What's going on in Hawaii?
The volcano Kilauea on Hawai'i (The Big Island) is erupting now (May 20, 2018) and has been erupting since
May 4, 2018. Of course Kilauea has been active on a continuing basis since 1983 but now this volcano is
actively flowing lava into the ocean and causing the island of Hawai'i to grow larger at a very fast rate.

Of all of the principle islands of Hawaii the volcano Kilauea is located on the island called Hawai'i.
1. Describe the relative location of Hawai'i among the other Hawaiian Islands.
Here's a picture of Kilauea placement on the Island of Hawai'i (the Big Island).

2. Describe Kilauea's relative placement on the Island of Hawai'i.
We've listed the principle Hawaiian Islands according to their geological age. The age of the islands have
been approximated using a potassium-argon dating method. Kaua'i is the oldest island with an approximate
age of 5.1 million years (Ma).

Island

Kauaʻi
Niʻihau
Oʻahu
Molokaʻi
Lānaʻi
Maui
Kahoʻolawe
Hawaiʻi

Nickname

The Garden Isle
The Forbidden Isle
The Gathering Place
The Friendly Isle
The Pineapple Isle
The Valley Isle
The Target Isle
The Big Island

Age (Ma)

5.1
4.9
3.7–2.6
1.9–1.8
1.3
1.3–0.8
1.0
0.4

3. Geographically, can you describe the direction that the islands seemed to have been created over all
of those millions of years?
The current explanation of this southeastern evolution of the Hawaiian Islands is that the tectonic plate on
which the islands are situated is moving over a hot spot in the mantle of the earth.

4. For the islands to be evolving in a southeasterly direction, which way must the Pacific tectonic plate
be moving?

We love this picture of the
Hawaiian Islands because you can
see the shape of the undersea
base of the volcanic mountains
that make up the islands. This
map is shown in color and can be
enlarged on our site at
YummyMath.com.

https://pubs.usgs.gov/imap/2800/TDPback

View of the principle Hawaiian Islands and Lōihi volcano (still submarine). Prepared by Joel E. Robinson (USGS).

5. From the information that we've given you plus the rather large map on the last page of this activity,
you should be able to calculate the approximate rate of Pacific plate movement. We didn't want to make
you work too hard so we chose only 4 islands for you to use to calculate that rate. Work with partners to
give those calculations a try.

Island to
compare

Distances between islands using the map scale

Spread of years between
creations

Kauaʻi to
Oʻahu

5.1 Ma - 3.15 Ma =

Oʻahu to
Maui

3.15 Ma - 1.05 Ma =

Maui to
Hawai'i

1.05 – 0.4 =

Rate of movement

6. Have the islands evolved at a pretty constant rate?
There is one more active volcano along the Hawaiian-Emperor seamount chain (this is the ridge of mountains
that are mostly underwater and are only above sea level as the Hawaiian islands). That volcano is Lōihi.
Lōihi lies about 70 miles off the southeastern coast of Hawai'i. The top of the Lōihi volcano is about 3,000
feet below sea level. It's estimated that Lōihi will emerge as a new Hawaiian island in 10,000 to 100,000
years.
7. About how far do you expect that the Pacific plate will have moved by the time that Lōihi emerges
from the Pacific Ocean as a new Hawaiian island?

8. Do you expect that a long time ago there were more islands above the water then the 8 main islands
that we listed?
9. What do you notice about this map of the Hawaiian Archipelago?

Sources: https://www.cnn.com/2018/05/16/opinions/kilauea-forge-hawaii-fire-soldati/index.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawaiian_Islands
https://pubs.usgs.gov/imap/2800/TDPback.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lōʻihi_Seamount
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