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Lake Mead to offer look. .

at continental break-up
By Mary' Manning
LAS VEGAS SUN

The West is expected to break
away from the rest of the country
- not politically but geologically
speaking - and Lake Mead
provides the perfect spot for
scientists to record the process.

The lake is the only accessible
body of water lying squarely
on top of the continent's
"breakaway zone," a thin
line extending from Mexico to
Canada where the Earth's crust
has stretched and may be-on the

• brink of breaking up.
But don't pack your bags just

yet. Scientists expect the whole
thing to take a million years or
more.

Geologists from Columbia
University's Lamont-Doherty
Earth Observatory in New York
say the lake is perfect for
watching the break-up and
are setting up 50 portable
seismometers over hundreds of
miles around the reservoir.

"We've simply determined

where the Earth is doing an
experiment for us, and we're
bringing in all our available
instrumentation to record it,"
said Art Lerner-Lam, a Lamont-
Doherty seismologist.

The instruments are normally
used to probe beneath ocean
floors. Buried a foot in the
ground, each seismograph will
record sound waves echoing
through a widearea surrounding
the lake.

After traveling 130 miles
along Lake Mead's major basins.
and up the Colorado River
toward the Grand Canyon, the
scientists will capture a better
picture of the rift based on sonic
and seismic data.

"The breakaway zone extends
for several thousand miles
roughly north-south across the
western United States," said
Dr. John Mutter, a marine
geophysicist at Lamont-Doherty.

Sound shot by airguns towed
behind boats is absorbed by rock
fractures and amile-longfloating

string of hydrophones, leaving
a distinct geological fingerprint,
Mutter said.

"Lake Mead, by pure chance,
lies across a fundamental
geological boundary, straddling
the junction between a region to
the west - where the crust has
been stretched tremendously -
and a region to the east where
it has not," Mutter said.

He said that over time,
the Gulf of California would
become a new sea with a
coastline extending along the
Nevada-Arizona border, through
Utah and beyond Yellowstone
National Park.

The same type of continental
breakup happened when the
Arabian Peninsula broke away
from Africa and formed the Red
Sea.

Lake Mead, formed in 1935
when the Colorado River was
blocked by Hoover Dam, settled
where the Colorado Plateau
meets the Basin and Range. The
Colorado Plateau is a block of

The great divide
The bold line marked "Breakaway
Zone" below shows where the North
American continent might divide.

crust 25miles thick, ancient and
intact after forming 400 million
years ago.


