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Tremor-tide correlations and near-lithostatic pore
pressure on the deep San Andreas fault
Amanda M. Thomas1, Robert M. Nadeau1 & Roland Bürgmann1

Since its initial discovery nearly a decade ago1, non-volcanic
tremor has provided information about a region of the Earth that
was previously thought incapable of generating seismic radiation.
A thorough explanation of the geologic process responsible for
tremor generation has, however, yet to be determined. Owing to
their location at the plate interface, temporal correlation with
geodetically measured slow-slip events and dominant shear wave
energy, tremor observations in southwest Japan have been
interpreted as a superposition of many low-frequency earthquakes
that represent slip on a fault surface2,3. Fluids may also be fun-
damental to the failure process in subduction zone environments,
as teleseismic and tidal modulation of tremor in Cascadia and
Japan and high Poisson ratios in both source regions are indicative
of pressurized pore fluids3–7. Here we identify a robust correlation
between extremely small, tidally induced shear stress parallel to
the San Andreas fault and non-volcanic tremor activity near
Parkfield, California. We suggest that this tremor represents
shear failure on a critically stressed fault in the presence of near-
lithostatic pore pressure. There are a number of similarities
between tremor in subduction zone environments, such as
Cascadia and Japan, and tremor on the deep San Andreas
transform3–12, suggesting that the results presented here may also
be applicable in other tectonic settings.

Analysis of the response of non-volcanic tremor to small stress
oscillations induced in the lithosphere by the Earth’s tidal deforma-
tion allows the determination of the stress orientations and magni-
tudes under which tremors preferentially occur, providing additional
insight into the frictional processes that control tremor generation.
Tidal modulation of tremor was previously established in both Japan
and Cascadia4,6,13,14. The stresses induced by the ocean tides at these
locations are nearly an order of magnitude larger than those near
Parkfield6,14, which primarily arise from the deformation of the solid
Earth. We develop our analysis in parallel using a catalogue of 1,777
non-volcanic tremors detected over an eight-year period11, a regional
catalogue of earthquakes within 0.5u of Cholame, the central location
of tremor activity, and a catalogue of characteristically repeating
micro-earthquakes located along the creeping segment of the San
Andreas fault, northwest of Cholame15 (Fig. 1). We include the
repeating earthquake catalogue because it is composed of events that
are all located on the creeping San Andreas fault and might thus be
expected to experience enhanced tidal triggering compared to
regional catalogues16. We compute the extensional, shear and volume
strains induced by the solid Earth and ocean tides17,18, assuming a
typical tremor source region depth of ,25 km (refs 11, 19). For each
catalogue the fault-normal, shear, Coulomb (friction coefficient
m 5 0.4), and volumetric stresses and stress rates are computed for
the times of each event (see Methods).

To investigate the influence of both the stress magnitude and rate
on tremor and earthquake occurrence we divide the catalogue events

into ‘quadrants’ depending on the sign of the loading condition
under which they occur (Fig. 2, inset). If tremor and tides are un-
correlated, the number of events that occur under a particular tidal
loading condition will be proportional to the amount of time that
particular condition exists. Assuming each tremor event is independ-
ent, we use the chi-square statistic to test the null hypothesis that
event times are randomly distributed with respect to tidal influence.
The results for the tremor and earthquake catalogues are shown in
Fig. 2. For the tremor catalogue, the levels of correlation of the normal,
shear and Coulomb stresses exceed the 99% significance level while
the correlation levels for the other catalogues are statistically in-
significant. The lack of correlation in the regional and repeating earth-
quake catalogues is not surprising given the size of the catalogues and
results from previous efforts to establish a significant tidal triggering of
earthquakes20–22 (see Methods).

