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TSUNAMI POTENTIAL FOR PACIFIC STATES

Press Release from Simulated Tsunami Warning Network

By:  Surf Isup
Tsunamis as defined and gathered from FEMA is also known as seismic sea waves (mistakenly called “tidal waves”), are a series of enormous waves created by an underwater disturbance such as an earthquake, landslide, volcanic eruption, or meteorite.  A tsunami can move hundreds of miles per hour in the open ocean and smash into land with waves as high as 100 feet or more.

From the area where the tsunami originates, waves travel outward in all directions.  Once the wave approaches the shores, it builds in height.  The topography of the coastline and the ocean floor will influence the size of the wave.  There may be more than one wave and the succeeding one may be larger than the one before.  That is why a small tsunami at one beach can be a giant wave a few miles away.

All tsunamis are potentially dangerous, even though they may not damage every coastline they strike.  A tsunami can strike anywhere along most of the U.S. coastline.  The most destructive tsunamis have occurred along the coasts of California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, and Hawaii.

Cascadia Tsunami Deposit Database contains data on the location and sedimentological properties of tsunami deposits found along the Cascadia margin.  Data have been compiled from 52 studies, documenting 59 sites from northern California to Vancouver Island, British Columbia that contain known or potential tsunami deposits.  Bibliographical references are provided for all sites included in the database.  Cascadia tsunami deposits are usually seen as anomalous sand layers in coastal marsh or lake sediments.  The studies cited in the database use numerous criteria based on sedimentary characteristics to distinguish tsunami deposits from sand layers deposited by other processes, such as river flooding and storm surges.  Several studies cited in the database contain evidence for more than one tsunami at a site. Data categories include age, thickness, layering, grain size, and other sedimentological characteristics of Cascadia tsunami deposits.  The database documents the variability observed in tsunami deposits found along the Cascadia margin.

Postcards from Lake Tahoe all flaunt a peaceful, brilliant-blue stretch of mountain water.  But geologists have been snapping a very different picture of the lake lately.  Far beneath Lake Tahoe’s gentle surface, they say, several hidden earthquake faults snake across the lake’s flat bottom.  These faults put the lake at a bizarre risk for an inland body of water.

If the researchers are right, Lake Tahoe tourists could one day feel the ground tremble and, just minutes later, face a tsunami.  Roiling waves of water would crest to 10 meters at the shore and crisscross the lake for hours.

While it may seem improbable, Lake Tahoe holds just the right blend of ingredients to brew a tsunami.  For one thing, it has plenty of water.  As the world’s 10th-largest lake.  Lake Tahoe stretches 35 kilometers long, 19 km wide, and, in some spots, 500 m deep.  What’s more, the lake sits smack in the middle of earthquake country, nestled in a fault-riddled basin that straddles California and Nevada.  Dozens of minor or moderate quakes erupt along faults in the region every week, and the Lake Tahoe area is no exception.  All it would take, scientists say, is a strong quake directly beneath the lake to send the waters spewing, tsunami-style.

To get a better grip on Lake Tahoe’s tsunami potential, University of Nevada, Reno geologists have been modeling different quake scenarios.  According to their calculations, if a magnitude 7 quake struck either of two major faults under the lake, the bottom could open like a trapdoor, with a chunk of it suddenly dropping as much as 4 m. Just behind it would fall a huge, sinking slosh of water? generating a giant wave that would reach the surface, gather strength, and come barreling to shore as a tsunami. 
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