
Geophys. J. Int. (2022) 230, 528–541 https://doi.org/10.1093/gji/ggac059
Advance Access publication 2022 February 9
GJI Seismology

Fast rupture of the 2009 Mw 6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake in the
Gulf of California dynamically triggers seismicity in California

Wenyuan Fan ,1 Ryo Okuwaki ,2 Andrew J. Barbour ,3 Yihe Huang,4 Guoqing Lin5

and Elizabeth S. Cochran 6

1Scripps Institution of Oceanography, UC San Diego, La Jolla, CA, 92093, USA . E-mail: wenyuanfan@ucsd.edu
2Mountain Science Center, Faculty of Life and Environmental Sciences, University of Tsukuba, Tsukuba, Ibaraki, 305-8572, Japan
3U.S. Geological Survey, Earthquake Science Center, Moffett Field, CA, 94035, USA
4Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, 48109, USA
5Rosenstiel School of Marine and Atmospheric Science, University of Miami, Miami, FL, 33149, USA
6U.S. Geological Survey, Earthquake Science Center, Pasadena, CA, 91106, USA

Accepted 2022 February 7. Received 2022 January 20; in original form 2021 September 9

S U M M A R Y
In the Gulf of California, Mexico, the relative motion across the North America–Pacific
boundary is accommodated by a series of marine transform faults and spreading centres.
About 40 M > 6 earthquakes have occurred in the region since 1960. On 2009 August
3, an Mw 6.9 earthquake occurred near Canal de Ballenas in the region. The earthquake
was a strike-slip event with a shallow hypocentre that is likely close to the seafloor. In
contrast to an adjacent M7 earthquake, this earthquake triggered a ground-motion-based
earthquake early warning algorithm being tested in southern California (∼600 km away).
This observation suggests that the abnormally large ground motions and dynamic strains
observed for this earthquake relate to its rupture properties. To investigate this possibility,
we image the rupture process and resolve the slip distribution of the event using a P-wave
backprojection approach and a teleseismic, finite-fault inversion method. Results from these
two independent analyses indicate a relatively simple, unilateral rupture propagation directed
along-strike in the northward direction. However, the average rupture speed is estimated around
4 km s−1, suggesting a possible supershear rupture. The supershear speed is also supported
by a Rayleigh wave Mach cone analysis, although uncertainties in local velocity structure
preclude a definitive conclusion. The Canal de Ballenas earthquake dynamically triggered
seismicity at multiple sites in California, with triggering response characteristics varying from
location-to-location. For instance, some of the triggered earthquakes in California occurred
up to 24 hr later, suggesting that nonlinear triggering mechanisms likely have modulated their
occurrence.

Key words: Earthquake dynamics; Earthquake ground motions; Earthquake interaction,
forecasting, and prediction; Earthquake source observations.

1 I N T RO D U C T I O N

The transtensional, plate boundary fault system in the Gulf of Cali-
fornia (GoC), Mexico, comprises right-lateral transform faults con-
necting the San Andreas fault and the East Pacific Rise, extend-
ing over 1300 km (Atwater & Stock 1998; Axen et al. 2000).
The fault system accommodates about 90 per cent of the North
America–Pacific relative plate motion, which is segmented with
short extensional basins and spreading ridges transitioning from
continental extension to seafloor spreading (DeMets et al. 1990,
1994; DeMets & Dixon 1999; Plattner et al. 2007, 2009). In south-
ern GoC, the transform fault-spreading centre connects with the

East Pacific Rise and earthquakes in the region have relatively
simple source attributes (Goff et al. 1987; McCrory et al. 2009;
Sumy et al. 2013). In contrast, the northern GoC has a more com-
plex fault system. For example, the lower Delfin basin (Fig. 1),
the largest active basin in the northern GoC, is rich in both mag-
matic activity and faulting (Persaud et al. 2003; Castro et al.
2011a).

