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Prepare!...Why?...for What?  
The Rogue Valley is a great place to live – beautiful scenery, recreational opportunities cultural 

activities, good medical care – but like everywhere else, it has its share of hazards.  Jackson 

County evaluates the risks and hazards as shown in table PS-1. 

 

We’re going to focus on number one – the 

Cascadia Earthquake.  Not only is it the 

biggest threat all by itself, but it is also a 

cause of other listed threats – earthquakes 

start fires, cause landslides and floods, and 

set the stage for epidemics.  To be prepared 

for a big earthquake is to be prepared for 

just about anything. And the Cascadia 

subduction zone is nothing if not the source 

of big – or very big – or extremely big 

earthquakes.  The subduction zone is an 

area along the coast of the Pacific NW, 

where the earth’s crust at the bottom of the 

Pacific Ocean is being forced under the crust 

supporting continental North America.  That 

takes a lot of energy and crustal plates are 

sticky things, so when they hang up and 

then release…BANG!  A big earthquake.   

The Red Folder contains excerpts from the Preparedness Guide for RVM Residents (in preparation), and is intended 

to provide a brief summary of actions to take for emergency and disaster preparedness.  The documents are 

produced by the Residents’ Preparedness Group (RPG), in cooperation with the Residents Council and RVM. RPG is 

solely responsible for the contents, which are advisory in nature.  Readers are urged to utilize personal judgment 

and discretion in applying the information. 
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Or actually, BANGBANGBANG, because this isn’t your local California earthquake. This will 

inflict heavy to moderate damage on an area of close to 100,000 square mile that contains 12 

million people.  It will be M 8-9.2 at the source and 6-7 in the interior valley—and it will go on 

for 2-4 minutes.  For comparison, the Loma Prieta earthquake in 1989 that damaged the 

Monterey and San Francisco Bay areas was M 6.9, and lasted 15 seconds.  The Cascadia is 

worthy of preparation – but how likely is it? 

As it turns out, geologists have been busily reconstructing the history of earthquakes in the 

Pacific NW, with the results shown in the figure below. 

 

 

On average, something happens every 300-350 years, and the last one was in 1700 – 320 

years ago.  Estimates are that in the next 50 years, the chances of a great earthquake 

affecting Northern California to Southern British Columbia is 17%, and the chance of a 

large earthquake affecting Southern Oregon and Northern California is 37%. 

Medford is on the eastern edge of the geographic region expected to have “moderate” 

damage.  However, all of the access routes, including the I-5 corridor, cross mountainous 

terrain, where bridge and highway collapse, landslides, and treefalls (aided by winter storms or 

summer wildfires) are likely to isolate the Rogue Valley.  And although our location may not be 

as devastated as the coast (tsunami) or Portland and the Willamette Valley (built on sediment), 

that means that we are not likely to have the highest priority for relief efforts. 

Some people argue that they don’t expect to live long enough to worry about that.  Possibly 

true, but living out your waning days as a refugee in the aftermath of a mega-earthquake is 

probably not the ideal end of life that most of us would envision.  There is a saying among 

emergency managers:  “The difference between an emergency and a disaster is that in an 

emergency, you can call 911 and somebody will come.”  That unquestionably puts the 

Cascadia earthquake squarely in the disaster category.  What is questionable is how well we 

will do at insuring that we will be in the disaster survivor category. 



The RVM Residents’ Guide to Disaster and Emergency Preparedness 

 

 
Page 3 of 4 

Version 1.0, 19 Feb 20 

Prepare!...How?  
The State of Oregon has evaluated probable earthquake 

impacts and produced some estimates of recovery times.  

As can be seen from the box at the right, survivors would 

face weeks to months without most of the physical, social 

and economic infrastructure that supports our normal 

lives. Further, experience with hurricanes, floods, and 

wildfires shows us that rescue and relief efforts may take 

days to get organized and start operating effectively – 

even when there has been advance warning. We should 

expect to be completely reliant on ourselves and our 

immediate neighbors for days to a week or more.   

