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Orogen-scale uplift in the central
Italian Apennines drives episodic
behaviour of earthquake faults
P. A. Cowie1, R. J. Phillips2, G. P. Roberts3, K. McCaffrey4, L. J. J. Zijerveld1, L. C. Gregory2,
J. Faure Walker5, L. N. J. Wedmore2,5, T. J. Dunai6,7, S. A. Binnie6, S. P. H. T. Freeman8,
K. Wilcken8,9, R. P. Shanks8, R. S. Huismans1, I. Papanikolaou10, A. M. Michetti11 &
M. Wilkinson4
Many areas of the Earth’s crust deform by distributed extensional faulting and complex fault
interactions are often observed. Geodetic data generally indicate a simpler picture of continuum
deformation over decades but relating this behaviour to earthquake occurrence over centuries, given
numerous potentially active faults, remains a global problem in hazard assessment. We address this
challenge for an array of seismogenic faults in the central Italian Apennines, where crustal extension
and devastating earthquakes occur in response to regional surface uplift. We constrain fault slip-rates
since ~18 ka using variations in cosmogenic 36Cl measured on bedrock scarps, mapped using LiDAR
and ground penetrating radar, and compare these rates to those inferred from geodesy. The 36Cl data
reveal that individual faults typically accumulate meters of displacement relatively rapidly over several
thousand years, separated by similar length time intervals when slip-rates are much lower, and activity
shifts between faults across strike. Our rates agree with continuum deformation rates when averaged
over long spatial or temporal scales (104 yr; 102 km) but over shorter timescales most of the deformation
may be accommodated by <30% of the across-strike fault array. We attribute the shifts in activity to
temporal variations in the mechanical work of faulting.
Many areas of the Earth’s crust deform by distributed extensional faulting, not only in low-lying rift settings but
also in areas of high topography1–8. Rather than being dominated by a single major plate boundary fault, these
areas are characterised by numerous faults that accommodate the total strain, and the stress field in the seismogenic part of the crust varies significantly, both spatially and over time1,2,5,6. The consequence is that progressive
loading of individual faults towards failure (earthquake rupture) is complex6 and this leads to large uncertainties
in our assessment of earthquake hazard. Geodetic data, collected over the last few decades across the same areas,
generally indicate a simpler picture of continuum deformation but unfortunately models that rely on these data
to constrain loading rates on earthquake prone faults are often non-unique (e.g., refs 4 and 7). We show that new
observational constraints on rates of fault slip over multiple earthquake cycles, interpreted within a geodynamic
framework, can offer a fundamental advance in our understanding of the link between paleo-earthquake records,
historical seismicity and geodetic measurements.
Across the central Italian Apennines (Fig. 1a) active extensional faulting is well documented, and there are
clear correlations between regional extensional strain rates, elevated topography and active surface uplift of up
to 1 mm/yr4,7–9 (Fig. 1b,c). However, the relationships between mapped faults, paleo-earthquake records, and
interseismic strain accumulation are ambiguous10,11. The geodetically determined strain-rate field has been modelled assuming a homogeneous viscous lithospheric structure indicating a relatively simple relationship between
gravitational potential energy (GPE) and smoothed decadal strain rates4. Viscous deformation occurs at depth
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Figure 1. Location and regional setting of the Central Italian Apennines. (a) Sample sites (yellow circles;
site MA3 described in ref. 16) located on a topographic map of the region using 10 m DEM (data source http://
tinitaly.pi.ingv.it/download.html (described in ref. 34) plotted using ArcGIS 10.2-3 (www.ArcGIS.com)) (brown
line marks 1000 m elevation contour). Inset indicates study area in central Italy; red lines are active faults.
Across-strike variations (along transects oriented 225°) in (b) extensional deformation: geodetic rates (grey
arrow from ref. 4) and strike-averaged Holocene rates (blue/black bars: two sets of 10km-wide transects offset
by 5 km across strike to avoid sampling bias (from refs 8 and 10), (c) topography: long wavelength (grey line
(from ref. 4)) and short-wavelength (black line (Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) data from ref. 35);
distribution of surface uplift (black dashed arrow; refs 7 and 8), (d) macroseismic shaking intensities (IMCS ≥  VI;
M ≥ 5.8) from 1350–2016 AD (see Methods and refs 32 and 33).
(>15–18 km) where temperatures are higher, but nearer the surface seismogenic slip on fault planes dominates.
Here we address the question of whether Holocene slip rates on faults within the central Apennines fault array are
a passive marker of deeper viscous flow and, if not, what does control fault activity and earthquake recurrence ?
A key observation that helps us address this question is that there is a clear asymmetry in the distribution
of historical seismicity since 1349 A. D. (Figure 1d). The 1349 A. D. earthquake sequence ruptured at least one
fault on the southwest flank of the Apennines12, but since that time the spatial distribution of strong earthquake
shaking is skewed towards the northeast flank of the long wavelength topography, including the 24th August
2016 Mw6.2 and October 30th Mw6.6 events that ruined towns and villages around Amatrice and Norcia (in the
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Provinces of Rieti and Perugia). Some workers7 have therefore concluded that, based on historical records, many
mapped faults on the southwest flank are no longer active and deformation is concentrated on faults to the northeast. However, the Holocene averaged extensional strain accumulation is distributed approximately symmetrically over both flanks (Fig. 1b) in contrast to the asymmetric pattern of strong earthquake shaking (Fig. 1d),
suggesting that the historically-observed spatial distribution of large earthquakes may be a short-term feature.
Vertical stress variations arising from dynamic support of the topography13 are unlikely to explain asymmetric
seismic activity over this length scale. Here we present results of cosmogenic sampling of bedrock fault scarps
along the southwest flank of the topographic high (Fig. 1a,c), which not only show that these faults have been
active during the Holocene, but that slip-rates along individual faults vary over time scales of several thousand
years, with quiescence on some faults in the southwest since 1349 A.D.

