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Lesson 2: Where in the World Are Earthquakes?
Most earthquakes, especially the large damaging earthquakes, occur 

at tectonic plate boundaries. At an average of an inch a year, tectonic 
plates move slowly over the surface of the Earth. 

A plate boundary looks like the faults shown in Lesson 1; the only 
difference is that instead of thinking in terms of different blocks of 
rock on either side of the fault, there are tectonic plates. These plates 
range in size from 6–70 miles thick and 100’s to 1,000’s of miles wide.

Types of Plate Boundaries: 
•	 Transform: Formed from the strike-slip motion of two plates. In 

California, the Pacific Plate slides past the North American Plate 
creating the plate boundary known as the San Andreas Fault. 

•	 Divergent: Most often found in the middle of the ocean, these 
occur where two tectonic plates are pulled apart. As the plates 
are pulled apart, magma from deep within the Earth rises to the 
ocean floor and cools, becoming part of a new oceanic plate. 
Most earthquakes at these plate boundaries only occur from the 
surface to depths of about 43 miles. 

•	 Convergent: Found where two tectonic plates collide; resulting 
in the formation of mountains or an ocean trench. The 
Himalayas, the world’s highest mountains, are the result of the 
Indian Plate crashing into the Eurasian Plate. 

When an oceanic plate collides with a continental plate, the 
oceanic plate “subducts” below the continental plate. These 
subduction zones are where the largest and deepest earthquakes 
occur, such as the earthquake in Japan on March 11, 2011. 
Earthquakes at subduction zones can occur from the surface to 
660 km (410 miles) deep, and are the ones most likely to generate 
very large earthquakes and tsunamis and large mountain ranges 
such as the Andes or the Cascades. 

Further Study: 
Out of the largest earthquakes in the world, how many occurred 
on subduction zones? Where on Earth can you find earthquakes 
that are not on a plate boundary? Use the following as a reference: 
http://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/world/10_largest_world.php

Earthquake	epicenters	outline	most	of	the	plates.	To	see	all	of	the	plates	go	to:
http://earthquake.usgs.gov/learn/topics/plate_tectonics/plates.php
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