
28      Revista Española de Defensa April 2022

85 DAYS OF FIRE 
AND ASH

The Armed Forces have been integrated into the emergency 
 unit to assist those affected by the eruption  

of the volcano in La Palma

T HE Cumbre Vieja volcano in La 
Palma fell silent on 13 December 
2021, at 10.21 p.m. Eighty-
five days had elapsed since 
the beginning of its seismic 

activity on 19 September 2021 at 4.15 p.m. 
The eruption gave rise to the evacuation 
of 7,000 people; the destruction of 2,988 
facilities and homes; the damage of 370 
hectares of crops; a trail of 1,219 hectares 
of lava flows; the discharge of 200 million 
cubic metres of volcanic material, spewed 
out by six craters; 9,090 earthquakes; and 
73.8 kilometres of buried roads. “It’s all 
over”, Julio Pérez, the Councillor in charge 
of the Special Plan for Civil Protection and 
Emergency Response to Volcanic Risks in 
the Canary Islands (PEVOLCA), announced 
officially some days later, on 25 December, 
having complied with the preventive deadline 
proposed by the Scientific Committee. 
Throughout those four months, more than 
1,500 service members worked under the 
auspices of the PEVOLCA, mostly from the 
Military Emergency Unit (UME), but also from 
the Army, Navy and Air Force, who toiled 
relentlessly, even after the volcano’s activity 
ceased, alongside personnel from various 
civilian agencies, law enforcement agents 
and more than 500 scientists. “It all started 

in summer and ended almost in winter. It 
has been a volcanic autumn”, Pérez told the 
media on Christmas Day.

MILITARY EMERGENCY UNIT (UME)
After the four-month deployment in La 
Palma, the UME was demobilized on 
18 January 2022, one month after the 
end of the volcano’s seismic activity. The 
unit arrived on the island and joined the 
PEVOLCA just 26 minutes after the eruption 
began. Around 1,336 of its members 
participated in the emergency plan. They 
were distributed in different shifts and came 
from practically all the units that make 

up the UME: its headquarters, the five 
Intervention battalions, the Signal battalion 
and the Specialized Unit for Technological 
and Environmental Emergencies (GIETMA). 
Throughout the 121-day mission, the UME 
maintained a contingent of some 240 troops 
and more than 70 assets at all times, such as 
fire engines, water tankers and light vehicles, 
including the VELIRE reconnaissance vehicle, 
prepared for the detection, identification and 
sampling of chemical agents. The work of 
the men and women of the UME focused on 
tasks as diverse as monitoring the progress 
of the lava flows, thanks, in particular, to 
reconnaissance flights and the photographs 
taken from their RPAS Phantom 2 and 4. 
They also provided psychological support 
and helped in the evacuation of the victims 
and their subsequent return home, including 
the removal of their belongings. Dozens of 
families were able to return to their homes in 
the municipalities of El Paso, Los Llanos de 
Aridane and Tazacorte once the volcano’s 
seismic activity had ceased and the absence 
of toxic gases in the atmosphere had been 
confirmed. The Army also took part in these 
tasks, through the Command of the Canary 
Islands, with personnel from the 49th Infantry 
Regiment Tenerife and the 93rd Field Artillery 
Regiment of the 16th Brigade Canarias.
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More than 1,500 
service members 

participated in 
the crisis, most of 
them deployed on 

the ground
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Civilians aboard an LCM 1E landing craft coming from 
Tazacorte disembark in Puerto Naos.

Measuring gas levels and sulphur accumulation on the 
slope of the Cumbre Vieja volcano.

Personnel from the 
UME help move 

the belongings of a 
family able to return 

home after four 
months.

A member of the 
Infantry Regiment 
Tenerife removes 
ash from the roof 
of a house.
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The specialists of the GIETMA 
atmosphere control team, together with staff 
from the Spanish Geological and Mining 
Institute, supported by teams from the 
Army’s 1st NBC Defence Regiment, were 
in charge of measuring the levels of sulphur 
dioxide and carbon monoxide emanating 
from the volcano’s craters, as well as the 
levels of hydrochloric acid produced by 
the contact of the lava with the seawater. 
Before concluding their deployment in La 
Palma, the UME shared information with the 
Emergency Directorate on the functioning of 
the toxic gas measuring beacons they had 
used and the state of the infrastructures and 
communication routes that were damaged 
in their area.

As in their efforts to evacuate and get 
people back to their homes, personnel from 
both the Infantry regiment Tenerife and the 
93rd Field Artillery regiment also worked 
side by side, organised by platoons, with 
the members of the UME removing volcanic 
ash, in particular from the roofs and walls 
of facilities and their access points. In this 
regard, the Councillor for Works of the Los 
Llanos de Aridane town council, Francisco 

Leal, publicly recognized on 11 January that 
“the speed” with which more than 10,000 
tonnes of ash had been removed in the area 
of Las Manchas in just a month and a half, 
was thanks to “the collaboration of the UME 
and the Army”.