Using cosmogenic radionuclides to constrain tectonic rates

Cosmogenic nuclides accumulate over time in the top few meters of the Earth surface, as a result of the interaction of cosmic rays with rock minerals, and are widely used to quantify rates of active geomorphic and tectonic
processes14. Measurements of variations in cosmogenic 36Cl concentration along exhumed faults planes have
been used to infer the timing of earthquakes on extensional faults (e.g., refs 15 and 16). However, identifying
individual earthquake ruptures from these data has proved difficult, particularly at sites where geomorphic processes have also contributed to exhumation of the fault plane17. Here we use an alternative approach where we
combine independent constraints on rates of Holocene fault slip (from offsets of a ~15 ka paleosurface mapped
with LiDAR and ground penetrating radar (GPR), and constrained by geochronology and paleoclimate proxies)
with a cosmogenic sampling strategy that captures both the exhumed and the pre-exhumation stage of fault slip
by sampling the buried portion of each fault plane. This allows us to reconstruct the entire slip history for these
faults since the demise of the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM; 12–18ka) and to test whether the inferred slip-rates
deviate significantly over time from the rates implied by decadal geodetic measurements, thereby significantly
improving our understanding of the underlying geodynamic controls on fault behaviour and seismic hazard.
Along several large extensional faults (Fig. 1a) we sampled (by trenching) the portion of the fault plane not yet
exhumed as well as the subaerial bedrock scarp as a function of increasing height (Figs 2 and 3). The scarps offset
planar hillslopes preserved by the ten-fold reduction in erosion rate18 associated with the demise of the LGM ~15
ka19 (e.g., Fig. 2b,c). Each site consists of a striated fault plane, which we sample parallel to the slip vector, that
becomes progressively rougher up dip (Figs 2d and 3a). Our methodology differs from that of previous workers
in that we use LiDAR data to constrain the total post ~15 ka offset from displaced footwall and hanging-wall
hillslopes (Fig. 2a,c), plus any variations in fault plane surface roughness (Fig. 2d), and we use these as independent constraints in the modelling of the cosmogenic data (see Methods and Supplementary Material). By utilizing
both LiDAR and GPR data (Figs 2c and 3b) we select only those sites where Holocene geomorphic processes
have not contributed to scarp formation or exhumation17. In particular, our GPR profiles and trenches reveal
preserved (i.e., undisturbed) Holocene soil horizons and LGM stratigraphy on the hanging-wall side of the fault
so that processes such as hill-slope erosion and landsliding can be ruled out (Fig. 3b). Our sample preparation
and analytical approach follow published protocols16. We use a published Matlab code16 to model the measured
36
Cl variations but we implement it in a Bayesian Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) modelling approach to
obtain the best fit model for the full post-LGM slip history as well as to estimate confidence intervals on these
fits. The novelty of using this Bayesian approach is that it does not require initial identification of slip events from
subtle 36Cl variations16 and it allows data from independent sources (e.g., the timing of the demise of the LGM) to
be used to constrain model fits in such a way that any uncertainty in these constraints is also taken into account.

