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Technology Group: March 2021
 
About 28 members attended via zoom this meeting of 
the Cheadle Hulme U3A Technology group to listen to 
Dr Peter Webb of Walk Mill Consultancy Ltd in 
Hayfield talk  on “Earthquakes: Why they happen and 
how we measure them”.
Peter started off by explaining how moving plate 
tectonics over the convection cells in the earth’s 
mantle generate various weaknesses in the crust. 
Usually this results in earthquakes by either 
subduction of one plate sliding under another or 
lateral movement of one plate brushing alongside 
another, or both. Frequently this also manifests itself 
in increased volcanic activity especially along the 
plate boundaries (so called ring of fire). Peter gave 
recent examples of the different types of earthquake 
(Rift valley, subduction) and (San Andreas, lateral).
Earthquakes generate 3 types of wave, (p, s and 
surface). In p & s waves the earth moves up and 
down, or side to side from the epicentre whereas 
surface waves spread from the centre above the 
epicentre. The latter tend to be the most 
destructive.
All these waves are usually recorded on an 
instrument called a seismograph which basically is a 
heavy weighted pointer drawing on a rotating drum 
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of paper. The different waves travel at different 
speeds (p>s>surface) and can easily seen on the 
paper scan. The amplitudes of the different 
oscillations can be used to determine the magnitude 
of the quake which is reported on the logarithmic 
Richter scale. The depth of a quake can simply be 
calculated from a series of seismometers in different 
locations on the surface as the s, p waves take 
different times to travel through the intervening 
rocks.
We are not immune from quakes  in the UK even 
though we are far from a techtonic plate edge 
(Eurasian) but we often do get small scale earth 
tremors (<3Richter) because tectonic plates are 
generally littered with smaller cracks. The latest 
serious earthquake near to us occurred near Market 
Rasen in 2008 and measured  5.8 on the Richter  
scale. It caused minor damage to buildings nearby. 
Peter concluded by saying not to worry as there are 
far more dangerous events happening to us than the 
possibility of a large earthquake. 
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