance—much like water. The duration of eruptions can last from days to years. Eruptions take place in different parts of the park and scientists are constantly measuring the changes in land, which occur on a daily basis. The lava flow you see behind me is the 2003 Mother's Day flow, where lava flowed down the pali or cliff and other this road. We can see where lava flowed around trees, leaving a kipuka or island of trees amid lava flows that are important to the natural revegetation of an area after a lava flow. 

Scientist have been measuring the volcanic activity here for around a century. But Hawaiians have been passing down information and stories about this area for much longer. Pele is believed by some to be the goddess of this volcano. She has the power to permanently alter this landscape. Although scientists keep a close watch on activity, she remains unpredictable, which makes our park and exciting place to visit. Events and changes can take place suddenly. So here at Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, we have to go with the flow. 

