
APPENDIX A: Tsunami Response Definitions 
 
Tsunami: A series of traveling waves of extremely long length and period, usually generated by 
disturbances associated with earthquakes occurring below or near the ocean floor. (Also called 
seismic sea wave and, popularly, tidal wave.) Also, a series of ocean waves produced by a 
submarine earthquake, landslide, or volcanic eruption. These waves may reach enormous 
dimensions and travel across entire ocean basins with little loss of energy. They proceed as 
ordinary gravity waves with a typical period between 5 and 60 minutes. Tsunamis become 
steeper and increase in height on approaching shallow water (creating one or more waves that 
sweep inland like a flash flood), inundating low-lying areas.  Tsunamis have no connection with 
tides; the popular name is entirely misleading. 
 
Tsunami Information Bulletin: Message issued by the West Coast Alaska Tsunami Warning 
Center (WCATWC) to advise participants of the occurrence of a major earthquake in the Pacific 
or near-Pacific area, with the evaluation that a potentially destructive Pacific-wide tsunami was 
not generated. 
 
Tsunami Warning Bulletin: The National Weather Service will issue a Tsunami Warning when a 
potential tsunami with significant widespread inundation is imminent or expected. Warnings 
alert the public that widespread...dangerous coastal flooding accompanied by powerful currents 
is possible and may continue for several hours after arrival of the initial wave. Warnings also 
alert emergency management officials to take action for the entire tsunami hazard zone.  
Appropriate actions to be taken by local officials may include the evacuation of low-lying coastal 
areas and repositioning ships to deep waters when there is time to safely do so.  Warnings may 
be updated, adjusted geographically, downgraded or canceled.  To provide the earliest possible 
alert, initial warnings are normally based only on seismic information.  
 
Tsunami Watch Bulletin: A Tsunami Watch is issued to alert emergency management officials 
and the public of an event that may later impact the watch area.  The watch area may be 
upgraded to a warning or downgraded to an advisory - or canceled - based on updated 
information and analysis.  Therefore, emergency management officials and the public should 
prepare to take action.  Watches are normally issued based on seismic information without 
confirmation that a destructive tsunami is underway.  
 
Pacific-wide tsunami: A tsunami capable of widespread destruction, not only in the immediate 
region of its generation, but across the entire Pacific Ocean.  These occur when the disturbance 
that generates the tsunami is sufficiently great. Usually starting as a local tsunami that causes 
extensive destruction near the source, these waves continue to travel across the entire ocean 
basin with sufficient energy to cause additional casualties and destruction on shores more than a 
thousand km from the source. In the last two hundred years, there have been at least seventeen 
destructive Pacific-wide tsunamis. 
The most destructive Pacific-wide tsunami of recent history was generated by a massive 
earthquake off the coast of Chile on May 22, 1960. All Chilean coastal towns between the 36th 
and 44th parallels were either destroyed or heavily damaged by the action of the tsunami and the 
quake. The combined tsunami and earthquake toll included 2,000 killed, 3,000 injured, 
2,000,000 homeless, and $550 million damage. Off the coastal town of Corral, Chile, the waves 



were estimated to be 20 meters (67 feet) high. The tsunami caused 61 deaths in Hawaii, 20 in the 
Philippines, and 100 or more in Japan. Estimated damages were US$50 million in Japan, US$24 
million in Hawaii and several more millions along the west coast of the United States and 
Canada. Distant wave heights varied from slight oscillations in some areas to 12 meters (40 feet) 
at Pitcairn Island; 11 meters at Hilo, Hawaii; and 6 meters at some places in Japan. A Pacific-
wide tsunami today, similar in size to the May 1960 event, could easily have catastrophic 
consequences. 
Near-field Tsunami (Also Known As Local Tsunami): A tsunami from a nearby source, 
generally less than 200 km away. A local tsunami is generated by a small earthquake, a landslide 
or a pyroclastic flow.  This is the most serious tsunami hazard for San Diego County, because the 
wave heights are likely to be highest and the forces are likely to be the strongest (due to 
proximity to the precipitating event), because these tsunami waves can arrive in as little as 3 to 
15 minutes of the event, and because they may occur after a disastrously damaging coastal 
earthquake, creating another layer of disaster, threatening the public and personnel responding to 
the earthquake, and complicating search, rescue, treatment, firefighting, and hazardous materials 
management. 
Tele-tsunami (also known as distant-source Tsunami): A tsunami originating from a distant 
source, generally more than 1000 km away. 

 
Estimated time of arrival (ETA) of Tsunami: Time of tsunami arrival at some fixed location, as 
estimated from modeling the speed and refraction of the tsunami waves as they travel from the 
source. ETA is estimated with very good precision if the bathymetry (measurement of water 
depth) and source are well known (less than a couple of minutes). 
 
Tsunami Advisory: A Tsunami Advisory is issued for the threat of a potential tsunami that may 
produce strong currents or waves dangerous to those in or near the water.  Coastal regions 
historically prone to damage due to strong currents induced by tsunamis are at the greatest risk.  
The threat may continue for several hours after the arrival of the initial wave, but significant 
widespread inundation is not expected for areas under an advisory.  Appropriate actions to be 
taken by local officials may include closing beaches, evacuating harbors and marinas, and 
repositioning ships to deep waters when there is time to safely do so.  Advisories are normally 
updated to continue the advisory, expand/contract affected areas, upgrade to a warning or cancel 
the advisory.  
 
Tsunami Evacuation Map: A drawing or representation that outlines danger zones and designates 
limits beyond which people must be evacuated to avoid harm from tsunami waves. 
 
Tsunami Travel Time: Time required for the first tsunami wave to propagate from its source to a 
given point on a coastline. 
 
Inundation Line: Inland limit of tsunami inundation, measured horizontally from the mean sea 
level (MSL) line. 

 
Run-up: Difference between the elevation of maximum tsunami penetration (inundation line) and 
the sea-level at the time of the tsunami event. 