®

Evidence for fault slip-rate variations over time

The modelling of cosmogenic data along bedrock scarps involves a large number of parameters, many of which
have associated uncertainties16, and excluding alternative exhumation scenarios can be challenging. However,
our sampling strategy reveals a first order confirmation of theoretical predictions even for the un-modelled data
(Fig. 4) and this greatly increases our level of confidence. Theory16 predicts that the overall increase in cosmogenic 36Cl concentration with height up a bedrock scarp should vary systematically with the average fault slip-rate
(Fig. 4a). Where the fault plane is exhumed more slowly, i.e., a low slip-rate fault, the time the fault plane spends in
the sub-surface cosmogenic production zone is longer and thus (i) the 36Cl concentration at the top of the trench,
(ii) the rate of decrease in concentration with depth in trench and (iii) the rate of increase in 36Cl concentration
with height on the scarp itself, should all be larger. Thus if faults slipping at different rates are plotted together, we
expect an overall ‘fanning’ pattern of 36Cl profiles to be observed (Fig. 4a). To first order this is indeed the case
(Fig. 4c). Because our approach already excludes geomorphic effects, deviations from this simple pattern must
reflect either site specific cosmogenic production rates and/or temporal variations in fault slip-rate (e.g., Fig. 4b).
To further demonstrate the first-order agreement with theory (Fig. 4a), an independent estimate of the average
Holocene slip-rate implied by these scarps can be obtained by dividing total scarp height at each site (Fig. 4d) by
15 ±  3 kyrs20. These rates, quoted in Fig. 4(c), show a variation between sites from ~0.3 mm/yr to ~1.8 mm/yr,
consistent with the ‘fanning’ pattern of the 36Cl profiles. Furthermore, these rates (when corrected for fault dip)
compare well with rates predicted by assuming that the total extension rate (3 mm/yr7) is uniformly distributed
across strike (shared equally across several faults) (e.g., Figs 1c and 4a). Finally, the 36Cl concentrations in the top
samples at 7 of the 8 sites are consistent (given that weathering precludes sampling the full height) with the maximum 36Cl concentration (Fig. 4c, top axis) predicted assuming each scarp formed at the average Holocene rate.
These independent constraints strongly support a tectonic explanation for the observed 36Cl variations (Fig. 4c).
In any case, alternative exhumation scenarios, such as landsliding (e.g., Fig. S4.5.3), cannot explain these data.
Using a Bayesian modelling approach, with site-specific parameterisations (Table S4.4.1) and whole rock
sample chemistry (Supplementary Materials: Table 6.1.0 and online data files), we then model the full temporal
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Figure 2. Scarp geometry and preservation along the Fiamignano fault. (a) Airborne LiDAR image showing
along-strike continuity of the bedrock scarp (DEM generated from ALS data and co-visualised with slope data
calculated using ArcGIS version 10.1 (http://www.esri.com/), (b) field photograph highlighting the sample
locality away from areas of Holocene erosion (see also ref. 17), (c) and (d) LiDAR topographic profile (plotted
using Riscan Pro version 1.2.1 b9 (http://www.riegl.com/products/software-packages/riscan-pro/)), site
geometry parameters, fault plane surface roughness and % preservation used in the modelling of the 36Cl data at
FIAM (see Methods Summary and Table S4.4.1).

development of each scarp and thereby confirm our first order observations: the highest likelihood modelled slip
histories for each of the eight 36Cl data sets (Fig. 4e) indicate that these bedrock scarps record cumulative fault
slip on the southwest flank of the central Apennines since 17.8 ± 4.3 ka (average scarp age across all eight sites;
Table S4.4.4), which overlaps with the demise of the LGM (12–18 ka) and an independent age estimate obtained
by directly dating the preserved LGM hillslope (17.0 +  1.7/−1.8 ka; Fig. 2b). More importantly, however, our
modelling also reveals that slip-rates have varied over time (Fig. 4e and Supplementary Material). As the periods
of high slip-rate are not synchronous on all faults, a climate control on fault plane exhumation is not plausible.
Distributed extensional faulting across the central Apennines and the average Holocene rates (Fig. 4c) are consistent with bulk deformation that approximates a (viscous) continuum4,9, but marked changes in fault slip-rate
during the Holocene, as indicated by the 36Cl data, are not. To evaluate this further we calculate slip-rate variability (SRV; ref. 6), which is the standard deviation of short term slip-rates, σSR, divided by the long term average, SRave (e.g., Fig. 4b). Unless a strongly non-linear rheology is invoked, SRave is anticipated to differ between
adjacent faults but SRV should be ≈0 and we can use our data to test this. A sliding time window of 3000 years
is used to estimate short term rates (σSR) and hence SRV based on our own sensitivity study (Fig. S4.3) and
previous work6. At 5 of the 8 sites presented here, we estimate SRV to be in the range 0.3–1.4 (Fig. 4e; Table
S4.4.2). These temporal variations in slip-rate exceed the ±20% uncertainty on SRave associated with adopting
an age range (15 ±  3 kyrs20) for the formation of the bedrock scarps since the demise of the LGM18,19, which sets
a minimum magnitude of SRV ≥0.2 that we are confident can be distinguished from SRV = 0 (Fig. S4.2.2). Our
Bayesian modelling approach favours simpler slip histories and lower SRV values, thus slip histories characterised by SRV ≥0.2 must reflect significant temporal variations in slip rate over the Holocene. The robustness of
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Figure 3. Sampling ladders and ground penetrating radar (GPR) images at site FIAM. (a) Detailed view of
site and the sampling ladders showing location of GPR lines in the hanging-wall, (b) Four parallel GPR images
showing undisturbed colluvial wedge and subsurface fault plane (plotted using Ekko View Deluxe 42 (https://
www.sensoft.ca/products/ekko-project/overview/)). Sampling location indicated in Figs 1 and 2.
our SRV estimates is further tested using synthetic cosmogenic data sets for different slip history scenarios (see
Supplementary Material (Fig. S4.2.2)).
In summary, the cosmogenic data show that, since the demise of the LGM (12–18 ka), faults in the southwestern part of the central Apennines fault array have, over periods of several thousand years, slipped at rates
significantly greater than the Holocene average rate while over other, similar length time intervals, these faults
have been moving much more slowly or were temporarily quiescent. The overall summed across-strike strain-rate
is maintained because when one fault slows another across strike becomes more active, e.g., sites PESC and FRAT
(Fig. 4e) and quiescence in fault activity in the southwest since 1349 A. D., revealed at site FIAM, coincides with
the focussing of historical earthquake activity in the northeast (Fig. 1d and ref. 7). Our main conclusion is that,
whereas the decadal and Holocene-averaged extension rates in this area are consistent with continuum (viscous)
deformation4,9, the millennial-scale behaviour of individual faults is more episodic, with elapsed times on some
faults of several thousands of years11,21. The magnitude of the maximum slip-rates (SRmax) that we infer from the
36
Cl data (up to several mm/yr; Table S4.4.2) further imply that at any given time only a small fraction of the total
fault population (≤30%; or ≤2 out of 6 faults across strike; Fig. 1c) takes up most of total regional extension.

