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Warning Systems
Cost Peanuts

“It wouldn’t take much” to set up a tsunami warning center
in the Indian Ocean basin, like the one for the Pacific,
said Dr. Gerard Fryer, a geophysicist at the University
of Hawaii, and Tsunami Advisor to the State of Hawaii.
Already, the Hawaii center has become a global center, he
told EIR Dec. 28.

“To set up a minimal system would not be a big ex-
pense,” Fryer said. “Maybe $100,000 to set the system up,
and $250,000 yearly to operate it. . . . All the research is
done. The seismometers exist, also the tidal gauges. . . .
Setting up such a system would be one-tenth the cost of
building one hotel.”

Such a system, Dr. Fryer said, wouldn’t be as advanced
as the Pacific one, which uses special buoys, which register
small shifts in ocean pressure and transmit data via satellite

ost certainly the Department of Defense as well, knew of
e earthquake within a short time of its occurrence, and knew
ortly after of the threat, or actuality, of the tsunami. Yet no
e either could, or would, take effective action to warn the
tions in its path.

“This is a prima facie case of negligence,” statesman Lyn-
n LaRouche said Dec. 28 after reviewing the evidence as-
mbled by EIR investigative teams as of that time, that the
.S. government, and particularly the State Department, had
owledge of the potential massive disaster that was develop-
g, but failed to act.

It has also since emerged that the governments of Japan
d Australia had developed an early intelligence picture of
e tsunami threat. After registering the quake, Australia’s
deral Geoscience center in Canberra quickly determined
at it was likely to generate a large tsunami, and within 30 to

minutes had informed the Australian Foreign Ministry
d the national emergency office of the whole picture. No
arnings or messages were sent to other governments for fear
overstepping protocol, according to press accounts.
This is the chronology of events leading to the paralysis

d impotence on the U.S. side of this greatest of all fiascos,
EIR has been able to reconstruct them:
Within minutes of the undersea earthquake off the north

ast of Sumatra, which triggered the deadly tsunami, two
fferent U.S. government agencies went into action to deter-
ine the location and size of the quake. The first to locate it
as the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s
OAA’s) Tsunami Warning Center in Palmer, Alaska,

hich monitors seismic data from over a dozen sources

International
to the monitoring system. But adding buoys is also rela-
tively inexpensive. “The buoys used in the Pacific System
cost $150,000 each, but our government could build and
sell a few,” Dr. Fryer said. “What’s in place now in almost
every port is a tidal gauge. That’s not the best, but it would
be pretty darn good.”

Existing tsunami monitoring systems are coupled with
standard civil defense measures: local warning systems,
guidelines for the population, emergency operations
centers.

The Deep-ocean Assessment and Reporting of Tsuna-
mis (DART) stations that exist in the Pacific Ocean basin
have a bottom pressure recorder anchored to the seafloor,
and a moored surface buoy with an antenna that links to
a GOES satellite, which relays real-time data to ground
stations. The seafloor component can detect tsunamis as
small as 1 cm. The system operates in a standard mode
and an event mode. In the latter mode, when an event is
identified, data are taken every 15 seconds.

—Marjorie Mazel Hecht

around the world. Within less than 15 minutes, scientists there
had pinpointed the epicenter of the disturbance, and assessed
it at 8.1 on the Richter scale—a major earthquake. (Within
one hour, they had upgraded to 8.5. The final assessment was
9.0, a mega-event, the fifth largest earthquake in the world
since 1900.) The Alaska center is connected to NOAA’s Pa-
cific Tsunami Warning Center in Ewa Beach, Hawaii, which
has responsibility for the entire Pacific basin.

Within 15 minutes of the onset of the quake, an informa-
tion bulletin went out to the nations of the Pacific from the
International Tsunami Information Center in Hawaii. The
earthquake had registered on detection instruments at 00:59
Universal Time on the morning of Dec. 26 (or 2:59 p.m. on
Dec. 25, Hawaii Standard Time). However, the earthquake
was in the Indian Ocean. The nations of the Pacific basin
were not threatened, and the Tsunami Warning System ap-
plies only to the 26 participating nations which border on
the Pacific. The information bulletin would go only to
those nations.

Within an hour, NOAA sent out another bulletin, upgrad-
ing its estimate of the magnitude of the quake to 8.5 on the
Richter scale, and warning that “there is the possibility of
a tsunami near the epicenter.” Indonesia and Australia, both
part of the Pacific network, were among the countries that
received the warning. It was already too late for Indonesia.
By then, the sea surge had already struck northern Sumatra
and other nearby locations, but it would be more than another
hour before the shock wave, travelling at speeds up to 500
miles per hour, would reach the coasts of Sri Lanka, Bangla-
desh, and India, and several hours longer to reach east Africa.
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