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EARTH SCIENCE LINK

Can Animals Predict Earthquakes?

It Could Happen to You!

One day you come home from visiting a friend for the weekend and learn that
your dog Pepper is hiding under your bed. Your father explains that he has
been trying to get Pepper out from under the bed for the last 6 hours. Just then
your mother enters the room and says that she has found two snakes in the
backyard—and that makes a total of five in 2 days! This is very odd because
you usually don’t find more than one each year.

All the animals seem to be acting very strange. Your goldfish is even hiding
behind a rock. You wonder if there is some explanation.

What’s Going On?

So what’s your guess? What do you think is happening? Did you guess that an
earthquake is about to occur? Well, if you did, you are probably right!

Publications from as far back as 1784 record unusual animal behavior prior to
earthquakes. Some examples included zoo animals refusing to go into their
shelters at night and domestic cattle seeking high ground. Other animals, like
lizards, snakes, and small mammals, evacuate their underground burrows, and
wild birds leave their usual habitats. All of these events occurred a few days,
several hours, or a few minutes before the earthquakes happened.

Animals on Call?

Today the majority of scientists look to physical instruments in order to help
them predict earthquakes. Yet the fact remains that none of the geophysical
instruments we have allow scientists to predict exactly when an earthquake will
occur. Could animals know the answer?

There are changes in the Earth’s crust that occur prior to an earthquake, such as
magnetic field changes, subsidence (sinking), tilting, and bulging of the surface.
These things can be monitored by modern instruments. Many studies have
shown that electromagnetic fields affect the behavior of living organisms. Is it
possible that animals close to the epicenter of an earthquake are able to sense
changes in their environment? Should we pay attention?

You Decide

Currently, the United States government does not fund research that
investigates whether animals can predict earthquakes. Have a debate with your
classmates about whether the government should fund such research.


