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Greetings from the Chair 
 

Joan E. Fryxell, Chair 
Division of Geology and Society 

Welcome to Fall!  I hope you had an interesting and 
productive summer, and are diving into your fall work 
refreshed.  The Annual Meeting is almost upon us, 
doubly so due to its early date this year.  We have a 
robust lineup of technical sessions and activities that will 
be of interest to our members and to the wider 
geological community, listed in detail later in this 
newsletter.  In particular, I am looking forward to 
hearing the 2011 Geology and Society Distinguished 
Speaker, Edward Maibach, Director of the Center for 
Climate Change Communication and Professor in the 
Department of Communication at George Mason 
University.  He will speak on "Improving the 
effectiveness of communication about climate science: 
A communication scientist's perspective”, on Tuesday, 
Oct. 11.  Immediately following his lecture, in 
conjunction with the Geology and Public Policy 
Committee, we will co-host the Reception and 
Congressional Science Fellows panel discussion from 
6:30-8:00 pm.  Right after that, we encourage you all to 
stay to participate in the Annual Business Meeting of the 
Division, and to applaud the students who won the 2010 
Best Student Presentation awards.   

Speaking of best student presentations, we need more 
judges for the student presentations coming up.  Even if 
you can only judge a couple of presentations, please step 
up and help these students be recognized for their work.  
Contact Larry Davis at rldavis@newhaven.edu to 
become part of the crew, and see his article in this 
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GREETINGS FROM THE CHAIR 
(Continued) 

Newsletter issue: “Judges Needed for Best 
Student paper”.  Also, be sure to stop by the 
Geology and Society Division booth in the 
exhibit hall – we are booth 120, right next to 
the Geology and Public Policy Booth (122), 
both of which are between the GSA 
Headquarters area and the Internet Café.   

I have found this year as Chair of the 
Division a challenging and interesting one.  I 
am pleased to see an increase in membership 
of this young Division, indicating that the 
speakers and technical sessions we have 
sponsored are useful to our geological 
community.  We need to continue to look 
outward to express the immense societal 
impact of geological processes to our 
families, neighbors, schools, and elected 
officials.  I encourage your to take an active 
role in this outreach, and to encourage your 
colleagues in this critical endeavor. 

I look forward to seeing you in Minneapolis! 

 
A FULL CALENDAR OF EXCITING 
EVENTS AT THE ANNUAL GSA 
MEETING IN MINNEAPOLIS 
 
As always, the Geology and Society 
Division is sponsoring or co-sponsoring a 
variety of events at the Annual Meeting, 
designed to highlight the role of geoscience 

and geoscientists in improving our society 
and influencing public policy.  This year, the 
events include a wide array of themed 
sessions and invited speakers.  Of special 
interest are the Distinguished Lecture by Dr. 
Edward Maibach on "Improving the 
Effectiveness of Communication about 
Climate Science” and the Pardee 
Symposium on rare earth elements and 
critical minerals.  These topics have been in 
the national and international news this year, 
and GSA adopted a revised Position 
Statement “The Role Of Government In 
Mineral And Energy Resources Research”. 
 
These topics and others will be presented at 
the events listed below. 
 
Session titles 
 Climate, Water and Health (Oct. 9) 
 Special Session: Crossing the digital 

divide: Availability of geoscience 
knowledge for resolving environmental 
and societal challenges (Oct. 9) 

 Groundwater-surface water interaction: 
relating understanding that spans the 
water-rich Midwest to the scarcity of 
the outback (Oct. 9) 

 Decision support for the geosciences: 
the interface between public, policy and 
science (Oct. 10) 

 Complexity in modeling: how much is 
too much (Oct. 10) 

 Extreme climate and weather events: 
Past Present and Future (Oct. 11) 

 Geological Mapping: Key to successful 
management of water and land (Oct. 11) 

 Special Session: Water and sediment 
dynamics in agricultural landscapes: 
Towards prediction of watershed 
sediment yield (Oct. 11) 

 International Development and the 
Geosciences (Oct. 11) 

 STEMming the tide: how can we 
promote science literacy (Oct. 12) 

 

Poster Sessions 
 Water and sediment dynamics in agricultural 

landscapes: toward prediction of watershed yield 



 