Geodynamic explanation

The periods of fault activity documented here are characterised by cumulative slip consistently larger in amplitude (many meters) than that generated by individual earthquakes and our field observations (Figs 2 and 3)
exclude a geomorphic explanation. Maximum earthquake magnitudes in the Italian Apennines are in the range
M 5.8–6.9 and generally produce average coseismic slip at the surface of 10’s of centimeters, rather than many
meters22. During the periods of activity, the average earthquake recurrence must be relatively short (hundreds of
years) to explain the higher than average slip rates that we observe (Fig. 4e). In contrast, the periods of quiescence
that we infer are long (several thousands of years) compared to typical earthquake recurrence timescales in this
area23 and instead relate to the migration of the locus of fault activity across strike. These characteristics reveal a
spatial and temporal organisation to the active deformation that is at odds with the expected stochastic response
of a heterogeneous elastic-brittle crust to distributed loading5. However, we can explain our observations if we
consider the total energy dissipated during the formation of extensional faults in this tectonic setting.
We apply dissipation analysis24,25 to the case of two normal faults at equal elevation located on either side of
a high topography area so that viscous dissipation related to variations in GPE (e.g., ref. 4) is the same (Fig. 5).
Strain weakening along faults localises deformation and reduces the rate of dissipation. However, as an extensional fault accumulates displacement, work is done against friction along the fault plane as well as by flexing
fault-bounded crustal blocks and against gravity in generating footwall uplift24. The local flexural restoring force
increases with cumulative slip along an active fault, increasing the rate of dissipation and hence resisting further
motion (Fig. 5). Although the restoring force generated by meters of fault slip (e.g., Fig. 4e) is small (<1 MPa)26,
comparable in magnitude to static stress changes that can be generated by nearby earthquakes27, it is the combination of flexure-induced stress variations and the accumulation of finite slip that progressively increases energy
dissipation. Meanwhile, strength recovery (healing) increases the frictional strength of inactive faults (~12%
increase with the parameters used in Fig. 5 (Table S4.6)). When the dissipation rate on the active fault exceeds
Scientific Reports | 7:44858 | DOI: 10.1038/srep44858
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Figure 4. Theory, data and model results. (a) Variation in 36Cl concentration with sample height for constant
slip-rate faults for a range of slip-rates (black); blue dashed lines: two notional cases of variable slip-rates
(see Fig. 4b). Thicker lines in (a): range expected assuming distributed faulting (across n major faults, where
3 ≤  n ≤ 7) assuming the faults are passive markers of deeper viscous flow4,9. (b) Notional slip histories (i) and (ii)
with SRV = 1(ref. 6). (c) 36Cl measurements from the eight sites; SRave in parentheses (locations in Fig. 1a; MA3
from ref. 16); grey dashed lines show highest likelihood fit for each site (Fig. 4(e)). Also shown for site FIAM is
the fit for ‘zero elapsed time’; highest likelihood fit is for an elapsed time of ~665 years (i.e. AD 1349 from ref.
12) top axis in (c): predicted scarp-top 36Cl concentrations at each site assuming constant slip-rate since 15 ±  3
ka and zero inherited 36Cl. (d) LiDAR topographic profiles ordered left to right in same order as 36Cl data shown
in (c), (e) highest likelihood slip histories for each data set (Figs S4.5.1–S4.5.10); symbols (star, square, triangle)
denote SRV values and mark the top of the scarp. All analytical data (AMS and sample chemistry) are provided
in the Supplementary Material Section 6.
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Figure 5. Geodynamic interpretation. Calculation of energy dissipation associated with normal faulting for
a hypothetical case of two potential faults. Theory given in ref. 25 is modified to include variations in stress due
to local flexural restoring force adjacent to the active fault26 (model parameters given in Table S4.6). Both faults
are located at the same elevation above sea level so that viscous dissipation related to variations in GPE is the
same. We ignore rock cohesion and deformation by pure shear. Flexural restoring forces during periods of time
that one fault is active leads to an increase in the rate of work. In order to minimize energy dissipation in the
system as a whole, the locus of activity will shift to an existing but inactive sub-parallel fault across strike. The
abandonment of the active fault occurs only after several meters of cumulative slip, i.e., many individual slip
events, hence the millennial timescale that we observe (Fig. 4e).
that of a ‘healed’ inactive fault, the locus of activity can shift across strike (Fig. 5). Our interpretation does not
preclude rupture of a previously quiescent fault if there is a sufficiently large stress increase following adjacent
earthquake ruptures27, but for such a fault to become the locus for meters of further slip to accrue it needs to be
one that is energetically favoured, i.e., lowest rate of total work. The mechanism we propose may be viewed qualitatively as analogous to the kinematic mechanism suggested to explain suppressed activity along faults in strike
slip settings28, but in our example it is more appropriately ascribed to a flexural effect.
Finally, the dissipation analysis (Fig. 5) can reconcile evidence for regional deformation across the entire width
of the central Apennines (Fig. 1b) with focussed historical earthquake activity (Fig. 1d). It implies that high strain
rates (>1e-7 yr−1), currently confined to a zone only ~50 km wide on the northeast flank of the mountains, are
the explanation for the skew in historical earthquake shaking and may even be interpreted as deformation associated with a ‘single’ fault system, as previous authors have suggested7. But our analysis also implies that this is a
transient localisation phenomenon because in the past the zone of high strain rate was probably concentrated on
the southwest flank. The viscous lower crust must be rather weak and characterised by a non-linear rheology for it
to be able to accommodate localisation on this scale. Importantly, the cosmogenic data indicate that fault slip histories measured at the surface do not record a passive response to deep viscous flow but instead reflect interaction
between brittle-frictional and viscous deformation processes. Finally, interpreting information about earthquake
recurrence patterns on individual faults in this setting requires the migration of the locus of active deformation
across strike to be taken into consideration.

