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What is the Wainuiomata Earthquake Story? 

 
 
Museum Newsletter March 2011 

 
If you feel an earthquake it is much more likely to have occurred outside of the Wainuiomata 
valleys. Local earthquakes typically have a magnitude of less than 3.0 and occur at a depth 
greater than 20km. There have been 145 earthquakes since 1978. There is one local fault that 
is estimated to rupture once every 15,000 to 20,000 years. “The last rupture occurred within the 
last 10,000 years but before the formation of the present topsoil.” The Whitemans Valley fault 
has been mapped for about 20km from southeast Upper Hutt, through Whitemans Valley, 
Moores Valley and into Wainuiomata. Every year it moves 0.1mm. When it next ruptures it is 
estimated to generate an earthquake of magnitude 7-7.3. 
 
Source: Whitemans Valley Fault: a newly discovered active second order fault near Wellington, New Zealand – 
implications for regional seismic hazard by J. G. Begg and R. J. Van Dissen. NZ Journal of Geology and Geophysics 
(1998) Volume 41: 441-448. 
 

 
Annual numbers of Wainuiomata Earthquakes 

 
 

 
Numbers of Earthquakes versus Magnitude 

 
Example: There were 22 Magnitude 2 earthquakes 
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Depth of Earthquakes versus number of occurrences 

 
Example: Ten earthquakes were recorded at a depth of 28km 

 
Data used to compile the graphs was extracted from the National Earthquake database that is part of the Geonet Project. 

 
 

Locations of Wainuiomata earthquakes 1978-2010 
 

The yellow line shows the path of the 
Whitemans Valley Fault.  
 
The white dotted line indicates the position 
of the Wainuiomata Hill Road.  
 
The coloured dots indicate the depth of the 
earthquakes: 
 
Red   less than 10km 
Green   11-20km 
Blue   21-30km  
Pink   greater than 30km 
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Nelson Earthquake 12 February 1893 
 
The Evening Post of the following day reports that “An interesting incident, as showing direction, 
comes to us from the Telegraph Office. The operator at the Wainui-o-mata Telephone Station 
rang up the town office, and was in the act of informing the operator there that they had just 
experienced an earthquake at the Wainui when the shock reached the head office, and swayed 
the building. Several persons were made sick by the shock, and in one case a woman who had 
been recently confined was sent into successive fits.” 
 
“On 12 February, at around 8:30 am, an earthquake with a magnitude at 6.6 to 6.9 caused 
damage in the Nelson area. The quake was probably centred north of Nelson, in the western 
Marlborough Sounds. Many chimneys fell down, plaster and ceilings were cracked and crockery 
was broken. The spire of Nelson Cathedral was nearly a metre out of vertical after the 
earthquake. There was minor damage in Wellington and Wanganui. 
Source: Geonet Hazardwatch: This week in history posted 13 Feb 2004 
 

Evening Post continued: “the people of Wellington were startled by the severest shock of 
earthquake experienced here since 1880… buildings and chimneys in all directions were seen 
to sway… The wharves strained and rocked, and the vessels lying alongside rolled and bumped 
against them. 
 

At the Museum the seismometer recorded the direction as nor’-nor’-east. Sir James Hector says 
that the shock was about as strong as the one felt in Auckland on 24th June 1891. 
 
 
 


