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ABSTRACT 
 

 Traditionally, observations of seismic, hydrologic, or fumarolic activity 
have proven useful in volcano monitoring. Since volcanic activity almost 
inevitably produces deformation and gravity changes before, during, between 
and after the events, geodetic techniques are now included, in the light of the 
IAVCEI’s recommendations regarding routine monitoring. They are proving 
to be a powerful tool in the monitoring of volcanic activity by detecting 
anomalies sometimes months or weeks before the magma flow leads to 
earthquakes or other eruption precursors. The Canary Islands, with a 
population of about 1.8 million people, are located less than 100 km from the 
African continent. Despite being on a passive margin, they are a volcanic 
archipelago with a long-standing history of volcanic activity that began more 
than 40 m.y. ago. At least a dozen eruptions occurred on the islands of 
Lanzarote, Tenerife, and La Palma between 1500 and 1971. This is a typical 
case in which the volcanic monitoring system must be carefully designed. The 
system must be efficient, but must also make full use of existing facilities and 
have acceptable installation and running costs, in line with the current level of 
activity. This paper describes a proposal for the geodetic monitoring system in 
Canary Islands using terrestrial and space techniques. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
One of the main tasks facing volcanologists studying an active volcano 

area is to define the most suitable instrumental monitoring system, a task that 
is particularly difficult in the absence of recent activity (see e.g., Fernández et 
al., 1999). The task not only involves the technical optimisation of the 
monitoring systems, but also their economic and scientific profitability. Major 
improvements have been made to hazard monitoring systems in recent years, 
but today they are still not fully reliable (Yu et al., 2000). Traditionally, 
observations of seismic, hydrologic, or fumarolic activity have proven useful. 
(see e.g. Sigurdsson et al., 2000). Other techniques that are being evaluated 
are those based on electromagnetic phenomena (se e.g. Araña et al, 2000). 
Also, in some volcanoes visual monitoring is being included via video 
cameras, radar or thermal image (Tárraga et al, 2001). Seismic observation 
involves placing a number of sensors around the volcano and sending their 
data to an analysis centre where they are recorded and processed (Quaas et al., 
1995). Seismic monitoring can be useful for locating volcanic and tectonic 
sources, and for evaluating the evolution of volcanic events in time. 
Moreover, many approaches have tried to forecast volcanic unrest on the basis 
of geodetic measurement considering the widely known fact that volcanic 
activity causes deformations and gravity changes before, during, after and 
between eruptions (see e.g., Rhodes and Lockwood, 1995; Rymer and Brown, 
1989; Fiske and Shepherd, 1990; Dvorak and Dzurisin, 1997; Pingue et al., 
1998; Fernández et al., 1999; Sigurdsson et al., 2000; Owen et al., 2000; Yu et 
al., 2000; Jenzsch et al., 2001; Fernández et al., 2001a, b). Following the 
IAVCEI recommen-dations on routine monitoring, geodetic measurements are 
being used more and more extensively in active volcanoes and are proving 
capable of supplying reliable information about precursory effects. Thus 
geodetic monitoring complements seismic monitoring, extending the study of 
volcanic phenomena from seconds to years and supplying details of the 
development of shallow magmatic bodies (Stein et al., 2000). Therefore, 
given the existing diversity of geodetic techniques and the precisions 
attainable, nowadays they are a powerful tool in monitoring volcanic 
reactivation. 

New space geodesy techniques such as Interferometry Synthetic Aperture 
Radar (InSAR) (see e.g., Massonnet and Feigl, 1998; Bürgmann et al., 2000; 
Hanssen, 2001) and permanent GPS observation (see e.g., Bock et al., 1997; 
Sagiya et al., 2000; SCIGN, 2002) have also been tested and proven to be 
highly useful in detecting ground displacements, and the former at a 
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reasonable cost. InSAR uses radar images taken by satellite, such as those 
supplied by the European Space Agency (ESA) ERS satellites. 

Broadly speaking, the biggest volcanic eruptions are associated with 
polygenetic volcanoes, in other words, central volcanoes or strato-volcano 
with recurrent eruptions in the same volcanic structure, in which cases the 
region to be covered with monitoring techniques is very well defined. 
However, it is harder to predict future eruptions when they are not limited to a 
specific volcano but to a broad volcanic region (see e.g., Fernández et al., 
1999). This is the situation in the Canary Islands, Figure 1, where there is an 
active stratovolcano, the Teide (Tenerife), and disperse monogenetic historic 
volcanism on different islands. 