Conclusions

In summary, the 36Cl data reveal evidence for distributed deformation across both flanks of the central Italian
Apennines but with significant temporal variability in fault slip-rates, and thus earthquake activity, that can be
explained by the principal of minimum work. The implication is that the recent concentration of seismic activity
on the northeast flank of the Apennines may persist for several thousand years but ultimately represents just
one ‘snap-shot’ of a naturally complex deformational response to regional surface uplift that has, in the past,
led to both flanks rupturing in major earthquakes. Slip-rate variability over multiple earthquake cycles can now
be quantified and is essential to understand seismic hazard in areas of distributed extensional faulting because
short term slip-rates, over the last few thousand years, can be significantly higher (and recurrence intervals much
shorter) than both decadal (geodetic) and longer term geologic estimates may suggest.
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Methods

Site selection, characterisation and sampling strategy. Detailed site characterisation (Figs 2 and 3)
was undertaken to ensure that the fault surface was exposed only through tectonic exhumation (earthquake rupture) and did not include subsequent or contemporary geomorphic modification of the hanging wall, footwall or
bedrock fault scarp. Sites were selected where the upper and lower slopes in the footwall and hanging wall of the
fault plane were planar and free of Holocene hill-slope erosion and/or Holocene sedimentation17. The geomorphology of each site was assessed using LiDAR (terrestrial and airborne; Fig. 2a,c) and ground penetrating radar
(GPR, Fig. 3). Terrestrial LiDAR was used to measure the 3D site geometry (Fig. 2c), the height of the bedrock
scarp, and to assess fault plane surface roughness (Fig. 2d). Airborne LiDAR was used to assess the along-strike
continuity of the scarps and preservation of the LGM paleosurface in the footwall and hanging wall of each
fault (e.g., Fig. 2a). The GPR data image the hanging wall stratigraphy and were used to exclude geomorphic
processes of fault plane exposure or burial in the Holocene by processes such as hill-slope erosion or landsliding (Fig. 3b). Weathering of the sampled fault plane is <1 mm, evidenced by preserved frictional wear striae.
Structural data were collected at each site to determine the fault orientation and slip vector. Individual rectangular
slabs of bedrock scarp were collected every 5 cm from the base of 1–2 m deep trenches up the fault plane, forming
continuous sample ladders (e.g., Figs 2d and 3a) parallel to the slip vector. The trench part of each 36Cl profile
strongly constrains the slip history and elapsed time (See Supplementary Material Fig. S4.2.3). Where an offset
in the sample ladder was necessitated by incomplete fault plane preservation, two or more samples at the same
height were taken from overlapping ladders. The integrated whole-soil bulk-density of the hanging wall colluvial
wedge was calculated by determining the volume and weight of a sample from each soil horizon exposed in the
trench. A bedrock sample collected from the planar upper-slope at FIAM (Fig. 2b) yielded a cosmogenic age of
17.0 +  1.7/−1.8 ka, which confirms the timing of the x10 drop in hillslope erosion rates (and the onset of scarp
preservation) associated with the demise of the LGM18. Data tables and details of laboratory procedures are given
in the Supplementary Material Section 2.
Estimating fault slip-rates from the cosmogenic data.

