
Remote Sensing for Active Volcano
Monitoring in Barren lsland, India*

Abstract
The Barren Island Volcano, situqted in the Andaman Sea of
the Bay of Bengal, erupted rccently (March, 1991) after a
prolonged period of quiescence of about lBB years. This re-
sumed activity coincides with similar outbreak in the Phil-
ippines and lapan, which are located in an identical
tectonic environment. This study addresses (1) remote sens-
ing temporal monitoring of the volcanic activity, (2) detect-
ing hot lava and measuring its pixel-integrated and sub-
pixel temperatures, and (3) the importance of svnn bands for
high temperature volcanic feature detection. Seven sets of
tw data acquircd continuously from 3 March 1991 to B luly
1991 have been analyzed. It is concluded that detectable
pre-eruption warming took place around 25 March 1991 and
volcanic activity started on 1 April 1991. It is observed that
high temperature features suc/r os an erupting volcano can
register emitted thermal radiance in SwIn bands. Calculation
of pixel-integrated and sub-pixel temperatures related to vol-
canic vents has been made, using the dual-band method.

Introduction
Volcanic eruptions are natural hazards that destroy human
property anillives, and leave a long-lasting impaci on the
environment by virtue of spewing Iarge quantities of carbon
dioxide and sulphur dioxide into the atmosphere. It is wor-
thy to study volcanic events through remote sensing tech-
niques, as the event provides a remarkable opportunity to
study the ongoing magmatism and the associated various
volcanologic features, thereby giving chances to deduce the
interior composition and structure of the Earth.

There exists only a limited opportunity for frequent
physical observations, gas and rock sampling, temperature
measurements, etc. at the Barren Island Volcano because the
area is quite remote from the mainland. It is especially inac-
cessible during the time of eruption and the monsoon sea-
son. Thus, the present work has utilized remote sensing
technology for studying the various features of the recent
volcanism on Barren Island, Temporal data analysis of Bar-
ren Island volcanic activity is an bxcellent example of the
surveillance capabilities of the satellite remote sensing tech-
nology.

0biectives
The study addresses (1) remote sensing temporal monitoring
of the volcanic activity; (2) location and mapping of new vol-
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canogenic products, such as lava, pyroclastic, and debris
flows; (3) detection of hot lava and measurement of its pixel-
integrated and sub-pixel temperatures; and (e) the impor-
tance of SwtR bands for high temperature volcanic feature de-
tection.

location of the Study Area
The Barren Island Volcano, situated in the Andaman Sea of
the Bay of Bengal, is the only known active volcano in India.
The island is 130 km east-northeast of Port Blair town (Fig-
ure 1) and covers an area of about 8,3 sq km. The study area
is covered by Survey of India topographic sheet no. BO FV15
and lies between latitudes 12" 75' and 12" 20' N and longi-
tudes 93" 48' and 93o 55' E.

Geology and Geomorphology of Barren lsland
The Baren Island Volcano, composed mainly of andesitic
rocks, formed about a million years ago due to submarine
volcanic activity. The satellite images shown in Plate 1 pro-
vide synoptic and multi-temporal views of the Barren Island
Volcano. The amphitheater-like landform with a dark-toned
inner rim is easily discernible. This is the breached caldera
with a diameter of about 3 km. Luxuriant vegetation on the
outer slopes indicates deep weathering and soil formation.
Within this, at the center of the island, occurs a small cinder
cone built of lava erupted during the last episode. A small
crater occurs on top of the cone. The cone rises from the sea
floor to a height of 311 m above mean sea level and is nearly
symmetrical in cross section with a circular base in plan

A. Bhattacharya
C. S. S. Reddy
S. K. Srivastav

National Remote Sensing Agency,
Hvderabad, Andhra Pradesh, India,

1293



TU I{'LTI*TE}IPORAI. D}TA AI,IAI"YSiS
OF BARREN ISI.,AI.ID \TOICAI{O

6 . : . 1 1 9 :  i ' ; E :  - S r  :  : . 9 . l l l l  + , t r F :  - E +

Plate 1. Co-re$stered multitemporal TM imagery of Barren
lsland. Refer above images as (a) 3 Mar 91, (b) 19 Mar
91, (c) 4 Apr 9!, (d) 24 Apr 91, (3) 6 May 91, and (f) 22
May 91.

