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A Proposal to NSF and USGS for Sponsorship of the
Southern California Earthquake Center

I. Introduction and Overview

This proposal requests five years of funding
from the National Science Foundation and United
States Geological Survey for the Southern Califor-
nia Earthquake Center (SCEC). The Center was
founded in January, 1991, to coordinate the activi-
ties of experts in academia, government, and the
private sector on the scientific study of earthquakes
in Southern California. SCEC is currently spon-
sored by NSF and the USGS under NSF's Science
& Technology Centers (STC) program.  In 1999,
the base funding provided to SCEC by these fed-
eral agencies was about $5 million.

A. Rationale for the Center
The STC program supports individual centers

for a maximum of 11 years, so SCEC is entering
its last year of STC funding.  There is, however, a
compelling rationale and a strong consensus that
SCEC should continue as a major center for earth-
quake science.

1. Earthquake Risk in Southern California
The need for SCEC was underscored in a report

released last September by the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA), which apportioned
California about three-quarters of the national
earthquake risk (Fig. 1.1).  Nearly half of this na-
tional risk is located in Southern California, with
one-quarter concentrated in Los Angeles county
alone.1  A parallel study by the California Division
of Mines and Geology (CDMG) estimated that the
direct economic losses due to earthquakes in six
high-risk Southern California counties (Los Ange-
les, Orange, San Bernardino, Riverside, San Diego,
and Ventura) will average $2.7 billion dollars per
year.2

                                                  
1 HAZUS®99 Estimated Annualized Earthquake Losses

for the United States, Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency Report 366, Washington, D.C., Sep-
tember, 2000, 32 pp
(http://www.fema.gov/pdf/FEMA366.pdf).

2 An Evaluation of Future Earthquake Losses in Cali-
fornia, California Division of Mines and Geology,
Sacramento, California, September, 2000, 16 pp
(ftp://ftp.consrv.ca.gov/pub/dmg/pubs/Future_EQ_Lo
sses.pdf).  This estimate does not include losses asso-
ciated with damage to transportation lifelines or criti-
cal facilities such as hospitals and power plants.

The high earthquake risk in Southern California
is the product of a dense network of active faults
(high hazard) and a large urban population (high
exposure).  This population currently exceeds 20
million and is expected to reach 24 million by
2010.3  Southern California’s gross regional prod-
uct is approaching $600 billion per year—it is now
one of the world’s largest economies and contains
a number of rapidly growing urban centers with
extensive infrastructures:  major harbors, airports,
freeways, lifelines, heavy and light industry, and
all building types.

The people in Southern California know they
are at risk, and they are eager to improve their un-
derstanding of earthquake hazards.  SCEC serves
this public as a distributed, regional organization
with the mission of discovering, integrating, and
communicating knowledge about earthquakes.

                                                  
3 A Landscape Portrait of Southern California’s

Structure of Government and Growth, W. Fulton, M.
Glickfield, G. McMurran, and J. Gin, Claremont
Graduate University Research Institute, California
Planning and Development Report, 2000, 36 pp.
(http://www.cp-dr.com/landscape_port/landport.html)

Figure 1.1.  Annualized earthquake loss (AEL) for
regions of the United States, estimated by FEMA
using the HAZUS methodology.  The total AEL for
the United States is $4.4 billion/yr;  74% of this total
is in  California.   Owing to its high urban population
and dense network of active faults, Southern Cali-
fornia  accounts for nearly 50% of the national AEL.
25% is concentrated in Los Angeles county alone.