Preparation of in situ-produced cosmogenic
Cl AMS (Accelerator Mass Spectrometry) targets from carbonate bedrock samples broadly followed the method
in ref. 29, with subsequent AMS analyses according to ref. 30. The 36Cl data were then used to model fault slip
histories by embedding the Matlab code developed in ref. 16 into a Bayesian MCMC parameter estimation
framework to obtain the best-fit model and to estimate the uncertainties on our values for SRave and SRV for each
site. The LiDAR and GPR datasets were used to constrain the site geometry parameters (Fig. 2c) and the whole
rock chemistry of each sample is included (Supplementary Materials Table 6.1.0; full data files available online).
Fault plane roughness variations measured using LiDAR were used to help define the heights of slip-rate change
points (e.g., Fig. 2d). Rather than include an arbitrary pre-exposure correction16, we model the full height of the
scarp at each site (Fig. 4d) by assuming that it is built by repeating earthquakes with magnitudes that are typical
of Abruzzo (M 5.8–6.9), with appropriately scaled displacements based on ref. 31 (this approach is defined as
‘seismic pre-exposure’ in ref. 16). Slip-rate variations required to fit the 36Cl data are generated by increasing the
number of earthquakes per unit time. Slip-rate variability, SRV (ref. 6), was calculated using a 3000 year sliding
window. Full details of the modelling, the Bayesian implementation for each site, SRV calculations, sensitivity
analyses, testing of alternative exhumation scenarios and results are given in the Supplementary Materials.
36
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Historical Seismicity.

Historical records, consisting of macroseismic intensity measurements in individual settlements, were compiled from the Parametric Catalogue of Italian Earthquakes in the central Apennines
from 1350–2016 (earthquakes from 1350–1997: refs 32 and 33). Intensity measurements less than VI on the
Mercalli-Cancani-Seiberg (IMCS) scale and measurements caused by earthquakes with magnitudes less than 5.8
were removed (due to incomplete data for these events). The records were projected onto a transect orientated
southwest-northeast (225°) perpendicular to the mean strike of faults in the central Apennines and plotted in
5 km bins along this transect (Fig. 1d). As the strongest intensity and highest density of macroseismic records
occur in the immediate hangingwall of the fault that generated an earthquake, these historical records can be
considered a proxy for the distribution of seismic moment release since 1350 A.D.

References

1. Friedrich, A. M., Wernicke, B. P., Niemi, N. A., Bennett, R. A. & Davis, J. L. Comparison of geodetic and geologic data from the
Wasatch region, Utah, and implications for the spectral character of Earth deformation at periods of 10 to 10 million years. J.
Geophys. Res. 108, B4/2199, doi: 10.1029/2001JB000682 (2003).
2. Nicol, A., Walsh, J. J., Villamor, P., Seebeck, H. & Berryman, K. R. Normal fault interactions, paleoearthquakes and growth in an
active rift. J. Struct. Geol 32(8), 1101–1113 (2010).
3. Elliot, J. R. et al. Extension on the Tibetan plateau: recent normal faulting measured by InSAR and body wave seismology. Geophys.
J. Int. 183, 503–535, doi: 10.1111/j.1365-246X.2010.04754.x (2010).
4. D’Agostino, N., England, P., Hunstad, I. & Selvaggi, G. Gravitational potential energy and active deformation in the Apennines.
Earth Planet. Sci. Lett. 397, 121–132 (2014).
5. Heimpel, M. & Olsen, P. A. seismodynamical model of lithosphere deformation: development of continental and oceanic rift
networks. J. Geophys. Res. 101, 16155–16176 (1996).
6. Cowie, P. A., Roberts, G. P., Bull, J. & Visini F. Relationships between fault geometry, slip-rate variability and earthquake recurrence
in extensional settings. Geophys. J. Int. 189, 143–160, doi: 10.1111/j.1365-246X.2012.05378.x (2012).
7. D’Agostino, N. et al. Evidence for localized active extension in the central Apennines (Italy) from global positioning system
observations. Geology 39, 291–294, doi: 10.1130/G31796.1 (2011).
8. Faure Walker, J. P. et al. Relationship between topography and strain rate in the actively extending Italian Apennines. Earth Planet.
Sci. Lett. 325/326, 76–84, doi: 10.1016/j.epsl.2012.01.028 (2012).
9. Cowie, P. A., Scholz, C. H., Roberts, G. P., Faure Walker, J. P. & Steer, P. Viscous roots of seismogenic faults revealed by geologic sliprate variations. Nature Geoscience 6, 1036–1040, doi: 10.1038/ngeo1991 (2013).