 

Figure 1. Location of the Canary Islands (Romero et al., 2003).  
 

The Canary Islands are less than 100 km from the African continent and, 
despite being located on a passive margin, they are a volcanic archipelago 
with a long-standing history of volcanic activity that began more than 40 m.y. 
ago (see e.g., Araña and Ortíz, 1991). At least a dozen eruptions occurred on 
the islands of Lanzarote, Tenerife and La Palma between 1500 and 1971. The 
biggest danger of volcanic eruption that currently exists in the Canary Islands 
would be located in monogenetic strombolian volcanoes. 
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The Canary Islands are a typical case in which volcanic monitoring must 
be carefully designed. The system must be efficient, but at the same time must 
make the best possible use of all the existing facilities, with acceptable 
installation and running costs, according to the current level of activity on the 
archipelago. 

This gave rise, in 1999, to two research projects, “DECIDE-VOLCANO. 
Promotion of space technologies for supporting the management of natural 
disasters: Earth observation technologies for decision support demonstration” 
financed by the European Space Agency, and “Seismic and volcanic risk in 
Spain: Study of the application of new geodetic monitoring and interpretation 
techniques.”, financed by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Technology 
(Carrasco et al., 2000a,b; Fernández et al., 2002a; Romero et al., 2002a, b). As 
regards volcanic risk, one of the main objectives of these projects was to 
design a geodetic monitoring methodology that made use of terrestrial and 
space techniques in the Canary Islands. Moreover, for obvious financial 
reasons this methodology had to make the best possible use of the 
infrastructure already installed on the archipelago. These research projects 
focused on the islands of Lanzarote, Tenerife and La Palma, which are 
deemed the most active islands at present. The results obtained in these 
projects, which will be described below, have given rise to new perspectives 
in the geodetic monitoring of volcanic activity on the archipelago. 

 
3.  PREVIOUS GEODETIC MONITORING 

 
The National Geographical Institute (IGN) has installed a large amount of 

geodetic infrastructure on the Canary Islands, albeit not for monitoring 
purposes (Caturla, 1996; Blanco et al., 2000). This infrastructure, which is to 
be found on all the islands, includes a large number of geodetic vertices, high 
precision levelling itineraries and geodetic networks, as well as several 
permanent GPS observation stations in La Palma and Tenerife (Quirós, 2002; 
F.J. González-Matesanz, personal communication, 2002) and the permanent 
GPS station at Mas Palomas, in Gran Canaria, IGS station (IGS, 2002). In 
addition to these permanent GPS stations, the Institute of Astronomy and 
Geodesy has installed a GPS station at the Lanzarote Geodynamic Station 
(García et al., 2002;Sevilla et al., 2002). 

Different gravimetric studies have also been conducted on the archipelago, 
mainly for structural research purposes, such as the pioneering works of the 
Sixties and Seventies (MacFarlane and Ridley, 1968, 1969; Dash and 
Bossard, 1969; Bosshard and MacFarlane, 1970; Sevilla and Parra, 1975) and 
those conducted at the end of the 20th century and start of the 21st (see e.g., 
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Vieira et al., 1986; Camacho et al., 1988; Camacho et al., 1991; Camacho and 
Vieira, 1991; Camacho et al., 1996; Montesinos et al., 1999; Camacho et al., 
1998; Ablay and Keary, 2000; Araña et al., 2000; Camacho et al., 2001), as 
well as observations of gravimetric tides (see e.g., Fernández et al., 1992, 
Arnoso et al., 2000). 

 All of this provides geodetic information, coordinates and accurate 
gravity values. Furthermore, different volcanic activity monitoring studies 
have been conducted, in particular on the islands of Tenerife, Lanzarote and 
La Palma, which are described briefly. 

 
3.1 Tenerife 

 
The 17-vertices geodetic micro-network installed in Tenerife at Caldera de 

Las Cañadas (Sevilla and Martin, 1986; Sevilla et al., 1986; Sevilla and 
Romero, 1991; Sevilla and Sánchez, 1996) has been observed with traditional 
terrestrial methods on different occasions since 1982 to detect possible 
deformations associated with volcanic reactivation. It was also used as a 
procedure for solving configuration problems, because is located to the south 
of the caldera, where there are two morphologically different zones, and the 
vertices are located in both of them. Also connected to this network are 
levelling profiles (Sevilla et al., 1996) that were installed in 1994 and have 
been observed various times using precision trigonometric levelling. 
According to the observations made from 1982 to 2000 in the micro-network 
and the profiles, there is no displacement (Sevilla, M.J., 2002, personal 
communication). 