At RVM:  Of the 900-1000 residents, a substantial number are dependent on others, and of 

those considered “independent,” many have limitations such that minimally looking after 

themselves is the most that could be hoped for in an emergency.  Even the most robust of us 

are physically and mentally well past the prime of life.  As a community, we may have more 

education and experience than most, but we are certainly not the “average” for which most of 

the emergency preparedness instructions are written.  In particular, we have a much higher 

proportion of vulnerable people, and a lower fraction of potential rescuers or caregivers.                                                       

RVM employees are a skilled and dedicated group, and many are trained in emergency 

operations.  The administration has arranged for some backup stocks of food, water, and other 

supplies, plus emergency generators, fuel, and other equipment.  However, none of these can 

supply anything close to normal functioning, can be counted on to last more than 2 weeks 

without replenishment, or can be guaranteed to escape damage in an earthquake.  Staff 

availability is even more critical.  Many employees have homes and families to look after or live 

far from RVM, and depending on the time and severity of the disaster, there could be fewer 

than a dozen generally available staff members on campus to deal with a damaged physical 

plant and up to 1000 residents.   

Responses:  There are two basic responses in case of an emergency – stay where you are 

(shelter in place) or go away (evacuate).  We have to be prepared for either one; in the case of 

a nearby or rapidly advancing fire, prompt evacuation is essential.  On the other hand, if there 

is widespread earthquake damage but most of the RVM buildings remain habitable, “shelter in 

place” is the safest decision. 

If we “shelter in place” we can probably continue to live in our (damaged) homes with our 

possessions, but without electricity, heat, running water, or any other municipal services.  In 

this case, our possessions need to include some things that we don’t normally think about. 

Estimated* recovery times,  

Valley locations 

*(State of Oregon) 

Electricity   1-3 months 

Water   1-12 months 

Sewers   1-12 months 

Highways   6-12 months (partial) 

Medical Facilities   18 months 

Police/Fire stations   2-4 months 
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On the other hand, if we evacuate we need to be able to take with us at least a few items that 

may be essential to either immediate survival or longer term recovery – and we need to be 

able to do it quickly. 
In either case, we have to recognize important differences – between the able-bodied and the 

handicapped, and between those in cottages and those in high-rises. 

Steps to Preparedness:  Step 1 is to abandon any illusions about being taken care of.  If 

there is emergency power to the kitchen and enough Dining Services people permanently on 

site, then RVM may be able serve meals for a couple of weeks – at one location, with no 

delivery or transport.  If there are enough workers available, it may be possible to organize a 

sanitation patrol that picks up plastic bags of everything you can’t flush down the toilet any 

more, and takes them away to bury somewhere else.  But it’s pretty clear that if we assume 

those things will happen, and they don’t, life will be very, very miserable. 
Step 2 is to work through the following list, using the more specific information provided on the 

following pages.  

 Neighbors – get to know them, and make plans for mutual aid. 
 Drinking water – recommended, a gallon per person per day for two weeks, and don’t 

forget Fido or Fluffy.  If you don’t have room, get as much as you can fit in. 
 Food, and a plan for making sure it’s edible when you need it.  Again, two weeks worth. 
 Light sources (and spare batteries). 
 Warmth – bedding, clothes, sleeping bag. 
 Sanitation – plastic bags, TP, bleach, toiletries. 
 Medicines for an extra month. 
 Prepare a “go-bag” for each person to take basic essentials in a quick evacuation. 

 
Sound challenging?  The other sheets in this folder provide detailed lists of items, possible 

sources, and a procedure for negotiating the process of preparation.  Beyond this, other help is 

available. 

