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2) the capability of the nine VAACs to provide global
service of volcanic ash to replace the SIGMET for
volcanic ash; 

 
3) what would be required to achieve global harmonization

and standardization of a VAA that would be used; 
 
4) how the VAA would be used by air navigation service 

providers to advise flight crews for aircraft in flight;
and 

 
5) the impact of removing the responsibility for this task

from Meteorological Watch Offices and delegating it
to the VAAC Provider States; and 

 
b) report back to IAVWOPSG/7. 

1.2 Since that time, there has been continued discussion on this subject; however, a detailed 
description of how to achieve this or a list of pros/cons had not been produced. A working paper 
presented at the fourth International Volcanic Ash Task Force (IVATF) meeting in June 2012 (IVATF/4-
WP/31 refers), developed the idea that there must be a single, defined understanding of a situation, led by 
the VAAC but with the participation of others in the collaborative decision making process, and 
concluded, “The Task Force may further wish to agree that, if the VAACs, States, and airlines have a 
mutually trusted and consistent understanding of a situation, the issue of whether the resultant advisory 
information is issued in SIGMET, VAA, or another form becomes relatively trivial. Therefore, high 
priority should be given to attaining this level of collaboration.” 

1.3 This paper will outline the topic and list the pros/cons of replacing the volcanic ash 
SIGMET with the VAA/VAG and produced by the nine VAACs. 

2. DISCUSSION 

2.1 The current roles and responsibilities place the issuance of SIGMET for volcanic ash 
clouds with the meteorological watch office (MWO). The MWO has the responsibility to produce 
SIGMET information messages for a wide range of aviation meteorological hazards, including volcanic 
ash, severe turbulence, severe icing and thunderstorms. In the case of volcanic ash, the nine VAACs 
worldwide are responsible for monitoring the volcanoes in and near their areas of responsibility by 
monitoring satellite data and through contact with the air navigation service provider (ANSP) and volcano 
observatories. Typically, the VAACs will analyze and forecast the volcanic ash cloud and provide this 
information to the MWO who will then issue a volcanic ash SIGMET. In some cases, the MWO may be 
notified of an eruption via a pilot reports in which case a volcanic ash SIGMET would be issued 
immediately. 

2.2 Relationships between the VAACs, MWOs, ANSPs and volcano observatories vary in 
different parts of the world. Some areas have very close relationships and protocols in place as to how the 
various groups interact. Roles, responsibilities, notification call downs and details on how information is 
shared varies widely across the globe. In locations where the relationships are solid, the process works 
nearly flawlessly. Unfortunately, there are areas around the globe where this is not the case. 



IAVWOPSG/7-WP/29 
 

 

- 3 -

2.3 There have been and continue to be several areas where volcanic ash eruptions occur and 
MWOs are issuing volcanic ash SIGMETs either in an untimely fashion or not at all. Some VAACs have 
been known to constantly engage the MWOs into issuing volcanic ash SIGMETs during events. This 
constant engagement comes with mixed results. 

2.4 A proposed solution to overcome the challenges  is to have the VAACs responsible for 
preparing and disseminating the volcanic ash SIGMETs. Another proposed solution is to eliminate the 
volcanic ash SIGMET altogether, and let the VAA/VAG stand as the official “warning” product. Both of 
these options would take the responsibility away from the MWO and place it on the VAAC. Although 
these may sound like good solutions, the impact of either of these changes must be assessed. 

2.5 Options for the issuance of information on volcanic ash clouds are outlined in the 
appendix. 

2.5.1 Option 1 allows for the MWO to retain its SIGMET responsibility. An enforcement body 
may need to intervene to ensure MWOs are properly issuing SIGMETs for volcanic ash in an accurate 
and timely manner. 

