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Abstract: Better and more detailed analyses of global human exposure to hazards and associated
disaster risk require improved geoinformation on population distribution and densities. In particular,
issues of temporal and spatial resolution are important for determining the capacity for assessing
changes in these distributions. We combine the best-available global population grids with latest data
on volcanoes, to assess and characterize the worldwide distribution of population from 1975–2015
in relation to recent volcanism. Both Holocene volcanoes and those where there is evidence of
significant eruptions are considered. A comparative analysis is conducted for the volcanic hot spots
of Southeast Asia and Central America. Results indicate that more than 8% of the world’s 2015
population lived within 100 km of a volcano with at least one significant eruption, and more than
1 billion people (14.3%) lived within 100 km of a Holocene volcano, with human concentrations in this
zone increasing since 1975 above the global population growth rate. While overall spatial patterns of
population density have been relatively stable in time, their variation with distance is not monotonic,
with a higher concentration of people between 10 and 20 km from volcanoes. We find that in last
40 years in Southeast Asia the highest population growth rates have occurred in close proximity
to volcanoes (within 10 km), whereas in Central America these are observed farther away (beyond
50 km), especially after 1990 and for Holocene volcanoes.

Keywords: population distribution; population exposure; spatio-temporal analysis; global disaster
risk; volcanoes; volcanism; significant eruptions; GHSL; Southeast Asia; Central America

1. Introduction

Volcanic eruptions are among the most powerful and destructive natural hazards on Earth, capable
of causing widespread human suffering and extensive economic losses, both from direct impacts and
through the disturbances to livelihoods arising from indirect or cascading effects (e.g., via disruptions of
air transport, through originating tsunamis, etc.) [1]. Severe eruptions can cause rapid global changes by
modifying weather patterns, disrupting climate, and, as in the past, induce mass extinctions of species [2].

Although moderate to large volcanic eruptions are infrequent, these are potentially high-consequence
incidents, especially for nearby populations due to lava flows, ash deposition, pyroclastic events, and
other phenomena [3]. Still, the 2010 eruption of Eyjafjallajökull volcano in Iceland demonstrated that
even modest eruptions in relatively remote locations can have global impacts [2,4]. Volcanic activity can
have a disproportionate effect on livelihoods and economy because of high systemic vulnerability [5].

Volcanoes located in densely populated areas, however, do not need to have powerful eruptions to
produce devastating effects. In such settings, even small- to moderate-sized eruptions may constitute
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severe threats, by generating multiple hazards which can affect areas from the immediate vicinity
up to hundreds of kilometres distance (for detailed discussion see [6,7]). In a study of past disasters,
residents make up the largest number of fatalities [7].

Beyond their destructive power, volcanoes and volcanic activity can also benefit humans and their
livelihoods. Among their major beneficial effects are the provision of nutrients to the surrounding soil,
favoring agricultural productivity—an important aspect in agrarian societies—but also economic activities
such as resource extraction (e.g., Sulfur mining), tourism, and geothermal energy [2]. Such benefits help
to explain population concentrations in their vicinity. In addition, tropical volcanoes provide climatic
advantages relative to surrounding regions [8], which may have promoted human settlement and the
clustering of people. Such clustering in proximity to active volcanoes creates exposure levels with
changes that vary in space or time [9]. This exposure combines with existing vulnerabilities to generate
risk and the potential for losses. Evidence indicates that exposure of persons and assets in all countries
has increased faster than vulnerability has decreased, thus generating new risks [10].

Evaluating potential or actual human exposure for global disaster risk assessment is as essential
as it is challenging, being limited by the availability and quality of geophysical and socio-economic
data [11,12]. As a result, previous estimations of human exposure were typically conducted for small
areas and without a temporal dimension, or merely approximated with coarse population geoinformation
(~1 km grids). However, the rapid increase in exposure of population and assets is currently a major
driver of growing disaster risk [13], requiring adequate global geoinformation layers depicting the
distribution and densities of population. Such geoinformation is valuable throughout the emergency
management cycle, but for timely and efficient response it should be prepared and made available
beforehand [14]. After a disaster event, the quality and granularity of population data have a direct effect
on response and lives saved [15]. Although global population grids have been produced since the 1990s,
they have suffered from some issues which limit their usability [16,17]. Among these are their coarse
spatial resolution, incomplete discrimination of settlements (especially smaller ones), and the use of
dichotomous maps of built-up in their construction. Also, for change detection and analysis, a coherent
and robust spatio-temporal production model is required to allow objective comparisons.

