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¶ 3/17/11 By Rolando Pujol  

New York seen as overdue for significant earthquake 

 

Itôs seen as something of a New York City bragging right: We donôt have to worry about earthquakes. 

While we shouldnôt be shaking in our boots, we also must avoid sticking our heads in the sand when it comes to 

seismic risks, experts advise. In the aftermath of the Japan earthquake, scientists caution that New York has the 

potential for significant temblors. And we are overdue for one of at least 5.0 in strength, which could cause structural 

damage and even deaths. 

ñThis idea that New York is impervious to large magnitude earthquakes is just totally wrong,ò said Charles 

Merguerian, chairman and professor of Geology at Hofstra University and principal of Duke Geological Laboratory in 

Westbury. 

More of a long shot would be a 7 Richter scale temblor, like the one in 1886 that walloped Charleston, S.C., which is 

geologically similar to Gotham. Another concern is a fault line with a billion-year history of activity -- the Ramapo ï 

that lies within striking range of Indian Point Nuclear Power Plant, 35 miles north of the city. 

ñItôs important to say that weôre in more danger of a hurricane than a damaging earthquake,ò said Merguerian, while 

stressing the danger of blowing off the risk. ñWe donôt want to be fear-mongers, but people should at least be aware 

of this potential and what to do in the event of an earthquake ð public education is lacking in this area.ò 

Consider these numbers from a landmark 2008 study by Lamont-Doherty scientists: While that nightmare 7-plus 

quake happens on average every 3,400 years, a 5.0 event shakes Gotham roughly every 100 years. 

http://www.dukelabs.com/
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Just such a quake last jolted Gotham on Aug. 10, 1884 off the Rockaways, an estimated 5.2 temblor that toppled 

chimneys, opened a 12-foot-long gash of earth in Brooklyn and was felt as far away as Philadelphia and Hartford. 

Such a quake could do more damage today in a considerably more populous and developed New York. Damage 

ultimately ñdepends of the frailty of the infrastructure,ò Merguerian said. 

Itôs important to recall that while bedrock underlies much of the New York region, in many places just beneath the 

surface lies unconsolidated sediment that would not respond well to a major temblor, Merguerian said. 

Whatôs more, fault lines can be found in several locations in Manhattan. For instance, the 125th Street fault nips 

Central Park at the northeast and continues through the Upper East Side into the East River. (The most recent 

activity has been on faults like that one, which trend from northwest to southeast. Two small 2001 city quakes were 

along such faults.) 

East Coast quakes, too, happen closer to the surface, on stiffer, cooler rock, magnifying their potential effects when 

compared to a similar California quake, experts have said. 

Now, consider, that more than half of New York Cityôs housing stock is made of unreinforced masonry. Unlike 

California, the city had long not taken earthquakes seriously, experts say, and while the city has adopted stiffer 

ñinternationalò building codes for new buildings, retrofitting, which would be incalculably expensive, has not been 

mandated. 

Infrastructure from bridges and approaches to train tunnel are areas that would warrant additional stiffing, and 

projects are reportedly under way to do just that. 

Officials from the Department of Transportation, and Department of Buildings did not return requests for comment. 

An MTA spokesman said seismic retrofitting is "not an issue" because New York is not prone to major earthquakes. 

Still, Merguerian said, if you examine the pattern, weôre due for another major event. Before the 1884 quake, the 

previous big events had been in 1783 and 1737. But to do a better analysis, youôd need ñ1,500 years of data,ò which 

we simply donôt have. 

ñItôs a huge guess - the question is do we feel lucky today? How about tomorrow?ò 

Some New Yorkers arenôt quite sure. ñWhat concerns me is that we have many big buildings. The impact could be 

huge," said Dolores Myers, 50, of Bedford-Stuyvesant. 

One way to measure the force unleashed by an earthquake is to compare it to the energy released by an atomic 

blast. Here are four scenarios as measured on the Richter scale. 

5.0: The equivalent of the 1946 Bikini Atoll atomic blast. 

6.0: 27 nuclear weapons 

7.0: 729 nuclear weapons 

8.0: 19,683 nuclear weapons 

9.0: 531,441 nuclear weapons                                                                                             Filename: 40_AM-NY17Mar2011.doc 
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Governor wants New York nuclear plant closed 
NEW YORK 

17 March 2011 08:14 PM  

ALISON BOWEN  

 

As the nuclear nightmare in Japan continues, Gov. 

Andrew Cuomo wants to shut down a Westchester 

power plant, but leading seismologists say there is 

no cause for alarm.  

 

Cuomo wants to shutter Indian Point, the nuclear 

power plant 45 miles north of Times Square ð and 

reportedly the most at risk in the nation for 

earthquakes, according to a new federal study.  

 

The plant was built along Ramapo Fault, which isnôt 

subject to extreme earthquakes ð but, as Metro 

reported last month, New York City is long overdue 

for a quake, according to Won -Young Kim, head of 

the seismographic network at Columbia Universityôs 

Earth Observatory.  

 

Indian Point on the Hudson River supplies 30 percent of New York 

Cityôs power supply. 

STEPHEN CHERNIN/GETTY IMAGES  

 

ñI wouldnôt be panicked for Indian Point,ò said Kim, who lives 15 minutes away from the plant. He noted it survived a 4.1 

earthquake in 1985.  

 

Instead of an earthquake, what New York scientists say theyôre really concerned about is radiation spreading worldwide from 

Japan.  

 

ñIt could cover the globe,ò said Hofstra geology professor Charles Merguerian. ñIf it belches forth radioactive goo, people are 

going to experience it.ò  Indian Point is now under a federal safety review.  

 

 

Risk: Too close for comfort?  

 

The U.S. government recommended a 50 -mile evacuation zone in Japan  ð which, from Indian Point, would encompass the 

NYC metro area.  

 

ñEven if the risk is low, the consequence is enormous and potentially catastrophic,ò said Phillip Musegaas from environmental 

group Rivergreen.òDo we want to continue to take that risk?ò 

 

But can he do it?  

 

Gov. Cuomo doesnôt have any direct power, NRC spokeswoman Diane Screnci told Metro. In order to close the plant, she 

said, ñWe would have to determine that the plant was not or could not be operated safely.ò However, Entergy Corp. does 

need to renew its operating license for the reactors in 2013, and opposition from the stateôs top official could be influential.  

 

Follow Alison Bowen on Twitter at  @AlisonatMetro . 

Filename:  39_MetroNY17Mar2011.doc  

http://www.twitter.com/AlisonatMetro
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