We further explore the apparent correlation between tremor and
tidally induced stresses by comparing tremor times with the loading
conditions under which they occur. Figure 3 shows tremor rate distri-
butions with respect to tidally induced shear, normal and Coulomb
stress magnitudes and rates at the time of the events. Correlation
between tremor occurrence and tidal stressing rate is insignificant for
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Figure 1 | Example one-day tremor time series with superimposed tidal
stresses. Black represents root-mean-square envelope of tremor activity in
Cholame. Blue, red and green curves represent the tidally induced fault-
normal stress (DFNS), right-lateral shear stress (DRLSS), and Coulomb
stress (DCS) for m 5 0.4. Yellow stars mark tremor start times. Some short
spikes in the root-mean-square envelope are due to micro-earthquakes. The
inset map shows tremor locations as grey circles, locations of regional
earthquakes as white triangles, and part of the repeating earthquake
catalogue as black squares. Not all repeating events are shown, because they
continue further to the northwest along the creeping San Andreas section.
The white star indicates the epicentre of the 2004 Parkfield earthquake.
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all stress components. Induced right-lateral shear stresses (DRLSS)
demonstrates the most compelling correlation, with distinct increases
in tremor activity that correspond to positive (right-lateral) shear
stresses parallel to the San Andreas fault and equally apparent
decreases when values are negative. Additionally, the tremor surpluses
and deficits become more pronounced asDRLSS increases to values of
6150 Pa. Although fault-normal stress changes (DFNS) are much
larger, they only exhibit a weak correlation at large, positive (tensile)
values of .1,000 Pa. Coulomb stresses (DCS 5 mDFNS 1DRLSS,
m 5 0.4) exhibit less correlation than the shear stress alone.

Assuming a frictional Coulomb failure process is an appropriate
model for non-volcanic tremor, the optimal friction coefficient m is
the value that maximizes the number of events that occur during
times of encouraged failure stress (Fig. 4, Methods). Tremors show
a marked increase for friction values of m , 0.1 with a peak of over
31% above the long-term average number of events (excess) for
m 5 0.02. The percentage excess for both the regional and repeating
earthquake catalogues does not exceed 6%. This demonstrates that
tidally induced shear stress parallel to the San Andreas fault, although
of much smaller magnitude than normal stress changes, has the most
robust correlation with non-volcanic tremor near Parkfield. The
dominant role of small shear stress perturbations in stimulating the
tremor, despite much larger normal stress perturbations, is indicative
of a very weak fault zone with low effective normal stress, probably
due to near-lithostatic pore pressures at the depth of the tremor
source region. As a test of our assumption of San Andreas fault
alignment in the stress calculations, we perform the same analysis
to determine the percentage excess tremor with respect to a range of
vertical fault plane azimuths (Fig. 4, inset). The peak percentage
excess occurs at N 44uW, nearly parallel to the local strike of the
San Andreas fault (N 45uW). This result serves as an independent
piece of evidence to show that tremor represents a mode of fault-
parallel shear failure in the lower crust.

If non-volcanic tremor simply represents a different class of earth-
quakes that still involves failure on a fault surface13,23, it is unclear why
tremor is modulated by tides but regional earthquakes are not.
Careful statistical analyses of tidal influence on earthquake popula-
tions find the correlation to be extremely weak (,13,000 events are
needed to establish a 1% increase)20–22,24. Lockner and Beeler20,21 con-
ducted a series of laboratory tests simulating tidal loading conditions
on active faults and found that the absence of strong tidal triggering
can be reconciled with rate-state frictional models that involve
delayed slip nucleation (for example, by time-dependent failure or
static fatigue). If tremor can also be described in a rate-state friction
framework then we can derive a quantitative estimate of effective
normal stress in the tremor source region from the observed tidal
correlations16. Dieterich16 found a simple scaling relationship
between earthquake rate fluctuations and the amplitude of the
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Figure 2 | Results of chi-square significance tests. The chi-square test
results correlate the tremor, regional and repeating earthquake catalogues
with tidally inducedDFNS,DRLSS, andDCS. The dashed line shows the 99%
confidence level, where larger values indicate that the hypothesis of random
event occurrence can be rejected. The inset shows how tremor start times
were separated into four ‘quadrants’ based on both the magnitude and rate
of change of the stresses.
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Figure 3 | Tidal stress magnitude and rate distributions. Tidal stress
magnitude (panels a, b and c) and rate (panels d, e and f) distributions for
the DFNS, DRLSS and DCS (m 5 0.4). Volumetric stresses are not shown
because they are strongly coupled with normal stresses. Solid black lines
show tremor rates computed by dividing the number of tremors within the

respective stress interval by the total amount of time spent in that interval.
The time distribution for each bin is shown below each histogram. The
average tremor rate (dashed line) corresponds to the rate expected if there
were no correlation between tremor and tides. Grey lines are 2s error bars
(Methods).
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periodic shear stress divided by the normal stress:

s 5 2t/(aRa) (1)

