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Abstract: Acoustic emission (AE)/seismicity activity increased near the city of Sendai, Japan, after
the 11 March 2011 Tohoku earthquake in a newly seismically active region near the Nagamachi-Rifu
fault, which caused a magnitude 5.0 earthquake in 1998. The source of this activity was around
12 km beneath an artificial lake. At the same time, activity on the Nagamachi-Rifu fault nearly ceased.
More than 1550 micro-earthquakes were observed between 11 March 2011 and 1 August 2012, of
which 63% exhibited similar waveforms and defined 64 multiplets. It appears that crustal extension of
about 2 m during the Tohoku earthquake and additional extension of about 1 m during the following
year changed the stress field in this region, thus generating micro-earthquakes and controlling their
frequency. However, it has been presumed that crustal movement during the Tohoku earthquake did
not affect the direction of principal stress, and that these events induced repeated quasi-static slips at
asperities and the resultant micro-earthquakes.

Keywords: acoustic emission swarm; 2011 Tohoku earthquake; repeating earthquake; multiplet;
crustal movement

1. Introduction

Acoustic emission (AE)/seismicity is important for evaluating the stability of geological structures;
for instance, the delineation of fracture systems from AE activity in geothermal reservoirs is
indispensable for thermal energy extraction [1]. The stability evaluation of fractures during hydraulic
stimulation in geothermal reservoirs is necessary to avoid inducing large AE events, where the
relationship between large AE events and the pore-pressure distribution in reservoirs is studied [2].
The stability of geological structures is also important from the viewpoint of disaster prevention.
The dynamic behavior of geological structures has been studied by many seismologists who have
examined repeating earthquakes and slow slip at seismic zones [3–5].

The 11 March 2011 Tohoku earthquake and its many aftershocks brought widespread destruction
to eastern Japan [6–8]. This seismic activity occurred on both offshore and inland faults. Although thrust
events dominated seismicity before and during the Tohoku earthquake, eastward movement of the
shallow crust of the overriding tectonic plate caused extension that relaxed the subduction-related
horizontal compressional stress locally, resulting in normal movement on some inland faults after the
Tohoku earthquake [9].

Close observations of seismic activity are indispensable for the monitoring of the stability of
geological structures. This paper describes a seismic swarm that occurred beneath an artificial lake
near the plane of an active fault in Sendai city, Japan, after the Tohoku earthquake. It has long been
known that changes in the water level of reservoirs can trigger substantial earthquakes, and it is shown
that the seismic activity was sensitive to the small change of tectonic stress caused by the water level
of the artificial lake.
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2. Study Area

The study area is in the western part of Sendai city, Miyagi Prefecture, Japan, about 150 km west
of the Tohoku earthquake epicenter (Figure 1a). Here, a river terrace is present on both sides of the
Hirose River. A double arch dam, built across a tributary to the Hirose River in 1961, created a reservoir
named Lake Okura, with a 1.6 km2 surface area and a storage capacity of 2.8 × 107 m3. The water
level is normally maintained between 240 and 270 m above sea level (masl), which corresponds to
water depths of 0 to 30 m (Miyagi Prefecture, http://www.pref.miyagi.jp/snd-dam/data/okdam-
cyosui.htm). The Nagamachi-Rifu fault extends approximately 15 km under Sendai city, striking
northeast–southwest and dipping about 45◦ to the northwest [10,11]. Estimates of the stress field made
by the multiple inverse method [12] indicate that the direction of minimum principal stress is vertical
and the direction of maximum principal stress varies from east–west to northwest–southeast.
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Figure 1. (a) Map of northeastern Honshu, Japan, with inset showing location of study area.
The solid star marks the epicenter of the Tohoku earthquake; (b) Map showing epicenters of
micro-earthquakes from 5 February 2005 to 1 August 2012; (c) Vertical cross section showing
hypocenters of micro-earthquakes projected onto line A–B. Open stars show the location of the
magnitude 5.0 earthquake of 15 September 1998.

At Sendai city, very high seismic intensities (greater than 6 on the Japan Meteorological Agency
scale) were recorded during the Tohoku earthquake. GPS (Global Positioning System) data documented
crustal movements of more than 5 m at the coast and about 2.5 m in Sendai city. The Nagamachi-Rifu
fault is known to be active in the Sendai area [10,13,14]. Seismic activity increased near this fault
after the Tohoku earthquake, and more than 1550 events were observed between 11 March 2011 and
1 August 2012. A micro-earthquake is physically the same to as an AE and the term “AE” is generally
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used for much smaller seismic events with smaller magnitude, and this paper discusses the stability of
geological structures using micro-earthquakes in the same manner.

3. Tectonic Conditions before and after the Tohoku Earthquake

On 15 September 1998, an earthquake of magnitude (M) 5.0 occurred at a 12.4 km depth, on the
deepest part of the Nagamachi-Rifu fault [14]. The mechanism of this earthquake and its aftershocks was
reverse faulting, and the P-axes of the events described a line oriented east–west to northwest–southeast;
the maximum principal stress direction in the deep part of the active fault was northwest–southeast.