The Canal de Ballenas fault zone connects the lower Delfin basin
to the Guaymas basin further in the south (Lonsdale 1985; Plattner
et al. 2015); it represents the northern part of the Guaymas fault
system, which extends over 350 km (Lonsdale 1985). The Canal de
Ballenas fault zone is about 93 km long and has a width of 10–20 km,
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Figure 1. The 2009 M6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake and the Salton Sea Geothermal Field (latitude/longitude, 33.02◦/−115.70◦), Coso Geothermal Field
(35.83◦/−117.68◦), Parkfield (35.80◦/−120.35◦) and The Geysers Geothermal Field (38.78◦/−122.75◦). Seismicity rate changes up to 24 hr after the Canal
de Ballenas earthquake have been investigated at these four sites. For reference, the location of the nearby 2012 M7.0 is shown. Inset: geologic features near
the Canal de Ballenas earthquake.

occupying the Ballenas Channel and separating the Baja California
peninsula and Angel de la Guarda Island (Castro et al. 2011a,b).
The Ballenas transform fault changes its strike about 10◦ from the
continental Cerro Prieto transform fault, suggesting a transition

between the oceanic and the continental transform systems (Goff
et al. 1987; Plattner et al. 2007). Deformation in the channel is
highly localized, forming clear, linear fault traces (Lonsdale 1985;
Plattner et al. 2015).
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On 2009 August 3, an Mw 6.9 earthquake ruptured this fault,
showing a consistent strike-slip focal mechanism (Castro et al.
2011b; Ekström et al. 2012). The earthquake is one of the largest
earthquakes in the region in modern time, and may have ruptured
to the seafloor with a shallow hypocentre (Castro et al. 2011b; Plat-
tner et al. 2015). The Mw 6.9 earthquake caused an earthquake
early warning algorithm being tested in southern California to is-
sue a false detection during retrospective analyses (Cochran et al.
2019). Intriguingly, the 2012 April 12 Mw 7.0 Gulf of California
earthquake, which is only 51 km away from the 2009 Mw 6.9 earth-
quake, did not produce similar ground motions in southern Califor-
nia (Fig. 1). The differences suggest that the rupture propagation of
the 2009 Canal de Ballenas earthquake is responsible for the abnor-
mally large ground motions. Understanding the earthquake rupture
process would help interpreting the local faulting process and the
regional seismotectonics.

Here, we image the earthquake rupture propagation with a back-
projection method and obtain a kinematic slip distribution with a
teleseismic finite-fault inversion method. Both models suggest the
earthquake ruptured along strike, towards the north, but also that
the rupture speed may have exceeded local shear wave speed—a
supershear rupture. We further investigate the associated seismicity
rate changes seen in California with three different earthquake cat-
alogues. We find the 2009 Mw 6.9 earthquake dynamically triggered
earthquakes at multiple sites in California, including three geother-
mal fields and the Parkfield segment of the San Andreas fault. This
complex set of slip events highlights the triggering and interaction
processes across global-scale fault systems.

2 DATA S E T S A N D M E T H O D S

2.1 Backprojection

We analyse the rupture propagation of the 2009 Mw 6.9 Canal de
Ballenas earthquake following a standard time-domain backprojec-
tion method (Fig. 2; Ishii et al. 2005; Fan & Shearer 2015). We
first download P-wave velocity records of the event from stations
within 30◦ to 90◦ epicentral distance (see Data Availability). We
apply a 0.05–0.25 Hz second-order Butterworth filter. Records with
signal-to-noise ratios (SNRs) less than 5 are removed. The SNR is
defined as the root-mean-square (RMS) amplitude ratio from time
windows 10 s before and 10 s after the theoretical P-wave arrival
obtained from AK135 (Kennett et al. 1995). Stations that are close
to the nodal plane directions are also discarded. We then visually
examine the records to only keep traces with clear P-wave onsets.
After the initial quality control steps, the traces are aligned us-
ing multichannel cross-correlation with a time window from -2 to
8 s relative to the theoretical P arrivals. Polarity flips are allowed
during cross-correlation to accommodate the varying radiation pat-
terns at different azimuths. In summary, 82 stations are used to
image the rupture evolution of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake
(inset, Fig. 2a).

