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irgin Islands.
st 8.5 meters above sea level, the
island is threatened with devastation
strong winds and huge waves during
the annual hurricane season.

Besides leaving a trail of destruction,
flooding events also leave sediment
deposits on the ground. Researchers can
use this geological testimony to deduce
the intensity and frequency of hurricanes
and tsunamis that struck even many
hundreds to thousands of years ago.

In September 2017, the Caribbean island
experienced the highest category

[P bl
pndat'l

X CUmentmg morphologlcal chan s'on

he surface and collecting samples of
deposited sediments. In combination with
laboratory analyses, this data helps to
improve existing tsunami models, allow-
wing researchers to estimate the long-term
risk of a region and to adapt the.early







Album

UNINOVA

133/2019

43



Album

Some 800 years ago,
a tsunami tore a huge piece of_
coral from the reef and washed it
3 500 meters onto the land.
Measuring points are used to cre-
ate a 3D model that allows re-
searchers to determine its volume
and weight. In turn, this helps
them calculate the wave height and
flow velocity needed to trans-
port the coral boulder, which weighs
about eight metric tons,
such a large distance inland.
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Along the coast, historical
hurrieanes;have created coast-
parallel ridges composﬁ'
of coral fragments. A trer?bl!r:-
covers the inner structure:
of the coral ridge. The orientati n‘*ﬁ

— he flat clasts tells research- % §
. ‘:#‘:- “*. “ers that this material was transport- ‘-'"E. .
3 '*_j-l . edonto the beach by thousands :
é, . . of individual storm waves —
- rather than by the turbulent

waters of a_tsunami wave (left).

«-..The green line marks the rid
crest and would disappear’

if the material was mowved by

a storm. Irma was t00 wé:

to wash new material onto the*: -

land - and was therefore
not even clgse.to the wGrsj—case
scenam} on An?‘gatdé" y




Michaela Spiske
is a private lecturer
of exogenous
geology and sedi-
mentology at
the Department of
Environmental
Sciences of the Uni-
versity of Basel.
Her research focus-
es on erosion,
transport and depo-
sition processes
during natural haz-
ards such as
tsunamis and storm
surges, which can
significantly alter or
even destroy a
coastal region with-
in a few hours.
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A shovel slice of sediments
from a salt pond in the
island'’s interior contains hundreds
of years of geological history:
Between typical salt-pond depos-
its, the researchers find two layers
containing shell fragments and
limestone chunks from the open
ocean and the shore platform.
These bear evidence to the sever-
al-meter high tsunamis that
washed over the island some
800 years ago and in 1755.
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