DWR Earthquake Division

Jim Agnew

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. Once again, this is Zack Cunningham, and today I’m here with im Agnew, Senior Seismology and Section Chief for Earthquake Engineering under the Dam Safety Division of DWR. Thanks for joining me, Jim.  

Jim Agnew: Thanks for being here. 

Zack Cunningham: I think a lot of people might not realize that DWR has such an extensive seismology division. Why is earthquake monitoring so important to DWR?
Jim Agnew: Well the Earthquake Engineering Section actually began in about 1962 when studies were underway for construction of Oroville Dam. The reasons for having seismic monitoring are, as you know, we have a lot of earthquakes in California. We actually have on the order of 500 earthquakes a week in the state, most of which go unfelt by the population because they’re very small. But usually big earthquakes happen where small earthquakes have been happening, so it’s important to know where the small earthquakes are occurring. In 1963, we instrumented near Oroville Dam some very large, what are called Benioff Seismometers. The program grew slowly to the point where we now have 22 what we call weak-motion seismic monitoring stations, which we use to locate and determine the magnitude of earthquakes in California. In addition to the 22 weak-motion sites, we have about 92 strong motion instruments which are located mainly at dams, but we also have them at pumping plants, power plants, siphons, and a few along the California Aqueduct. We have plans to instrument quite a few more SWP facilities in the near future.  

Zack Cunningham: Well obviously it’s important for the integrity of our dams and pumping facilities at DWR. Do you guys work with any other entities in California, or maybe the United States, with seismological information?
Jim Agnew: Yes, we regularly share our data with the US Geological Survey, UC Berkeley and Cal Tech. DWR is the only State agency that runs both weak-motion and strong-motion earthquake monitoring equipment. The Geological Survey runs strong-motion equipment, but if you go over and look and their drums on the 12th floor of CGS, all the data that they’re showing is our data, not theirs.

Zack Cunningham: Well that’s good to know. Is there anything new going on in Earthquake Engineering for DWR?

Jim Agnew: Yeah, we just took delivery on some very new, state-of-the-art equipment, about a million dollar’s worth. So we’ll be replacing a lot of the older instrumentation with new equipment. And we also bought a bunch of additional equipment that we can use to instrument buildings and pumping plants and so forth that don’t currently have instrumentation. So we hope to expand our network to the point where every State Water Project facility is instrumented for earthquake, so we know what the shaking was at each facility if a big earthquake should occur.

Zack Cunningham: Well thanks, Jim, for joining me to answer this important question.
Jim Agnew:  Okay, I enjoyed it. 

Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll here the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