where Ra is the total rate variation divided by the average rate,
Ra 5 (Rmax 2 Rmin)/Ravg, s is the effective normal stress, t is the shear
stress, and a is the rate constitutive parameter. Using the maximum and
minimum rates for m 5 0.02, the value of friction that maximizes the
percentage excess (Supplementary Fig. 1), a stressing amplitude of
177 Pa (the maximum value of the tidally induced shear stress) and
experimentally derived values of 0.005 to 0.02 for the fault constitutive
parameter a (ref. 25), we find effective normal stresses of 0.035 to
0.009 MPa (Methods). These values are orders of magnitude lower than
the lithostatic overburden pressure at this depth (,700 MPa), suggest-
ing that effectively lithostatic pore fluids are present in the tremor
source region. Additionally, this estimate is consistent with the low
friction coefficient reflected in the lack of correlation with larger normal
stress fluctuations. Potential sources of fluids at mid-crustal depths
beneath the San Andreas fault are less well documented than slab
dehydration in subduction zones, but previous studies have suggested
the presence of fluids and processes to explain their introduction26.

The similarities (or differences) in non-volcanic tremor properties
with respect to tectonic environment warrant further discussion.
Nakata et al.6 suggest correlation with DCS (assuming m 5 0.2) and
DCS rate in Shikoku, Japan, while Lambert et al.14 find that peak
tremor activity occurs at times of maximum tidal shear stress in
the thrust direction and with DCS (assuming m 5 0.4) in Cascadia.
One possible reason for the different results is that both in Japan (R.
Nakata, personal communication, 2009) and Cascadia14 times of
increased shear stress are highly correlated with compressive (clamp-
ing) normal stresses of comparable magnitude. This makes it difficult
to separate the individual contributions of the normal and shear
stresses, especially for the short time periods (a few weeks) considered
by these two studies. The results for Parkfield are not subject to this
limitation and we find that very small shear stresses, but not the larger
normal stress changes, modulate tremor. It is likely that tremor

modulation is affected by frictional strength, the relative magnitude
of tectonic and tidal loading rates20,21, material properties5, and other
factors that vary with respect to tectonic environment. One finding
common to all three localities is that tremor appears to be associated
with the presence of fluids at near-lithostatic pressures, and given
similar observations in variable tectonic environments3–6, the same
mechanism is probably responsible for non-volcanic tremor elsewhere.

We find that tremor occurs preferentially when subjected to tidal
shear stresses that promote right-lateral failure along the San Andreas
fault, very small stress perturbations from solid-Earth tides are
responsible for significant tremor rate increases, and extremely low
effective normal stress in the tremor source region is required to
explain the apparent tidal triggering. Tremor appears to be shear
failure capable of producing seismic radiation, so a brittle failure
model seems appropriate. These results present a rheological para-
dox, because ductile rheologies, which may be expected at depths of
more than 20 km and temperatures over 500 uC, generally have no
normal-stress dependence. It is possible that very high fluid pressures
on discrete fault patches facilitate slip in an otherwise ductile-
deforming regime. Coupling these observations with the location
of the tremor on deep, roughly planar zones19, we favour the conjec-
ture that tremor at Cholame represents shear failure within a weak,
critically stressed San Andreas fault zone extending to the base of the
crust. Finally, given that earthquakes and non-volcanic tremor are
both manifestations of slip on a fault surface, further constraining the
properties and processes that control tremor generation may facili-
tate a better understanding of fault mechanics, lithospheric structure
and tectonic deformation in the deep crust.

METHODS SUMMARY
Tidal stress computation. Tidally induced strains are computed in the tremor

source region using SPOTL17,18. Assuming two-dimensional plane strain and

linear elasticity, with an elastic modulus of 30 GPa and Poisson ratio of 0.25,

strains are then converted to stresses and resolved into fault normal and parallel

(shear) directions of the San Andreas fault (N 45uW).

Effective normal stress computation. The stress histogram for friction coefficient

m 5 0.02 (the value of the friction coefficient that maximizes the percentage excess

from Fig. 4) is shown in Supplementary Fig. 1. From this figure the maximum and

minimum tremor rates are 9 min per day and 1 min per day, respectively. Using

expression (1) in the text we find that Ra 5 2, resulting in effective normal stress

estimates of 35,400 Pa and 8,850 Pa for a values of 0.005 and 0.02 respectively.