Concerning volcanic risk, [18] highlight that risk elements are on the rise, most notably population
exposure. The shifting focus of urbanization from developed to developing countries taking place in
recent decades is also increasing global exposure to natural hazards, including volcanism [6]. Volcanic
activity remains a constant threat globally and the number of people at risk from volcanism is rising
with increased urbanization and population growth [2,6,7,19]. However, volcanic risk analysis and
assessment at the global scale is not as advanced as for other hazards such as flooding, earthquakes
and tropical cyclones [5], being limited by the availability and quality of data [20], especially regarding
their consistency and detail. Similarly to earthquakes, volcanic eruptions are difficult to mitigate
technologically [21], in that the hazard component can hardly be decreased by human action. While
expected losses may be lower than those from other hazards at a global scale, in affected regions,
they can be very significant. Since 1950, an average of 31 volcanoes have erupted each year [1], and at
any one time at least 20 are erupting [22,23]. Given this context, major gains to disaster risk reduction
are to be obtained through reductions in vulnerabilities and especially in exposure, requiring improved
assessments of these components.

1.1. Potential Global Population Exposure to Volcanic Hazard—Narrowing Data Gaps

Several assessments of potential worldwide population exposure to volcanic hazard have been
conducted using globally-available population grids, e.g., [3,8,24,25]. However, most such studies are
now relatively outdated, or use coarse population geoinformation. Often, assessments are based on
data that are neither open nor free.

Small and Naumann [8] in their landmark work quantified human proximity to both Holocene
and historically active volcanoes for 1990, but underlined that the spatial resolution of population
data used (GPWv2) imposes limitations on the analysis and is not adequate for detailed assessment of
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potential volcanic risk. Ewert and Harpel [19] have proposed a Volcano Population Index (VPI) to make
objective estimates and comparisons of the number of people at risk from volcanic hazards. Within a
given radius of a volcanic vent, the index quantifies one component of risk—population—from one
volcano to another. The authors have noted that the 1-kilometer grid size of the population grid used
(LandScan) was the principal limiting factor in making precise estimates of population at risk [19].
The Population Exposure Index (PEI) [24] is one of the prominent indices used in assessing volcano
risk. It is based on the population within 10, 30, and 100 km of a volcano, which is then weighted
according to evidence on historical distributions of fatalities within a given distance from volcanoes.
The PEI is divided into seven levels, from sparsely to very densely populated areas. The authors
have stated that the main drawback of such methods is that they rely on a number of parameters
having high uncertainty or that are simply unknown for many volcanoes. This limits application
of the method mainly to those with good historical records [26]. As a simpler and more direct way
to compare different volcanoes or volcanic areas, [26] has proposed a volcanic risk coefficient (VRC)
using the number of people that may be affected by the maximum expected eruption as a main
variable. In addition to the estimation of this specific hazard information, this still requires detailed
and comparable population distribution data.

Common to all these efforts is the need for up-to-date and spatially-explicit population distribution
data, which are globally-consistent and have sufficient resolution to support detailed analyses and
comparisons. This is especially important as databases of locations and features of potential volcano
hazard (i.e., GPV) are also subject to frequent revisions and updates, thereby inviting parallel
re-assessments of global and regional potential population exposure.

Improved modeling and mapping of global population distribution can be achieved with remote
sensing imagery and methods, which have been evolving towards a more detailed, objective and
independent data source on the human presence on the Earth surface [27]. The multiscale synoptic
perspective is considered one of the core strengths of remote sensing when it comes to questions
of urban and socio-economic development and in regards to the closely interlinked disaster risk
domain [28]. In the specific case of population exposure to volcanic hazard, [7] point out that “moderate
resolution satellite imagery, such as that provided by the Landsat series, could provide more spatially
explicit quantifications of settlement patterns in the vicinity of potentially active volcanoes. More
recently, [29] advocates for full exploitation of rapid, large-scale data collection based on remote
sensing, while also stressing that dissemination of exposure data is key to empowering end-users and
communities and for allowing and encouraging risk evaluation.

1.2. The Contribution of the Global Human Settlement Layer (GHSL) to DRM

The recent application of new cost-effective, automated and fully replicable data classification
methods (e.g., symbolic machine learning) to contemporary open and free global satellite imagery
collections have enabled the emergence of a new generation of geospatial data derived from remote
sensing, led by the Global Human Settlement Layer (GHSL) [30]. These developments allowed the
global mapping of built-up areas and settlements with unprecedented spatio-temporal detail and
accuracy [30–32], under a set of pragmatic requirements and principles summarized in [33]. Among
other uses, these new datasets are providing an effective contribution to population disaggregation
and other population distribution modeling efforts, especially due to a combination of:

• Semantic robustness and interoperability
• Currency of data
• Spatial detail
• Global coverage
• Temporal depth
• Provision of open and free data
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GHSL’s enhanced spatio-temporal mapping of buildings and density of built-up areas offers a
suitable proxy for the location of people and, as such, is being used to improve the disaggregation of
census data into derived population grids [34–38].