Recent Eruption and Resulting Features
Based on the visual interpretation of digitally enhanced raw
data, mainly False Color Composite (Fcc) of bands 754, 654,
and 7+5, a generalized map of the area (Figure 2) has been
prepared showing various volcanic features. The older flows
and centrally located cinder cone that have formed during
the 1795 to 1803 eruption have been delineated by virtue of
their tonal differences from the surrounding rocks. They
have typical dark tones and are devoid of vegetation due to
the lack of development of thick soil which could support
plant growth.

However, recent lava flows have bright (light) tones on
thermal tR data because of their hot nature. The map also
shows the varying position and size of the vents that were
activated during the present episode. Two prominent parallel
fractures trending northeast-southwest, one of which passes
directly through the vent, have also been demarcated on this
map. Further, it could be inferred that these fractures are of
recent origin because they cut across lava flows that have
erupted during the last volcanic episode 1BB years ago.

As far as the lava flow is concerned, TMFcc [654 = RGB)
shown in Plate 2 (acquired on 6 May 1991) clearly depicts
the westward flow of the Iava towards the Bay of Bengal.
The lava did not reach the coast until 6 May 1991 and is
about 200 m inland from the sea shore. The image acquired
on 22 May 1991 (Plate 1fl though portrays a giant umbrella
cloud over the caldera, but actually it is dense smoke which
has been established through its digital numbers and the ab-
sence of cloud in the surrounding sea. The cauliflower-like
shape of the smoke plume along with the dense ash cover
seen throughout the island (due to which the vegetation has
very low reflectance in band 4) leads to the conclusion that
the eruption was of vulcanian type and was intensified dur-
ing the course of time.

Remote Sensing of Barren lsland
The Barren Island Volcano is covered in quadrant no. 1 of
path 133 and row 52 of Landsat 5 satellite and ltss-tt A1

view. Materials thrown in gas-generated explosions accumu-
Iate around the vent to form a steep sided cone'

In Plate 1a, the central cone and the surrounding lava
flows are clearly visible in dark tones and are conspicuous
due to the absence of vegetation. These are the volcanic
products that were formed during the last eruption (1795 to
f OOS; as reported in the memoirs of the Geological Survey of
India (cs!,-In 1795, the volcano erupted cinders and blocks
weighing a few tonnes. Enormous clouds of gases and vapors
were also generated. Sulphurous emanations on the wall of
the volcanb led scientistC to think that Barren Island had
gone into a solfatoric (waning) stage (Radhakrishnan, 1987).
ilowerrer, the recent eruption was quite unexpected and took
many geologists by surprise.
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FigUre 2. Map showing various volcanic features of Barren
lsland (1 - vent as on 6 May 97-, 2 - vent as on 4 Apr 91
and 20 Apr 91, 3 - older crater, 4 - lava erupted in 1991,
5 - lava erupted from 179F1803, and 6 - fracture).
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Plate 2. lmage acquired on 6 May 1991 showing westward
movement of lava flow.

Plate 3. Nighttime Fcc 567 : BGR acquired on 8 July
1991. Arrow indicates thermally radiant pixels.
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Figure 3. Wavelength dependence of thermal radiance of
black body.

scene of IRS-IA path 11 and row 60. Seven sets of ru data
acquired continuously from 3 March 1991 to B July 1991
have been analyzed. In addition to these data sets, several
TM scenes for the period June through October 1991, were
browsed but were found to be cloud covered. Smoke nlumes
could be detected on the IRS-IA Fcc. Thematic Mappei data
of 6 May 1991 showed only one anomalous pixel which was
thermally radiant enough to be registered in band 4. In addi-
tion, the ru night time pass (5 -193) acquired on B ]uly
1991, consisting of all seven bands, has also been analyzed.

SW|R Data for Volcanic Studies
Francis and Rothery (1987) and Rothery et o/. (1988) have re-
cently drawn attention to the potential use of Short Wave-

Iength Infrared (swn) satellite data for the detection and
monitoring of the thermal events at volcano sites. The S\MR
region of the electromagnetic spectrum ranges from 1.0 to 3.0
pm, which is also known as the reflected infrared region,
This region is commonly regarded as suitable for studying
the reflectance properties of vegetation, soils, and rocks.
Earth surface features, at normally prevailing temperatures,
emit very small quantities of radiation in this region and ra-
diate mostly in the thermal infrared region, where there is
negligible reflected solar radiation. However, certain terrian
features, such as an erupting volcano, have high tempera-
tures on the order of t000 oC and emit radiation in swR re-
gion as dictated by Planck's formula.

