
 

Haiti fault capable of another big quake:
study
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A Haitian vendor sells goods on October 14, near the destroyed Port-au-Prince
Cathedral. The January 12 earthquake in Haiti failed to release all the tension in
a notorious seismic fault, leaving its capital exposed to the risk of another
seismic disaster, US scientists reported Sunday.

The January 12 earthquake in Haiti failed to release all the tension in a
notorious seismic fault, leaving its capital exposed to the risk of another
seismic disaster, US scientists reported Sunday.

The magnitude 7.0 event, which killed a quarter of a million Haitians,
occurred to the west of the capital Port-au-Prince.

The culprit was initially thought to be a well-known but poorly
understood fault called the Enriquillo-Plantain Garden Zone (EPGZ),
where 7.0 quakes occurred in 1751 and 1770.
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The complex 270-kilometre (168-mile) -long fault runs along one of the
narrow western prongs of the island of Hispaniola, which Haiti shares
with the Dominican Republic.

A team of geologists led by Carole Prentice, of the US Geological
Survey (USGS) at Menlo Park, California, say assumptions that the
EPGZ was to blame may be wrong.

They carried out satellite imaging, aerial photography and boots-on-the-
ground investigation to look for surface evidence of earthquakes along
the fault.

They found plenty of evidence of ground rupture, uplifted land and
diverted streams that must have occurred in the 18th-century shakes --
but nothing similar that could be pinned to the 2010 event.

While not unprecedented in seismology, this is highly unusual, for the
January quake was very big and ocurred close to the surface.

Prentice's team did some computer modelling to try to explain what
could have happened.

One suggestion is that the EPGZ did indeed slip, but at depth, while
another is that the quake occurred on a "blind" sub-parallel structure.

Either way, the visual observations and the computer models all indicate
that the January quake did not ease the nearly two and a half centuries of
accumulated strain at the EPGZ's surface.

"The EPGZ remains a serious seismic hazard for Haiti, particularly for
the Port-au-Prince area," warns the study, which is published online by
the journal Nature Geoscience.

2/4

https://phys.org/tags/satellite+imaging/
https://phys.org/tags/quake/
https://phys.org/tags/haiti/


 

It raised special concern over a 110-km (65-mile) stretch that runs from
Lake Miragoane in the west to Dumay in the east, tracking just south of
the Haitan capital.

"These sections of the fault remain capable of generating an earthquake
of up to 7.0 magnitude and, in the case of the Momance and Dumay
sections, which are closer to Port-au-Prince, potentially causing stronger
ground shaking in the urban area than the January 12 event."

On October 10, a separate team of geologists, also publishing in Nature
Geoscience, found that the January gave only "limited" release to the
EPGZ.

Calculating the pentup strain since the 18th century, they said "an
earthquake larger than the 2010 is certainly possible" if the fault
ruptured adjacent to Port-au-Prince.

Neither study gave any indication of when this feared earthquake could
occur.

Seismologists say they are gaining more and knowledge about how
earthquakes happen and are better at predicting the magnitude of some
kinds of quakes.

But pinpointing, even roughly, when these events will happen remains
elusive.
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