Earthquake Glossary

Benchmark year — Year when comprehensive seismic requirements generally considered sufficient to meet a substantial life safety performance level were enacted into the local building code.

Building codes — Set of legal requirements intended to ensure that a building will not pose a significant threat to the life and safety of its occupants.   They provide the minimum criteria necessary for a building's safe design.  Their main function is to ensure life safety. 

Building Code Effectiveness Grading Schedule (BCEGS) – System for measuring a community's efforts to mitigate damage from natural disasters such as earthquakes.

Cripple wall — Wall located between the foundation and the raised ground floor to provide space for ventilation and access.  These walls are usually the weakest link in the lateral force resisting system of these buildings.

Damping — Diminishing the intensity of vibrations.
Displacement — Measurement of how much a point is moved by the motion of an earthquake.

Drift — The amount a building bends or sways.
Fault — Weak zone in the Earth's crust where two sections of the crust can shift with respect to each other.

Hazard Mitigation — Any action taken to reduce or eliminate the long-term risk to human life and property from natural hazards.

HAZUS — A software program that estimates losses from potential earthquakes based on building stock, local geology, the location and size of potential earthquakes, and other information.

HAZUS User Groups (HUGs) — Groups that collaborate on projects and combine resources with the goal of creating partnerships between the public and private sectors for the development and execution of hazard-specific or multi-hazard projects.
Historical seismicity — The study of earthquakes that have occurred in an area in the recent geologic past.

Inertial force — Force that tends to resist acceleration.  In general, the greater the mass of the object, the larger the inertial force.  

Infrastructure — Consists of roads, bridges, utilities, piping distribution systems, and communication systems.

Liquefaction — Occurs when water-saturated ground acts as a liquid instead of as a solid in response to strong ground shaking.

Nonstructural building elements — Elements including every part of a building except for floors, walls, columns, beams, and other structural elements.

Paleoseismology — Study of layers of sediment and rock beneath the surface for information on past earthquakes.

Peak acceleration — Measure of the maximum force experienced by a mass located at the surface of the ground during an earthquake.

Peak ground velocity — Measurement of how fast the ground is shaking during an earthquake.

Performance-based design — Building design process that helps determine the performance level and includes owner of the building in the design process.

Rapid visual screening — Technique to identify buildings posing a severe risk due to potential or actual earthquake damage.

Seiche — The sloshing of a closed body of water caused by seismic waves.  For example, seiches can occur in lakes, swimming pools, or fuel tanks.

Seismogram — A wavy line recording made by a seismograph. 

Seismographs — Equipment to record and measure vibrations produced by earthquakes.

ShakeMaps — Maps developed by the USGS that show the distribution of ground shaking in a region in real time.
Spectral acceleration — Measure of the maximum force of a mass having a particular natural vibration period (also called fundamental period).

Strong motion seismology — Study of using waves from large earthquakes to research the earthquake source in detail.

Tsunami — A large sea wave generated by an earthquake, underwater landslide, or delta slope failure.

