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New Zealand military set for risky
mission to retrieve bodies from volcano

WHAKATANE, New Zealand: New
Zealand’s military will embark on a risky
dawn mission to retrieve eight bodies from
the still-active White Island volcano, officials
said yesterday, as pressure from distraught
victims’ families mounted.

Teams will move in “shortly after first
light” today, deputy police commissioner
Mike Clement said, despite volcanologists
warning that the chances of another signifi-
cant eruption in the next 24 hours had risen
to 50-60 percent.

“They will go on to the island and they
will make every effort to recover all of the
bodies” and transport  them to mi l i tary
frigate HMNZS Wellington anchored off the
coast , he  sa id . With  the  he lp  of  drone
flights and helicopter pilots who were near
the volcano immediately after the eruption,
authorities have located six of the eight
bodies on the island.

Recovering the six wil l  be a priority,
Clement said.  A geologist will be on hand
sifting data in realtime to determine whether
another eruption is imminent and whether the
mission needs to be aborted.

“The risk is not gone,” Clement said. “Of
course I’m going to worry tonight. People are
putting themselves on the front-line to do the
right thing... our thoughts and our prayers
and our love will be with them.”

The number of people believed to have
died in Monday’s disaster now stands at 16.
That includes the eight people thought to be
still on White Island — among them New
Zealand tour guide Hayden Marshall-Inman.
His brother Mark Inman has epitomized fami-
lies’ frustrations with stalled recovery efforts,
putting the delay down to “red tape, bureau-
cracy” and failed leadership, while offering to
go to the island himself.

A visibly anguished Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern earlier expressed empathy with the
families but insisted “everyone is desperate to
get those victims back.”

“We are all in exactly the same place and
wanting to make sure that as soon as possi-
ble, as soon as we can, that recovery opera-
tion begins.” After days of caution and focus-
ing on the risk to rescuers, police have indi-
cated they now see the recovery as a race
against time, and the longer the operation is
delayed, the less chance there is of returning
identifiable remains to grieving families.

‘Devastating loss’
On White Island poisonous gases are still

billowing from the volcanic vent and the
island is blanketed in a thick layer of acidic
ash. GeoNet vulcanologist Nico Fournier said
the dangers facing recovery teams if an erup-
tion occurred included magma, superheated
steam, ash and cannonball-like rocks thrown
from the caldera at supersonic speed.

While officials weighed how to recover
bodies of the dead, some 29 people — most-
ly tourists who had been on a day trip to see
the natural wonder — are still being treated
in hospitals  across New Zealand and
Australia, many in a critical condition suffer-
ing severe burns.

The survivors’ injuries were so severe

New Zealand doctors initially estimated
they would  need to  import  1 .2  mi l l ion
square centimeters (185,000 square inches)
of skin for grafts — although that was likely
to be revised down as victims were moved
overseas to ease the strain on hospitals.
Police said two people died in hospital
overnight, taking the confirmed number of
fatalities to eight.

Sydney high school Knox Grammar named
the latest fatalities as brothers Matthew and
Berend Hollander, saying their deaths were a
“devastating loss for our community.” It said
the boys’  parents, Barbara and Martin
Hollander, were still unaccounted for. A total
of 47 day-trippers and guides were on the
island when the blast occurred, hailing from
Australia, the United States, Britain, China,
Germany, Malaysia and New Zealand.

Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison
said one Australian was confirmed dead and a
further 10 were missing and presumed to
have perished. Canberra has sent three mili-
tary aircraft with specialist medical crews to
repatriate some of the survivors, with at least
12 Australians expected to be flown to burns
units in the country.

Malaysia previously said one of its citizens
had died in the tragedy, but a foreign ministry
official said yesterday the victim had in fact
survived and was in a critical condition. “The
victim will be flown to Australia for further
treatment,” the official said. British and US
officials said their citizens were among those
hurt. A coronial process has begun to identify
the eight confirmed dead but police said it
could “take some time.” — AFP

WHAKATANE, New Zealand: This handout photo taken on December 9, 2019 and provided courtesy of Lillani Hopkins through her Facebook
account yesterday shows a plume of ash rising into the air as the volcano on White Island erupts off the coast of Whakatane on New Zealand’s
North Island. — AFP

WELLINGTON: Tourists from the cruise
ship that was near the volcanic island in New
Zealand when it erupted arrived in
Wellington yesterday, many traumatized by
the deaths of co-passengers and others
recalling their brush with tragedy.

Royal Caribbean’s 16-deck cruise liner,
Ovation of the Seas, was docked at Tauranga
port on the Bay of Plenty, about 100 km (60
miles) from the volcanic White Island when it
erupted suddenly on Monday. Many tourists
from the cruise had booked tours to see the
volcano and were on the uninhabited island
when it started spewing steam and gas, with
ash plumes shooting 12,000 feet (3,658 m)
into the air.

At least eight people were killed and over
two dozen have serious burns. Another eight
people are missing and presumed dead,
buried under the ash on the island. It was not
clear how many of them were from Ovation
of the Seas. Australian John Bartley, one of
the passengers, said he was told by staff on
the cruise that two crew members and one
passenger died in the eruption, while about
23 were injured.

Calls and emails to Royal Caribbean

were not immediately returned. It said pre-
viously that passengers from its cruise were
on the island at the time and it grieved “this
tragic loss”, but gave no further details.
“The mood was pretty sad,” said Bartley,
52, a native of Sydney who was on the
cruise with his family.

“We feel so bad for these people. You
don’t expect to go on a holiday and not
return. We are very adventurous too and we
would have definitely gone on that volcano
tour. But we had a friend with kids so we
decided not to,” he said.

He and other passengers were in
Wellington on Thursday where the cruise
ship docked after being stranded in Tauranga
for two days. They were brought to the
downtown area where many visited restau-
rants, shopped or just sat around in the park
enjoying a sunny morning.

Many declined comment, saying the
experience was too traumatic. “A family just
10 rooms past us are still in the hospital,”
said Jim Karamanov from Adelaide, Australia,
who was on the tour with his wife Suzanne.
“We saw some police officers come around
to pick up their things from the room. It was
quite devastating,” he said.

He said after the news of the tragedy,
many passengers just spent their time hud-
dled in rooms or on the deck checking the
news on their phones. “It’s put a dampener
on everything. You feel ill,” said his wife,
Suzanne. — Reuters
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