From its inception, development of GHSL was driven by requirements for post- disaster and
post-conflict damage, needs and reconstruction assessment, including refugee camps and temporary,
rapidly-changing human settlement monitoring [39]. Therefore Disaster Risk Management and
Reduction is a major field of application of GHSL data, and among the uses of its population distribution
grids (GHS-POP) are the baseline estimation of multi-temporal exposure to global hazards [40,41]
and assessment of impacts from climate hazards [42], including the current and future projections of
risk of river flood [43] (https://www.efas.eu; http://www.globalfloods.eu), and support to creation of
risk indices for management for humanitarian crises and disasters (e.g., INFORM—Index for Risk
Management (http://www.inform-index.org).

The GHSL layers and especially population distribution data enable conducting more updated,
refined, and longitudinal assessments of population potentially affected by different types of natural
hazards [41], including threats posed by volcanoes [44]. Due to their characteristics, it is expected
that these new population data can further advance, update, and detail assessment of population
distribution in the vicinity of active volcanoes and contribute to enhance estimations of potential
exposure to this type of hazard.

In this article, we aim to characterize with unprecedented detail the changes in the distribution of
human population in proximity to historically active volcanoes, focusing on the last 40 years. We do
that by combining detailed geospatial grids of global population densities for the 1975–1990–2000–2015
period with the latest data on distribution of volcanoes on Earth, considering both Holocene volcanoes
and those having significant eruptions. We investigate the recent evolution and current distribution of
population in relation to historical volcanism and discuss how overall potential population exposure
and density patterns have been varying with distance. More detailed attention is dedicated to Southeast
Asia and Central America, where concentrations of people in vicinity of volcanoes are greater than in
other volcanic regions. This work details and updates preliminary research done by [44] and shows
the value of using the more recent datasets in future assessments of volcanic risk.

2. Materials and Methods

In Section 2.1, we present and discuss the datasets used, including a description of the production
and features of the global population grids that made this study possible, and the global datasets of
volcanoes. In Section 2.2, we present the methodology that was applied for assessing global population
distribution in relation to historical and significant volcanism.

2.1. Data

2.1.1. Global Population Distribution Grids 1975–2015

In order to assess population distribution in relation to distance to volcanoes, we have used
population grids for 1975, 1990, 2000, and 2015 produced in the frame of the Global Human Settlement
Layer (GHSL) project. These grids (GHS-POP), reporting the distribution and density of total resident
population per 250-m cell, are created by using maps of density of built-up areas [32] for matching
epochs as proxy for disaggregating best-available population estimates [35].

GHS-POP is based on population estimates provided by CIESIN’s Gridded Population of the
World (GPW) v4.10 for matching periods [45], with national figures adjusted to UN World Population
Prospects [46]. CIESIN collects and integrates the most recent and finest resolution census data
available, and the CIESIN-GPWv4.10 input dataset includes the latest round of censuses (2010–2011)
and comprises more than 12 million census or administrative units, with average spatial resolution
varying widely by country.

https://www.efas.eu
http://www.globalfloods.eu
http://www.inform-index.org
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The GHS-POP population grids effectively harmonize and increase the resolution of this variable
in space and time by using consistent ancillary data and methods. Among the specific methodological
features of these grids are:

(i) the use of a single spatially and temporally-explicit proxy (built-up areas from GHSL);
(ii) this proxy is mostly of higher spatial resolution than census data and is derived with a

consistent approach;
(iii) the employment of a simple, transparent and consistent methodology for population disaggregation.

GHS-POP is also unique among current global population grids in that cell values represent both
counts and densities of population, by using as native projection the World Mollweide equal-area
projection. The latest release of GHS-POP used in this study (made publicly available in 2019), mitigates
important shortcomings of previous population grids by improving representation of distributions
along coastlines and critically revising areas declared as ‘unpopulated’ but where significant evidence
of human habitation existed [27]. Therefore GHS-POP is especially suited for supporting Disaster Risk
Management (DRM) tasks by refining distribution of resident population to known places of human
shelter and activities (i.e., buildings), where most people spend the majority of their time.

Due to these characteristics and given that GHS-POP is currently the only global dataset that
spans the last 40 years with comparable, detailed, open, and free data on distribution of population in
settlements, it allows investigating population distribution in proximity to volcanoes in this period.

2.1.2. Global Geographical Distribution of Volcanoes

The proximal analysis of population was conducted considering two widely used global datasets
of volcanoes, available online: the Holocene Volcano List v. 4.7.6 (Volcanoes of the World 4.7.6.) of the
Smithsonian Institution’s Global Volcanism Program (GVP) [47] and the NOAA Significant Volcanic
Eruption Database [48], this one also based on GVP.

