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‘Red marks the hotspots: strong earthquékes occur more often where cracks on the seafloor overlab subduction zones (in blue).
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The Earth is covered by what geoscientists call ‘tectonic plates’ that are constantly moving across the
surface of the planet, but too slowly for us to notice. Some of them are sliding under other plates, while
others are splitting apart. This process has been going on since the formation of the Earth, and is respon-
sible for creating the famous single landmass called Pangea around 300 million years ago. When one
plate slides under another, it’s called subduction, and the area where that happens is a subduction zone.
During subduction, the two plates grind past each other and cause subduction earthquakes — the strong-
est type of earthquakes.

Australia-based geoscientists Dietmar Muller and Thomas Landgrebe studied the places on the Earth’s
surface where subduction earthquakes have occurred in the past century. They found that the strongest
earthquakes have occurred where cracks on the seafloor (called fracture zones) overlap the subduction
zones.

Dietmar and Thomas studied over 1,500 earthquakes, comparing which locations had fracture zones
nearest to the earthquake. Dietmar and Thomas think that the fracture zones cause more pressure
between the plates when one sinks under the other, so that the plates stick together. When they finally
become unstuck, lots of energy is released causing a very strong earthquake.

This study is important because it allows scientists to understand better what areas of the world are at
risk of strong earthquakes — even if they don’t happen very often.

This is a kids’ version of the European Geosciences Union (EGU) press release ‘Scientists pinpoint great-earthquake
hotspots’. It was written by Jane Robb and reviewed for scientific content by loannis Baziotis and Matthew Agius and for
educational content by Abigail Morton. For more information check: http:/www.equ.eu/education/planet-press/.
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