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Frequently Asked Questions 
1. What is ShakeAlert?
ShakeAlert is the only public earthquake early warning system in the United States. It is managed by 
the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS). ShakeAlert rapidly detects earthquakes and provides information 
to USGS-licensed Alert Delivery Partners so they can deliver ShakeAlert-powered alerts before strong 
shaking arrives. The ShakeAlert System currently serves more than 55 million people in California, 
Oregon, and Washington. 

2. Why is ShakeAlert important?
Large earthquakes on the West Coast—such as those along the Cascadia Subduction Zone or the San 
Andreas Fault—can cause widespread injuries and damage. Most injuries come from falling objects or 
being knocked down. Even a few seconds of warning can offer people time to take a protective action 
to reduce harm. 

3. Can ShakeAlert predict earthquakes?

No. Earthquakes cannot be predicted. ShakeAlert detects a quake	after it begins	and uses real-time 
data to estimate where strong shaking will occur. USGS-licensed Alert Delivery Partners then deliver 
alerts to people and automated systems. 

4. How much warning time does ShakeAlert provide?
Warning time depends on many factors, but the most important one is how far you are from the 
earthquake’s epicenter. People close to the epicenter may get little or no warning, while others farther 
away may get several seconds or more. Depending on your location and alert delivery method, you can 
get an alert before, during, or shortly after shaking arrives. 

5. Is it possible to miss an alert?
Yes. People in the “late alert zone” near the epicenter may feel shaking before an alert arrives. A 
device may also miss an alert due to technical or connectivity limitations. Using multiple alerting 
methods—such as WEA, operating system alerts, and the MyShake app—improves your chances of 
getting an alert.  

6. How do I get ShakeAlert-powered alerts on my phone?

• Ensure Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) are enabled in your phone’s emergency or
government alert settings.

• On iOS devices, make sure Improve Alert Delivery is turned on.
• On Android devices, enable Android Earthquake Alerts (available in California, Oregon, and

Washington).
• You can also download the MyShake app from the App Store or Google Play. Note: There is no

app called “ShakeAlert.”
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7. What should I do if I feel shaking or get an alert?

Immediately take a protective action, such as Drop, Cover, 
and Hold On, or a modified action depending on the 
situation. 

Do not run outside during shaking. After shaking stops, 
stay protected for at least two minutes and be prepared 
for aftershocks and additional alerts. 

8. Does ShakeAlert issue tsunami warnings?

No. Tsunami warnings are issued by the	National 
Weather Service (NWS). If you are near the coast and 
feel shaking or get an alert, move to higher ground or 
inland immediately. Stay there until local authorities say 
it is safe to leave. The earthquake is your tsunami warning. Be aware that tsunami waves may arrive for 
hours. 

9. What is the difference between earthquake magnitude and intensity?

Magnitude	measures the total energy released by an earthquake at its source. 
Intensity	describes how strongly the shaking is felt at a specific location and depends on your distance 
from the epicenter and ground conditions.  

10. What are automated protective actions triggered by ShakeAlert?

ShakeAlert-powered data can automatically activate safety actions, such as slowing or stopping trains, 
opening fire station doors, shutting off critical system utility valves, and issuing public address 
announcements. These actions help to protect people and vital systems/infrastructure. 

11. Will I get an “all-clear” message after an earthquake?

No. ShakeAlert does not issue all-clear messages. After shaking stops, stay protected for at least 
two minutes and be prepared for aftershocks and additional alerts. 