  3

 Student-involved research experience in  
Earth-system science: an effective tool for  
recruitment and retention in the geosciences 

 Geologic maps, digital geologic maps  
and derivatives from geologic and  
geophysical maps 

 

Other special events 
 Congressional Science Fellows' reception  

and panel discussion (Oct. 11) 
 Geology and Society Division annual  

business meeting and presentation of awards for best student papers 
for 2010 (Oct. 11) 
 Workshop by Geologist Allyson Anderson 

of the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural 
Resources: "Communicating and Shaping Policy: 
From Grassroots to Capitol Hill" (Oct. 11) 
 
Pardee Symposium: Rare earth elements 
and critical minerals for a sustainable and 
secure future (Oct. 10) 
 
 
DON’T MISS THE 2011 GEOLOGY 
AND SOCIETY DIVISION 
DISTINGUISHED LECTURE 
 
“Improving the effectiveness of 
communication about climate science: A 
communication scientist’s perspectives” 
 
Dr. Edward Maibach Director, 
George Mason University 
 
5:30 PM on Tuesday, Oct. 11, Room 101DE  
 
“That the climate science community has not 
been entirely effective in sharing what it 
knows about climate change with the 
broader public – and with policy makers and 
organizations that should be considering 
climate change when making decisions – is 

obvious. Less obvious is 
what the climate 
science community – 
and individual 
scientists – can do to 
become more 
effective in sharing 

what is known. In this talk, I will use 
evidence from the rapidly growing climate 
communication research literature to suggest 
some potentially useful strategies.” 
 
Dr. Maibach joined the George Mason 
University faculty in 2007 to create the 
Center for Climate Change Communication. 
Trained in public health and communication, 
he has extensive experience as an academic 
researcher and a communication and social 
marketing practitioner in government, 
business, and the non-profit sector. His 
research focuses on how public engagement 
in climate change can be expanded.  He is 
currently a Principal Investigator on several 
climate change education grants funded by 
NSF and the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation. He also currently serves on the 
National Climate Assessment Development 
and Advisory Committee and advises a wide 
range of organizations on how to improve 
their climate change communication, 
education and outreach.  In 2010, Ed was 
awarded George Mason University’s highest 
honor: distinguished University Professor.  
 
 
SECRETARY-TREASURER REPORTS 
STABLE FINANCES AND 
MEMBERSHIP 
 
Jon Goodwin 
Illinois State Geological Survey 

 
As shown below in the financial summary 
report received from the GSA shortly after 
the close of the fiscal year on June 30, the 
Division remains in moderately good 
financial shape.  Although dues receipts 
were up by about $100 over the previous 
year’s total, expenses were up even more 
and we had a net loss of almost $600 this 
year. Nevertheless, we still have significant 
financial reserves.  As always, the costs for 
the annual reception in connection with the 
Distinguished Lecture event at the annual 
meeting are our largest expense. 
 
Total membership in the Division as of 
August 31, is now 358, up by 13 from last 
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year’s total.  We have 160 professional 
members and fellows, 101 senior 
members/fellows, 17 recent graduates, 64 
student members, 9 K-12 teachers and 7 
affiliate members.  There are 12,906 
members who belong to one or more 
Divisions of the Society but, since many 
members belong to more than one division, 
they are counted multiple times in that total. 
 

 
Management board members have been in 
discussions with Anna Christensen, the 
Development Director for the GSA 
Foundation, about the best course to follow 
in developing a fund-raising campaign to 
seek donations to support important 

activities of the Division.  The two activities 
that most need support, in the view of the 
management board members, are the annual 
distinguished lecture series at the annual 
meeting, and support for greater prizes and, 
perhaps, travel costs for the winners of the 
annual best student paper awards. 
 
 

 
 

 
GEOLOGY AND SOCIETY DIVISION 
2011-2012 ELECTION RESULTS.   
 
The Geology & Society Division recently 
held its election of officers for the 2011 to 
2012 program year. The election was for two 
positions: second vice-chair and secretary-
treasurer of the division. 
 
Suzanne O’Connell, Wesleyan University, 
was elected Second Vice-Chair, and 
Jonathan H. Goodwin, Illinois State 
Geological Survey (retired) was elected 
Secretary-Treasurer.  
 