The Holocene Volcano List (HV in this article) is a global listing of volcanoes believed to have
been active during the Holocene period (the last ~10,000 years). This database includes information
on the latitude, longitude, elevation, type of volcano, and last known eruption. The HV database is
frequently updated and v. 4.7.6 used in this work includes 1432 volcanoes, of which 118 are submarine
volcanoes and 83 correspond to volcanic fields.

The Significant Volcanic Eruption Database (SV in this article) is a global listing of over 500
significant eruptions. The current version used here lists 826 eruptions for 265 volcanoes. This database
includes information on volcanoes (i.e., latitude, longitude, geographic location, elevation, type of
volcano), their eruptions (date of eruption, the assigned Volcanic Explosivity Index (VEI) and associated
events, such as tsunami and/or earthquake), and impact (fatalities, estimated economical damage, etc.).
A significant eruption is defined as one that meets at least one of the following criteria: caused fatalities,
produced moderate damage (approximately 1 million USD or more), had a Volcanic Explosivity Index
(VEI) of 6 or larger, caused a tsunami, or was associated with a major earthquake [48]. Figure 1 shows
the global distribution of volcanoes from the above databases that were considered in this study.
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2.2. Assessing Global Population Distribution and Volcanism

We analyzed global population distribution as a function of distance to volcanoes in 1975, 1990, 2000,
and 2015, using the 250 m population grids (GHS-POP) for the respective epochs. Using GIS software,
population distribution was analyzed up to a radial distance of 100 km from volcanoes, by buffering each
volcano in 1 km steps and conducting zonal analysis of population grids. Given the global scope of this
analysis and the challenges involved with measuring accurately both distances and areas (impossible in
same cartographic projection), and the fact that population grids are produced in equal-area projection
(thus representing both counts and densities), we devised the following procedure:

(1) Calculation of distance buffers from volcanoes in World Equidistant Cylindrical projection;
(2) Merging the resulting buffers by distance (i.e., dissolve by distance function);
(3) Re-projection of the distance buffers to World Mollweide projection;
(4) Rasterization to the working grid (i.e., 250 m World Mollweide aligned with the GHS global grid),

and calculation of landmass surface and population counts per each buffer in World Mollweide.

This approach tries to minimize distortions in distances, areas, and population counts.
The considerable effort expended to maintain the accuracy of underlying databases is an aspect
that is absent (or omitted) from previous global analyses [3,8,24,25], therefore constituting a relevant
new feature of the current analysis.

For discussing the results, four distances from volcanoes were selected as being especially relevant:
10, 30, 50, and 100 km. Aspinall et al. [24] adopted 10 and 30 km in their PEI proposal. Moreover,
10 km is a frequently used distance for evacuation after moderate to large eruptions. Regarding the
50 km mark, [7] have identified that close to 100% of volcanic fatalities registered have occurred within
this distance from volcanoes. 100 km is considered relevant as a maximum distance from volcanoes
for assessing the direct effects of volcanic eruptions, since lethal pyroclastic flows and surges [49],
and lahars [50] may occasionally extend to these distances. Among twelve destructive phenomena
associated with volcanic eruptions, it is estimated that seven can potentially reach such a distance [6].
Given the observation by [8] that higher population densities in Southeast Asia and Central America lie
in closer proximity to volcanoes than in other volcanic regions, we conduct a more detailed analysis of
results for these regions. As in that work, volcanic regions are considered to be those with a significant
number of persistently active volcanoes.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Global Population Distribution from 1975 to 2015 in Relation to Volcanism

This section presents and discusses the global distribution of population from 1975 to 2015 in
relation to volcanism, considering both overall population in each period and annual growth rates by
distance to both HV and SV. While the first part focuses on significant distance ranges up to 100 km of
volcanoes, a second part analyses the specific spatio-temporal patterns of population density within
50 km of volcanoes in more detail.

Table 1 shows total accumulated population within selected distance ranges (radial distances)
from Holocene volcanoes (HV), for each period considered. Results show that the total population
living in proximity of Holocene volcanoes (HV) is very significant and that this amount has been
increasing steadily in last 40 years. In 2015, more than 1 billion people, 14.3% of the global population,
are estimated to live within a range of potential direct impact of volcanic eruptions (i.e., within 100 km).
Close to 60 million people are estimated to live within potential evacuation range worldwide (i.e.,
within 10 km).

Table 1. Population (in millions and as percentage of World total) by radial distance from Holocene
volcanoes (HV) in 1975, 1990, 2000, and 2015.

