The Next Five Disasters
Katrina was only a precursor to the destruction that lies ahead.
By Chris Bushnell
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AREA: PACIFIC NORTHWEST
EVENT: MOUNT RAINIER AWAKENS
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Each year, more than two million tourists visit Mount Rainier National Park to camp in its 200,000 acres of wilderness, climb its 14,410-foot summit and ski on its majestic slopes. Few realize that they’re treading on ground zero for one of the United States’ most devastating impending natural disasters. 

“We’ve got a number of volcanoes in the Cascades that have been active within the last few hundred years and which certainly have the potential for erupting again, really at a moment’s notice – you know, at any time,” says Tom Pierson, geologist with the U.S. Geological Survey’s Cascade Volcano Observatory. “Mount Rainier would be one of those.”

An eruption of Mount Rainer would include lava flows like those that scientists have discovered from past Rainier eruptions – flows that stretch more than nine miles from the volcano’s peak. In and of themselves, these scalding rivers of molten rock will be the least of our worries. What’s far scarier is the prospect of a massive, eruption-triggered lahar that travels more than 60 miles per hour down the side of the mountain.

“Lahars can be directly triggered from the eruptions because there’s a lot of snow and ice on the surface [of Mt. Rainier],” says Pierson. “You dump out a bunch of hot rock and have it flow over all that snow and ice, you’re gonna produce a lot of water from melting snow, and mix it with the rock to form devastating lahars.”

The largest mudslide the world has ever seen occurred on Mount Rainier 5,600 years ago. The Osceola Mudflow dumped 10 billion cubic meters of mud over more than 200 square miles. Six other massive lahars have occurred since then. The most recent happened only 600 years ago and didn’t require an eruption to begin. With a 4.5 billion cubic meter glacier resting atop Rainer, lahars that stretch more than 50 miles are not unimaginable, which puts the city of Tacoma at risk of being submerged in mud, trees and volcanic ash.

An eruption of Mount Rainier would also produce a pyroclastic flow, an enormous cloud of superheated rock fragments that blasts miles into the sky and flattens everything for miles in all directions. The volcanic ash, also known as tephra, could easily get caught in a wind pattern that carries it towards Seattle. A tephra fallout there would result in massive water contamination and lead to water shortages that far surpass those seen in Spokane after the 1980 eruption and tephra fallout from Mount St. Helens.

And then there’s the fact that Mount Rainier is one day going to collapse.

“Rainier is a little bit different than some of the others because it is one of the older volcanoes. It’s had thousands and thousands of years when very acidic gasses and fluids have been able to circulate up through the rock on the volcano itself, causing chemical reactions that affect the rock and weaken it, basically turn hard rock into clay,” says Pierson. “Recent studies have shown a big chunk of the upper western flank of Mount Rainier looks pretty rotten and unstable.”

Unlike a volcanic eruption, which might give warning signs days or sometimes weeks before a catastrophic event, Rainier’s eventual collapse will offer no time for evacuation.

“A big chunk of this western flank will just one day suddenly let go. And this would be totally without warning,” says Pierson. “There would be no precursor that we could pick up on and [the collapse] has the potential for sending a massive lahar down to populated valleys where upwards of 60,000 people now live. … This will definitely happen someday, we just don’t know when.”