Dr. O’Connell is an Associate Professor of 
E&ES at Wesleyan University in 
Middletown Conn. Her research areas are 
sedimentology and paleoceanography with 
specific interest in the marine record of 
climate change. Suzanne has undergraduate 
degrees in Biology and Geology from 
Oberlin College, a master’s degree in 
Geology from SUNY-Albany, and a PhD in 
Marine Geology from Columbia University. 
Her professional experience includes being 

REVENUE SOURCES  
Division Dues Income 
  
          Total Revenue 1,934.58 
  
  
EXPENSES  
AV Services    176.69 
Contract Services      62.50 
Dues, Fees, Subscriptions      80.00 
Postage, Shipping, Freight      15.25 
Grants & Awards, Cash     600.00 
Misc Expense     250.00 
Catering & Entertainment   1,216.84 
Utilities/Telephone     129.45 
  
          Total Expenses   2,530.73 
  
  
NET INCOME/(LOSS)    (596.15) 
  
  
  
STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL 
POSITION 

 

  
ASSETS  
    Cash 2,476.74 
  
          Total Assets 2,476.74 
  
  
LIABILITIES AND EQUITY  
   Deferred Dues Income    924.99 
   Net Assets, Beginning of Year  2,147.90 
   Net Income/Loss Current Year   (596.15) 
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science coordinator for the JOIDES 
Resolution ocean drilling vessel and Ocean 
Drilling Project Staff Scientist before 
moving to Wesleyan University in 1989. Her 
positions there include serving as department 
Chair and director of the Service Learning 
Center and director of the Interdisciplinary 
Science Center at Trinity College (Hartford). 
Suzanne has been a professional member of 
GSA since 1992, as well as AAAS, AGU, 
AWG, and NAGT. She has served on a 
number of committees including the AAAS 
Education Committee, AAPG Committee on 
Marine Geology, AGI’s Member Society 
Council and the AGI Government Affairs 
Committee, and as the chair of the AWG 
Outstanding Educator Award Committee. 
She has been honored to be selected as 
NASA/ASEE, Faculty Fellow, and the AWG 
Outstanding Educator award.  
 
Dr. Goodwin, G&S Secretary-Treasurer 
elect (and incumbent), holds emeritus status 
with the Illinois State Geological Survey, 
from which he retired in 2007. His research 
has focused on low-temperature 
geochemistry, carbonate petrology, and 
sedimentology, with specific interest in 
petrology and fundamental properties of 
carbonate rocks, depositional environments 
of carbonate and clastic rocks, pre-college 
earth science education. Jon has an 
undergraduate degree in Geology from 
Amherst College, and a PhD in Geology 
from University of Wyoming. His 
experience includes Assistant Professor in 
the Dept. of Geology and Geophysics at 
University of Utah, followed by a series of 
advancing positions from Assistant 
Geologist to Principal Geologist at the 
Illinois State Geological Survey. He 
concurrently served in a number of positions 
at ISGS including Acting Head of the 
Administrative Service Group, Assistant to 
the Chief, Head of the Technical Service 
Group, Acting Chief of ISGS, and Head of 
the Communication and Geoscience 
Information Group. Jon has been a member 
of GSA since 1969 and is currently a GSA 
Fellow. He is also a member of AIPG; 
Yellowstone-Bighorn Research Association, 

where he served as Secretary and Vice 
President. He has provided additional service 
to the IXth International Congress of 
Carboniferous Stratigraphers and Geologists; 
North-central GSA meeting exhibits chair; 
principal author of  Licensed Professional 
Geologists’ legislation in Illinois in 1993 
and amendments in 2010; appointed to the 
Illinois Licensed Professional  Geologists 
Advisory Board chair of the ISGS 
Centennial Celebration organization 
committee, National Assoc. of State Boards 
of Geology (ASBOG); and the GSA 
Geology and Society Division Secretary-
Treasurer. Jon has received several awards 
from the ISGS including the Distinguished 
Service Award, Distinguished Achievement 
Award, and the Lifetime Achievement 
Award.  
 
We are honored to have Dr. O’Connell join 
the G&S Management Board and Dr. 
Goodwin continue his service as a division 
officer, and welcome them to G&S. 
 
