
Earthquakes are ONE OF the most 
frightening naturally occurring 
hazards. Why?

An earthquake is the shaking of the earth caused by a sudden 
movement of rock beneath its surface. Unlike many other natural 
disasters, earthquakes occur with little or no warning. The central United 
States typically has between 200-300 earthquakes each year, although 
many are too small to be felt by people. Some earthquakes, however, 
are felt and maybe be felt over a large area. 

Central U.S. Earthquakes
The central United States has several known seismic zones that 

produce earthquakes on a regular basis. With little or no warning, a 
damaging earthquake could strike the region. Depending on earthquake 
magnitude and location, each of these zones could impact multiple 
states, causing major disruption in a region that is home to more than 
forty million people. 

Oklahoma has had an increased number of earthquakes in recent 
years. While no earthquake in Oklahoma has been higher than a 5.5 
magnitude, which is considered a small to moderate earthquake, we 
know that it is important to have a plan before an emergency of any type 
occurs. Recent international events remind us that earthquakes can 
cause damage, and do not offer the same early warnings that we see in 
severe weather events.

How to Prepare before
an Earthquake

• Talk to family or caregivers about how to protect your home and
   belongings from earthquake damage. Check for hazards in
   your home. 

• Make sure that you have your supply kit and that it is maintained.
   Some of the supplies that you should have in your kit include
   batteries, flashlights, emergency food and water, and an emergency
   supply of your medications.

• In case family members are separated from one another during an
   earthquake, develop an emergency communications plan. Ask an
   out-of-state relative or friend to serve as the “family contact.”

• Expect aftershocks. These secondary shockwaves are usually less
   intense than the main earthquake but can be strong enough to do
   additional damage to weakened structures.  

• Stay informed about what is happening and what public officials are
   asking citizens to do. Be prepared to follow their instructions. 

• If you know of friends, neighbors or families with disabilities or
   special needs, talk to them about their plans and ensure that they
   are safe in case of a natural or man-made disaster. 

• Don’t be afraid to ask for help if you think you will need it. Having a
   plan and being ready are the keys to safety. 

Epicenter 
The point on the Earth’s surface above the point at depth 

in the Earth’s crust where an earthquake occurs.

Fault
A fracture or crack along which two blocks of rock slide 

past one another. This movement may occur rapidly, in 

the form of an earthquake, or slowly, in the form of creep.

Magnitude
Refers to the amount of energy released at the epicenter 

by the earthquake. Various scales are used, sometimes 

referred to as the “Richter Scale.”

Seismologists
Scientists who study earthquakes and their causes and 

effects.

Seismographs
Instruments that make an automatic record of the time, 

duration, direction, and intensity of earthquakes.

Modified Mercalli Intensity (MMI) Scale
The Modified Mercalli Intensity Scale is commonly used 

in the United States by Seismologists seeking information 

on the severity of earthquake effects.

Earthquake Terms

to Know:

Earthquake home hazard hunt

7

7

7

7

7

7
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During an 

Earthquake, 
When

the Ground 

Moves:
DROP 

Drop down on the floor: 

COVER 
Take cover under a 
sturdy desk, table or 

other furniture. If that is 
not possible, seek cover 
against an interior wall 
and protect your head 

and neck with your arms. 
Avoid danger spots near 

windows, hanging objects, 
mirrors, or tall furniture. 

HOLD ON
Hold on and stay in that 
position until the ground 
stops shaking and it is 

safe to move. 

Quake TIPS: 
• When in a TALL BUILDING, move against an interior wall if you are
   not near a desk or table. Protect your head and neck with your arms.
   Do not use the elevators. 

• When OUTDOORS, move to a clear area away from trees, signs,
   buildings, or downed electrical wires and poles. 

• When on a SIDEWALK NEAR BUILDINGS, duck into a doorway to
   protect yourself from falling bricks, glass, plaster and other debris. 

• When DRIVING, pull over to the side of the road and stop.
   Avoid overpasses and power lines. Stay inside your vehicle until the
   shaking stops. 

• When in a CROWDED STORE OR OTHER PUBLIC PLACE, move
   away from display shelves containing objects that could fall. Do not
   rush for the exit. 

• When in a STADIUM OR THEATER, stay in your seat, get below the
   level of the back of the seat and cover your head and neck with
   your arms.

More Earthquake

Terms to Know:
Aftershocks
Aftershocks are earthquakes that follow the largest shock of 

an earthquake sequence. They are smaller than the main 

earthquake, but can continue over a period of weeks, months, 

or years. In general, the larger the main shock, the larger 

and more numerous the aftershocks, and the longer they will 

continue. 

Landslides 
These occur in hilly or mountainous regions. The damage 

caused can range from blocked roads to possibly huge 

property damage and is very dangerous to any person in the 

area. 

Soil Liquefaction 
This happens when the movement caused by an earthquake 

forces water to seep into the material beneath a building, 

thereby causing saturated granular material to lose its 

strength and briefly change into a liquid from a solid. This can 

force the foundations of homes or other buildings to become 

unstable and sink into the ground. 

Fires 
Earthquakes can easily cause fires. Ground movements can 

lead to gas and fuel leaks in pipes or the cutting of electrical 

cables. The destruction of water pipes makes it harder to fight 

such fires if they occur. For example, when the 1906 San 

Francisco earthquake ruptured several water mains, the city 

fire department had few resources to use to fight the fires, 

which caused extensive fire damage throughout the city. 

When the earthquake is over: 
• Check on the status of your family’s physical health
   and the safety of your home. 
• Travel may be impossible for three days or more if roads or
   bridges are damaged or blocked, or you live in a remote area. Be
   prepared with supplies until help arrives. 
• Take one step at a time and ask for help if you need it. 

After you’ve recovered: 
• Restock your Supply Kit. 
• Review and update your family emergency plan. 
• Learn more about how to help your community during future
   earthquakes or other emergencies. 

The information included in this lesson is adapted from the Central U.S. Earthquake 
Consortium (CUSEC) publication Central U.S. Earthquake Guide and the 2008 
South Carolina Earthquake Guide. For more information, visit www.cusec.org
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The Aftermath
The amount of damage caused by an earthquake depends on the 
magnitude and location of the quake. It can vary from minor cracks 
or items knocked off shelves to major damage to buildings, roads or 
bridges.
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