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2. INTRODUCTION 

2.1 MetService has operated VAAC Wellington since the inception of VAACs as part of the 
IAVW. VAAC Wellington works in close collaboration with GNS Science (GNS), which is responsible 
for volcano monitoring in New Zealand. 

3. OPERATIONS OF VAAC WELLINGTON 

3.1 Issuance of volcanic ash advisories in the VAAC area of responsibility 

3.1.1 Volcanic ash advisories (VAAs) and volcanic ash advisories in graphical format (VAGs) 
messages were issued by VAAC Wellington covering the Mount Tongariro, White Island and 
Tofua Island eruptions. In summary: 

Volcano Country Date VAA issued 

Mt Tongariro New Zealand 6–9 August 2012 11 

Mt Tongariro New Zealand 21–22 November 2012 8 

White Island New Zealand 8–9 August 2012  5 

Tofua Island Tonga 13–14 August 2012 5 

3.1.2 Mt Tongariro 

3.1.2.1 GNS increased the volcanic alert level (VAL) for Mount Tongariro from 0 to 1 on 20 
July 2012 (along with a change to the international aviation colour code from green to yellow). 

3.1.2.2 Tongariro erupted at 1150 PM (NZST) on Monday, 6 August 2012. The event lasted until 
9 August 2012. A number of pilot reports of ash sightings and/or strong smells of sulphur in aircraft 
cockpits were received by the VAAC. 

3.1.2.3 A second eruption occurred at Tongariro at 0125PM (NZST) on Wednesday, 
21 November 2012. The eruption was short lived lasting five minutes and the event had ceased by the 
following day.  

3.1.3 White Island 

3.1.3.1 During the period 2–6 August 2012, White Island’s VAL was increased from 0 to 2 (the 
international aviation colour code changing from green to orange) resulting in the VAAC requesting that 
Airways Corporation New Zealand (Airways) issue a volcano NOTAM advising all appropriate aircraft in 
flight of the elevated danger around the volcano. 

3.1.3.2 White Island erupted during the morning of 8 August 2012. This was also a short-lived 
event, lasting until 9 August. 

3.1.3.3 GNS increased the VAL for White Island from level 1 to 2 (the international aviation 
colour code changing from yellow to orange) in December 2012, since a new and unusual style of 
eruptive activity involving a “spiny lava dome” was observed about the volcano. The change in VAL 
prompted the VAAC to issue a NOTAM request to Airways advising all appropriate aircraft in flight of 
the elevated danger about the volcano. 
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3.1.4 Tofua Island 

3.1.4.1 On 13 August 2012, the VAAC received a pilot report of possible volcanic ash around 
Tofua Island, Tonga, and subsequently received confirmation of an eruption from the Tongan 
Meteorological Service. The VAAC issued five VAA/VAG forecasts 13–14 August 2012 before 
discontinuing the advisories due to lack of sufficient evidence of ash. Subsequent media commentary, 
with reference to eye-witness reports, indicated that what was observed was in fact smoke from a large 
man-made fire rather than volcanic ash.  

3.1.5 Other activity of interest 

3.1.5.1 Mt Ruapehu, in New Zealand’s North Island, began displaying above normal levels of 
unrest from November 2012. This prompted a change in the international aviation colour code from green 
to yellow, and a heightened level of monitoring by the VAAC forecasters.  

3.1.5.2 An increase in the eruptive activity of Yasur, in Vanuatu, was reported by the Vanuatu 
Meteorology and Geo-Hazards Department (VMGD) in September 2012. While the activity was still 
localized and more of a risk to tourists, the VAAC increased the level of monitoring through this period 
by liaising with VMGD. 

3.1.5.3 The VAAC also liaised with the VMGD regarding elevated sulphur dioxide activity (as 
indicated in the sulphur dioxide alerts provided by http://www.sacs.aeronomie.be/) about Ambrym and 
Ambae. Feedback from VMGD was that the volcanoes were undergoing phases of degassing and no 
volcanic ash activity was evident. 

3.1.5.4 Underwater eruptive activity occurred about the Monowai submarine volcano, in the 
Kermadec Islands region, but required no action on the part of the VAAC. 

4. USER FEEDBACK 

4.1 Meetings between MetService’s aviation forecasting team and Air New Zealand’s flight 
dispatch centre were held during April 2012, to ensure that VAAC forecasters remain aware of user 
requirements and impacts that volcanic ash forecasts have on flight operations. 