Some readers may be interested in knowing 
more about the nominating committee, 
appointed by the division chair for each 
election. Committee members are 
(alphabetically) Richard Berg, Illinois State 
Geological Survey; Melanie Barnes, Texas 
Tech University; and Marilyn Suiter, 
National Science Foundation. 

 

 
 
NABGG MEETING, SEPTEMBER 7-10, 
2011, SAN FRANCISCO 
 
Marilyn Suiter, GSA Geology and Society 
Division 
 
On September 7-10, 2011, the annual 
conference of the National Association of 
Black Geologists and Geophysicists 
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(NABGG) was held in San Francisco, 
California, hosted and coordinated by Dr. 
Lisa White, Associate Dean and Professor of 
Geosciences, College of Science and 
Engineering, San Francisco State University 
(SFSU) with a team of the NABGG 
leadership. NABGG is a professional 
organization established in June of 1981 by a 
group of black geoscientists in the 
Houston/Dallas area. It is an Associated 
Society of GSA. The 2011 conference theme 
was “Innovations at the Boundaries of 
Geology and Geophysics.” 
 

 
 
Students from Fort Valley State University in 
Georgia were among the 35 students who 
participated in the 30th Annual NABGG 
Conference in San Francisco. 
 
NABGG conferences typically have a strong 
focus on strengthening pathways of support 
for African-American (and other under-
represented minority) geology students. 
Student research presentations, oral and 
poster, are a significant element of the 
conference agenda. The research 
presentations this year were quite good, with 
a broad technical range, from geochemistry 
and geophysics to carbonate sequestration 
and volumetric visualization. Conference 
attendance (~100+) included academic and 
industry exhibitors who were recruiting 
students for graduate school and 
employment opportunities, academic faculty, 
oil and gas industry professionals, 
geoscience students and professionals. 

The meeting closed with a field trip on the 
major regional faults of California, 

specifically examining a segment of the San 
Andreas Fault south of San Francisco. The 
trip was led by geoscientists from the USGS-
Menlo Park office.  

 
G&S DIVISION MOUNTS EXHIBITS 
AT MOST 2011 SECTION MEETINGS 
 
This spring we mounted exhibits at all but 
one of the section meetings. We benefited 
from significant financial help from the 
Illinois State Geological Survey, which 
covered the cost of the vehicle used to 
transport the exhibit to the joint meeting of 
the Northeastern and North-Central Sections 
in Pittsburgh.  The ISGS also paid the 
shipping costs to send the exhibit materials 
to the Rocky Mountain and Southeastern 
Section representatives. Craig Cooper, 1st 
Vice Chair of the Division, handled 
mounting our exhibit at the joint Rocky 
Mountain-Cordilleran section meeting held 
in Logan, Utah, a short hop from his home 
base in Idaho Falls.  Kelly Vance, the 
southeastern Section’s representative on the 
GPPC, mounted our exhibit at the 
Southeastern Section meeting in 
Wilmington, NC.  Because nearly all the 
2011section meetings were scheduled within 
a brief two-week period in April, it was 
impossible for us to mount an exhibit at the 
South-Central meeting—there just wasn’t 
enough time to ship the two sets of exhibit 
materials back and forth to all the meetings.  
Something had to give. 
 
Next year, there are no joint section 
meetings and they are fairly evenly spaced in 
time from early March through early May.  
The most difficult meeting to handle may be 
the Cordilleran Section, which is in 
Queretaro, Mexico, at the end of March. 
We would welcome assistance from any 
members who would be willing to volunteer 
to mount our exhibit at one of the 2012 
section meetings.  And, if you’re coming to 
Minneapolis, be sure to drop by our exhibit 
there. 
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Craig Schiffries, GSA Director of Geoscience Policy 
and Larry Davis, Northeastern Section representative 
to the Geology and Public Policy Committee, talk 
with visitors to the GPPC/G&S Division exhibit booth 
at the 2010 Northeastern-Southeastern Section 
meeting in Balitmore, MD. 
 