Backprojection is effective at resolving earthquake radiation
and detecting hidden aftershocks of large earthquakes because the
method does not assume a fault geometry or a rupture velocity (Fan
& Shearer 2016; Nissen et al. 2016). The method has been success-
fully implemented to study spatiotemporal evolution of complex
earthquakes, including multifault rupture events and supershear
earthquakes (Meng et al. 2012; Yagi & Okuwaki 2015; Wang et al.
2016; Okuwaki et al. 2020). For the backprojection procedure, we
set a grid of potential sources around the hypocentre (Castro et al.

2011b) with a 10-km horizontal grid spacing fixed at the hypocentral
depths. The potential source grids cover a 600 km × 600 km area for
the earthquake with its epicentre at the centre of the grids. Backpro-
jection is then performed with the Nth root stacking method (Rost
& Thomas 2002; Xu et al. 2009) with N = 4. The Nth root method
can improve spatial resolution of backprojection images, albeit at
the cost of losing absolute amplitude information (Rost & Thomas
2002; Xu et al. 2009). Seismic records are self-normalized and
inversely scaled by the number of contributing stations within 5◦,
which helps to balance differences in azimuthal and spatial cover-
age of the stations. To evaluate the spatiotemporal migration, we
compute backprojection snapshots with 8-s stacking windows; these
snapshots are normalized by the maximum power within each win-
dow and are shown as contours with coherence above 85 per cent
of the maximum normalized energy (Fig. 2).

To assess the robustness of the backprojection images, we per-
formed three different tests to evaluate the results. First, we calculate
the theoretical resolving power to estimate the best possible resolu-
tion for a given network in the frequency bands of interest (Support-
ing Information Figs S1a and b). For this test, we randomly assign
a recorded P wave train to all the stations, then backproject these
traces following the same procedure that is used to image the Canal
de Ballenas earthquake. From this test, the array resolution is about
20 km for the earthquake at 0.05–0.25 Hz frequency band (Support-
ing Information Figs S1a and b). Second, we image a few smaller
earthquakes in the same region. This test can help to assess potential
biases introduced by the complexities of the wavefield and the path
effects (Supporting Information Figs S1c–f). The obtained image
represents the lower resolution limit. This is because smaller magni-
tude events often have noisy data. We performed backprojection on
two nearby earthquakes within 5◦ at the same frequency band with
similar array configurations (Supporting Information Figs S1c–f).
The images of these earthquakes have spatial extents around 20 km
on average, and are free of obvious artefacts, including possible arte-
facts from water reverberations (Supporting Information Figs S1c–
f). The spatial extents are comparable to the snapshot energy bursts
in Fig. 2(b), confirming the rupture episodes of the Canal de Bal-
lenas earthquake. Aftershocks immediately adjacent to the 2009
Mw 6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake have low SNRs, limiting their
use for assessing the near-source 3-D velocity effects on the images.
However, previous studies show that such effects may cause loca-
tion uncertainties less than 25 km (Fan & Shearer 2017). Finally, we
use jackknife resampling to quantitatively evaluate the robustness
of the resolved radiation episodes (Efron & Tibshirani 1994; Fan &
Shearer 2016). For the three time windows, the distances from the
epicentre to the peak loci have spatial uncertainties of one standard
deviation as 0, 6 and 29 km (inset, Fig. 2b). The standard deviation
of the first time window is 0 because of the initial alignment. We
do not stack or post-process the backprojection images to avoid
subjective choices. All these tests indicate that our backprojection
results are well resolved.