1975 1990 2000 2015

Distance (km) Pop. [106] % Pop. [106] % Pop. [106] % Pop. [106] %

10 29 0.7 41 0.8 49 0.8 59 0.8
30 176 4.3 243 4.6 284 4.6 340 4.6
50 301 7.4 415 7.8 489 8 592 8.1
100 566 13.9 751 14.1 870 14.2 1054 14.3

Global 4061 100 5310 100 6127 100 7349 100

Concerning population growth rates in vicinity of Holocene volcanoes (HV) (Table 2), these are
generally decreasing with time, accompanying global population trends. These rates were especially
high from 1975 to 2000, and were increasing with proximity to HV. However, despite slowing down
with time, rates in vicinity of HV were largely above the global average in all periods.

Table 2. Compound annual growth rate of population by radial distance from Holocene volcanoes
(HV) for each time interval.

Distance (km) 1975–1990 1990–2000 2000–2015 1975–2015

10 2.29 1.76 1.27 1.78
30 2.19 1.58 1.19 1.66
50 2.17 1.64 1.29 1.71
100 1.90 1.48 1.29 1.57

Global 1.80 1.44 1.22 1.49

Tables 3 and 4 refer to variation of population within selected distances of volcanoes with
significant eruptions (SV). Results show that this population has also been increasing steadily and
amounts to 616 million in 2015, or 8.4% of global population. Also very significant are the 21 million
people living within 10 km of these volcanoes.
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Table 3. Population (in millions and percentage of World total) by radial distance from volcanoes with
significant eruptions (SV) in 1975, 1990, 2000, and 2015.

1975 1990 2000 2015

Distance (km) Pop. [106] % Pop. [106] % Pop. [106] % Pop. [106] %

10 12 0.3 16 0.3 18 0.3 21 0.3
30 87 2.2 115 2.2 130 2.1 150 2
50 169 4.1 222 4.2 254 4.1 297 4
100 333 8.2 444 8.4 515 8.4 616 8.4

Global 4061 100 5310 100 6127 100 7349 100

Regarding population change with distance bands, growth rates are lower than in proximity to
HV. Also differently from HV, population growth has been generally decreasing with time but also
with proximity to SV volcanoes, except for the closest distance band (10 km). Only in the period
1975–1990 did population in these areas increase above the overall growth rate, having dipped below
the global rate in the most recent period. In the period 2000–2015, population growth in these areas
dipped below global growth, especially closer than 30 km from volcanoes. This may be related to:
(i) the specific demographic trends of the countries and areas where SV volcanoes are located and/or
(ii) with an increased awareness of the threat posed by these volcanoes and limitations to settlement in
their vicinity.

Table 4. Compound annual growth rate of population by radial distance of volcanoes with significant
eruptions (SV) for each time interval.

Distance (km) 1975–1990 1990–2000 2000–2015 1975–2015

10 1.90 1.43 1.03 1.45
30 1.82 1.28 0.96 1.36
50 1.86 1.36 1.05 1.43
100 1.94 1.48 1.20 1.55

Global 1.80 1.44 1.22 1.49

Figures 2 and 3 show overall global cumulative population as a function of radial distance to
Holocene volcanoes (HV) and volcanoes in Significant Volcanic Eruption Database (SV), respectively,
for each period under analysis. The plots show that very large numbers of people live in proximity to
volcanoes, and that this presence has increased from 1975 to 2015. Concerning HV, while 100 million
people would be spread over a radial distance of 20 km in 1975, the same amount were concentrated in
a radius of only 13 km in 2015.

This has noteworthy consequences for the variation of population densities in space and time,
as shown in Figures 4 and 5.
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Eruption Database (SV), in 1975, 1990, 2000, and 2015.

Differently from some previous analyses (e.g., [8]), we have considered all volcanoes listed in the
databases regardless of their type or location, as e.g., submarine volcanoes may still affect populations
on land upon erupting, as many are located in proximity to inhabited areas. This is especially relevant
for remote archipelagos (such as Tonga, French Polynesia, Solomon Islands Guam, Hawaii, Mariana
Islands), where potential exposure and risk is typically overlooked in global analyses and where DRM
poses specific challenges. In fact, we think this may be a ‘hidden’ source of potential exposure and
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risk that should deserve more attention in future research. Of 118 submarine volcanoes in the HV list,
76 have documented eruptions.
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Figures 4 and 5 show the average population densities (over land) by radial distance to volcanoes.
These charts show that relatively high population densities occur in the vicinity of all volcanoes,
especially of those with significant eruptions (above the overall global densities over land, which
are 27 and 49 people/km2 in 1975 and 2015, respectively); and these densities increase sharply
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away from volcanoes but in very close proximity, especially from SV, in whose vicinity densities
are significantly higher. Moreover, while maintaining the overall pattern, those densities have been
increasing considerably since 1975, particularly in the period 1975–1990. However, it is at a distance of
10 to 20 km from Holocene volcanoes that the absolute increase in population density has been greatest
(additional 75 persons/km2), from 1975 to 2015.

