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Abstract

According to the concept of the seismic cycle, earthquakes result from the strain accumulation over a variable decade to

millennial period, i.e., the interseismic stage, followed by a sudden stress release, i.e., the coseismic stage, eventually evolving

in the postseismic stage. Common analytical and numerical approaches simulate interseismic, coseismic and postseismic stages

independently. Often, coseismic models constrain the slip of single or multiple planar sources to fit the available geodetic

and InSAR measurements to reproduce fault geometry, slip and regional deformation, regardless the origin of the interseismic

forces. We developed a numerical model linking the ongoing interseismic viscous deformation at depth with the coseismic

brittle episodic behavior of the upper crust. Our model assumes a brittle upper crust where the fault is locked, and a ductile

lower crust, where the fault is steadily shearing. This approach is developed to model typical extensional and compressional

earthquakes in Italy including the forces acting during the interseismic period, i.e., the lithostatic load and the horizontal stress

field. We adjusted the setup of our model to simulate the interseismic, coseismic and postseismic phases of three seismic events

in Italy, two extensional (2009 L’Aquila Mw 6.1 and 2016 Amatrice-Norcia Mw 6.5) and one contractional (2012 Emilia Mw 6).

The results of our analysis, compared with the available geodetic and InSAR data, show that the proposed numerical model can

reproduce the seismic cycle associated with the investigated events. The modeling provides evidence of interseismic dilatancy

above the brittle-ductile transition at the bottom of the locked fault plane in the extensional tectonic setting; coseismic fault

motion is triggered by the hangingwall gravitational collapse that recovers most of the interseismic dilatancy formed almost

orthogonal to the fault. Vice versa, in contractional tectonic settings, the interseismic horizontal stress accumulates elastic

energy in the crustal volume above the bottom of the locked fault; coseismic deformation recovers the elastic energy stored in

the hangingwall. The two different settings generate a deformation in favor of gravity in extensional tectonic environments and

against gravity in contractional tectonic environments.
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According to the concept of the seismic cycle, earthquakes result from the strain
accumulation over a variable decade to millennial period, i.e., the interseismic stage,
followed by a sudden stress release, i.e., the coseismic stage, eventually evolving in the
postseismic stage.
Common analytical and numerical approaches simulate interseismic, coseismic and
postseismic stages independently. Often, coseismic models constrain the slip of single or
multiple planar sources to fit the available geodetic and InSAR measurements to reproduce
fault geometry, slip and regional deformation, regardless the origin of the interseismic
forces.
We developed a numerical model linking the ongoing interseismic viscous deformation at
depth with the coseismic brittle episodic behavior of the upper crust. Our model assumes a
brittle upper crust where the fault is locked, and a ductile lower crust, where the fault is
steadily shearing.
This approach is developed to model typical extensional and compressional earthquakes in
Italy including the forces acting during the interseismic period, i.e., the lithostatic load and
the horizontal stress field.
The results of our analysis, compared with the available geodetic and InSAR data, show
that the proposed numerical model can reproduce the seismic cycle associated with the
investigated events.
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Figure 1. a) Location of the investigated earthquakes. The red arrows identify the horizontal interseismic
ground velocities from GPS data (Mantovani et al., 2015) ; b) L’Aquila seismic sequence (Valoroso et al.,
2013); c) Emilia Romagna seismic sequence (Govoni et al, 2013); d) Amatrice‐Visso‐Norcia seismic sequence
(Chiaraluce et al, 2017).

Figure 2. Results of the InSAR analysis for the three earthquakes in Figure 1. a) Vertical and b) East‐West
displacements from ENVISAT SAR data caused by the L’Aquila earthquake. c) Vertical and d) East‐West
displacements from ALOS‐2 SAR data caused by the Norcia earthquake. e) Line of sight displacements
along the RADARSAT descending orbit caused by the Emilia Romagna earthquake.
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The model is developed to simulate typical extensional and compressional earthquakes
including the forces acting during the interseismic period, i.e., the lithostatic load and the
horizontal stress field (black horizontal arrows in Figure 3).
The model assumes a brittle upper crust where the fault is locked in the interseismic phase
(red segment in Figure 3), and a ductile lower crust, where the fault is steadily shearing
during both interseismic and coseismic stages (green segment in Figure 3).

L’Aqu i l a  ear thquake

Norc ia  ear thquake

Emi l i a  Romagna  ear thquake

InSAR data Numer i ca l  mode l ing

2009  L’Aqu i l a ,  Mw  6 . 1  ea r t hquake

20 16  No r c i a ,  Mw  6 . 5  ea r t hquake

20 1 2  Em i l i a  Romagna ,  Mw  6 . 0  ea r t hquake

Figure 3. FEM setup for normal and thrust faulting. The black horizontal arrows represent the tectonic
forces applied as a shear load (Finocchio et al., 2016). The fault is modelled as a contact interface. The
upper part (red segment) is locked during the intersesismic loading and is unlocked during the coseismic
stage to simulate coseismic ground displacments (Doglioni et al., 2011).

Figure 4. Horizontal strain field produced by the applied shear load, together with the gravitational load.
Normal faults are located in extension areas, while thrust faults are located in contraction areas

Figure 5. Simulation results for the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake (black dashed rectangle for normal fault in
Figure 4). Upper panels: resultant displacements at the end of the interseismic and coseismic stages.
Lower panels: volumetric strains at the end of the interseismic and coseismic stages (best fitted with
InSAR data). The white dots locate the foreshocks before the Mw 6.1 event.

Figure 6. Simulation results for the 2016 Norcia earthquake (black dashed rectangle for normal fault in
Figure 4). Upper panels: resultant displacements at the end of the interseismic and coseismic stages (best
fitted with InSAR data). Lower panels: volumetric strains at the end of the interseismic and coseismic
stages.

Figure 7. Simulation results for the 2012 Emilia Romagna earthquake (black dashed rectangle for thrust
fault in Figure 4). Upper panels: resultant displacements at the end of the interseismic and coseismic
stages (best fitted with InSAR data). Lower panels: volumetric strains at the end of the interseismic and
coseismic stages.

The model setup is adjusted to simulate the interseismic and coseismic phases of the
seismic events along the three cross sections in Figure 1a. The magnitude of the basal shear
load (i.e., the tectonic loading) is calibrated in order to fit the coseismic InSAR ground
displacements in Figure 2. The interseisimic loading (Figure 4) produces horizontal strains
compatible with those derived froGPS interseimic velocities (Figure 1a)

We simulated the interseismic and coseismic phases of three seismic events in Italy (Figure
1a), two extensional events: the 2009 L’Aquila, Mw 6.1 (Figure 1b) and the 2016 Amatrice‐
Norcia, Mw 6.5 (Figure 1c), and one contractional: the 2012 Emilia, Mw 6 (Figure 1d).

Normal fault Thrust fault

The modeling provides evidence of interseismic dilatancy above the brittle‐ductile transition
at the bottom of the locked fault plane in the extensional tectonic setting. Coseismic fault
motion is triggered by the hangingwall gravitational collapse that recovers most of the
interseismic dilatancy formed almost orthogonal to the fault (Figure 5 and 6).

In contractional tectonic settings, the interseismic horizontal stress accumulates elastic
energy in the crustal volume above the bottom of the locked fault; coseismic deformation
recovers the elastic energy stored in the hangingwall (Figure 7).

I n te r se i smic load ing

V
ie

w
 p

u
b

lica
tio

n
 sta

ts
V

ie
w

 p
u

b
lica

tio
n

 sta
ts

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329590278