Yu et al. (2000) conducted a theoretical study of this micro-network, 
clearly showing that it had to be extended to cover the whole island if it was 
to be used efficiently for monitoring purposes. See Rodríguez-Velasco et al. 
(2002b) for more details. 
 
3.2 Lanzarote 

 
The structural and geodynamic characteristics of Lanzarote, and the 

possibility of future volcanic activity led the Institute of Astronomy and 
Geodesy (IAG), in collaboration with the Local Government (Cabildo Insular) 
to install a permanent Geodynamic Laboratory on the island in 1987 
(Fernández et al. 1993; Vieira 1994). One of this Laboratory's chief objectives 
is to research the island's volcanic activity and the associated seismicity. The 
Laboratory, Figure 3, consists of four modules, three located in Cueva de los 
Verdes, inside the volcanic tunnel of the La Corona volcano, and the fourth in 
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Timanfaya National Park. Since 1987, the Laboratory has been fitted with 
different instruments that permit the continuous observation of deformations, 
gravity changes, sea level, rock temperature, etc. All the modules are 
connected to the Casa de los Volcanes, which sends the data via modem to the 
Institute in Madrid. None of the data collected by the Laboratory between 
1987 and 2000 have demonstrated any clear gravity change or deformation 
related with volcanic activity (Fernández et al. 1992; Arnoso et al. 2001a, b). 
 
3.3 La Palma 

 
In recent years, La Palma has been one of the most closely monitored 

islands of the archipelago. A geodetic network was set up and observed in 
1994, 1996 and 1997 with theodolite and EDM (see e.g., Moss et al., 1999). 
The initial 11-vertices network covered the system of faults that developed on 
the upper flank of Cumbre Vieja during the 1949 eruption. In 1997, the 
network was extended and reobserved using GPS, so as to incorporate the 
western flank and southern area of the island. The results obtained comparing 
the different campaigns are in the range of error of the techniques used. 
 
4.  NEW RESULTS 

 
The new research conducted in the context of the aforementioned projects 

has provided highly relevant results with regard to the monitoring of a 
possible volcanic reactivation in the Canary Islands. The results for each 
island are as follows. 
 
4.1 Tenerife 

 
In the framework of the aforementioned projects, InSAR was applied to 

the island from 1999 (Carrasco et al., 2000a,b; Fernández et al., 2002a; 
Romero et al., 2002a). using 18 images taken by ESA satellites ERS-1 and 2, 
for the period from 1992 to 2000. The Las Cañadas area interferograms 
revealed no deformation between 1993 and 2000 equal to or in excess of one 
cm, matching the results obtained from the existing traditional networks. 
However, when this technique was used to cover the whole island, it revealed 
deformations in two areas, see Figure 2 (Carrasco et al., 2000b; Romero et al., 
2002b). 
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Figura 2- Deformation zones detected using InSAR in Tenerife Island from 1992 to 
2000. (Fernández et al., 2002a) 

 

The first deformation is located in the Garachico zone, where an area of 15 
km2 in the Arenas Negras volcano lava flow sank approximately 10 cm 
between 1993 and 2000, while the second deformation was detected in the 
Pinar de Chío zone, where an area of 8 km2, located to the south of the first 
deformation, sank approximately 3 cm between 1993 and 2000. 

These results further emphasized the need to define a GPS network 
covering the whole island, with several objectives: the monitoring of 
deformations on the island, supplementing the radar observations, and the 
validation of the deformations detected. Therefore a main network formed by 
18 stations was designed, using geodetic vertices installed by the IGN, and 
with coordinates in the REGCAN95 system (Fernández et al., 2002b; 
Rodríguez-Velasco et al., 2002a, b), implemented by the IGN within the link 
between the Canary Islands and European control network EUREF. The 
permanent station in Santa Cruz de Tenerife was added to this network. In the 
area to the south of Garachico, the main network was densified for the 
purpose of verifying the deformations. The network, which is displayed in 
Figure 3, was observed in 2000 and 2001. The results (Fernández et al., 
2002b, Rodríguez-Velasco et al., 2002a, b; González-Matesanz et al., 2002) 
validated the deformation detected in Pinar de Chío. New observation 
campaigns will have to be conducted in order to compare the displacements 
found to the south of Garachico, mainly because the observations, in 
particular at the fourth order points used in the densification network, were 
not accurate enough. 
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Figura 3. GPS network in Tenerife (Fernández and Luzón, 2002). 

