
Hazard Impact Factsheet: Earthquakes
Introduction

The intensity of an earthquake is usually measured by the Richter scale and
described as ‘magnitude’. The table below outlines the magnitudes but also the level
this translates to on the Mercalli Scale, which measures the effects of an earthquake,
and is distinct from the moment magnitude usually reported for an earthquake, which
is a measure of the energy released. The intensity of an earthquake is not totally
determined by its magnitude. Our factsheets are only for the stronger earthquakes
that are more likely to require a humanitarian response, yet bear in mind that if a
magnitude 5 happens in a poorer area with poorly constructed buildings, the impacts
may be more like those of a magnitude 6. 

Magnitude
(on Richter

scale)

Mercalli
Intensity

Description Impact

6.0 - 6.9 VII to X Strong

Earthquake resistant buildings survive 
with slight to moderate damage but 
poorly designed structures receive 
moderate to severe damage. 
The quake is felt up to hundreds of 
miles/ kilometres from the epicentre, with
violent shaking closer to the epicentre.
Death tolls can range from 0 to 25,000.

 7.0 - 7.9

VII or
greater

Major
Most buildings receive damage from 
partial to complete collapse or severe 
damage. Felt over a wide distance but 
major damage is limited to around 
250km from epicentre.
Death tolls can range from 0 to 250,000

8.0 – 8.9

Great

Only about one of these strength a year. 
Will cause major damage to buildings 
and can cause moderate to severe 
damage of earthquake resistant 
buildings. Felt over large regions.
Death tolls can range from 1,000 to 1 
million.

9.0 or
greater

Rare with only roughly 1 very 10 to 50 
years. Mainly total destruction of all 
buildings from severe damage to 
collapse. Damage from shakes is over 
an extensive distance. 
Permanently changes the lay of the land.
Death toll will usually be over 50,000.
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