Scientific Reports | 7:44858 | DOI: 10.1038/srep44858

8

www.nature.com/scientificreports/
10. Faure Walker, J. P., Roberts, G. P., Sammonds, P. & Cowie, P. A. Comparison of earthquake strains over 102 and 104 year timescales:
Insights into variability in the seismic cycle in the central Apennines, Italy. J. Geophys. Res. 115, B10418, doi: 10.1029/2009JB006462
(2010).
11. Pace, B., Bocchini, G.-M. & Boncio, P. Do static stress changes of a moderate-magnitude earthquakes significantly modify the
regional seismic hazard ?Hints from the L’Aquila 2009 normal-faulting earthquake (Mw 6.3, central Italy). Terra Nova 26, 430–439
(2014).
12. Galli, P. & Naso, J. Unmasking the 1349 earthquake source (southern Italy)paleoseismological and archaeoseismological indications
from the Aquae Iuliae fault. J. Struct. Geol. 31, 128–149, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsg.2008.09.007 (2009).
13. Becker, T. W. et al. Western U.S. intermountain seismicity caused by changes in upper mantle flow. Nature 524, 458–461 (2015).
14. Dunai, T. Cosmogenic Nuclides: Principles, Concepts and Applications in the Earth Surface Sciences. Cambridge University Press, pp.
187, ISBN: 9780521873802 (2010).
15. Benedetti, L. et al. Post-glacial slip history of the Sparta fault (Greece) determined by 36Cl cosmogenic dating: Evidence for nonperiodic earthquakes. Geophys. Res. Lett. 29, 1246, doi: 10.1029/2001GL014510 (2002).
16. Schlagenhauf, A. et al. Using in situ Chlorine-36 cosmonuclide to recover past earthquake histories on limestone normal fault
scarps: a reappraisal of methodology and interpretations. Geophys. J. Int. 182, 36–72, doi: 10.1111/j.1365-246X.2010.04622.x (2010).
17. Bubeck, A. et al. The tectonic geomorphology of bedrock scarps on active normal faults in the Italian Apennines mapped using
combined ground penetrating radar and terrestrial laser scanning. Geomorphology 237, doi: 10.1016/j.geomorph.2014.03.011
(2015).
18. Tucker, G. E. et al. Geomorphic significance of postglacial bedrock scarps on normal-fault footwalls. J. Geophys. Res. 116, F01022,
doi: 10.1029/2010JF001861 (2011).
19. Giraudi, C. & Frezzotti, M. Late Pleistocene glacial events in the central Apennines, Italy. Quaternary Research 48, 280–290 (1997).
20. Roberts, G. P. & Michetti, A. M. Spatial and temporal variations in growth rates along active normal fault systems: an example from
The Lazio–Abruzzo Apennines, central Italy. J. Struct. Geol. 26, 339–376 (2004).
21. Console, R., Murru, M., Falcone, G. & F. Catalli. Stress interaction effect on the occurrence probability of characteristic earthquakes
in Central Apennines. J. Geophys. Res. 113, B08313, doi: 10.1029/2007JB005418 (2008).
22. Michetti, A. M. et al. Ground effects during the September 9, 1998 ML=5.5 Lauria Earthquake in southern Italy and the seismic
potential of the “aseismic” Pollino region: preliminary report. Seism. Res. Lett. 71, 31–46 (2000).
23. Pace, B., Peruzza, L., Lavecchia, G. & Boncio, P. Layered seismogenic source model and probabilistic seismic-hazard analyses in
Central Italy. Bull. Seismol. Soc. Am. 96(1), 107–132, doi: 10.1785/0120040231 (2006).
24. Huismans, R. Buiter, S. J. H. & Beaumont, C. Effect of plastic-viscous layering and strain softening on mode selection during
lithospheric extension. J. Geophys. Res. 110, B02406, doi: 10.1029/2004JB003114 (2005).
25. Buiter, S. J. H., Huismans, R. S. & Beaumont, C. Dissipation analysis as a guide to mode selection during crustal extension and
implications for the styles of sedimentary basins. J. Geophys. Res. 113, B06406, doi: 10.1029/2007JB005272 (2008).
26. Buck, R. Effect of lithospheric thickness on the formation of high- and low-angle normal faults. Geology 21, 933–936 (1993).
27. King, G. C. P., Stein, R. S. & Lin, J. Static stress changes and the triggering of earthquakes. Bull. Seis. Soc. Am. 84, 935–953 (1994).
28. Dolan, J., Bowman, D. & Sammis, C. Long range and long term fault interactions in southern California. Geology 35(9), 855–858
(2007).
29. Stone, J. O., Allan, G. L., Fifield, L. K. & Cresswell, R. G. Cosmogenic chlorine-36 from calcium spallation. Geochim. Cosmochim.
Acta 60(4), 679–692 (1996).
30. Wilcken, K. M. et al. 36Cl accelerator mass spectrometry with a bespoke instrument. Nuclear Instruments and Methods in Physics
Research B 294, 107–114. doi: 10.1016/j.nimb.2012.04.027 (2013).
31. Wells, D. L. & Coppersmith, K. J. New empirical relationships among magnitude, rupture length, rupture width, rupture area, and
surface displacement. Bull. Seism. Soc. Amer 84, 974–1002 (1994).
32. Rovida, A., Locati, M., Camassi, R., Lolli, B. & Gasperini P. (eds.) CPTI15, the 2015 version of the Parametric Catalogue of Italian
Earthquakes. Istituto Nazionale di Geofisica e Vulcanologia. http://doi.org/10.6092/INGV.IT-CPTI15 [Accessed: January 2017]
(2016).
33. Galli, P. et al. The MCS intensity distribution of the devastating 24 August 2016 earthquakes in central Italy (Mw 6.2). Annals of
Geophysics 59, Fast Track 5, doi: 10.4401/ag-7287 (2016).
34. Tarquini S. et al. Release of a 10-m-resolution DEM for the Italian territory: Comparison with global-coverage DEMs and anaglyphmode exploration via the web. Computers & Geoscience, 38, 168–170 doi:10.1016/j.cageo.2011.04.018 (2012).
35. Jarvis A., Reuter, H. I. Nelson, A. & Guevara, E. Hole-filled seamless SRTM data V4, International Centre for Tropical Agriculture
(CIAT) http://srtm.csi.cgiar.org [Accessed: November 2009] (2008).