2.2 Finite-fault inversion

To resolve the slip development, we perform a finite-fault slip in-
version of the 2009 Mw 6.9 earthquake using newly developed
potency–density tensor approach following Shimizu et al. (2020;
Figs 3 and 4). The method is designed to produce slip distributions
that account for uncertainties in the Green’s function and the fault
geometry, which often represent major modelling errors in finite-
fault inversion (Yagi & Fukahata 2011; Duputel et al. 2014; Ragon
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Figure 2. Backprojection results of the 2009 M6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake and the associated surface wave observations. (a) Integrated backprojection
image of the earthquake (60 per cent normalized energy contours). Inset: stations used for backprojection. (b) Backprojection snapshots of the earthquake.
Inset: cumulative distance as a function of time. The location uncertainties are obtained from a jackknife analysis.

(a) (b)

(c)

(d)

Figure 3. Finite-fault inversion results of the 2009 M6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake. (a) Map view of the slip distribution. The colour of subfault cell shows
the slip amplitude. The largest slip cell along depth is shown for each column of the model fault. Inset: stations used for finite-fault inversion. The beach balls are
the centroid moment tensor solutions from the Global Centroid Moment Tensor (GCMT) catalogue (Ekström et al. 2012), the USGS W-phase moment tensor
solution (Duputel et al. 2012; U.S. Geological Survey Earthquake Hazards Program 2017), and the FFM of this study. The background bathymetry/topography
is from the GEBCO 2019 Grid (GEBCO Bathymetric Compilation Group 2019). (b) The cross-section of the static slip distribution with the same colourmap in
(a). The star shows the hypocentre. The arrow shows the rake angle. Note that the abscissa is inverted. (c) The cross-section of the moment-tensor distribution
extracted from the resultant potency–density tensors. Only the double-couple component is shown. All the beach balls of the moment-tensor solution are
represented as a lower-hemisphere stereographic projection (far-side focal sphere). These are not cross-section of focal-mechanisms. (d) The waveform fitting
between the observed (black) and the synthetic (red) waveforms. The station code is shown in each panel.
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(a) (b)

(c)

Figure 4. Slip evolution of the 2009 M6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake. (a) Snapshots of the cross-section of the slip-rate distribution. The star shows the
hypocentre. The dashed circles are the reference rupture speeds circularly expanding from the hypocentre. The time window for each snapshot is shown at
bottom-right for each panel. (b) The moment-rate function. (c) Temporal evolution of the slip rate, projected along the model-fault strike (310◦). The dashed
lines are the reference rupture speeds. The backprojection result (Fig. 2b) is overlain.

et al. 2018; Shimizu et al. 2020). Instead of fixing the fault-normal
and slip directions on a fault, as conventional finite-fault inversion
methods do, in our method the slip of each subfault is flexibly
represented by a linear combination of five basis double-couple
components of the potency–density tensors (Kikuchi & Kanamori
1991; Ampuero & Dahlen 2005), which are independent of the
modelled fault geometry. In other words, our method solves for the
mechanisms of distributed potential sources on the modelled fault,
allowing for any type of faulting mechanisms required by the data,
and limiting the number of assumptions needed about fault geom-
etry. The procedure allows resolving complex earthquake rupture
processes. The finite-fault model (FFM) space is designed based on
prior observations (e.g. backprojection and aftershock distribution).

For the finite-fault inversion, we use vertical components of tele-
seismic P waveforms from 40 stations (Fig. 3a), which are manu-
ally selected to achieve a relatively uniform azimuthal coverage of

the stations with high SNR. The arrival times of the P waves are
manually picked. Instrument responses are deconvolved from the
seismic records, and we resample the obtained velocity records at
0.6 s interval. The Green’s functions are calculated based on the
method of Kikuchi & Kanamori (1991). We use the CRUST1.0
model (Laske et al. 2013) of the region to calculate Haskell propa-
gator in Green’s functions. The AK135 model (Kennett et al. 1995)
is used to compute traveltimes, ray parameters and the geometrical
spreading factors. We do not apply a low-pass filter to either the
observed waveforms or the Green’s functions, which is intended to
retrieve the detailed information of slip evolution that is reflected in
higher frequency components (Shimizu et al. 2020).