 
WHAT I DID ON MY SUMMER 
VACATION: GEOLOGY AND 
SOCIETY 
 
This summer, Geology and Society Division 
members were active in using their 
geological expertise and communication 
skills in the public arena.  G&S Division 
member Rob McDowell (University of 
Georgia), was working closely with the 
Georgia Environmental Finance Authority 
on developing the Governor’s Water Supply 
Plan.  The Plan seeks to develop selection 
criteria for water supply projects including 
reservoirs, groundwater, and aquifer storage 
and recovery.  Mike Phillips (Illinois 
Valley Community College) served as an 
interpreter for a local legislator by reading 
several technical reports relating to a nearby 
hazardous waste site.  Mike has also been 
advocating for restoration of funding for the 
Illinois Prairie Research Institute which 
includes the Illinois State Geological 
Survey; the loss of funds was unintentional 
collateral damage in a legislative fight. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
POSITION OPEN FOR GSA 
DIRECTOR FOR GEOSCIENCE 
POLICY 
 
The Geological Society of America (GSA), a 
not-for-profit scientific society with 24,000 
members, is seeking a Director for 
Geoscience Policy.  This position is 
responsible for all phases of GSA's 
government affairs activities, working with 
Congress, federal agencies, GSA's Geology 
and Public Policy Committee, and 
membership to bring accurate science into 
the decision-making process of public 
policy; communicate the Society's policy 
interests; monitor and analyze legislation 
and policy developments affecting the 
geosciences; and develop GSA 
congressional testimony and policy positions 
on national geoscience issues. 
 
Candidates should have a demonstrated 
experience in science and national science 
policy, and an advanced degree in the 
geosciences, related or applicable fields or 
similar professional experience. Outstanding 
written, verbal, and management skills are 
required. A strong familiarity with the 
geoscience community through active 
geoscience society participation is desired. 
 
GSA headquarters are located in Boulder, 
CO.  This position is located in the 
Washington, D.C., area and reports to GSA's 
Executive Director. 
 
GSA offers a competitive salary and an 
excellent benefits package. 
 
Resume review will begin on 23 September 
2011.  Candidates should submit a resume, 
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including salary requirements and the names 
of three references, with cover letter to: 
 
The Geological Society of America 
ATTN:  HR Department  
PO Box 140  
Boulder, CO  80301-9140 
FAX:  303.357.1070 
hr@geosociety.org 
 
For more information, contact 
John W. Hess, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
The Geological Society of America 
303.357.1039 
jhess@geosociety.org 
 
 
CLIMATE, ENERGY, AND WATER IN 
THE INTERMOUNTAIN WEST 
 
Craig Cooper, 1st Vice-Chair 
 
Life can be interesting as an Oceanographer 
in Idaho. A lot of folks tell me that I’m a bit 
out of place, and I sometimes point to the 
seagulls that fly over the Snake River; or the 
salmon that spawn in the wilderness 
areas of central Idaho. If I happen upon a 
geologist, I can always talk about the 
Brachiopods that dot Idaho’s limestone 
formations. But, those are just fun stories 
that help people understand about how the 
oceans’ touch reaches far from the coasts.  
 
The real reasons to have an Oceanographer 
in Idaho are carbon, climate, and water. 
Over the past year, I’ve had a chance to help 
build a science and technology initiative that 
seeks practical solutions to the 
Intermountain West’s challenges in energy, 
climate, and water. Part of the Idaho 
National Laboratory’s mission is to develop 
and deploy science and technology to help 
provide the US with clean energy and water. 
Towards that end, the INL has helped launch 
the Mountain West Water Institute 
(MWWI), a federal/ state collaboration that 
helps the region’s water stewards and users 
to rapidly and effectively assess, monitor, 
and proactively adapt to changes in water 

resource conditions. The purpose of this is to 
turn science into solutions; and that means 
working closely with regional leaders and 
stakeholders to understand their needs, 
develop science-based solutions that help 
them to be better stewards, and then work in 
partnerships that help to demonstrate and 
deploy these solutions. 
 
My role is to listen to and learn from the 
business and policy leaders who are 
accountable for the money spent and the 
outcomes gained, provide input to the INL’s 
representatives, draft documents or give 
technical presentations. This isn’t about 
discovering truth via the scientific method, 
but rather working with people grappling 
with complex problems that have no single 
“best” answer. The main products so far 
have been a draft strategic plan, a draft 
regional research agenda, $ 1 million in new 
laboratory-directed research funding for 
water resource issues, a set of working 
relationships between both people and 
institutions, and an inaugural conference that 
brought together over 60 representatives 
from regional states, universities, industry, 
local governments, and federal agencies. 
 