On the basis of GPS data from an observation point about 6 km southeast of the dam, the
Geospatial Information Authority of Japan (GSI) reported crustal movement of 2.55 m eastward and
16 cm ground subsidence during the Tohoku earthquake (e.g., [15]). The GSI also measured eastward
crustal movements of 1.85 m in Tendo city, 30 km to the west, and 3.98 m in Higashi-Matsushima
city, 70 km to the east (GSI, http://www.gsi.go.jp/index.html; Figure 1a). From these data plus
the assumption of an elastic rock mass in the area, the strain change resulting from the Tohoku
earthquake was estimated to be 2.13 × 10−5 in the study area. Eastward crustal movement
around Sendai continued after the earthquake, reaching about 1 m during the following year (GSI;
http://www.gsi.go.jp/cais/chikakuhendo40012.html).

It appears that the direction of maximum principal stress in the study area was roughly east–west
both before and after the Tohoku earthquake [7]. However, at the Kamaishi mine, ≈170 km northeast
of Sendai, horizontal displacement of 3.3 m was observed during the Tohoku earthquake [16]. In situ
measurements of tectonic stress at the mine documented a large change in the stress field in the shallow
crust in the two years after the Tohoku earthquake, with the principal stress decreasing in the east–west
direction and increasing in the north–south direction [16].

The evidence suggests that although the Tohoku earthquake caused large changes of the stress field
in some parts of the shallow crust, changes in the orientation of the stress field at seismogenic depths were
small in the study area, which implies that the stress field in the study area still favors reverse faulting.

4. AE Activity before and after the Tohoku Earthquake

A large number of micro-earthquakes were recorded in western Sendai city from 5 February 2005
to 1 August 2012, a period spanning the time of the Tohoku earthquake (Figure 1). The distribution of
hypocenters defines two areas of AE activity, largely corresponding to seismic events before and after
the Tohoku earthquake, respectively (Figures 2 and 3).
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The AE events before the Tohoku earthquake occurred at depths between 8 and 14 km on the
Nagamachi-Rifu fault. However, after the earthquake, this activity ceased and a new active zone
appeared to the west, generating hundreds of events between 11 March 2011 and 1 August 2012
at depths of 8 to 14 km. Activity in the study area did not increase immediately after the Tohoku
earthquake, but began a gradual rise on 3 April and totaled 11 events (maximum magnitude 2.3) by
21 April. After 24 April, AE activity increased further, and by 1 August 2012, more than 1550 AE events
had occurred. It is known that smaller earthquakes (e.g., aftershocks) occur after a previous large
earthquake in the same area of the main shock, and the frequency of aftershocks decreases with the
reciprocal of time after the main shock (Omori’s law). However, clear mainshock and aftershocks are
not identified after the Tohoku earthquake in Figure 4; thus, the typical decay of earthquake swarms is
difficult to discern. The relationship between the event activity and the seasonal variations in water
level in other years were investigated. However, the clear relationship as seen in Figure 4 was not
observed before the Tohoku earthquake and after the studied period, and the seismic activity was very
low in 2017. Figure 5 shows the Gutenberg-Richter relation before and after 11 March 2011. The b-value
was 1.0 before 11 March and 0.92 after 11 March, indicating that larger events became more frequent
after the Tohoku earthquake.

Among the micro-earthquakes after 11 March 2011, we identified events that shared similar
waveforms (Figure 6), known as repeating earthquakes or multiplets [17–19]. By calculating coherences
for all possible pairs of events, and using coherence greater than 0.98 as the criterion for similarity,
we identified 985 similar events (63% of those observed), which defined 64 multiplets. Travel-time
differences of P- and S-waves were determined by cross-correlating the P- and S-components with
their master events.

The mean and standard deviation of the travel-time differences between P- and S-waves were
0.024 and 0.04 s, respectively. Source locations were not corrected according to travel-time differences
because the number of seismic stations was insufficient to properly constrain them. However, the
similarity of P- and S-wave travel times suggests that the multiplet sources were close together on
adjacent fractures.

During the period following the Tohoku earthquake, eight earthquakes larger than M 3.0 were
observed at more than 40 stations, making it possible to estimate their source mechanisms by using
P-wave polarity distributions. Figure 7a shows the fault plane solution of the largest of these events
(M 3.4 on 3 June 2011), for which only P-wave polarities that were clearly detected by visual inspection
were used to determine the nodal planes. The other seven of these events had the same mechanism,
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indicating that the fault planes strike north-northeast–south-southwest and dip at about 65◦, and
that the slip included both left-lateral strike-slip and reverse components. The accuracy of the
source locations was not enough to identify the orientation of the fault plane which caused the
micro-earthquakes. If the source locations were approximated to a plane, the plane was dipping
around 45 degrees to the east and striking nearly north-south, and this orientation was similar to one
of the nodal planes in Figure 7a. The orientation of nodal planes for the mainshock of the 1998 M 5.0
earthquake (Figure 7b) [14] was similar to those of the eight M > 3 events (Figure 7a), but included a
right-lateral strike-slip component.
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solution for the largest event (M 3.4, 3 June 2011). Open circle and closed circle represent negative and
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Nagamachi-Rifu fault, which was reproduced following the result by Umino et al. [14].

