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Sample Tsunami Images

(Credit: NOAA) (Credit: NOAA)

(Credit: UNESCO/IOC/ITIC)

(Credit: NOAA/V.K. Gusiakov)

(Credit: UNESCO/IOC/ITIC) (Credit: UNESCO/IOC/ITIC)

For additional graphics and reference information visit the NTHMP media 
corner online through nthmp.tsunami.gov.
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(Credit: NOAA/Commander Dennis J. Sigrist)

(Credit: NOAA/NWS

what is his organization
(Credit: NOAA/V.K. Gusiakov)
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Glossary of Terms
Amplitude: See Tsunami Amplitude.

Bathymetry: The measurement of the depths of the oceans, seas, and 

other bodies of water.

Area of Responsibility: The geographical area within which a Tsunami 

Warning Center has the responsibility for the dissemination of Tsunami 

Warnings, Watches, Advisories and Information Statements and the 

provision of interpretive information to emergency managers and other 

officials, news media, and the public.

Distant tsunami: A tsunami originating from a far away source, gen-

erally more than 1,000 km/621 miles or more than 3 hours tsunami 

travel time from its source to the area impacted. What may be a distant 

tsunami in one location, can be a local tsunami for another location. See 

Local Tsunami.

Earthquake Magnitude: A number that characterizes the relative size 

of or energy released by an earthquake. Magnitude is based on meas-

urement of the maximum motion recorded by a seismograph. Several 

scales have been defined, but the most commonly used are (1) local 

magnitude (ML), commonly referred to as “Richter magnitude,” (2) 

surface-wave magnitude (Ms), (3) body-wave magnitude (Mb), and (4) 

moment magnitude (Mw).

Epicenter: The point on the earth’s surface vertically above the hypo-

center (or focus) where a seismic rupture begins.

Estimated Time of Arrival (ETA): Time of first tsunami wave arrival 

at some fixed location. The first wave is not always the largest wave.

Evacuation Map: A drawing or representation that outlines the danger 

zones and designates limits beyond which people must be evacuated to 

avoid harm from tsunami waves. Evacuation routes and assembly areas 

are generally designated to ensure efficient movement of people out of 

the evacuation area and to areas of safety. 

Hypocenter: The point within the earth where an earthquake  

rupture starts. 
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Inundation: The horizontal distance inland that a tsunami penetrates; 

generally measured perpendicularly to the shoreline.

Local tsunami: A tsunami generated from a nearby source, generally 

within 100 km/62 miles or less than 1 hour tsunami travel time from its 

source to the area impacted. A local tsunami is usually generated by an 

earthquake, but can also be caused by a landslide or pyroclastic flow 

from a volcanic eruption or comet or meteorite impacts in the ocean. 

What may be a local tsunami in one location, can be a distant tsunami 

for another location. See: Distant Tsunami.

Maremoto: Spanish term for tsunami.

Meteo-tsunami: A tsunami-like phenomenon generated by meteoro-

logical or atmospheric disturbances. These waves can be produced by 

atmospheric gravity waves, pressure changes, squalls, gales, typhoons, 

hurricanes, and other atmospheric sources.

Pyroclastic flow: A ground hugging avalanche of hot ash, pumice, rock 

fragments, and volcanic ash that rushes down the side of a volcano as 

fast as 100 km/62 miles per hour or more.

Regional tsunami: A tsunami capable of destruction in a particular 

geographic region, generally within 1,000 km/621 miles or 1 to 3 hours 

tsunami travel time from its source to the area impacted. Regional 

tsunamis generally have very limited and localized effects outside  

the region.

Runup: The difference between the elevation of maximum inundation 

line and the sea-level at the time of the tsunami. Can also refer to the 

elevation to which a tsunami can reach for a particular area.

Seismometer: An instrument used to detect and record seismic waves 

generated by earthquakes.

Subduction Zone: The place where two of the earth’s plates come 

together, one riding over the other. Subduction zones are the primary 

source for some of the largest magnitude earthquakes (M8-9) and as-

sociated tsunamis.

Teletsunami: See Distant Tsunami.