These folks spent two days talking about 
their challenges and their capabilities, and 
worked together to identify key regional 
issues that need to be addressed in water 
security, and climate and energy impacts on 
water resources. One of the top issues was 
the need to better understand how changes to 
the region’s snowpack will impact land and 
water resources at the level of their 
governance, and to develop better decision 
support tools that provide information at the 
level at which these resources are governed. 
 
Putting geoscience to work for society in the 
area of climate and water in the 
intermountain west will require that we 
integrate geoscience with economics and 
social science. This means that we must 
study the systems-level interactions between 
multiple hydrologic units and climate-water 
control functions. We also have to look at 
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population dynamics, and how those alter 
the inter-relationships between land-use, 
energy, and water resources. 
 
The other side of this scientific challenge is 
money. NSF and the DOE Office of Science 
have led the way in building the scientific 
base needed to bring multiple disciplines 
together to understand how the environment 
constrains human activity. But, this science 
has only just begun to produce actionable 
solutions.  Science won’t be put to work 
helping society to fully reap the benefits 
until the organizations that provide society 
with science-based solutions get to work 
developing and testing ideas that will help 
improve human prosperity. That won’t 
happen until we decide to pay for it. Today, 
finding someone to assume the leadership 
role and pay to solve these problems is 
perhaps the greatest challenge of all. 
 
 
JUDGES NEEDED FOR BEST 
STUDENT PAPER 
 
R. Laurence Davis 
2nd Vice-Chair, Geology and Society 
Division 
 
Each year, the Division gives a Best Student 
Paper award to two students who have 
delivered papers in one of the oral sessions 
sponsored or co-sponsored by the division. 
Each student receives public recognition and 
a check for $300. Last years’ awardees are 
described elsewhere in this newsletter. This 
year, there are 10 sessions where papers 
would be eligible and we hope that we can 
have at least two judges (more if possible) 
attending each student presentation. All 
judges need to do is to listen to the paper and 
fill out a judging form that we will provide. 
If you would be willing to do a few 
presentations, please contact Larry Davis, 
2nd Vice-Chair of the division at 
rldavis@newhaven.edu. He is coordinating 
this effort. He will provide you with a list of 
eligible papers and you can choose the ones 
that you want to judge.  Please support this 
effort if you can. 

 
 

 
2010 BEST STUDENT PAPER AWARDS 
 
R. Laurence Davis 
2nd Vice-Chair, Geology and Society 
Division 
 
The Geology and Society division is pleased 
to announce the winners of the 2010 Best 
Student Paper Awards. They are Jimmy 
Randolph of the University of Minnesota 
and Christopher Atchison of Ohio State 
University (now a faculty member at 
Georgia State University). Each will receive 
public recognition at the annual business 
meeting of the Division and a check for 
$300.  
 
Mr. Randolph’s paper, co-authored by 
Martin Saar was titled, “Using CO2 
Sequestration Or Enhanced Oil and Gas 
Recovery To Enhance Geothermal 
Resources.” It discussed a new technique for 
generating geothermal power using CO2 
previously injected for sequestration or 
hydrocarbon recovery enhancement. This 
CO2 is geothermally heated while in the 
subsurface and a small amount of it can be 
brought back up and used for electricity 
production. The process has a negative 
carbon footprint and the technology is 
available now. It does not involve 
hydrofracturing and this should reduce the 
socio-political resistance to new geothermal 
power plants.  
 
The judges’ comments about this paper 
included, “Very innovative, excellent 
understanding and delivery.” and “Very 
original concept. Student was well aware of 
the many aspects of the topic and answered 
several questions well.” 
  
Mr. Atchison’s paper was titled “Geoscience 
Field Experiences and the Inclusion of 
Students with Mobility Impairments.” It 
examined bringing field experiences to 
mobility-impaired students. Students were 
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given classroom instruction and then taken 
into Mammoth Cave. Follow-up interviews 
helped the students and the researchers to 
understand the role of field experiences, 
student needs, and the barriers to meeting 
them. Ultimately the goal was to minimize 
the barriers through a combination of 
carefully planned future field experiences 
and “virtual” experiences. 
 