 
Vertical displacements in the form of collapses in excess of ten centimetres 

have also been found elsewhere on the island, such as the Retama geodetic 
vertex. The displacements have been found in areas where large amounts of 
groundwater have been drawn on the island (Government of Canary Islands 
and Cabildo Insular de Tenerife, 1989), so the two phenomena could be 
related to one another. Further research is required to ascertain whether indeed 
they are related, because if so, it could have major implications in the design 
of geodetic monitoring on the island, which should be capable of 
distinguishing between the different possible causes of any displacement 
measured on the island. 
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 However, these new techniques have served to design a new geodetic 
monitoring methodology for the whole island, combining GPS and SAR 
observations, permitting effective detection of displacements. 
 
4.2 Lanzarote 

 
The Island of Lanzarote was studied with InSAR techniques to detect 

possible deformations using images taken by the  ERS  satellites from 1992 to 
2000 (Carrasco et al., 2000a, b; Fernández et al. 2002; Romero et al, 2002b). 
This study confirmed the stability of the long-term coherence due to the 
island's volcanic nature (Figure 4). 
 
 

 

Figura 4. Coherence image obtained using two images from 12Aug95 and 16Aug97 
and sketch map of Lanzarote island (upper left side of figure) showing the areas 
covered by the last two eruptions. The location of the different modules of the 
Geodynamic Laboratory are marked with CV (Cueva de los Verdes modules) and 
TNP (Timanfaya National Park module) (Romero et al., 2003). 
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 This result is very important because it warrants that InSAR can be used 
for the systematic monitoring of the island. 

The conclusion drawn after analysing the interferograms is that, during the 
period 1992-2000, there was no significant displacement that can be 
associated to volcanic reactivation on the island of Lanzarote, and this result 
tallies with those obtained in the Geodynamic Laboratory for the same period 
(Romero et al, 2002b). 

 
4.3 La Palma 

 
The InSAR study of La Palma was based on 6 radar images taken by the 

ESA satellites ERS-1 and ERS-2 from 1992 to 1999. No digital model of the 
terrain was available during this first stage, so only 3 interferograms were 
processed with those 6 images (Fernández et al., 2002a; Romero et al., 2002a, 
b). The analysis revealed no instances of deformation in excess of ten 
centimetres, although small deformations may be masked in the uncorrected 
interferograms. These results are consistent with those obtained through the 
observation of the existing geodetic network (Moss et al., 1999). 

Much of this island is covered by abundant vegetation, meaning that the 
coherence is not good enough. The areas of greatest coherence are in recent 
lava flows of the last eruptions located to the south of the island, see Figure 5. 
At present, a more comprehensive study is being conducted with a digital 
model of the terrain supplied by the IGN. See Fernández et al. (2002) and 
Romero et al. (2002a, b) for further details. 
 
5. PROPOSED FUTURE GEODETIC MONITORING SYSTEM 

 
Our results clearly show that adding InSAR as a new geodetic technique 

for monitoring volcanic reactivation in the Canary Islands enhances the 
likelihood of detecting possible displacements as eruption precursors by 
supplying images of very large areas of the different islands. In particular, it 
helps to solve the problem caused by the limited spatial coverage of the 
geodetic observations normally made on the archipelago. A reference geodetic 
framework for deformation studies could be established and maintained by 
defining and using a network of permanent GPS stations on the Canary 
Islands, in combination with the IGS system, and including the Mas Palomas 
station. There should be at least one permanent GPS station on each island to 
serve as a reference station in the observation of the networks defined on each 
island. 
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Figura 5. (a) Coherence and (b) interferogram obtained using images of the dates 
October 10, 1993 and August 20, 1995 (688 days of separation). Orthogonal baseline 
of 12 m. (c) shows a geological map of La Palma island. The higher coherence areas 
correspond to lava flows of last eruptions occurred in the island. (Fernández et al., 
2002a) 

 
 
It is also worth noting that neither of these techniques, InSAR and GPS, is 

totally efficient on its own in monitoring displacement: the consistency 
throughout the islands is not good enough to obtain accurate InSAR results, 
and at present the InSAR technique cannot be used to obtain the three 
components of the possible displacements; furthermore, GPS observations 
only provide specific point measurements. However, displacements can be 
detected efficiently when the two techniques are combined (see e.g., 
Fernández et al., 2002b; Rodríguez-Velasco et al., 2002a, b). 

