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DECODING THE USGS USER DISPALY 

If you are a SHAKEALERT™ user, you will have 
received a download of the USGS SHAKEALERT™ 
UserDisplay and this is your primary tool for interfacing 
with the SHAKEALERT™ earthquake early warning 
system on your desktop.  

During an alarm you will see (and hear) a screen on your 
desktop that will resemble the sample below (and that 
is specific to your location).  In this example screen you 
are at the blue house in the City of Los Angeles.  The 
blue house on your screen is at your location.  

 

During an alarm the screen will present you with the 
following information: 

1. The epicenter of the quake (red star) 
2. The expanding P wave (yellow circle) 
3. The expanding S wave (red circle) 
4. The expected magnitude (7.8) 
5. The Modified Mercalli Index of Shaking (VII) 
6. The estimated time to shaking (12 seconds) 

Assuming you are at the location of the blue house, this 
alarm will have an “Estimated Magnitude” of 7.8 and it 
originated a short time ago where the red star is shown 

 

 

on the map northwest of your location.  The P-wave of 
that earthquake, represented by the yellow circle, has 
just reached your location (you won’t likely be aware of 
the passing P wave, but your pets might).  The S-wave, 
represented by the red circle, is still 12 seconds from 
your location.  When that red line reaches your blue 
house, you will start to feel shaking.  Based on the 
message at the top of the screen you know to expect 
“very strong shaking.”  In fact, the Expected Intensity 
is estimated to be VII, based on the MMI scale, and the 
probability of this being a real alarm is “High” as shown 

below the VII.  A color intensity 
scale is provided to give you a 
quick reference for the meaning 
of intensity VII.  The yellow and 
red circles continue to expand on 
the screen.  There is also an 
associated audio alarm advising 
when shaking will begin. 

In this example a grey shaded 
circle is shown around the 
location of your blue house.  If an 
earthquake occurs inside this 
shaded circle there will probably 
not be enough time for 
SHAKEALERT™ to warn you 
before shaking occurs. 

The above describes the basic 
information provided.  SHAKEALERT™ is always 
being improved and updates to the programs are issued 
as necessary.  The above listed information is likely to 
remain constant in future updates. Reliability 
improvements and other user enhancements will occur 
over time, but the location and type of information 
discussed here should not change. 
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