Figure 3 shows the thermal radiance at temperatures
ranging from 0'C to 1200 oC as a function of wavelength for
a uniform emissivity of 1.0. The boxes represent the band-
passes and operational range of radiance covered by the visi.-
ble, SWIR, and thermal In channels of the Landsat Thematic
Mapper sensor. It is evident from Figure 3 that rv bands 7
and 5 can be used to measure temperatures from 160 "C to
220"C and 250 oCto 420 'C, respectively, assuming that all
the at-satellite radiance is of thermal origin. Similarly, rv
bands 1 to 4 are capable of measuring pixel-integrated tem-
peratures from 700 to 1200 oC. Between the saturating levels
of band 5 and lower sensitivity limit of band e, there is a gap
in the coverage of pixel-integrated temperatures from 420 to
700'C. But we all know that thermal radiance at shorter
wavelengths is combined with solar radiance which is re-
flected by the surface. Therefore, in order to calculate the
temperatures from emitted SIMR, one has to account for the
reflected component. This was achieved as follows:

It is regarded that the volcanic rock surrounding the cra-
ter has the same reflectance in both the pre.eruption 3 March
1991 and during eruption 4 April 1991 to 6 May 1991 im-
ages. Then the reflected component can be roughly estimated
form the pre-eruption 3 March 1991 image. Thus, emitted ra-



diance of the thermally radiant target has been obtained by
subtracting the reflected component from the total detected
radiance during the eruption. For this purpose, the effective
near-nadir reflectance form both the surface and the atmo-
sphere has been calculated following the formula given by
Markham and Barker (1980).

lmage Regfstratlon
Raw TM data (geometrically uncorrected) sets formed the
basic dataset for further analysis. Image to image registrations
have been carried out taking 3 March 1991 data as the master
image, to which Iater dates were adjusted. This helped us to
calculate the reflected radiance of the volcanic rocks sur-
rounding the vent using the pre-eruption and post-eruption
(for non-thermally radiant pixels of fresh lava) data. Co-regis-
tration of images has also facilitated multi-temporal analysis.
Maximum care has been taken to ensure proper registration,
and the RMS error is as low as 0,22 in the pixel direction and
0.32 in the along line direction. For the purpose of resam-
pling, the nearesl neighbor algorithm has been used, which
hoeJnot alter original pixel values considerably in a small
image containing 128 pixets ly 128 lines. Plate 1 shows the
data sets after image to image geometric corrections have
been made.

Galculation ol Pixel-lntegrated Temperatures.
An AscII printout of digital numbers has been taken for a
small subiet window of 20 pixels by 18 lines covering the
vent area in all the data sets. The first step in temperature
calibration of the grey values is to convert the raw digital
numbers into spectral radiance. From the emitted radiance,
pixel-integrated temperatures have been calculated by using
Planck's formula, An emissivity value of o'B was used for the
temperature calculations using TM bands 4, 5, and 7.

The pixel-integrated temperatures should be regarded as
a minimum estimate of radiant temperature of the hottest
material in the pixel (Rothery ef o/., 19BB; Pieri ef a/., 1990)'
Thus, a small pbrtion of the pixel which is radiating at high
temperature is-averaged over the entire pixel area. This sub-
pixel temperature can be determined by the following
method.

Calculation ol Sub.Pixel Temperatures
Apparent (pixel-integrated) temperature,s and DN which
wbila be measured 6y the Landsat rM for a variety of vol-
canic features are given by Rothery ef o1. (1988). The same
pixel-inteerated temperatures were not found for any given

irixel in tilo spectral bands. This is due to the wavelength-
dependent relationship between radiance and temperature,
so that pixels which contain sub-pixel size radiant areas ap-
pear hoiter at shorter wavelengths. If-we assume that the
highty radiant proportion of the pixel is the same in each of
twi spectral bandi such as TM 5 and 7, then we can use this
relationship to determine the highly radiant proportion of a
pixel for which the derived temperatures are the same in'each 

band. This technique, known as the dual-band method,
was developed by Matson and Dozier (1981) and modified
and adopted for volcanic studies by Rothery ef o1. (1988), -
The duai-band method provides a means of estimating both
size and temperature ofhot areas which occupy less than a
complete pixel.

