Chapter 2 – Section 2

Forces of Change


Narrator: In the early morning of, January the 17th, 1995, instruments at Kyoto University in Japan picked up a burst of intense electro-magnetic radiation. It was the signature of a massive earthquake that had just struck the city of Kobe. Although Japan is in a high-risk, earthquake zone, the citizens of Kobe received no warning from the earthquake scientists. They were quite unprepared for such destruction. Exactly a year earlier, January the 17th, 1994, also in the early morning, the people of Northridge, a suburb of Los Angeles, were mostly still asleep. The town is overlooked by mountains, and all Californian dams are fitted with earthquake monitors. 

Male Speaker: It was a totally quiet night, I had about three phone calls all night long. I had just picked up my coffee cup and when I was drinking, I looked up at the board here, and it went totally bonkers, is the only way I can describe it.  We got lights all up and down the board, similar to that only in a larger group…I knew that I had a very large program. Didn’t know exactly what it was or where it was taking place, but I knew that I was going to have an awful lot of trouble with it. 

Narrator: As in Kobe, the Northridge earthquake took the emergency services completely by surprise. Once again, there was not even a hint of a warning from earthquake scientists. 

Female Speaker #1: We, in fact, have essentially never predicted an earthquake with any accuracy at all because we have yet to recognize anything that happens before them. Los Angeles is sitting on the edge. We are at the boundary between two major sections of the Earth’s crust. One is called the North American Plate that runs from the San Andreas Fault in California to Iceland. The other large section run is the Pacific Ocean plate that runs from the San Andreas Fault all the way over to Japan. 

Narrator: Off Japan, at the junction of four plates, the Pacific Plate hits and dives under the Eurasian Plate producing volcanoes, earthquakes and the islands of Japan itself. Such massive collisions cause many different cracks in the crust. One such fault line goes right through Kobe. 

Female Speaker #2:  In California, the motion of these plates is such that Los Angeles is on the Pacific Plate. We are west of the San Andreas Fault. San Francisco is actually on the North American Plate, east of the San Andreas Fault because it doesn’t run exactly north-south. And so, Los Angeles is very gradually moving to be a suburb of San Francisco or San Francisco a suburb of Los Angeles depending on your point of view. And in something like five million years, will be side by side. In the meantime, we have to get there. And there is a bend in the San Andreas Fault in Southern California. And so, we are running into the fault. And it leads to a whole web of other faults in Southern California. There’s over 200 faults capable of magnitude sixes and those are the ones we know about. 
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