
when a self-taught climatologist predicted a major quake for the Midwest, sei 
ignored him, but leaving the field to pseudoscience proved a big mistake 
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Boulder, Colorado-JILL STEVENSWANTED 

to alert millions of Midwesterners to the 
earthquake threat beneath their feet. As 
head of the information side of the Center 
for Earthquake Research and Information at 
Memphis State University, she had been 
warning, with limited success, that much 
remained undone to  protect the citizenry 
from rare but lethal quakes. But to  the 
average Midwesterner, earthquake country 
stopped at the California border, so why 
worry-until in the winter of 1989, when 
one Dr. Iben Browning came along. 

A self-taught climatologist, Browning did 
Stevens' job for her-

didn't call Browning a quack early on." And 
it was this concern that led participants of 
the meeting to hope that the next time a 
bogus earthquake prediction surfaces-and 
there are sure to be more (see box)-scien-
tists will recognize its potential for touching 
off a frenzy and promptly do their part to 
squelch it. 

In retrospect, Browning's winter 1989pre-
diction gained credibilitybecause it contained 
a grain of truth. As Stevens and federal and 
state authorities had been telling Midwest-
erners throughout the 1980s, the New 
Madrid Fault-a zigzagging fissure buried 
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offer two reasons for the prediction's 
scientific plausibility. For one thing, 
tides were indeed scheduled to  peak I 
date Browning had identified. AncI seis-
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For anyone who doubted that Brow1 
could pinpoint where the quake m 
strike, there was his putative track rec 
To read the newspapers, it was impressive. 
"He is known to have predicted the 1989 
San Francisco earthquake a week in ad-
vance" reported The New York Timer "'--
t o  be outdone,  The S a n  Frafi 
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Chronicle declared: "He missed by 
hours hitting the Oct. 1 7  San Fra 
quake on the nose in a forecast published in 
1985 and by only 5 minutes in an update a 
week before the disaster." Seismologist Arch 
C. Johnston, director of the Memphir "----
center and Stevens' boss, says he co 
get away from this undocumented 
Whenever he'd give his stock talk 
how unscientific the prediction wa! 
most to a person, the response was: Yc 
he predicted Loma Prieta." 

What's more, to the eyes of the a7 
reporter Browning had credentials-a 
(albeit in zoology) and the suppor. 
bona fide member of the seismology 
munity. David Stewart, a Ph.D. in gec 
ics, was director of Southeast Missour 
University's Earthquake Information 
ter, and a past interim director of the 
tral United States Earthquake Consc 
(CUSEC), a federally sponsored grc 
state emergency agencies. 
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Cross wasted preciou their efforts 
to calm the public. 

Although ultimate Jility for the 
misleading quake preulcLlu11 ~rasto  rest with 
Browning (who died 3 weeks ago), Stevens 
and others who gathered here last month 
for the sixteenth Annual Hazards Research 
and Applications Workshop lay a healthy 
share of blame at the feet of a group that 
wanted no part of Browning or his prognos-
tications: the scientific community. "If I 
have any criticism," said Lacy Suiter, direc-
tor of the Tennessee Emergency Manage-
ment Agency, "it's why the scientific com-
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consultant in Albuquerque, which Browning and Stewart 
the subtle bulging of Earth rebuffed every challenge, the 
caused by the gravitational scientific community finally 
pull of the sun and moon- counterattacked. Just 6 weeks 
which was to peak on 3 De- before the 3 December target 
cember 1990-would trig- date, the U.S. Geological 
ger a quake on any fault that Survey's (USGS) Na 
was already on the verge of Earthquake Prediction : 
rupturing. Browning identi- ation Council ( N E  
fied the New Madrid fault as called a press conference an-
a likely break point. nouncing that Browning's 