Full Methods and any associated references are available in the online version of
the paper at www.nature.com/nature.
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METHODS
Event catalogues. The tremor catalogue includes a total of 1,777 events between

July 2001 and May 2008 using the detection methodology described in ref. 11. A

small portion (5–10%) of the non-volcanic tremor occur farther north beneath

Monarch Peak, but the tidally induced stresses do not vary in a significant way

over such small distances, so tidal-stress time series were computed for Cholame

only. The repeating earthquake catalogue contains 2,594 events between 1984

and 1999 on the 175-km creeping section of the San Andreas fault15. The tidal

stresses for this catalogue were computed at the centre of the creeping section at

5 km depth. Finally, the regional earthquake catalogue consists of all earthquakes
from the Advanced National Seismic System catalogue, for the same time period

as the tremor catalogue, that are within 0.5u from the centre of the Cholame

tremor. The same tidal time series were used for the tremor and regional earth-

quakes and were computed at 35.666uN, 120.2854uW.

Tidal stress calculation. The tidally induced stresses in the lithosphere were

computed using the SPOTL code developed by D. Agnew17,18. SPOTL uses

Green’s functions to compute azimuthal and vertical strains that can sub-

sequently be converted to stress. A more thorough description of the mathemat-

ical treatment of tides and code specifics can be found on the SPOTL webpage

(http://www.igpp.ucsd.edu/,agnew/spotlmain.html). The results in this ana-

lysis include contributions from both the body tides, which arise due to deforma-

tion of the solid Earth, and the ocean load tides. The computation includes the

semi-diurnal M2, N2, S2 and K2, and diurnal K1, O1, P1 and Q1 tidal con-

stituents and we used the TOPEX/Poseidon global ocean tide model included in

the SPOTL package to compute the load tides. Tidal model predictions were

compared with strain-meter records in Piñon Flat using the perturbation matrix

of ref. 27, as well as previous studies to verify the calculation22,27.

Statistical methods. Pearson’s chi-square test is designed to test the similarity
between two frequency distributions28. The measure of similarity is known as the

chi-squared statistic and is defined as:

x2~ S
n

i~1

(Oi{Ei)
2

Ei

ð2Þ

where n is the total number of potential outcomes, Oi is the observed frequency

for a particular outcome i, and Ei is the expected frequency for a particular

outcome28. In the case of non-volcanic tremor, the total number of tremors

are each assigned to one of four possible categories or ‘quadrants’ (positive

and decreasing, negative and decreasing, and so on) depending on the behaviour

of the tidally induced stress under consideration at the time the tremor occurred.

The expected number is computed by taking the entire eight-year tidal time

series and determining what fraction of time was spent in each group, then

multiplying by the total number of tremors in the catalogue. In this way we

account for the fact that the time distribution is not equivalent between quad-

rants. The grey dashed line in Fig. 2 is the critical value (99% significance level)

for an upper one-sided test with three degrees of freedom.

Each tremor in Fig. 3 is weighted by its duration so, for example, one 15-min

tremor is equivalent to three 5-min tremors. This is in contrast to Figs 2 and 4,

where all tremors are weighted equally. We chose this approach because the

tremor rates can then be used to compute an effective normal stress in the tremor

source region.

Figure 4 again weights all tremors equally and is somewhat analogous to the

chi-square tests mentioned earlier. The percentage excess is defined as (O 2 E)/E,

using the same observed and expected values (O and E) as in the chi-square test,

but in the case of Fig. 4 we consider only the positive magnitudes (n 5 1). The

percentage excess is roughly related to the chi-square values, the main difference

being that the chi-square is a measure of the variance of a population whereas the

percentage excess is related to the mean. Two populations of different size with

the same percentage excess (10 coin flips with 6 heads and 1,000 coin flips with

600 heads, for example) will have greatly different chi-square statistics. The larger

population will have the highest chi-square value because it is much more

statistically improbable.

Uncertainty estimates from Fig. 3. Two-standard-deviation error estimates are

determined using a bootstrap method. The method randomly selects an indi-

vidual tremor from the original tremor catalogue of 1,777 tremors. This process is

repeated 1,777 times to yield a randomly sampled catalogue (with replacement) of

1,777 events. The above process is repeated 50 times, giving 50 randomly sampled

versions of the original catalogue. The tremor rate distributions as a function of

the tidally induced stresses are then calculated for each of the 50 randomly

sampled catalogues. For each stress bin, the standard deviation of tremor rates

of the 50 catalogue values are then computed and multiplied by 2, giving the 2s
rate uncertainties for each bin that are shown by the grey bars in Fig. 3. Tremor

rate errors arise from variability in tremor detection sensitivity. More details on

the detection methodology can be found in ref. 11.

27. Hart, R. H. G. et al. Tidal calibration of borehole strainmeters: removing the effects
of small-scale inhomogeneity. J. Geophys. Res. 101, 25553–25571 (1996).
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