Acknowledgements

This work was supported by NERC grants: NER/S/A/2006/14042, NE/E01545X/1, NE/E016545/1, NE/I026715/1,
NE/I024127/1 and NE/I02318X/1. Financial support was also provided by the Statoil - University of Bergen
Akademia agreement (P.C.). A. Jagan and E. McDougall (The University of Edinburgh) provided technical
assistance for AMS target preparation and we are grateful for use of the Edinburgh University Cosmogenic
Nuclide Laboratory. M. Moore and A. Quiter are thanked for assistance in the field. We are grateful to NERC
Airborne Research and Survey Facility for acquisition of airborne Lidar data. The Istituto Nazionale di Geofisica e
Vulcanologia freely provided the 10 m DEM data used in Figure 1a (http://www.ingv.it) and N. D’Agostino kindly
provided the long wavelength topographic data plotted in 1c. A Geurts helped make Figure 1. P.C. personally
thanks Å. Haug and M. Straume for their support.

Author Contributions

P. Cowie was the lead author in writing the manuscript, led the modelling of the 36Cl data, quantified the sliprate variability and linked it to the geodynamic interpretation. R. Phillips collected the fault plane samples at 6
of the 8 sites, developed the laboratory techniques for preparing 36Cl targets, and combined and interpreted the
analytical results. He also performed the site characterisations. G. Roberts planned the field program, provided
the structural analysis of each site, collected and interpreted the ground penetrating radar at each site. He also
wrote the background material on Italian tectonics and seismicity and helped with the geodynamic interpretation.
K. McCaffrey collected and processed the LiDAR data used for each site characterisation. L. Zijerveld developed
the Bayesian inference and optimisation approaches used in the modelling of the slip-rate histories and assisted
with the field work. L. Gregory collected the fault plane samples at the Frattura site, carried out the sample
preparation, combined the analytical results and modelled the slip history at this site. J. Faure Walker collected
and interpreted the ground penetrating radar data at the Frattura site and provided the strain calculations shown
in Figure 1. L. Wedmore analysed the historical seismicity shown in Figure 1 and analysed the LiDAR at the
Scientific Reports | 7:44858 | DOI: 10.1038/srep44858

9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/
Frattura site. T. Dunai supervised the development of the laboratory techniques for preparation of the 36Cl targets
at Edinburgh University. S. Binnie assisted with both sample collection and the development of the 36Cl target
preparation methodology implemented at Edinburgh University. S. Freeman supervised the measurement of 36Cl
concentrations using the SUERC accelerator mass spectrometer. K. Wilcken and R. Shanks performed the 36Cl
spectrometry, advised on analytical procedures and assisted in the field. R. Huismans was involved in developing
the geodynamic interpretation. I. Papanikolaou helped with the site selection and compiled data used for site
characterisations. A. Michetti helped to plan the field program and to write the background material on Italian
tectonics, Holocene faulting, historical earthquakes and current seismicity. M. Wilkinson developed tools for
processing the LiDAR data. All Authors reviewed the manuscript.

Additional Information

Supplementary information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/srep
Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Cowie, P. A. et al. Orogen-scale uplift in the central Italian Apennines drives episodic
behaviour of earthquake faults. Sci. Rep. 7, 44858; doi: 10.1038/srep44858 (2017).
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license,
unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license,
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
© The Author(s) 2017

Scientific Reports | 7:44858 | DOI: 10.1038/srep44858

10