Judges’ comments included, “Impact from a 
societal view is very large. Presented with 
passion, humor, and knowledge!”, “The 
presenter is involved in pioneering work that 
addresses the goal of broadening 
participation in the geosciences”, and “Not 
your typical GSA talk” 
 
Congratulations to both winners. We look 
forward to judging papers at this years’ GSA 
(see related item, Page 9, in this newsletter). 
 
 
 
MAGNITUDE-5.8 EARTHQUAKE IN 
THE CENTRAL VIRGINIA SEISMIC 
ZONE 
 
http://www.usgs.gov/newsroom/article.asp?I
D=2898 
 
Earthquakes in the middle of the Earth’s 
tectonic plates are much less frequent than 
their plate boundary counterparts, but when 
they happen they do tend to get people’s 
attention. The magnitude-5.8 earthquake that 
struck central Virginia on August 23 
certainly did that, rattling the National 
Capital Area and the entire eastern seaboard. 
The earthquake occurred at 1:51p.m. (EDT) 
near the towns of Louisa and Mineral, Va., 
approximately 100 miles southwest of 
Washington, DC.  The shaking from this 
shallow, reverse sense earthquake was 
recorded all along the Appalachians, from 
Georgia to New England and as far west as 
Wisconsin and the Mississippi River Valley. 
The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) 
received over 140,000 shaking reports on its 
Did You Feel It? website from more than 

8,000 US zip codes and 170 towns and cities 
in Canada. The USGS estimates that more 
people felt this earthquake than any other in 
US history. There were fortunately no 
fatalities, but the USGS estimates that 
economic losses will exceed $100 million, 
mostly due to non-structural damage. That 
damage was heaviest in the rural areas near 
the epicenter, but the quake also damaged 
some iconic structures in the Nation’s capital 
such as the National Cathedral and 
Washington Monument.  
 
Teams of geologists and seismologists from 
the Virginia Department of Mines, Minerals, 
and Energy, the USGS, and many 
universities converged on the epicentral area, 
deploying 35 portable seismic sensors to 
monitor aftershocks and collecting 
observations of ground failure, liquefaction, 
landslide distribution, and damage to 
buildings and infrastructure. The largest 
aftershock so far is magnitude 4.5, but the 
potential remains for additional damaging 
earthquakes in the future. Although 
earthquakes are more commonly associated 
with the western United States, there have 
been significant earthquakes in the East, too. 
The earthquake occurred in the Central 
Virginia Seismic Zone, which has produced 
earthquakes in the past and is shown as an 
area of elevated hazard on the USGS 
National Seismic Hazard Maps. The most 
notable was an earthquake that occurred in 
1875 that scientists believe was about a 
magnitude 4.5. This earthquake is almost as 
strong as the strongest recorded earthquake 
in Virginia, a magnitude 5.9, which occurred 
in May 1897 in Giles County, Va. The 
strongest recorded earthquake to strike the 
East Coast was the 1886 Charleston, S.C., 
earthquake, which was about a magnitude 
7.3. The earthquake was felt so widely 
because it was a shallow earthquake, and 
geologic conditions in the eastern U.S. allow 
the effects of earthquakes to propagate and 
spread much more efficiently than in the 
western United States. 
 
Scientists cannot predict the timing of 
specific earthquakes, but the occurrence of 
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past earthquakes combined with strain rates 
and other factors are used to construct 
seismic hazard maps that form the basis of 
earthquake provisions in building codes. 
Families and communities can improve their 
safety and reduce their losses by taking 
actions to make their homes, places of work, 
schools and businesses as earthquake-safe as 
possible. The USGS provides information on 
how you can prepare at the Earthquake 
Hazards Program Website. The USGS 
earthquake activities are authorized as part 
of the four-agency National Earthquake 
Hazards Reduction (http://www.nehrp.gov), 
which was established in 1977 to translate 
the results of geosciences and engineering 
research into implementation of loss 
reduction measures. The other NEHRP 
agencies are FEMA, NSF, and the National 
Institute of Standards and Technology. 
For more information on this earthquake, 
please visit the PAGER 
(http://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eqin
thenews/2011/se082311a/). 