2.5.2 Option 2 would require training for VAAC personnel to ensure proper issuance of 
SIGMETs. Additionally, the WMO product header would need to be changed to address the new issuance 
location. Of greater importance, which is not reflected in the appendix, is that there would be a need to 
reassess whether the SIGMET is restricted to only the limits of the flight information region (FIR) or be 
issued across FIR boundaries similar to the VAA, where the information is not restricted to a specific FIR 
but messages define the location of the volcanic ash cloud regardless of FIR boundaries. As noted in 
items 1 and 3 in the “cons” column of the table in the appendix, this concept is not clearly expressed in 
that this would go against existing practices of how users retrieve or use SIGMET products associated 
with a FIR. 

2.5.3 In Option 3, significant training and notification would be necessary to the user 
community to ensure it transitions to the VAA/VAG for volcanic ash information and to no longer rely on 
the volcanic ash SIGMET for information; but more so, while operators have indicated a strong 
preference to this procedure, the “cons” as listed in the appendix identify issues that need to be carefully 
considered and evaluated before this is recommended as the preferred option. Also, the volcanic ash 
SIGMET cannot really be terminated until all VAACs have sufficient operational communications across 
all MWOs and volcano observatories in their regions, sufficient remote sensing, and sufficient volcanic 
activity report implementation in order to know about an eruption in a timely manner. 

3. CONCLUSION 

3.1 The ad hoc group was not able to develop a consensus, but there was a preference to 
Option 3 as presented in the appendix. Thus, the work for the ad-hoc group remains incomplete and needs 
to continue. 
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3.2 In view of the foregoing, the group is invited to formulate the following conclusion: 

 Conclusion 7/xx — Assessment for the replacement of the 
volcanic ash SIGMET with the volcanic 
ash advisory 

That the ad-hoc group formed to address IAVWOPSG 
Conclusion 6/21, composed of the United States (Rapporteur), 
Australia, Japan, France, UK, New Zealand, IATA, IFALPA and
WMO, be tasked to: 
 

a) review the options outlined in the appendix; and 
 
b) recommended an option to the Secretary by

September 2013 for consideration by the MET Divisional 
Meeting in 2014. 

4. ACTION BY THE IAVWOPSG 

4.1 The IAVWOPSG is invited to: 

a) note the information in this working paper; and 

b) decide on the draft conclusion proposed for the group’s consideration. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

— — — — — — — — 
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 Appendix 
 

APPENDIX 
 

OPTIONS FOR THE ISSUANCE OF INFORMATION ON VOLCANIC ASH CLOUDS 
 

Options Pros Cons 

Option 1: 
MWO maintains 
responsibility for volcanic ash 
SIGMET 

1. Current Standard in Annex 3  
 
2. Maintains all SIGMET 

responsibility at MWO 
 
3. MWO is a 24/7 operation and 

they understand their area of 
responsibility 

1. VA SIGMETs are not issued by 
all MWOs, gaps/deficiencies in 
provisions exist 

 
2. MWOs have other responsibilities 

and may not understand VA 
 
3. SIGMET is for only one FIR and 

often the VA cloud extends over 
multiple FIRs. 

 
4. Information overload for the pilot 

when they have SIGMETs and 
VAAs stating, essentially, the 
same information 

Option 2: 
VAAC issues volcanic ash 
SIGMET 

1. VAACs are already focused on 
the VA situation and could 
readily issue an advisory product

1. This becomes an exception to the 
MWO responsibility of SIGMET 
issuance 

 
2. Would require significant training 

of VAACs on issuing SIGMETs 
 
3. Would require changes in product 

coding to ensure proper 
dissemination 

Option 3: 
The VAA/VAG replaces the 
SIGMET for volcanic ash 
clouds 

1. VAAC already has situational 
awareness on volcanic issues 

 
2. VAAC has tools for analysis and 

forecasting and may be able to 
issue products sooner 

 
3. Reduces information overload 

for the pilot by allowing the 
information to be valid for 
multiple FIRs 

1. VAA/VAG not the optimal 
product to deal with “small puffs” 
of VA (e.g. near summit 
emissions (within 10 nm distance 
and 5nm  height)) 

 
2. Some VAACs do not get all of 

the real time observational data 
(e.g. air-reports) 

 
3. Foreign entity doing work over 

sovereign area 
 
4. Would require significant training 

of users to ensure proper 
understanding of the format and 
content 

 
— END — 