Ridiculous precision, any prediction was "theoretically 
seismologist would have implausible." His claim to  
called it, but 1 have predicted Loma 
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That might have been to the good, says 
Stevens, except that the prediction was 
scientificallygroundless-and so specific and 
apocalyptic as to  provoke near hysteria. 
Stevens recalls a 6-year-old girl whose earth-
quake fears could not be soothed on the 
phone, and elderly callers to her center who 
worried how they would get back in their 
wheelchairs after the big one struck. Schools 
and factories closed on the target day, 3 
December, and groups such as the Red 
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would hit the fault from time to time. 
Earthquakesensitivitic still more 

acute in October 1989 he Loma 
Prieta earthquake hit northern California. It 
was a long way from the Midwest, but, says 
Stevens, the television coverage provided "a 
graphic description of U.S. earthquake dam-
age that [Midwesterners] could identify 
with." Then came Browning's prediction, 
first appearing a month later in a short 
Associated Press wire story. According to  

esponsibil Prieta 

IL. 2 5 3SCIENCE. VO 



In Shock _______-_________ -- - 
~ . , , , , ~ k ~  l ~ e d r t r ~ a  To Quake For~casl Causing 

was baseless; a video paredness Project in Oakland. 
and a transcript of two "We constantly deal w ~ t h  
of his talks showed that seers, channelers, experiment- 

there are other vulnerable areas that have 
not yet been immunized, notes Nigg. One 
is the Pacific Northwest, where large quakes 

he had not even mentioned California- ers, and backyard seismolo- I have struck in the past but residents are 
he had predicted nothing more than vague 
geologic unrest around the world. And his 
claimed 5-year-long record of prediction 

gists who are making predictions. If you let 
it ride-as scientists and preparedness people 
did in New Madrid-you're ignoring that 

seismically naive-two critical elements of 
the Browning fiasco. 

At the Boulder workshop, Dennis Mileti 
success was no better than chance. Then, a 
few days later, the last leg of support was cut 
out from under Browning. The St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch reported that David Stewart, 
the media's sole scientific support for 
Browning, believed that "psychic phenom- 
ena is [sic] a fact." And this was not Stewart's 

these things have a life of their own." 
Some seismologists are beginning to ac- 

cept as much. But could it all happen again, 
despite the lessons learned? "The Midwest 
has had its first bit of prediction 'flu,"' says 
Joanne Nigg, a social scientist who has stud- 
ied previous quake prediction episodes. 

of Colorado State University was not opti- 
mistic that scientists will respond more ag- 
gressively to  the next Browning-style pre- 
diction. He pointed out that the same les- 
sons about how pseudoscientific quake pre- 
dictions, if lefi unchecked, can run wild had 
been learned three times before. And so 

first questionable quake prediction episode: 
He had once employed a psychic in a predic- 
tion for North Carolina (see box). 

"That will at least begin to  make more 
people more skeptical, but only if the level 
of public discourse is raised over time." And 

Mileti asks: "When are we going to  institu- 
tionalize lessons we've learned four times 
already?" RICHARD A. KERR 

But this debunking came too late: By 
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Spence of tE ,ological S ;olden, Cc .ady calls for 
two mammoth earthquakes in Peru, one of which would be magnitude 9.8 (larger 
th  quake), the media there takes him vey 
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then the frenzy, fueled by an uncritical me- 
dia, "was absolutely uncontrollable," ob- 
serves Stevens. For months, harried school 
principals, factory operators, and local au- 
thorities had been besieging officials such as 
Jerry Hauer, director of Indiana's emer- 
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board of the earthquake consortium. Hauer 
and his CUSEC colleagues had asked 
NEPEC in mid-May to  step in-to no avail. 
"NEPEC did an excellent job," he now says. 
"Unfortunately, it was too late. The earlier 
we could have gotten NEPEC involved, the 
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Why did the seismological community 

wait so long to counterattack? The ammuni- 
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about Stewart's previous psychic prediction, 
for example. But "scientists don't like to  
play on that level," notes seismologist Tho- 
mas Heaton of the USGS in Pasadena, a 
NEPEC working group member. Johnston, 
too, didn't think dragging in personalities 
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and that would debunk Browning. "In ret- 
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rospect, that was a very naive expec- 
tation.. .we should have gone to  Stewart's 
track record a lot earlier." 
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the substance of Browning's prediction. 
Many earth scientists and the scientific com- 
munity as a whole held back from even that. 
In essence, says Brian Mitchell of St. Louis 
University, a member of NEPEC's working 
group, they didn't want to dignify Brown- 
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says, "we're caught. The hope is that if we 
don't respond, people will forget it and it 
will go away. If we do  respond, it gives the 
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.. . .. That's an unfounded and dangerous atti- 
tude, responds Richard Eisner, director of 
the Bay Area Regional Earthquake Pre- 
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