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LocAL NEws

Oceanographers defend
P.R. plate eastward slide

Mapping expedition
strengthens theory
on Caribbean plate

By CHRIS HAWLEY

W ke AR Ut

Puertn Rico is an island on the
move ahout two centimeters a
wearoan fact and due east

Oceanographers on a Spanish re-
search ship say eight days of map-
prog the ocean floor off the islamd’s
nerthenst spbore have strengthened
theories that Puerte Rico and other
Caribbean islands are slowly moving

well, mit of the Caribbean.

Seientists have long known that
the part of the earth’s crust that
earries North America is slowly div-
ing under the plate that carries the
*aribhean. Rut for years, they have
dehated whether the two plates are
also slipping horizontally along the
EPnertn Rico Trench, a line about 60
miies north of the island where the
plates meet.

The new data seems to show they
are, and that the Caribbean plate is
<hding on top of the North American
plate to the east. As it gucs, it carries
Puerto Rico and the rest of the

Antilles farther into the  Atlantic,
said Uri ten Brmk, an oceanoprapher
with (le VS Geolopieal Survey.

“We can now sy willh more ecer
tainty that the pldes are not just
being benl ugder. but that. there 1s
also iz sideways movement  as
well” fen Brink <aid “Woe have a
much better idea now of what's gming
on’™

The trip alte confirmed suspicions
that lhaestone hoill up in reels
arouned uertn Rivo amd (e (LS,
Virgm fshudds has fmmbled  down
toward e trench in hoge snderwa
ter damdstides, Researehers also lo-
eated o spot about 48 miles north of
Arceibn where peavity is 1he lowest
of angwheres an Sarth, indics
something is pushing down the ¢
there.

Ten Brink and oller seientists rode
the Hewperides, an teehreaker outfit-
ted with the lest sonar cquipment,
as it made four passes last week over
the trench

Fquipment on the hoat beamed
sound waves at the ocean (loor three
to five miles helow it, then read the
reflections 1o create a map of the
scars and folis caused by the collid-
ing plates

Scientists also probed beneath the
ocean flonr by setting off underwater
air cannons, then reading the echoes

with a twoanile-long string of micro-
plines tmwved hehind the boat.

The echoes ereated a cross-section
of the trench that shows the border of
the North American Plate is not
smooth where it cuts under the Ca-
ribbean Plate, ten Brink said. That is
another indication that Ihe plate is
moving sideways, he said.

The cross-section alse shows how
limestone, created by coral reefs at
depths of 50 feet (o 100 feet, has
crnmbled and shd as deep as three
miles into the trench.

Scienlists sand the area has been
studied before, but never in such
detal.

“Roats have come here hefore, but
never with this kind of technology,”
said Juan Acosta, a researcher from
the Spanish Institute of Oceanogra-
phy. “There are only three or four
hoats in the world with this capabili-
ty. and il is a rare opportunity to get
{o use them.”

The hoat normally does studies in
the Antaretic until Spring, then heads
home to Spain, crew members said.
On the way, it stops in differcnt areas
to help with studies in other
countries.

Scientists said they had hoped to
spend two more days over the trench,
but could nol [it it into the boat's
schedule,

Juan Acosla, an ocean-
ographer with the Span-
ish Institute of
Oceanography, shows a
sonar “picture” of the
ocean floor near the
Puerto Rico trench,
where the North Ameri-
can and Caribbean
plates meet.
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Low gravity point
found 50 miles
north of Arecibo

By the STAR Stall

Scientists have discovered a dieter’s dream — a
place where you weigh less than anywhere in the
world, right off the north coast of Puerto Rico.

Occanographers studying the Puerto Rico Trench, a
geological fault north of the island, say they have
found a 10-mile-wide spot about 50 miles north of
Arccibo where gravity is lower than anywhere else on
the globe.

There, each kilogram weighs about .03 grams less,
said Uri ten Brink, an oceanographer with the U.S,
Geological Survey.

A 150-pound person would weigh about 2 grams less
— aboul the weight of a pair of light earrings.

“It's not like you would be able lo feel it — only
instruments can detect it — but it's there," ten Brink
said.

Ten Brink said scientists discovered the anomaly
with the help .of - satellites that. can detect tiny
differences in the_ [dride of gravify.

Since gravity ls:caused by mass, geological trenches
have less gravity because they are filled with water,
which is less dense than rock, ten Brink said. Gravity
is strongesl on top of mountains, where the huge
amount of rock causes a greater pull.

Scientists were surprised to find that the gravita-
tional bump was not in the center of the trench, as
expected, but south of it. That seems to indicate that
something is pushing the crust down in that area, he
said.
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