
 

Quakes a reminder of the reach of partial
government shutdown

January 18 2019, by John Hickey

  
 

  

The second East Bay earthquake in two days was easily monitored in Berkeley,
but the government shutdown may make things a little more difficult down the
line. Credit: Berkeley Seismology Laboratory photo

If the partial shutdown of the U.S. government, doesn't have you
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quaking, maybe it should.

As part of the shutdown, members of the U.S. Geological Survey had
been sidelined. So, when the Hayward Fault let fly with earthquakes that
struck the Berkeley/Oakland/Piedmont area in the wee hours the last two
days, the USGS wasn't able to respond.

Fortunately, the USGS has a partner in monitoring Northern California
seismic activity. UC Berkeley's Seismology Laboratory was on the job,
so news about the quakes got out as if nothing was amiss.

But the Seismology Lab is funded, in part, by the USGS, and that
funding runs out in two weeks. Once Feb. 1 rolls around, if the shutdown
hasn't ended, monitoring of earthquakes will become dicey.

"We've had to live through shutdowns before; we're used to it a little,"
Richard Allen, the director of the Seismology Lab, says. "But this is the
longest we've had to do it."

The monitoring systems are jointly run by Berkeley and the USGS, and
the State of California kicks in some funding as well. The machines
track the information, dump it into computers at the USGS and in
Berkeley and the news is disseminated to the public. In the short term,
the process can be handled by computers, but humans have to check in
to verify the data; the bigger the quake, the more important they do so.

And the human touch is also needed if one of the machines acts up. And
computers being computers, they do act up. Over the course of the four-
week (and counting) shutdown, breakdowns have happened. And even if
it's something as simple as needing to reboot a computer, there are times
when USGS personnel have had to temporarily be put back to work on
an emergency basis just to get the system back to where it should be.
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"At this point we've already had a couple of instances of having to do
that," Allen says. "Berkeley is monitoring all the time when the USGS is
not at work. When something happens with the USGS system, Berkeley
can get in touch with USGS to let them know and somebody will get
drawn into work for short periods of time."

That happened once early in the shutdown, and now it's happened again.
A small group of federal employees were called back to work on
Wednesday to complete, or to start to complete, seismic monitoring
stations that had been in the works. The money to pay them is, for the
moment, coming out of the money the state contributes to keep the lab
functioning.

When that money will be repaid by the feds, no one can say.

"We're not concerned about our ability to monitor now, but if the
shutdown goes on, things will start to get more difficult," Allen says.
"We would normally be expecting to get next year's chunk of our USGS
funding on Feb. 1. But even if the government was to open tomorrow,
we can't be sure that will happen. So, what will happen and how much
we will get are all unknowns. We're status quo now, and we could limp
by on California state money, but it could get hairy.

"Meanwhile, we look at this as an opportunity to highlight the growing
impact this shutdown is having."

As for the two quakes themselves, both in the 3.5 range on the Richter
scale, the fact that they hit on back-to-back days is of no major
importance, Allen says. A 3.5-type quake shows a little movement in a
small area of the fault. For a major quake – it was 25 years ago that the
6.6 Northridge quake devastated Southern California – the movement is
huge, and so is the impact.
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"These kinds of quakes this week are little reminders that we live in
earthquake country," Allen says. "It's a reminder to check that you are
prepared for a bigger quake."

There is, after all, no shutting down geological forces at work.
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