4.2 MetService (VAAC), Air New Zealand, GNS Science, Airways Corporation and the 
CAA participated in a New Zealand Ash Forum meeting in August 2012. The aim of the meeting was to 
ensure effective application of policies and procedures for New Zealand based volcanic events. The time 
taken for the VAAC to issue the required ash forecasts was reviewed to ensure that it best aligned with 
user requirements. 

4.3 MetService provided a presentation on VAAC Wellington’s activities at a New Zealand 
Flight Safety Committee in September 2012. The meeting was attended by a range of New Zealand based 
operators, the Royal New Zealand Air Force, Airways and the CAA. 

5. SIGNIFICANT OPERATIONAL/TECHNICAL CHANGES 
IN THE VAAC 

5.1 An amendment to the boundary between the Wellington and Darwin VAACs was 
implemented on 1 September 2011. According to the Handbook on the International Airways Volcano 
Watch (IAVW) — Operational Procedures and Contact List (Doc 9766), the VAAC Wellington area of 
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responsibility was changed to Southward from the Equator and from E160 to W140, except for the 
Melbourne and Brisbane FIRs, and Southward from S10 and from W140 to W90. 

5.2 VAAC Wellington has partially implemented the four-channel volcanic cloud detection 
algorithm described in Pavolonis, Michael J., Wayne F. Feltz, Andrew K. Heidinger, Gregory M. Gallina, 
2006: A Daytime Complement to the Reverse Absorption Technique for Improved Automated Detection of 
Volcanic Ash. J. Atmos. Oceanic Technol., 23, 1422–1444 as part an existing forecaster tool set. Full 
implementation of this algorithm is still dependent on satisfactory comparison with VAAC Darwin’s 
implementation and testing with further “live” data. 

6. VAAC WELLINGTON BACK-UP ARRANGEMENTS 

6.1 A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) that remains in place between the Australian 
Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) and MetService provides for a backup service to be provided by VAAC 
Darwin in the event that VAAC Wellington is unable to operate. 

6.2 The MoU is currently being re-negotiated, and is intended to include a provision for 
MetService to provide a reciprocal backup service, covering that part of the VAAC Darwin area of 
responsibility that lies south of 20S. This is contingent on MetService making suitable arrangements for 
VAAC staffing (see paragraph 8.1 below). 

7. IAVW IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES 

7.1 Norm Henry (General Manager, National Weather Service/Aviation, MetService) 
attended the third meeting of the International Volcanic Ash Task Force and the first VAAC Best 
Practices Seminar (Montreal, 13-17 February 2012). 

7.2 Marcel Roux (Manager Aviation Forecasting, MetService) attended the fourth meeting of 
the International Volcanic Ash Task Force and the second VAAC Best Practices Seminar (Montreal, 12-
15 June 2012) 

7.3 Brooke Lockhart (Duty Aviation Forecaster, MetService) attended the Australian Bureau 
of Meteorology Vulcan-Aus Group Meeting (Perth, 14 August 2012). 

7.4 As of August 2012, VAAC Wellington has been issuing all VAG products over the GTS 
under WMO bulletin numbers PFXD01-05 for redistribution over SADIS. 

7.5 The relationship between VAAC Wellington and GNS remains robust with the 
programme of familiarization visits and briefings continuing during the period of this report.  

7.6 The VAAC continues to receive e-mail alerts of SO2 emissions from the SACS service 
(http://www.sacs.aeronomie.be/). 

7.7 The VAAC Wellington website remains available at http://vaac.metservice.com/. 
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8. FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS 

8.1 Following on from its experience during the Cordon Caulle event in 2011, and on-going 
dialogue with other VAACs regarding best practices, MetService has undertaken a review of resourcing 
for VAAC Wellington. This has led to specific recommendations to increase resources in forecasting, 
modelling and observing systems to ensure a sustainable capability to meet both industry and ICAO 
expectations. Consultation has been undertaken with the New Zealand CAA and the major airlines 
operating in New Zealand. Feedback has been generally positive, and a final proposal is expected to be 
presented to the New Zealand airline representative body in March, with a view to implementation from 
1 July 2013.  

8.2 As part of the proposed increase in investment in observing systems, MetService is 
proceeding with installation of a new X-band data reception and processing system for polar-orbiting 
satellites, which is expected to be commissioned in February 2013.  

8.3 The expansion of MetService’s Doppler weather network is continuing, with the next 
(and last) radar planned to be commissioned in the Northland region in mid-2013. This programme will 
have increased the network from four to nine radars between 2007 and 2013. 

9. ACTION BY THE IAVWOPSG 

9.1 The IAVWOPSG is invited to note the information in this paper. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

— END — 