EL FUERTE MILITARY BARRACKS
Since the onset of the emergency, the Army 
set up 700 beds in dormitories and common 
areas in the Projection Support Unit El Fuerte 
and, in case of a mass evacuation —which 
never took place— members of the Logistic 
Group of the Brigade Canarias set up a 300-
bed deployable camp on the esplanade of 
the military barracks. In conjunction with the 
Red Cross and the Canary Islands Health 
Service, 680 evacuees were registered and 
underwent PCR tests in this barracks. At the 
same time, the staff at El Fuerte, reinforced 
by personnel from other units, also reporting 
to this Sub-Inspection and coming from 
different parts of the archipelago, assisted 
the victims who were temporarily staying 
at the facility while waiting to be rehoused 
in the homes of relatives or friends, 
hotels or hospitals, reaching peaks of up 

to 250 people. The unit also provided 
accommodation and support to over 200 
military members, mostly from the UME, 
who participated in the operation, as well as 
to some members of civilian agencies. Thus, 
during the crisis, the Projection Support 
Unit provided accommodation for more 
than 25,000 people in its facilities, including 
evacuees, members of the Armed Forces 
and aid workers.

Currently, at the request of La Palma 
town hall and the subsequent authorisation 
of the Ministry of Defence, El Fuerte is being 
used as a temporary base to accommodate 
the fleet of civilian vehicles which, in stages, 
began to arrive on the island by ship in 
mid-January to join the ash removal crews 
dedicated in particular to the recovery of 
communication routes.

NAVY
Following the eruption, and given the urgent 
need to supply water to the area affected by 
the lava flow, the Government Delegation in 
the Canary Islands requested support from 
the Ministry of Defence to transport material 
to La Palma. The Navy prepared the offshore 

Specialists from 
the GIETMA and 

the Geological 
and Mining 

Institute inspect 
the entrance, 

buried under lava, 
of a residential 

complex.

The El Fuerte 
military barracks 
served as a 
temporary shelter 
for those affected 
by the volcano 
during the first few 
days of the crisis.
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patrol vessel Tornado and on 11 October 
2021 carried the necessary material to 
install two desalination plants and guarantee 
irrigation, as the lava flow had destroyed the 
pipelines intended for this purpose.

That same day, the hydrographic 
ship Malaspina carried two ocean bottom 
seismometers (OBS) to be deployed in the 
vicinity of the island, thereby complementing 
the seismic stations deployed on land. 
Subsequently, the offshore patrol vessel 
Relámpago set sail to deploy ten more 
seismometers. 

The data obtained enabled the 
subsequent study of the eruption, improving 
the location of the earthquakes. In the 
second half of this year, the Navy plans to 
send a new ship to carry out a hydrographic 
survey of the eruption area.

Since land communication routes 
were blocked by lava flows, the town hall 
of La Palma also requested support from 
the Ministry of Defence to transfer farmers 
by sea from the port of Tazacorte to the 
banana plantations. The Navy, therefore, 
sent the Tornado with a reconnaissance 
team to study the conditions of the coast 

and the seabed. After confirming that 
Puerto Naos beach was viable for landing, 
the amphibious ship Castilla went to the 
area with four LCM-1E landing crafts, 
which remained on the island until 9 
February.

Over 3,000 farmers managed to reach 
the plantations aboard the boats, for which 
three daily round trips were established. 
“Every morning, between 80 and 90 
people boarded the boats, never more 
than 100, as required by COVID protocol, 
to keep safe physical distances on board”, 
explained Lieutenant Elena Villar, who was 
in command of the detachment.

OBSERVATION AND AIR OPERATIONS
From the start of the seismic activity, the 
Centre for Aerospace Observation Systems 
(CESAEROB) prepared a weekly monitoring 
report for the Military Emergency Unit, based 
on the radar images obtained by the Spanish 
Paz satellite, which facilitated keeping track 
of the evolution of the lava flows at all times. 
The document also included a specific study 
of the possible directions in which the lava 
flows could move based on the analysis of 
surface topography. The CESAEROB reports 
functionally to the Armed Forces Intelligence 
Centre (CIFAS) and, organically, to the Air 
Force. Air operations were also crucial in 
the emergency in La Palma. Personnel and 
assets were transported aboard Airbus 
A400M, CN-235 or C-212, both from the 
mainland and from the Canary Islands. 
Sometimes, these flights were not without 
difficulties, due to suspended ash and 
lava, as Defence Minister Margarita Robles 
recalled during her visit to the 46th Wing on 3 
January to thank its members for their work 
throughout the eruption of the volcano.

This unit also performed other tasks, 
such as the transfer of some thirty children 
from the Aridane valley to Gran Canaria in 
the first weeks of the emergency in order 
to take them away for some time from 
the tragedy they and their families were 
experiencing. Besides visiting the facilities at 
Gando air base, schoolchildren took part in 
putting together a solidarity calendar for the 
benefit of the victims of Cumbre Vieja.

In addition, at the beginning of the 
crisis, the Air Force deployed three Canadair 
CL-215 seaplanes from the 43rd Group in 
response to the risk of forest fires. Two of 
these aircraft immediately returned to the 
mainland and a third remained on the island 
for a longer period of time but was never 
used.Scientists assure that the Cumbre Vieja 
volcano is “dormant” and that the emergency 
persists, now at level 2, due to the risks 
associated with gas and ash concentrations. 
“The eruption of a volcano was an unlikely 
emergency, but we had a contingency 
plan in place”, said Commander Ángel Luis 
Fernández, operations commander of the 
UME in La Palma at the end of last year, 
referring to the fact that this was the first time 
the unit had participated in such a crisis. The 
rest of the Armed Forces who came to help 
the island’s population had never experienced 
a situation like this one either.

José Luis Expósito

The Armed 
Forces have 

supported the 
population by 

land, sea and air
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