 

       

                                                                                                              

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 

 The Residents’ Preparedness Group promotes Emergency and Disaster 
Preparedness by offering information, advice, and assistance.  Email  your 
question or request to rpgrvm@gmail.com.  Additional information can be 
downloaded from 
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/j4o6a93gkbh8y1w/AACfMoKd_MyH9L1JWTE
nFYTQa?dl=0 

file:///C:/Users/admin/Dropbox/Preparedness/Red%20Folder/rpgrvm@gmail.com
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/j4o6a93gkbh8y1w/AACfMoKd_MyH9L1JWTEnFYTQa?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/j4o6a93gkbh8y1w/AACfMoKd_MyH9L1JWTEnFYTQa?dl=0
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When the Big One hits 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Sunday, September 17th 2017  by Damian Mann 

 
Much of downtown Medford could become a pile of rubble if a massive Cascadia subduction 

zone earthquake unleashes its fury on Southern Oregon.  Historic Main Street, where it 

intersects with Central and Riverside avenues, would shake for up to five minutes, releasing 

the energy equivalent of multiple hydrogen bombs from two tectonic plates grinding and 

slipping along a 600-mile stretch in the Pacific Ocean. City officials have identified 192 

buildings in or near the downtown that are constructed of unreinforced masonry, which 

means facades could fall on sidewalks and roadways, or the building could just collapse 

entirely if it hasn’t been seismically retrofitted. 

The danger from these downtown buildings is just the beginning. The valley likely would 

see blocked roads, no power, no running water, failed sewer systems and largely be cut off 

from the rest of the world. Nearby Jacksonville also has a downtown filled with historic 

buildings, which likely would collapse, endangering people both inside and outside as debris 

rains down on the street. 

The last time the 600-mile-long Cascadia subduction zone unleashed its power was on Jan. 

26, 1700, and experts say that according to the historical record, we’re about due for another 

one.  Scientists have been monitoring the subduction zone for more than 20 years, and they 

know it’s active, but whether it’s going to release tomorrow or decades from now is open for 

debate.  “There’s a bomb with a fuse on it, but we don’t know how long the fuse is,” said 

Chris Goldfinger, a leading seismology and subduction zone expert at Oregon State 

University. 

The subduction zone is an area where the North American plate and the Pacific plate collide, 

moving a few inches each year in opposite directions. The Pacific plate is moving to the 

northwest, and the North American plate is moving southwest.  An earthquake there could 

release 10 times the energy of the Loma Prieta quake that rocked the Bay Area in 1989, 

killing 63 people, injuring more than 3,000 and causing an estimated $7.4 billion in direct 

damage. The power of a subduction zone quake may register a magnitude 9 near the 

epicenter at the coast and possibly an 8 by the time it reaches the valley.  The destructive 

force of this impending quake has come into focus for geologists and for emergency service 

providers, who are ratcheting up plans to alert the public to be prepared for an unprecedented 

disaster. 



Chris Goldfinger, a geology professor at Oregon State University, said the good news for 

Medford area residents is that they will have about one minute of less intense shaking before 

the real force of the quake is felt.  This one minute should give most people the time to either 

dive under a desk in a building designed to withstand a quake or allow people to leave an 

unreinforced masonry building and find a spot where no debris might fall down.  Because 

the Rogue Valley is so far from the epicenter, the sharp, jackhammer motions shouldn’t as 
much of a problem here. 

Goldfinger said his mother lived in the Bay Area when the Loma Prieta quake hit.  “My 

mom lived at the epicenter,” he said. “She was at the sink doing dishes near a 500-pound 

woodstove. The next thing, she and the woodstove were in the living room and the shelves 
rolled over.”  His mother didn’t suffer any major injuries. 

Goldfinger said the subduction zone quake shouldn’t knock you off your feet as much as the 

one his mom experienced.  “It will not take you by surprise,” he said. “You’ll have a little bit 

of time to decide what to do.”  In downtown Medford, he said people should be aware that 

they need to find a safe place that isn’t near any structures that might collapse, or where 
chunks of masonry could fall off.  “You should have in mind a response plan,” he said. 

Many local residents might wonder what to expect if a subduction zone quake hit off the 

coast of Oregon.  Goldfinger actually rode out a subduction zone quake in Tohoku, Japan, in 
2011, and he said the movement such a quake generates is predictable but still devastating. 

For the first minute, it will send out smaller intensity pressure waves, or p-waves, which 

should make it somewhat easier for many residents to find a safe place to ride out the four-

minute roller coaster of shear waves, or s-waves.  The s-waves are the part of the quake that 

causes the most damage.  In Goldfinger’s office in Corvallis, it is unreinforced masonry, and 

he plans to walk out of the building to a spot that’s safe.  “We’ve got 100 people in the 

office, and we should all be able to get out in a minute,” he said. 