In all periods, population density generally increases with close proximity to volcanoes, peaking
at around 15–20 km away, and then decreases sharply in their immediate vicinity, but still maintaining
relatively high densities. This sharp decrease may be due to presence of steep slopes, volcanic activity,
or enforcing of exclusion zones for settlement. This pattern is even more striking for volcanoes with
significant eruptions (SV), where overall population densities are higher (up to 270 people/km2),
with obvious implications for exposure, risk analyses, and potential impacts. This pattern is dissimilar
from the monotonically decreasing densities reported by [8]. This difference may be the outcome of
sharper analyses enabled by the characteristics of the new population grids, i.e., effective disaggregation
to built-up areas and higher spatial detail.

These results further detail, revise and update previous estimates, such as that of reference [1] that
states “ . . . at present, more than 800 million people in 86 countries live within 100 km of a volcano that
could potentially erupt (GVM, 2014a)”, and that “ . . . over 29 million people worldwide live within
just 10 km of active volcanoes, and around 800 million people live within 100 km” [25]. Likely reasons
for such disagreement include their reliance on conceptually different population grids (e.g., LandScan
versus GHS-POP), and their reliance on older census data. Also, LandScan does not depart from or
aim to model distribution of residential population, from which population living in proximity can be
estimated with more confidence, but instead maps ambient population.

Sources of Uncertainty

As with all global data, both the volcano datasets and the population grids are affected by error
and uncertainty. This analysis is performed using a 250 m population grid, which also makes it
sensitive to uncertainty in spatial precision. The uncertainties in GHS-POP mostly result from the
quality and reliability of censuses and the capacity to fully detect built-up in diverse landscapes using
heterogeneous Landsat image archives [32]. Such issues typically worsen with temporal distance from
the current period (for a more detailed discussion, see reference [27]. Despite the mitigation procedures
implemented in the production of the current population grids, some issues remain unsolved in global
population data, which should not be used for pixel level assessments.

Issues of spatial accuracy and precision also affect the GVP datasets in which volcanoes are
represented through points (coordinate pairs), and a single point frequently refers to a group of volcanoes
or craters (e.g., volcanic fields) or giant calderas (e.g., Yellowstone, USA); for some of these, due to their
size and extent, an areal feature (polygon) would be a better representation for the potential hazard source.
Also, the geographical coordinates (decimal degrees) are often coarse with precision sometimes limited to
the first decimal, which corresponds to a real world precision of about 5.5 km. This is clearly insufficient
for detailed analyses in close proximity to volcanoes. This vagueness and low spatial precision reduce
accuracy and discourage more detailed analyses. These and other uncertainties introduce limitations for
studies: while these are usually mitigated when aggregated assessments such as this one are conducted,
they can become apparent when analyses are carried out for individual volcanoes or at very fine scale
(e.g., very close proximity).

3.2. Population Distribution from 1975 to 2015 in Relation to Volcanism, in Southeast Asia and
Central America

This section analyzes in more detail results for two important volcanic regions, Southeast Asia and
Central America. The first region comprises the countries of Indonesia, Philippines, and East Timor,
while the second includes Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica,
and Panama. Figure 6 shows location of Holocene volcanoes in these regions and the selected distances
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under analysis. SE Asia and Central America together represent 40% of the total global population
living within 100 km of volcanoes, but with different contributions and patterns of population by radial
distances (Table 5).ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 20 
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Table 5. Population (in millions and percentage of region total) by radial distance of Holocene volcanoes
(HV) and volcanoes in Significant Volcanic Eruption Database (SV) in 1975, 1990, 2000, 2015, in Southeast
Asia and Central America.

1975 1990 2000 2015

Dist. (km) HV SV HV SV HV SV HV SV

Southeast Asia
10 11 (6.6%) [4 (2.5%)] 18 (7.3%) [7 (2.8%)] 22 (7.5%) [8 (2.9%)] 27 (7.4%) [10 (2.9%)]
30 73 (42.5%) [42 (24.2%)] 109 (44.6%) [59 (24.3%)] 129 (44.3%) [69 (23.7%)] 153 (42.5%) [81 (22.4%)]
50 118 (68.4%) [80 (46.2%)] 171 (69.9%) [113 (46.1%)] 202 (69.6%) [132 (45.4%)] 243 (67.7%) [157 (43.6%)]

100 143 (82.8%) [132 (76.2%)] 207 (84.9%) [189 (77.4%)] 247 (85.1%) [225 (77.4%)] 301 (83.7%) [272 (75.8%)]
Region 173 (100%) 244 (100%) 290 (100%) 359 (100%)