Guided by the backprojection result and the aftershock distribu-
tion (Castro et al. 2011b; Fig. 2), we parametrize a 2-D vertical
FFM space along a strike at 310◦ with a total length 165 km
and a width 25 km, including a total of 165 source elements
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(subfaults) gridded with 5 km × 5 km spacing along both the strike
and dip directions. The slip-rate function for each source element
is represented by the linear B-splines at the temporal interval of
0.6 s. To test the backprojection results, we presume a maximum
rupture-front speed at 5 km s−1 and the maximum slip-rate dura-
tion of 30 s. The earthquake can rupture at a slower speed or with
a shorter duration. This parametrization is sufficiently fast to cap-
ture a high-speed rupture propagation, and long enough to flexibly
represent a possible complex slip evolution that may have multiple
episodes at each source element. We note that waveform fits get
worse by 2.3 per cent of the variance reduction when using a slower
maximum rupture-front speed of 3 km s−1. The finding supports
the assumption of a higher rupture speed limit in the finite-fault
inversion. The total source duration is set as 30 s. For the initial rup-
ture point, we use the relocated epicentre, 29.214◦E, 113.423◦W
of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake (Castro et al. 2011b) and
12-km depth.

To evaluate the model sensitivity to the initial rupture depth,
we test a set of depths at 7, 12, 17 and 22 km with the same
model-domain geometry (Supporting Information Fig. S2). We find
that final finite-fault slip models are insensitive to the initial rup-
ture depth: data variance reductions differ by less than 1 per cent
among these models. We also evaluate the reproducibility of the
preferred model by using synthetic waveforms from the preferred
model of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake (Fig. 3) to invert for a
slip model. The result shows that the input model and the output
model agree well (Supporting Information Fig. S3), suggesting that
the finite-fault modelling of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake is
robust.

2.3 Dynamic strains

To corroborate ground motion observations, we use dynamic strain
records from borehole strainmeters (BSM) in the Network of the
Americas (NOTA) network (Fig. 5a; see also the Data Availabil-
ity section); these are four-component Gladwin-type differential
capacitance strainmeters (Gladwin 1984). Raw data from these
instruments come in the form of capacitance bridge counts, and
we convert these to linear strains using the standard lineariza-
tion expression (e.g. Barbour & Crowell 2017). For peak dynamic
strains (Fig. 5), we analyse the RMS strain time-series ε, given by

ε =
√[

g2
1 + g2

2 + g2
3 + g2

4

]
/4, where g1 is the linear strain time-

series for the first gauge, and so on. Prior to calculating ε, we apply
a two-pass Butterworth high-pass filter with a corner frequency
of 0.004 Hz (250 s period) to mask out all non-seismic signals that
strainmeters are sensitive to (e.g. tides, atmospheric pressure). Thus,
at any given time the RMS strain is proportional to both the volume
(e.g. Rayleigh waves) and shear (e.g. Love waves) strain signals in
the strain wavefield.

The NOTA network has sufficient coverage to see the move-
out of strain signals at epicentral distances ranging from 597 to
2460 km (Fig. 5b); these show clear arrival times of the P and S
waves assuming the best-fitting source depth and the AK135 ve-
locity model (Kennett & Engdahl 1991). We then calculate the
peak value of the RMS strain time-series, ε̂ (Fig. 5c). The ratios of
observed peak value to predicted peak value, from the magnitude-
distance scaling relationships in Agnew & Wyatt (2014), show sys-
tematic variabilities relative to the backazimuth of the station to the
best-fitting source fault plane (Fig. 5d).

