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A hazard is an event that places people in danger of injury, loss of life, or property damage. 
 

 
 
Some locations have more earthquakes than others. The interaction between Earth’s lithospheric 
plates makes plate boundaries the most active zones of change. Within the continental United 
States, our only plate boundary is the western edge of the North American Plate. The boundary 
between the Pacific and North American plates runs through California and then off the Pacific 
coast from Oregon to Alaska. 
 
Why are there more earthquakes on the West Coast: 
 
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
In earthquake prone areas, it is important for communities, towns, and cities to appropriately plan 
for earthquakes (while detection methods are getting better, earthquakes still occur relatively 
randomly, and a large earthquake has the potential to occur at almost any time). For example, 
seismologists have figured out that when seismic waves pass from solid rock into loose sediment, 
the shaking is intensified. A major earthquake in Mexico in 1985 did more damage in Mexico City 
than in Acapulco, even though Acapulco was closer to the epicenter. Acapulco is built on or close 
to solid rock. On the other hand, Mexico City is built on sediments of an ancient lake bed. Not 
only do thick sediments amplify the shaking of an earthquake, they also provide a less secure 
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foundation on which to construct large buildings. 
 
If you were building a house in an earthquake prone area, would you rather build it on sediment or 
solid rock? Why? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Seismologists sometimes say: “earthquakes do not kill people, buildings do.” People are rarely hurt 
by motion of the ground. The collapse of buildings is the major cause of death and injury in most 
earthquakes. This is especially true if the buildings have no reinforcement to hold them together. 
Adobe is a building material made by mixing mud with straw, placing the mixture into molds to 
form blocks, and drying the blocks in the sun. Adobe blocks are stacked to make walls of the 
house and wooden rafters are placed across the tops of the walls to support a roof. This is a 
common form of construction in some third-world countries. Most adobe homes do not have any 
frame to hold the bricks together. Adobe structures are reasonably good at withstanding vertical 
motion, but horizontal motion can cause the walls and roof to collapse on anyone 
unfortunate enough to be inside.  
 
Wood frame houses are among the best buildings at withstanding earthquakes. In this kind of 
house, walls are held in place by adjoining walls. The foundation, floors, walls, and roof of the 
home can be secured with bolts. Wood frame structures absorb energy by bending and can still go 
back into their original shape. Steel frame buildings are also good absorbers of ground motion. 
 
Why would you rather be in a house made of wood than a house made of adobe during an 
earthquake? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Earthquakes can also trigger ground failure. Near Anchorage, Alaska, 75 houses were lost in the 
1964 earthquake. The houses were part of a development built on a high bluff of sediment 
overlooking an arm of the ocean. Shaking caused the sediments and the houses built on them to 
loosen and then collapse into the bay. 
 
Sediments that hold groundwater pose another hazard. Saturated sediments can turn into a 
material like quicksand in a process known as liquefaction. This is caused by strong shaking that 
allows water to surround the particles of sediment, changing the sediment into a material with 
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properties of a thick fluid. Buildings can sink where the ground is weakened by liquefaction. 
 
Why is it a danger to build a house on weathered cliffs or over an area with saturated 
groundwater? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Protecting Yourself: 

In a strong earthquake, your best protection depends on where you are. If you are outside, it is 
best to stay away from buildings or trees, since they may fall. If you are in a building, the best 
protection is probably under a strong object, such as a desk or a table that can protect you 
from falling debris. Doorways are also good places in which to stay because the walls might be 
able to protect you if the ceiling collapses. While it would probably be safer to be outside, you may 
not have time to reach an exit before the earthquake is over. Most earthquakes last less than a 
minute. Do not use an elevator to leave a building during or after an earthquake. Elevators can be 
damaged by the original event or by aftershocks, trapping people inside. Stairways are a safer way 
to leave. Remember that aftershocks often occur following a major earthquake. 
 
Why is it a good idea to get under a desk if you’re inside during an earthquake. Why should you 
avoid buildings if you’re outside during an earthquake? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