Central America
10 6 (7.1%) [2 (3%)] 8 (6.9%) [3 (2.7%)] 9 (6.8%) [3 (2.5%)] 11 (6.4%) [4 (2.3%)]
30 29 (35.3%) [11 (14.1%)] 40 (34.6%) [16 (13.9%)] 47 (34.1%) [19 (13.8%)] 57 (32.8%) [23 (13.4%)]
50 41 (50.3%) [22 (27%)] 56 (49.1%) [30 (26.4%)] 67 (48.3%) [36 (25.9%)] 81 (46.7%) [43 (24.9%)]

100 57 (70.6%) [44 (53.9%)] 81 (70.3%) [60 (52.2%)] 97 (70%) [71 (51.2%)] 120 (69.4%) [86 (49.7%)]
Region 81 (100%) 115 (100%) 139 (100%) 173 (100%)

In SE Asia the population within 100 km of HV has increased from 143 million in 1975 to 301
million in 2015, representing 84% of the region’s inhabitants. In Central America the population
within this distance increased from 57 million in 1975 to 120 million in 2015, comprising 69% of the
region’s inhabitants. Especially striking in SE Asia are the 10 and the 27 million people currently
living within 10 km of SV and HV, respectively, accounting for almost half of the global population
within this range of recently active volcanoes. This short distance is especially problematic in small
inhabited islands which are completely contained within this range, where fast evacuation can be
particularly challenging.

However, while in SE Asia the share of total population within 100 km of HV has increased (albeit
slightly) between 1975 and 2000, in Central America this value has been decreasing, and even more so
when SVs are considered.

Concerning the annual growth rates of population by radial distance of HV and SV, Table 6 shows
important differences between and within these regions.

Table 6. Compound annual growth rate of population by radial distance of Holocene volcanoes (HV)
and volcanoes in the Significant Volcanic Eruption Database (SV), for each time interval, in Southeast
Asia and Central America.

1975–1990 1990–2000 2000–2015 1975–2015

Dist. (km) HV SV HV SV HV SV HV SV

Southeast Asia
10 3.05 [3.15] 2.10 [2.16] 1.36 [1.34] 2.17 [2.22]
30 2.66 [2.37] 1.69 [1.49] 1.15 [1.05] 1.85 [1.65]
50 2.48 [2.32] 1.71 [1.59] 1.25 [1.15] 1.82 [1.7]
100 2.51 [2.44] 1.77 [1.74] 1.32 [1.29] 1.88 [1.83]

Region 2.34 1.75 1.43 1.85

Central America
10 2.14 [1.67] 1.67 [1.31] 1.07 [0.84] 1.62 [1.27]
30 2.21 [2.25] 1.75 [1.84] 1.21 [1.28] 1.72 [1.78]
50 2.19 [2.19] 1.74 [1.74] 1.24 [1.19] 1.72 [1.7]
100 2.31 [2.13] 1.88 [1.71] 1.41 [1.27] 1.86 [1.7]

Region 2.34 1.91 1.47 1.91

While in SE Asia the highest growth rates have occurred in close proximity to HV and SV volcanoes
(within 10 km), in Central America the strongest rates are observed farther away (beyond 50 km),
especially after 1990 and for HV. Also, whereas in SE Asia much of this growth has occurred at rates
well above the regional ones between 1975 and 2000 (especially for HV), in Central America increases
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stayed below regional rates for all distances and periods, suggesting that areas more distant from
volcanoes were favored for settlement.

While explaining the observed variations is beyond the scope of this paper, we can offer some
hypotheses for the underlying causes:

(a) Pressure for space in a context of relatively weak planning, causing settlement to encroach on
volcanoes (overall average population densities are much higher in SE Asia than in Central America);

(b) More recent dates of eruptions and variations in risk perception.

Additional research is needed to test these and other hypotheses that may explain
settlement patterns.

Regarding variation of population densities in these regions in proximity of HV and SV, Figures 7
and 8 show some differences. For both volcano sets, population densities are generally higher in
SE Asia, especially in 2015 where these can be more than twice those in Central America (HV).
In SE Asia, population densities increase faster with distance from HV and remain relatively high
(>400 persons/km2) up to 44 km away. Beyond 4 km, density surpasses the overall mean for the region
(78 and 163 persons/km2 in 1975 and 2015, respectively). There is a pronounced peak in densities
around a distance of 18–22 km that has intensified since 1975. Because this is essentially a mountainous
landscape, this may also reflect the average distance of valley floors (or the mid-distance between
consecutive mountains), where conditions for settlement are more favorable. Figure 9 illustrates the
situation in 2015 in the Island of Java (Indonesia), showing the locations of Holocene volcanoes, main
cities, and the population distribution.ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 20 
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Regarding SV volcanoes (Figure 8), in Central America densities increase dramatically up to
6–8 km and remain high up to 16 km, decreasing markedly after that distance. SE Asia displays a
similar proximal pattern for both HV and SV, with very high densities observed around 20 km from SV
(700 people/km2) and remaining high until 50 km away.