Results and Discussions
Thematic Mapper data obtained on 3 March 1991 do not
show any significant temperature anomalies related to the
volcanic-eruption. Thermal n data (Band 6) have shown cer-
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tain warm signatures. However, close examination of the
data revealed that they are due to strong solar illumination.
Thus, it seems that detectable pre-eruption warming had not
taken place by 3 March 1991. The data obtained on 19 March
1991 did not show any definite signs of eruption. However,
these data are of poor quality and partially cloud covered
which could be responsible for the lack of any detectable sig-
natures.

Clearcut indicdtions of the volcanic eruption can bo seen
from 4 April 1991 onwards until 8 fuly 1991 (later dates of
Landsat and ns passes until 30 October 1991 were cloud
covererd). Thus, the eruption took place sometime between
19 March and + April 1991. In order to further narrow down
the exact commencement date of the volcanic eruption,
AvHRR images acquired on a daily basis have been checked
back throufh a April 1991. This examination led to the iden-
tification of possible beginning of the event on 1 April 1991
and the pre-eruption warming beginning sometimo around
25 March 1991.

The ru data obtained on 4 and 20 April 1991 show
around 16 pixels saturated in Band 7. However, only six pix-
els are satuiated in band 5, indicating that the pixel-inte-
grated temperatures are more than 420'C in the central part
of the veni There are no detectable thermally radiant pixels
in band 4, which suggests that the pixel-integrated tempera-
tures are less than 7OO"C. Because the saturated pixels can-
not be used for finding the sub-pixel temperatures,
unsaturated pixels in band 5 and 7 adjacent to the core re-
gion have been hken to calculate the size and sub-Pixel tem-
peratures of the hot molten lava. For this purpose, the
background temperature of 2oo'C has been assumed (Roth-
ery et al.,19BB; Piere et o/., 1990) and the sub-pixel tempera-
tures have been calculated. The sub-pixel temperatures range
between 787 to BO7 oC for 4 April 1991 and 20 April 1991
and the hot proportion of the pixel varies between 0'0022
and 0.0026 corresponding to 1.98 and 2.34 sq m, respec-
tively.

The 4 April 1991 image clearly shows a thermal anom-
aly in bands 5, 6, and 7 which is located about six pixels
towards the south of the main vent, which was activated ini-
tially. This is interpreted as a magmatic precursor to the lat-
est volcanic eruption and forms the prime contribution of
this study. The ibove observation is clearly evident on the 6
May 199i image wherein the size and the position of the
vent have changed substantially. This clearly suggests the
presence of at least two vents which were activated in this
volcanic episode.

There are about 45 pixels saturated in band 7 and 1B in
band 5 on the 6 May 1991 data. In addition, one pixel is
thermally radiant enough to be registered in band 4, which
indicates a pixel-integrited tempeiature of at least 700 oC and
above. Thus, it seems that the volcanic activity was intensi-
fied during the course of time. Thick ash cover around the
cone and on the surrounding forests (Plate 10 further con-
firms the above observation. Dual band method indicates
sub-pixel temperatures varying between 637 to BB7 oC and
occupying a sub-pixel area of about 6.0 sq m,

All seven bands of the nighttime Landsat TM data ac-
quired on B July 1991 were analyzed and revealed thermally
iadiating pixels in bands 5, 6, and 7 [Plate 3). It can be con-
sidered il-ear evidence of the capability of short wavelength
infrared (swR) bands (TM 5 and 7) in detecting and monitor-
ing the high temperature geoenvironmental features, such as
the volcanic eruption of Barren Island in the present case. In
the absence of solar radiation at night, the signal recorded by
the sensors operating in swIR bands consists primarily of



thermal radiation emitted by the erupting volcano. Therefore,
it is p_ossible to calculate the pixel-integrated temperatures
directly without due regard to the reflected radiation.
- Th-e nighttime TM band S data obtained on B fuly 1991,

show about 120 thermally radiating pixels whereas band z
data show about 160 thermally radiating pixels. Thus, the
calculated- pixel-integrated temperatures iange from 265 to
392'C in band 5 and 152 to 281 'C in band 7. The dual band
method luggests a sub-pixel temperature for the vent as high
as 7777 'C radiating at 0.00095 proportion of a pixel. The 

-

temperatures of the freshly erupting lava usually range be-
tween 500 and 1400 "C (Radhakrishnan, 19BZ), which corro-
borates well with the results obtained in this study.
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