Furthermore, theoretical and experimental studies (see e.g., Fernández et 
al., 2001a, b, c) have underscored the need for deformation and gravity 
change data to be available at the same time in order to correctly interpret the 
anomalies observed in volcanic environments, and also the need for the joint 
inversion of such data. Therefore it is obvious that gravimetric networks must 
be defined. Ideally, this should be done at two levels, starting with a network 
of regularly-observed absolute gravimetric stations, with one station per 

a b c
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island, and then defining a network to cover the whole of each island. If 
possible, the gravimetric observation should be carried out at the same GPS 
stations, providing accurate information about the coordinates and gravity 
changes at the same points, allowing on this way the srudy of possible gravity 
gradients with enough precision. Furthermore, the absolute gravity 
measurement stations should also be located in the same place as the 
permanent GPS stations. 

There follows a description of the monitoring methodologies proposed for 
the different islands, taking into account all these results and the conclusions 
of both projects, the use of the facilities already installed on the islands and 
the lowest possible cost. They do not include the permanent GPS station 
network or the absolute gravity station network, which would reinforce the 
proposed monitoring system if they existed. 

 
Island of Tenerife 

 
Tenerife would be monitored with the InSAR technique, using 6 images a 

year, this number having been chosen taking into consideration the 
deformations detected on the island. This technique would be supplemented 
with the simultaneous observation of the GPS network covering the whole 
island and a gravimetric network. The gravimetric network should coincide 
with the GPS network, permitting control of any altitude changes in the 
stations, which otherwise would be impossible. In periods without any clear 
activity, these networks would be observed every two or three years. At 
present, it will necessary to define network densifications in the deformation 
areas, similar to the one already defined that covers the areas of Pinar de Chío 
and to the south of Garachico, which should be observed more often, in 
principle once a year. 

Another issue that matters on the island of Tenerife, apart monitoring 
volcanic reactivation, is the aforementioned need to find out whether or not 
there is any displacement associated to the groundwater extraction. Once it 
has been determined whether any such relationship exists, the methodology 
proposed for the island will probably have to be reconsidered. 

 
Island of Lanzarote 

 
The Geodynamics Laboratory that already exists on this island could be 

used as the main tool, choosing the appropriate instruments and how to 
process the continuously recorded data. This would be supplemented with the 
InSAR, in this case only using 3 images a year, considering that no 
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displacement has been detected in the last ten years. It would also be 
necessary to define GPS and gravimetric networks similar to those defined for 
Tenerife, but with a longer observation period, perhaps 5 years, because the 
laboratory instrumentation would provide the first alarm. 

 
Island of La Palma 

 
On this island we would use InSAR, with 6 images a year, at least in the 

first stage until it has been clearly established whether or not there is any 
displacement on the island. This technique would be combined again with the 
observation of a GPS network covering the whole island and of a gravimetric 
network of similar characteristics to the previous ones. In principle, the 
observation frequency would be the same as on Tenerife. Once it has been 
determined whether or not there is any displacement on the surface of the 
island, the network observation frequency and number of satellite radar 
images per year would have to be redefined. 

 
Other Islands 

 
On the other Islands, and unless clear anomalies are detected, in principle 

we intend to use InSAR with 2 to 3 images a year, and to define gravimetric 
and GPS networks. In principle, these networks would be observed for 
approximately 5 years, unless any anomaly was detected by using InSAR or 
other monitoring techniques. Therefore a databank could be built for future 
scientist and monitoring purposes. 

 
6. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
To define the most suitable volcano monitoring system is a particularly 

difficult task in the absence of recent activity. It must take into account not 
only the technical optimisation of the monitoring systems, but also their 
economic and scientific profitability. Nowadays, and following the IAVCEI’s 
recommendations regarding routine monitoring geodetic techniques must be 
included in this monitoring system. Those techniques complements others, 
such as seismic monitoring, by extending the study of volcanic phenomena 
from seconds to years and providing details on the growth of magma bodies 
within the volcano. 

At least a dozen eruptions occurred in Canary Islands, on the islands of 
Lanzarote, Tenerife, and La Palma, between 1500 and 1971. This fact and the 
present activity makes it a typical case in which the volcanic monitoring 
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system must be carefully designed. In this paper we have described a proposal 
for the geodetic monitoring system in Canary Islands. This monitoring system 
has been developed on the basis of experimental results from different research 
projects and the application of theoretical analysis. This system uses terrestrial 
and space geodetic techniques (GPS, InSAR, gravimetry), and the existing 
geodetic infrastructure on the island installed either by the IGN or scientific 
establishments. 

Although this proposal is based on work carried out since the Eighties and the 
results obtained, it is not definitive and must be revised in line with any new 
results and information that are obtained or become available in the future. 
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