These results suggest that the overall settlement patterns observed, although specific for each
region, were mostly defined prior to 1975, especially in Central America. These spatio-temporal
patterns of settlement have consequences for DRM. This analysis confirms and characterizes increases
in the exposure of population. Due to the large size, densities, and trends of population potentially
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exposed to volcanic activity, coupled with structural vulnerabilities, SE Asia and Central America
constitute hot spots of exposure and risk. In both regions, the high densities of inhabitants in the
immediate vicinity of volcanoes poses widespread challenges for DRM, in particular for evacuation
though also the sheer scale of response and recovery operations can become quite daunting in case of
large eruptions. In this context, effective monitoring of volcanic activity, emergency preparation and
early warning can significantly reduce local risk and potential impacts from eruptions.

Furthermore, these new population data and results have implications for exposure indices, such
as the VPI [19] and PEI [24]. Due to their reliance on and sensitivity to population distribution data,
such indices should use the latest population grids available and be regularly updated to accurately
reflect the current exposure and risk situation.

4. Conclusions

Where human population grows there is an increasing pressure to settle on more hazardous
areas, including in areas subject to volcanic activity. Active volcanoes generate diverse hazardous
phenomena which can affect populations in their immediate vicinity but also farther away. Volcanic
eruptions are not yet influenced by human activity nor can their time, location, or magnitude be
mitigated by human capacity and ingenuity. Therefore, the available approaches for effective DRR
are risk estimation, monitoring, awareness raising, implementation of impact mitigation measures,
and preparation for events. These require detailed knowledge of potential human exposure through
improved geoinformation on population distribution and densities, in space and time.

As a contribution to this effort, we have characterized globally the geographical distribution of
human population with proximity to historically active volcanoes, and its recent evolution from 1975
to 2015. We have combined recently produced detailed and multi-temporal geospatial grids of global
population densities with the latest data on distribution of Holocene volcanoes and those with evidence
of significant eruptions. This analysis updates and refines earlier estimates and introduces a previously
unavailable spatio-temporal dimension to analysis of human settlement in proximity of volcanoes.

We find that population is not evenly distributed across geographical space around volcanoes and
that concentrations have been increasing since 1975. Results concerning the overall global situation
indicate that in 2015 more than 600 million people (8.4% of total) lived within 100 km of a volcano with
at least one significant eruption, and more than 1 billion people (14.3% of the total) within that distance
of a Holocene volcano. This last amount has increased by 1.57% per year since 1975, above the global
population growth rate for the period. Especially significant have been the growth rates and total
population living within 10 km, which in 2015 totals 59 million for Holocene volcanoes and 21 million
for those with significant eruptions. Almost half of this population lives in Southeast Asia. Population
densities in vicinity of volcanoes are also higher than global average densities, and those have been
increasing with time in last 40 years. We find that overall spatial patterns have been relatively stable
in time but that their variation with distance is not monotonic, with density generally increasing
with proximity to volcanoes, peaking at around 15–20 km away, and then decreasing sharply in their
immediate vicinity.

Despite both regions having high potential exposure to volcanoes, we find differences between
Southeast Asia and Central America: in SE Asia the share of total population within 100 km of HV has
increased (albeit slightly) between 1975 and 2000, and the highest growth rates occur in close proximity
to HV and SV volcanoes (within 10 km); in Central America the share of population within 100 km of
HV and SV has been decreasing, and the strongest rates are observed farther away from volcanoes.
In inhabitable land, especially in fertile tropical climates, volcanoes seem to have exerted a noticeable
‘pull-and-push’ effect on humans that contributed to determining the specific settlement patterns we
currently observe.

Not only do these more detailed and comprehensive analyses update and revise earlier estimates
and findings, but they also enable monitoring of patterns and detection of changes with time.
This work also illustrates how emerging open and free geospatial datasets can narrow gaps in
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population distribution data and knowledge for supporting Disaster Risk Management and Reduction
activities. In this domain, these new population grids could benefit a global volcano warning system,
by improving estimation of potential human impacts [18]. In case of volcanic eruption preparedness,
such geo-information could be used for baseline evacuation planning and estimation of resources
needed for adequate response. While this work has focused on volcanism, these population grids can
also be combined with any type of hazard, enabling improved modeling and analyses throughout the
emergency management cycle.
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