
April 2010 marks the 10th Anniversary of the closure of Manchester Airport when ash 
clouds from the volcanic eruption of Eyjafjallajökull in Iceland caused enormous disruption 
to air travel across western and northern Europe. 

Although relatively small as volcanic eruptions go, neither phase of the eruption was 
unusually powerful, however the volcano's geographic location was to become a critical 
factor. It was the volcano's first major eruption since 1821, after which it lay dormant and 
forgotten until April 2010. 

MANCHESTER AIRPORT
The 2010 eruption of Eyjafjallajökull

Manchester Airport looking along Runway 23 Right. 
A series of aerial photographs taken by Paul Tomlin on 20th April, 2010.

Following the eruption on 14th April, controlled airspace of many European countries 
began closing down in response to concerns that volcanic ash would damage jet aircraft 
engines. While twenty countries closed their national airspace to commercial jet traffic, the 
no fly zones also included oceanic control areas, affecting trans Atlantic flights. Ironically 
the airspace of Iceland itself was hardly disrupted during this period, until a brief change in 
wind direction caused its main airport to be closed on the 23rd April.



Most airspace started to close from 15th April, however, in the days following there were 
brief windows free of the cloud at different locations which allowed a few aircraft 
movements. For example on 16th April a 30-minute window at Manchester allowed one 
aircraft to depart to Florida, which left empty as there was no time for passengers to 
board.  

Late on 19th April and early on 20th April, another short window of opportunity saw some 
flights take off from Scotland and north east England, but Manchester Airport, which had 
planned to open on 20th April, remained closed because of a new ash cloud.

Thomson and First Choice airliners parked up at Terminal 2. The Hilton Hotel is top left of picture,  
Bewley’s Hotel (now the Clayton Hotel) is top right along with the petrol station. 

The Airport’s rail station is centre of picture and lower down is the Radisson Blu Hotel.

After the initial complete shut down over much of northern Europe from 15th to 23rd April, 
airspace was subsequently closed in different parts of Europe over the following weeks on 
a more localised basis, as ash cloud paths were tracked in more detail.  

The London based Volcanic Ash Advisory Centre was responsible for providing information 
about the progress of the ash clouds in the form of Volcanic Ash Advisories (VAA). On the 
basis of which authorities made decisions about when and where airspace should be 
closed. For example on 16th April, 16,000 of Europe's usual 28,000 daily scheduled 
passenger flights were cancelled. By 21st April 95,000 flights had been cancelled. 



Weather patterns were closely monitored as additional eruptions continued into May, 
further disrupting air travel in Scotland and Ireland, notably on 4th/5th May. On May 9th 
ash clouds again closed airspace in Spain, Portugal, northern Italy, Austria, and southern 
Germany, with more air space closures once again affecting Irish and UK airspace on May 
16th.  

By 21st May the second eruption phase had subsided to the point that no further lava or 
ash was being produced. However it was not until October 2010, that the University of 
Iceland Institute of Earth Sciences, stated that the eruption was officially over, although 
the area was still geothermally active and might erupt again.

A view of Terminal 1’s Southern Front with parked and closed-up aircraft. Multi-storey car parks are full,  
given that owners were trapped abroad and could not get back to Manchester to retrieve their cars.

From 23rd April, the restrictions were lifted over much of Europe following the introduction 
of revised guidelines on volcanic ash density. After this date sporadic area closures 
continued, notably affecting the UK and Ireland, but not a total shut down as on previous 
days.  

Airports around the UK were deserted, though most staff arrived for work, airport 
operators and airlines were telling passengers to stay at home. It was notable at 
Manchester that main roads to the airport were mostly devoid of traffic, yet car parks 
including the multi-storeys were almost full, the result of owners being trapped abroad and 
unable to return to collect their vehicles. Over 300,000 passengers were hit at the height of 
the chaos with 110,000 holidaymakers stranded overseas.



Some military aircraft which flew during the period of closure suffered engine damage. On 
15th April Finnish Air Force F-18s on exercise flew into the ash cloud in northern Finland. 
Volcanic dust was found on the engines of three of the aircraft and a further inspection 
revealed extensive damage by molten glass deposits inside the combustion chamber of 
one of the engines.  

On 19th April, NATO reported finding molten glass in the engine of one F-16 as the result of 
flying through the ash cloud. On 23rd April RAF training flights were suspended following 
volcanic ash damage to the engines of a Typhoon. As a result, all unnecessary military 
flights were cancelled, except for identification flights to enforce sovereign airspace.  

Before the volcanic events of April 2010, aircraft engine manufacturers had not defined 
specific particle levels above which jet   engines were considered at risk. The general 
approach taken by airspace regulators was that if the ash concentration rose above zero, 
then the airspace was considered unsafe, and was consequently closed.

The Airport Operators Association estimated that airports lost £80 million over the first six-
and-a-half days stoppage, with 95,000 flights cancelled across Europe; later figures 
suggesting 107,000 flights were cancelled during an 8-day period, accounting for 48% of 
total air traffic and roughly 10 million passengers. IATA stated that the total loss to the 
airline industry was around £1.1 billion. Also affected were helicopter flights to off-shore oil 
and gas installations.



Early afternoon: deserted roads outside Olympic House leading to Terminals 1 and 3



(Above) Monarch and Thomas Cook parked on remote stands. (Below) Thomson and First Choice aircraft  
parked at Terminal 2. In the background the Airport’s coach operators are also at a standstill.



(Above) Terminal 1, Pier C with Monarch, Thomas Cook and Lufthansa aircraft closed-up. 
(Below) Terminal 3 features aircraft from Flybe, bmi Baby, easyJet, Brussels Airlines and bmi Regional.



(Above) a wider view of Terminal 3, with American Airlines B757 at the top of the line 
and two British Airways aircraft at lower left of picture. 

(Below) Terminal 1 Southern Front and Pier B. The new Control Tower is yet to be built.



(Above) aircraft parked on Terminal stands are closed-up and unattended. 
(Below) the cargo area is its usual hive of activity involving road transportation.



The April 2010 eruption of Eyjafjallajökull caused such wide spread economic difficulties 
that aircraft manufacturers were now forced to define specific limits on how much ash is 
considered acceptable for a jet engine to ingest without damage. On 21st April, the CAA, 
in conjunction with engine manufacturers, set new guidelines which allowed aircraft to fly 
when there are levels of volcanic ash between 200 and 2000 microgrammes of ash per 
cubic metre. These levels were declared by the manufacturers not to have safety 
implications if appropriate maintenance and ash inspection procedures were followed. 
From noon 18th May, the CAA further revised the safe limit upwards to 4 milligrams per 
cubic metre. Any airspace in which the ash density exceeds this limit is categorised as a 
No Fly Zone. 
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(Above) Early afternoon, normally a busy time of day, yet the absence of vehicular traffic  
on all main roads going to and from the airport is noticeable.
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