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The peak of confusion
The eruption of the Eyjafjallajokull volcano, a significant and unexpected event with serious worldwide implications, brought unexpected closure to UK airspace on 15th April 2010.

As industry, government and the EU sought to balance commercial risk with safety, confusion about the implications of the eruptions were spreading faster than the cloud of volcanic ash over the UK and much further afield. On the ground, airport staff and travel receptionists were the on the front line, facing angry and bewildered customers.

The flow of information from initial reports through to industry action and government announcements followed the curve (below) of: 
· rapid spike

· peaking 

· trailing off as solutions were implemented and the crisis began to subside.
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Is this the thought process that resulted in the government’s questionable “Dunkirk Spirit”?  Certainly a range of the emotions experienced by the stranded businessman, balancing the opportunity for a few days extra holiday with the consequences of not returning to work.

Too Many Cooks

But spare a thought for central planning. With such a variety of stakeholders with competing interests, it is commendable that a decision was reached at all. Safety was arguably the priority for all decision makers; the challenge was making a decision against the key limitation in any crisis: time.
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According to the Telegraph, The Met Office’s London Volcanic Ash Advisory Centre (VAAC) provided the volcanic ash warning, triggering the European ban. Matthias Ruete, the Commission’s director general of transport, reportedly criticised national air traffic authorities for relying on a single source (a simulation) for the ban and favours a US model where airlines make their own decisions, based on available evidence.

Beyond the computer simulations, how can you find out whether an aircraft can fly through volcanic ash without a serious accident, unless you actually do it? During a test, not only the aircraft itself but those living directly underneath its flight path are at risk. 

Capitalising on the Crisis

Although airlines reported a worldwide loss of over a billion dollars in revenue, for a few companies and individuals this particular cloud did have a silver lining.  Cisco Systems responded to the grounding of business executives by offering free use of their teleconferencing software, a gesture that, business benefits aside, generated considerable amounts of free publicity.
Always Have a Plan B

The stranded travellers who managed to get home by road, rail and sea were enacting their own contingency plans, or more often than not, making them up on the spot. Events from the London Marathon (going ahead) and the Iron Man 2 world premiere (cancelled) to the New Zealand International Comedy Festival (going ahead) had to react quickly when they were faced with the unexpected absence of critical personnel. 

If the Eyjafjallajokull volcano has a message for our modern interconnected lives, then it is a simple reminder: always have a Plan B. (And while you are at it, a Plan C and possibly D). 
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