5. Discussion

East–west crustal extension during the Tohoku earthquake relaxed the subduction-related
horizontal compressional stress in the study area. The extension decreased normal stresses on east-
and west-dipping fault planes and, because shear stress on the reverse faults decreased, they were
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dynamically stabilized against shear slip. Thus, the number of normal faulting events increased after
the Tohoku earthquake [7], and earthquakes on the Nagamachi-Rifu fault nearly ceased after 11 March
2011, as horizontal compressional stress on the fault surface decreased.

After the Tohoku earthquake, seismic activity increased in a region 6 km west of the source
of the 1998 earthquake (Figure 3), apparently on newly activated fractures. Fault plane solutions
(Figure 7a) indicate that the newly activated fractures dip either east or west and slipped with left-lateral
strike-slip and reverse mechanisms. Seismic activity on these fractures, which were previously under
critical conditions for reverse faulting, would be expected to decrease when horizontal compressional
stress was relaxed during the Tohoku earthquake and lowered the shear stress on the fault plane.
However, seismic activity increased after the earthquake, so we must seek other contributing factors.

One possible explanation is a relative increase of principal stress in the north–south direction [16].
This would have created conditions favoring left-lateral strike-slip faulting. Fault plane solutions
after the Tohoku earthquake (Figure 7a) include both left-lateral and reverse components, whereas for
the 1998 earthquake (Figure 7b), although a left-lateral component was present, reverse faulting was
dominant. This result suggests that a relative increase of principal stress in the north–south direction
may have also increased the left-lateral component, but the Tohoku earthquake did not dramatically
change the contrast between the principal east–west and north–south stresses. This observation implies
that the differential stress was greater before the Tohoku earthquake, and that the Tohoku earthquake
did not significantly affect the stress field in the study area.

The triggering of earthquakes is sensitive to changes in stress when conditions are critical for
shear slip. For example, tidal changes are a likely factor in triggering certain seismic events [20] even
though the stress change due to earth tides is no greater than about 103 Pa [21]. On the other hand,
the water level of Lake Okura changes by about 20 m, which corresponds to a change in overburden
pressure of 200 × 103 Pa. This increase in the overburden stress would increase the pore pressure
in the fractures under the lake. AE events can be triggered by increased pore pressure due to fluid
diffusion (or pressure diffusion) associated with increases of water level in a lake or reservoir, and it
is known that small changes of pore pressure can trigger earthquakes [1,22]. Earthquakes triggered
by this mechanism have been reported at several kilometers depth beneath a reservoir in the Koyna
district of India [23]. Here, micro-earthquakes started when the water level of Lake Okura approached
its maximum level of 270 masl, and the rate of events peaked at 25/day just after that water level was
reached. Although those facts do not establish a correlation, fluctuations of the lake level should not
be precluded as a possibility in explaining the swarm.

The increase of seismic activity after the Tohoku earthquake can be explained as follows. Before the
earthquake, strain energy was accumulating in fractures such that they reached a critical condition for
shear slip before 11 March 2011, but cohesion on the fracture surfaces kept the fault locked. Given that
crustal movement at this time was a few centimeters per year, cohesive strengthening would have
been aseismic. In the process that increases frictional resistance to sliding, generally referred to
as healing, micromechanical processes (e.g., increases of asperity contact areas) result in cohesive
strengthening [24]. Crustal extension during the Tohoku earthquake changed the direction of shear
stress on fractures and weakened the contacts across fracture planes, thus activating shear slip at
asperities that were under critical conditions for shear slip. It appears that quasi-static slips occurred
repeatedly in the newly activated fracture zone after the Tohoku earthquake, causing AE events as
great as M 3.4. This interpretation is supported by the observation of many AE events with similar
waveforms (accounting for 63% of located micro-earthquakes) and the decrease after 11 March of the
gradient of the high-magnitude tail of earthquake magnitude distributions (Figure 5).

6. Conclusions

About 40 days after the 2011 Tohoku earthquake, a micro-earthquake swarm began west of Sendai,
Japan, centered about 8–14 km deep beneath an artificial lake near the down-dip projection of an
active fault that caused an M 5 earthquake in 1998. Observations suggest that the new fractures were
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seismically activated, even though fracturing should have been stabilized by a decrease of principal
stress in the east–west direction that was caused by the Tohoku earthquake. It is typically presumed
that crustal movement during the Tohoku earthquake did not affect the direction of principal stress;
however, a relative increase of the principal stress magnitude in the north–south direction in the study
area may have caused a change in the direction of shear stress on fracture surfaces, thus weakening the
contacts at asperities. These events induced repeated quasi-static slips at asperities and the resultant
AE events. The magnitudes and frequency of the micro-earthquakes indicate that these fractures were
capable of causing micro-earthquakes with magnitudes of about 4. The results of this study indicate
that ongoing monitoring of the earthquake swarm is important for mitigation of damage caused by
micro-earthquakes at these newly activated inland faults. The findings of this study may be helpful as
a case history to understand the stability of geological structures in at the kilometer scale.
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