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Twenty-one years later, the political and policy aftershocks of the Northridge Earthquake are still being 
felt. 

“It wasn’t that big of an earthquake and the deaths were not that great,” said Lucy Jones, the U.S. 
Geological Service seismologist who just ended a year on assignment with Mayor Eric Garcetti to study 
how to prepare Los Angeles for the next big earthquake. 

“But it is the one everyone looks to,” Jones said. “It served to make people more aware of the impact of 
an earthquake.” 

Northridge struck at 4:30 a.m. on Jan. 17, 1994, with a magnitude of 6.7, which Jones described as a 
moderate earthquake. 

Yet it caused more than $20 billion in damage. And while Los Angeles was able to begin rebuilding 
almost immediately thanks to an infusion of federal emergency funds, many residents left and some 
businesses closed for good. 

There were 35 deaths directly from the earthquake, with 30 or so others attributed to heart attacks. 

At the time, there were calls for mandatory retrofitting of buildings deemed unsafe. But with political 
opposition from an informal coalition of developers, landlords and renters, fearful of what the repairs 
would cost, those proposals never came to pass. 

Even without the retrofit program, Northridge came to be a symbol of the damage even a moderate 
earthquake could cause. 

Seismologists were able to use Northridge for a series of experiments to try to track the faults under the 
region. Jones said the USGS set up a number of sensors around the region and then set off small 
explosions to track what they found. 

In addition to tracking faults, Jones said the seismologists saw firsthand how vulnerable many of the 
buildings in the region are to collapsing. 

Jones was brought in last year by Garcetti to revive planning to make the city safer in the event of a major 
earthquake or a natural disaster. 

Her report, “Resilience by Design,” lays out a program to retrofit the “soft buildings” of apartments and 
the more expensive retrofits needed on concrete buildings. 

Northridge, she said, was a constant reminder of the work needed to be done. 

“We are all afraid of dying, but we don’t talk about how this could result in the death of a city,” Jones 
said. “That could have longer term implications. 



“Look at Katrina. It wasn’t the flooding that caused the problem, it was afterwards when so many people 
and businesses left the region.” 

Jones said she is hopeful the City Council will be more willing now to hearing about potential damage. 

“I absolutely think there is a better chance now to get something passed” by the council, Jones said. “One 
is the shake-out scenario where we have made it clear that the point of science is to predict the future and 
explain the consequences of their choices. 

“Also, this mayor has the intelligence to understand the problem and the courage to take it on. This is 
about the future of the city he cares about.” 

Jones made her presentation Wednesday to the City Council, which now needs to analyze the report and 
draft the laws needed to implement the recommendations. One of the key factors, however, will be 
appealing to Sacramento for a statewide bond program to help building owners pay for the retrofit 
expenses through a loan program. 

Jones said there is the factor of what officials see on television with earthquakes in Japan and other 
regions and how they cope with disasters. 

“It is a much smaller world,” Jones said. “We are all aware of what’s going on and the threat we could 
face.” 

 