While there is plenty of generic advice on what to do if an earthquake strikes, Goldfinger 

said you need to quickly size up your situation and determine whether you need to evacuate 
a building or just dive under a desk for cover. 

Many Medford area residents likely are not prepared for an earthquake, but Marino Rossi is. 

He works in an unreinforced masonry building that also houses Howiee’s on Front restaurant 

and bar.  He’s got two weeks' worth of water and food at home as well as other provisions, 

such as multiple propane tanks for cooking, and he’s prepared to exit his office building or 

take more extreme steps to flee to safety.  “If everything is crumbling, I’d probably go out 
the window into Howiee’s patio,” he said. 



Rossi is also a broker at Henselman Realty and Management LLC, which specializes in 

leasing downtown buildings, many of which are made out of unreinforced masonry. Some of 

the buildings he handles, including the Sparta at the corner of Main Street and Riverside, 

have been retrofitted with steel bracing and other improvements to keep it standing in a 
quake so people can safely leave the building. 

City Hall also has been reinforced seismically, but only to the extent that it will stay standing 

so that workers can get out of the building. City officials don't expect the building to be so 

damaged by a Cascadia quake that it would have to be rebuilt.  The Medford City Council 

recently expressed an interest in getting grants to help stabilize downtown buildings so they 

are safer, an expensive proposition.  Rossi said many of the owners he represents are 

concerned about tenant safety and have expressed interest in applying for the grants through 

the city. 

When the shaking stops, the disaster is far from over.  Water and food supplies might be 

limited, so experts recommend having at least two weeks' worth on hand.  Larry Masterman, 

emergency management coordinator for Medford, said when Japan had its subduction zone 

quake, it was better prepared than most countries.  “Even as robust as Japan standards are, 

they got clobbered,” he said.  In Japan, 22,000 people lost their lives and 300,000 buildings 

were destroyed. Six years later, critical buildings such as hospitals are just being completed 

and 30 percent of the residents who were displaced still live in temporary housing. 

In this valley, residents should be prepared to go weeks or months without power, and 

cellphones may work only as long as emergency generators keep running.  As a result, 

Masterman suggested residents devise a plan for family members to meet at a designated 

place after a quake.  If markets reopen, expect residents to deplete shelves quickly. Also, 

because internet service might be knocked out, many stores likely would take only cash. 
Residents who need medications could find their supplies cut off. 

With so many services in jeopardy, the state is developing various resilience plans, 

anticipating coastal areas could be isolated for 12 to 18 months. Medford’s only link to the 

outside world might be the airport, if it’s still operational, which could limit the amount of 

supplies being brought in for an area with a population of about 200,000. Coastal areas 

might receive shipments only via the sea because roads could be impassable. 

Masterman said east and west Medford could see the viaduct and bridges over Bear Creek 

collapse. Since the hospitals are on the east side, that will be a problem for west Medford 

residents. Driving around town might be difficult, so bikes may become one of the best 

temporary ways to get around.  “Cargo bikes are going to be gold, or bikes with trailers,” he 

said. 

 

 

 



Masterman suggested residents obtain a filter used by hikers and back-country campers that 

can make various sources of water fit for human consumption. In a pinch, residents can run 

creek water through a coffee filter and add a bit of chlorine bleach and let it sit for a while to 
kill off bacteria. When you drink the water, it should have a slight taste of chlorine. 

During the Loma Prieta quake, power was disrupted for three days, said Masterman, who 

worked in the Bay Area at the time. There was no water for firefighters, buildings swayed 

like dancers and the power plant wouldn’t start up. Buildings crumbled, and power poles and 

trees fell over. Two sections of the Cypress freeway and a portion of the Bay Bridge 

collapsed in Oakland, and in San Francisco, the upper decks of the Central and the 

Embarcadero freeways collapsed. 

 

For the Medford area, a subduction zone quake could result in even more damage. 

“Imagine 10 times that magnitude in a place with less resources,” Masterman said. “It’s 

going to be a scary time.”  
 


