
 

Just to be clear: The moon did not cause the
earthquake in Japan

March 14 2011, By Nancy Atkinson

  
 

  

This illustration, based on Galileo spacecraft images, shows the approximate
difference in apparent size between a full moon at perigee (the closest point in
the lunar orbit, pictured at left) and a full moon at apogee, the farthest point in
the lunar orbit. Credit: NASA

We're getting a lot of visitors to our site today, many searching for
information about earthquakes, tsunamis, and the ‘SuperMoon’
phenomenon. Just to be clear, the Moon did not cause the earthquake in
Japan. Several scientists have posted articles online today clarifying the
topic, and all of them, in no uncertain terms, agree that the the upcoming
perigee of the Moon -- where it is closer than usual in its orbit to Earth --
had nothing to do with the earthquake and ensuing tsunami.

Tammy discussed this yesterday, but as we often do, we’ll also point you
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http://www.universetoday.com/83960/march-19-2011-supermoon-or-superhype/


 

in the direction of an article by astronomer Phil Plait about this topic,
and another by Ben Goldacre, who completely debunks an article that
appeared in the Daily Mail about the possibility of a connection between
the two events.

In addition, Dr. Jim Garvin, chief scientist at NASA’s Goddard Space
Flight Center, has provided some answers to questions about the
‘supermoon’ phenomenon, below:

Question: What is the definition of a supermoon and
why is it called that?

Garvin: ‘Supermoon’ is a situation when the moon is slightly closer to
Earth in its orbit than on average, and this effect is most noticeable when
it occurs at the same time as a full moon. So, the moon may seem bigger
although the difference in its distance from Earth is only a few percent
at such times.

It is called a supermoon because this is a very noticeable alignment that
at first glance would seem to have an effect. The ‘super’ in supermoon is
really just the appearance of being closer, but unless we were measuring
the Earth-Moon distance by laser rangefinders (as we do to track the
LRO [Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter] spacecraft in low lunar orbit and
to watch the Earth-Moon distance over years), there is really no
difference. The supermoon really attests to the wonderful new wealth of
data NASA’s LRO mission has returned for the Moon, making several
key science questions about our nearest neighbor all the more important.

Question: Are there any adverse effects on Earth
because of the close proximity of the moon?

Garvin: The effects on Earth from a supermoon are minor, and
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http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/badastronomy/2011/03/11/no-the-supermoon-didnt-cause-the-japanese-earthquake/
http://bengoldacre.posterous.com/supermoon-caused-earthquake-total-utter-stupi


 

according to the most detailed studies by terrestrial seismologists and
volcanologists, the combination of the moon being at its closest to Earth
in its orbit, and being in its ‘full moon’ configuration (relative to the
Earth and sun), should not affect the internal energy balance of the Earth
since there are lunar tides every day. The Earth has stored a tremendous
amount of internal energy within its thin outer shell or crust, and the
small differences in the tidal forces exerted by the moon (and sun) are
not enough to fundamentally overcome the much larger forces within the
planet due to convection (and other aspects of the internal energy
balance that drives plate tectonics). Nonetheless, these supermoon times
remind us of the effect of our ‘Africa-sized’ nearest neighbor on our
lives, affecting ocean tides and contributing to many cultural aspects of
our lives (as a visible aspect of how our planet is part of the solar system
and space).

Source: Universe Today
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