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Episode #12. Changes in Earth’s rotation may cause more major
earthquakes in 2018
A slowing of the Earth’s rotation could lead to an increase in devastating earthquakes next year,
according to two U.S. geologists, Roger Bilham and Rebecca Bendick. Last month, the scientists
presented a model at the annual meeting of the U.S. Geological Society that predicts that 2018 will be a
year of higher earthquake activity due to a slight deceleration in the Earth’s rotation.
The scientists studied earthquakes of 7.0 magnitude or higher that have struck since 1900. They found
five periods in which there were significantly higher numbers of large earthquakes. In these five periods,
there were 25 to 30 intense earthquakes a year, compared with the overall average number, which is
around 15. After considering several factors that could explain these fluctuations, such as changes in
ocean circulation patterns, the researchers found that only changes in the Earth’s rotation speed
correlated with increases in major earthquakes.
The scientists believe that slower rotation speeds could trigger changes in the Earth’s core which, in
turn, result in more intense earthquakes. While they can’t predict where next year’s earthquakes will
strike, they believe regions near the equator may be particularly vulnerable.
Chris:

This is an interesting theory, Jessica. It certainly makes more sense than other ways that
people have tried to predict earthquakes…

Jessica:

Like what?

Chris:

Like, looking at how animals behave...

Jessica:

...how animals behave?

Chris:

Yes. For hundreds, or even thousands of years, people have said that animals like rats,
weasels, and snakes leave their homes before earthquakes to try to find a safer place. But
there’s no real evidence showing that that happens.

Jessica:

Interesting! Well, maybe this new theory will turn out to be more accurate. I suppose we’ll
know a year from now...

Chris:

The problem is that the prediction could make a lot of people nervous in the meantime.
Since the researchers have no way of knowing where the earthquakes will strike or what
their magnitudes will be, everyone who lives in a place that often gets earthquakes may feel
vulnerable, maybe unnecessarily.

Jessica:

So… do you think the prediction shouldn’t have been publicized?

Chris:

No, I don’t mean that. But the articles should include information about what people should
do if an earthquake strikes.

Jessica:

That’s not the journalists’ responsibility, Chris. But maybe knowing about this prediction will
motivate officials in places that are prone to earthquakes to help people prepare.
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