Tsunami: (tsoo-NAH-me / zoo-NAH-me) A series of waves with both a 

long wavelength and period (time between crests), generated by a large, 

impulsive displacement of sea or lake water. Time between crests of the 
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wave can vary from a few minutes to over an hour, but generally are 

in the range of 15 to 25 minutes. Tsunami is a Japanese word mean-

ing harbor wave. Tsunamis are often incorrectly called tidal waves; they 

have no relation to the daily ocean tides.

Tsunamigenic: Capable of generating a tsunami. For example, “a tsu-

namigenic earthquake.”

Tsunami Advisory: A Tsunami Advisory is issued due to the threat of 

a potential tsunami that may produce strong currents or waves dangerous 

to those in or near the water. The threat may continue for many hours 

after the arrival of the initial wave, but significant widespread inundation 

is not expected for areas under the advisory. Appropriate actions to be 

taken by local officials may include the closing of beaches and the evacua-

tion of harbors and marinas. People in the Advisory area should heed local 

official’s instructions to leave affected areas until given the “all-clear”. 

Tsunami Amplitude: The deviation of sea level, caused by the tsu-

nami, that is above or below the normal tidal level. Tsunami amplitudes 

reported by Tsunami Warning Centers usually represent maximum am-

plitudes observed so far. Reported values may change as new data are 

received. Tsunami amplitude is usually measured by a sea level gauge.

Tsunami Information Bulletin: Same as a Tsunami Information 

Statement. The product name “Tsunami Information Bulletin” is used for 

international text products issued by the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center 

to the Pacific Tsunami Warning System and Indian Ocean Tsunami Warn-

ing System at the request of those respective user communities.

Tsunami Information Statement: A Tsunami Information Statement 

is issued when an earthquake has occurred or a tsunami warning, ad-

visory, or watch has been issued for another part of the ocean. In most 

cases, tsunami information statements are issued to indicate there is no 

threat of a destructive tsunami for the area.

Tsunami Resonance: The continued reflection and interference of 

tsunamis in a harbor or narrow bay which can cause amplification of the 

wave heights, and extend the duration of wave activity from a tsunami.

Tsunami Source: Point or area of tsunami origin, usually the site of an 

earthquake, volcanic eruption, or landslide that caused a large scale and 

rapid displacement of the water resulting in a tsunami.
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Tsunami Travel Time: The time required for a tsunami to propagate 

from its source to a specific point in the ocean or coastline.

Tsunami Warning: A Tsunami Warning is issued when a potential 

tsunami with significant widespread inundation is imminent or expected.  

Warnings alert the public that widespread, dangerous coastal flood-

ing accompanied by powerful currents is possible and may continue for 

several hours after the arrival of the initial wave. Appropriate actions to 

be taken by local officials may include the evacuation of low-lying areas. 

People in the warned areas need to move to higher ground or inland and 

stay in a safe area until local officials give the “all-clear.”

Tsunami Warning Cancellation: A final product indicating the end of 

the damaging tsunami threat. A cancellation is usually issued after an 

evaluation of sea level data confirms that a destructive tsunami will not 

impact the warned area.

Tsunami Warning System: The collection of resources, processes, 

and functions that ensure tsunami warnings are issued, disseminated 

and understood. The system includes observational data (e.g. seismic, 

sea-level), monitoring, communications and dissemination capabilities, 

products and services, outreach and education, development of response 

plans, and the human expertise at each point in the system. Warning 

systems may exist at local, national, international and global levels. 

Examples of Tsunami Warning Systems are the Pacific Tsunami Warning 

System and the Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning System.

Tsunami Watch: A Tsunami Watch is issued when a potentially dan-

gerous, distant seismic event has occurred which may later impact the 

watch area with a tsunami. Be ready to take action if a tsunami warning 

or advisory is later issued.

Wave Crest: The highest part of a wave.

Wave Height: The vertical distance between the wave peak and  

adjacent trough.

Wave Period: The length of time between the arrival time of the high-

est wave height and the next highest wave height measured on a water 

level record.

Wave Length: The horizontal distance between similar points on two 

successive waves measured perpendicular to the crest.

Wave Trough: The lowest part of a wave.


