Keeping Life Clean in Volcanic Ash

Here in the Pacific Northwest we know about volcanoes. Many people who live here remember the eruption of Mt. Saint Helens in 1980. That is the last major eruption we’ve had in the continental United States. Then we get reports of that same volcano showing eruption activity in 2004 and geologists say it’s the most likely volcano to erupt again in our lifetime. Plus, most of us in the Puget Sound area have a gorgeous view of Mt. Rainier, another threatening volcano. Then factor in the other two Washington volcanoes that are on the “most likely to erupt” list and we definitely have a reason to prepare.

Don’t think you’re safe from an eruption just because you don’t live in Washington. Alaska is full of volcanoes on the danger list as well as some from Oregon and California. Though the most concerning US volcanoes are located on the West Coast, there are a few other speckled across the country including the Yellowstone Caldera in Wyoming which is classified as a super volcano. In Colombia, Nevado del Huila which erupted in 2008 and Galeras which erupted in 1993 killing 9 people. There are volcanoes in Mexico, Iceland, Japan, Indonesia and the Democratic Republic of Congo all showing signs of danger.



Mt. Saint Helens in 1980

I believe in prepping for anything, but my current locale leads me to prioritize volcanic eruption high up on the list. The cloud of volcanic ash will affect every part of your life. Air and drinking water will all be contaminated with volcanic ash which contains pulverized rock and glass. Something you don’t want to be breathing or drinking. If you need to bug out, your vehicle is not going to run well when the intake is full of ash and your visibility could be near zero. If you live in an area in close enough proximity to a volcano, some extra measures in your preps could go a long way to keeping you safe during and after an eruption.

Air Quality:
Keep some extra dust masks or respirators for you and your family. If you go with a respirator, keep at least ten extra filters for each mask. If you use dust masks, keep at least ten for each member of your family or survival party. Respirators come in three levels: FFP1, FFP2 and FFP3. 
The higher the number, the more particulates it filters. Make sure the masks are of good quality and fit with a tight seal around the outside edges.

Water Quality:
The volcanic ash that falls from the sky as a result of an eruption can make water supplies unsafe to drink. It’s always best to have some sealed water to drink in case of emergency, but if your backup water plan is something like a rain barrel or a small stream, it is bound to become undrinkable. You can keep a pH meter or pH test strips in your emergency kit to ensure your water is not too acidic. You should always disconnect and cover any water catchment systems. If the pH of the water is low (acidic) you can dissolve a couple boxes of baking soda into water and dump that into the water barrel ever 2-4 weeks to raise the pH. Of course, any water collected from outside sources should already be charcoal filtered and boiled to remove bacteria and this should also remove lead and copper content.

Visibility:
The ash that blows out during a volcanic eruption can travel high enough to disrupt commercial airline flights and spread out many miles from the volcano. There can be days of thick ash at ground level making visibility near nonexistent. If you feel you have to drive in these conditions, keep headlights on low and go very slow. Try not to use water on your windshield to clean it if you can as it will turn the ash into a paste that will just smear on your windshield.



Driving:
Your vehicle was design to drive in fairly clean air. It has an air intake filter that will catch minor particulates, but will become completely clogged within minutes of driving through volcanic ash. If you live in proximity to a volcano with a good chance of eruption, you should do some pre planned modifications ahead of time to your bug out vehicle. Most newer vehicles have built in filtration systems for cabin air, but adding extra layers of filtration couldn’t hurt. If you have an older vehicle you will probably need to design and install a filtration system to ensure ash does not flood the cabin while you drive. You can also install a vacuum system to suck ash away from your engine air intake like the Washington State Patrol did during Mt. Saint Helens. Naturally you will have to empty out the vacuum occasionally, but it will at least get you down the road and eventually to a place where the ash is thinner.

Unless you are able to make it out of the area before the eruption happens and if you don’t live in an evacuation zone, your best bet is to bug in and wait for the dust to settle. Once the air clears a bit, you can head for greener pastures, but trying to travel through the ash is generally going to put you in more danger than just staying put. If you have backup food and water, stay sealed inside.

If you live right up next to any of these volcanoes, the best prep would be to move. If you don’t have the financial means to do that or you just plain don’t want to, listen for the early warning signs and evacuate as soon as you think your safety is threatened.

