Earthquake near the east coast of Trinidad
St. Augustine, Trinidad and Tobago, W.I. --December 3rd, 2004, 1:00PM -- On Thursday afternoon December 2nd, at 3:16 PM, an earthquake occurred inland near the east coast of Trinidad about 30 km south-east of Port of Spain. This event was of magnitude 5.4 and was widely reported as felt in St. Vincent, Carriacou and throughout Trinidad as well as some areas in Tobago. There have been over 90 aftershocks following the event with the strongest aftershock (magnitude 5.1) occurring at 11:46 PM on Thursday evening.

The 3:16PM event was reported felt throughout Trinidad, including Diego Martin, St. Augustine, San Fernando, Carapachima, and Point Galeota. Reports from Mayaro describe strong shaking. The 11:46PM aftershock was reported felt in Cocorite, Tunapuna, Chaguanas and San Fernando. 

Scientists at the Seismic Research Unit have described these as moderate-sized earthquakes. There have been no reports of injuries and one report of cracks in a factory wall in St. Joseph. The last event of similar magnitude was recorded on May 3rd, 1994 when an earthquake of magnitude 5.5 occurred off of the east coast of Trinidad. That event was offshore and aftershocks from the earthquake lasted for approximately four weeks. The last earthquake to cause damage in Trinidad was in 1968 and the last one to cause death was in 1954. These events were both of magnitude 6.2. In 1997 a magnitude 6.1 earthquake caused structural damage in Tobago and two people were injured.

The cause of these earthquakes is unrelated to weather conditions; rather earthquakes are caused by the movement of plates. The Earth is divided into plates (slabs of rock), which are constantly moving. The region where these plates meet is called a plate boundary. The Eastern Caribbean is an example of an island arc system formed at a convergent plate boundary (more specifically, at a subduction zone, where two tectonic plates meet and the denser plate is forced beneath the lighter plate). This is the main cause of the volcanic and seismic activity in the Eastern Caribbean. Most of the earthquakes occurring in the Eastern Caribbean are either tectonic or volcanic in origin. Tectonic earthquakes are generated when plates move as accumulated energy is released. Volcanic earthquakes are generated by the movement of magma within the lithosphere. 

The recent earthquakes in the region affecting Dominica, Guadeloupe, and Central America, Trinidad and Tobago have all been tectonic and are not related to volcanic activity. Although the earthquakes have been caused by the same process they are not related in the sense that one has not triggered the other. Scientists are still working to understand why these events are occurring in succession.

While the December 2nd earthquake has placed much attention on Trinidad’s vulnerability to earthquakes it is worthwhile to note that long after the memory of this event has faded Trinidad will continue to have earthquakes that go unnoticed. There are hundreds of earthquakes occurring near Trinidad each year with an average of five to seven of them being felt. Understanding our vulnerability to these events and being prepared for earthquakes is, therefore, of utmost importance. Here are some tips on what to do before and during an earthquake:

Before
· Become actively involved in community preparedness organisations in your district. Call NEMA for contact information. 

· Unstable, heavy furniture should be fastened to a wall or bolted to the floor. When loading storage cabinets heavy objects should be placed on lower shelves. 

· Water heaters and other appliances should be firmly bolted down. 

· All family members should know how to turn off electricity, gas and water using safety valves and main switches.· Family members should know basic First Aid steps.

· Purchase emergency equipment such as battery-operated radios and fire extinguishers for your home. 

· Always have non-perishable food items in stock. 

During
· Do not panic, stay calm. 

· Always protect your head and face. 

· If inside a building, stand in a strong doorway, or get under a desk, table or bed. Do not try to run out of the building as you can be injured by falling debris. 

· Move away from outer walls, windows, glass doors, heavy mirrors, pictures, bookcases, hanging plants and heavy objects. 

· Look out for falling plaster, bricks, lighting fixtures and other objects. 

· Do not use elevators. 

· If you are outside, stay there. Stand away from buildings, trees, and electricity lines. 

· If you are driving, you should safely bring the vehicle to a stop away from electricity poles and overhead wires. Remain in the vehicle. 

