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Earthquakes & Fault Zones
The Earth’s outer layer is broken into pieces along geologic 
faults.  This layer is called the crust, and it sits atop the inner 
Earth in much the same way an orange peel covers the inner 
flesh of the fruit.  These outer parts of the crust can move at 
different speeds and in different directions.  When layers of 
crust move and rub against each other, it can cause the land to 
shake and roll, and we call these events earthquakes.

Earthquakes occur throughout most of California. They are most 
frequent along fault zones associated with cracks in the crust.  
The San Andreas Fault Zone is the major feature, but there are 
many minor faults around the state (represented by black lines 
on the map).  Hundreds of small earthquakes occur every year 
along those faults.  Less frequently, stronger earthquakes damage 
buildings and roads and endanger people.  When the ground 
shakes, it is best to duck and take cover beneath a desk or table.  
The strength of an earthquake is referred to as its magnitude, 
using something scientists call the Richter Scale.  

Image below: The San Andreas Fault is visible in this photo 
of the Carrizo Plain. The Pacific Plate, on the far side of the 
photo, is inching northward past the North American Plate, 
which is the hilly land on the near side of the photo.


