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Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film 

Press Briefing: Key Themes 

Prepared by Ben Ireland, Scientific Advisor, GeoTenerife and MSc Volcanology, University of Bristol. 

“Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film:” critically explores the responses of authorities 

and experiences of the affected people before, during and after the 2021 Volcán de Tajogaite 

eruption on La Palma, Canary Islands. The aim of the documentary is to generate a 

constructive debate in the Canary Islands and further afield about how we respond to volcanic 

emergencies, and share lessons learnt that have been hard won in La Palma. We are 

especially keen to share these lessons learnt as some of the issues of the emergency 

response in La Palma were first identified in other volcanic emergencies over 25 years ago 

but have yet to be widely solved in volcanic regions. 

We are enormously grateful to all our collaborators who agreed to be interviewed, at the height 

of the emergency, to enable this to happen so key lessons for the future can be drawn not just 

in the Canary Islands but communities all around the world facing natural hazards of all kinds.  

The documentary looks specifically at the months of the eruption, September – December 

2021 as we felt it was imperative to record these intimate witness testimonies in real time to 

ensure we captured an honest account of the impacts of the eruption felt at the time as 

people’s recollection wane over time. If we want to be better prepared for any future event, 

capturing the stress and pressure of the ongoing emergency and its impact is vital for future 

emergency response planning. 

We start this discussion by considering 5 key themes relating to the eruption response. 

1. Communication 

Communication is the most critical aspect of a successful emergency response, but it is also 

one of the most complex. During any emergency, there is a small group of people (scientists, 

politicians, emergency managers) with an understanding of the emergency, who must 

communicate this knowledge to a much larger group (the public) to have a successful 

response. However, the dissemination of this information requires heavy consideration and 
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effective communication between a complex network of channels, as shown in the annotated 

figure below.  

The main issues of communication covered in Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film 

are the fact the volcano erupted on yellow alert level, misunderstandings about the estimated 

size of the eruption, examples of exaggeration and lack of context in some elements of news 

reporting and social media channels, and the lack of timely communication and trust about 

reconstruction. 

2. Trust 

Trust makes effective communication a lot easier, but it must be hard won. It requires effective 

action, transparency, keeping promises and empowering local communities through 

participation. For effective response, all groups (scientists, politicians, emergency managers, 

security forces etc…) need to be trusted by the population. Trust can also be gained through 

admitting mistakes and showing vulnerability. 

 

The main issue of trust covered in Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film concern 

unfulfilled promises concerning aid and the possibility of the misdirection of funds, due to 

promises of aid not been kept in previous disasters in the Canary Islands, such as Tropical 

Storm Delta in 2005, and the August 2021 forest fire in El Paso, La Palma. It also covers 

residents’ worries about not being listened to in reconstruction plans. 

3. Pressure 

Pressure is incredibly high during an eruption due to the lives and economic damage at stake 

as well as how rapidly the situation evolves, which can affect decision making. As the saying 

goes, it’s easy to put the world to rights over a cup of coffee. Emergencies never run perfectly 

and there will always be lessons to learnt, but whilst some missteps can be explained by 

pressure, some cannot. Furthermore, scientists can be harassed online by fake news, 

misinformation and concerned citizens which can add to their stress. 
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Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film illustrates the difficulty of working under such 

pressures by considering the impact of the 24/7 news cycle, simultaneously balancing 

physical, social and economic emergencies, and finally the impact of working with a very close 

and familiar population. We also ask how we can mitigate feelings of responsibility for those 

in charge to aid decision making. 

4. Preparedness 

Effective emergency response cannot happen without careful and thorough planning long 

before an eruption. Because of the uncertainties in our understanding of volcanoes, and the 

speed at which a volcanic emergency can evolve, plans must be flexible and dynamic, and 

above all we should prepare for the unexpected. In between eruptions and in particular soon 

after an eruption is the best time to reflect and learn lessons from previous eruptions and 

incorporate these into future emergency plans. Building resilience and preparedness can be 

achieved through updating emergency plans but also enhancing education and collaboration 

with local communities, politicians and scientists in between eruptions, which can also 

enhance trust and communication. The main aim of preparedness is that we should not make 

the same mistakes twice. 

 

Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film considers how the rigidness of the current 

emergency plans caused difficulties when the pre-eruptive phase advanced quicker than 

expected. It also explores how the eruption occurring further north (more urban and with 

different hazards) than expected affected the emergency response. Finally, we hear from 

residents of La Palma, volcanologists and politicians on changes that could be made to the 

emergency response plans to aid preparedness for a future eruption. 

5. Egos and collaboration in science 

For science to be most valuable to the public, it should be free, open and accessible to all, 

and serve the people as a first priority. Having multiple eyes on a dataset can also enhance 

the value produced from it. However, during an eruption which attracts such international 

attention such as in La Palma, which presents many scientific opportunities for international 
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scientists, care needs to be ta en to avoid ‘helicopter science’, where scientific wor  is carried 

out only for the benefit of the scientists and provides no information or benefit to local residents 

or scientists. 

 

Lava Bombs: Truths Behind the Volcano film explores how key collaboration was in providing 

an effective scientific response to the eruption, and how egos and inaccessible science can 

impact volcanic science response. 

 

 

 

 

 