2.4 Mach cone analysis

Supershear earthquakes propagate at rupture speeds exceeding the
local shear wave speeds (Bouchon & Vallée 2003; Bouchon &
Karabulut 2008; Bouchon et al. 2010) and produce abnormally
large ground motions at directions away from the rupture direction,
the Mach cones, which can be inferred from far-field surface wave
observations (Dunham & Bhat 2008; Vallée & Dunham 2012; Bao
et al. 2019; Hicks et al. 2020; Kehoe & Kiser 2020). Such earth-
quakes can generate far-field Mach cones and cause multiple wave
fronts arriving at a receiver on the Mach cone simultaneously. Ob-
servationally, this can lead to the earthquake surface waves sharing
a high resemblance with those of small earthquakes, and large am-
plitude ratios between the earthquakes being equal to the moment
ratio (Dunham & Bhat 2008). The opening angles of the Mach
cones deviate away from the rupture propagation direction and are
dependent on the rupture speed and the surface wave phase veloc-
ity (Vallée & Dunham 2012).

To confirm the supershear rupture, we compare far-field Rayleigh
waves from the main shock and an M 5 aftershock that occurred on
2009 September 13 (Fig. 2a). We obtain vertical broad-band records
from available stations in the US within 30◦ of the main shock, a total
of 665 stations. The M 5 aftershock shares a similar focal mechanism
as the main shock, and is considered as a point source. The point-
source assumption is appropriate given the magnitude difference
and because we only examine teleseismic Rayleigh waves. We apply
a narrow bandpass-filter to records at the 10–20 s period band for
both the main shock and the aftershock. The two earthquakes are
32 km apart with a moment ratio close to 708. We cross-correlate
600 s Rayleigh waveforms of the two earthquakes for all the stations
(Fig. 6). We compute the Mach cone with the rupture speed estimate
as 4 km s−1 and the Rayleigh wave phase velocities of 3.3 and
3.95 km s−1 to account for possible unknown effects from the 3-D
velocity structure (Ekström 2011), variation of the rupture speed
during the rupture propagation and the uncertainty in the rupture
speed estimation. This exercise leads to a predicted Mach cone
at azimuths of 4–34◦ from the rupture direction towards the west
coast US. The anticlockwise direction Mach cone (from north)
points towards the Pacific Ocean, leaving few stations within 30◦

epicentral distance for the verification exercise. Therefore, we focus
on the clockwise 4–34◦ Mach cone from the rupture direction.

2.5 Identifying dynamic triggering sites

Another aspect of the elevated ground motions is the possibility of
dynamically triggered earthquakes. To investigate this in California,
we apply a method that estimates probability distributions of the β-
statistic by resampling earthquake catalogues (Fan et al. 2021). We
uniformly examine seismicity within 20 km radius of 0.1◦ spaced
grids in California. We perform the analysis in such a set-up to
examine the spatial coherence and avoid missing potential triggered
sites. The systematic search indicates four sites that are highly
likely to have dynamically triggered earthquakes (Figs 1 and 7),
including three geothermal fields. These geothermal fields were
densely instrumented with seismographs at the time and seismicity
rate changes can be reliably monitored.

For southern California earthquakes, we use the Quake Template
Matching (QTM) catalogue (Ross et al. 2019) to investigate the
dynamic triggering patterns. The QTM catalogue is obtained with
the template matching technique and includes 1.81 million earth-
quakes from 2008 to 2017 (Ross et al. 2019). We use the ‘9.5dev’
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(a)

(b)

(d)

(c)

Figure 5. Dynamic strains from the 2009 Mw 6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake. (a) Map of strainmeter coverage including borehole strainmeters (BSM,
circles), long baseline laser strainmeters (LSM, crosses) and major plate boundary faults. (b) Moveout of normalized, RMS strains calculated from high-pass
filtered (4 mHz corner frequency) dynamic strain records; the normalization factor is set by the standard deviation of pre-seismic noise in each trace, and the
colour scale shows the base-10 logarithm of these values. The dotted lines are traveltime curves for P and S assuming a 15 km source depth and the AK135 1-D
velocity model. (c) Peak RMS strains as a function of epicentral distance along with typical magnitude-distance scaling curves for teleseismic and regional
events (i.e. Agnew & Wyatt 2014). The range of values for the LSM observations represents the span of values between peak shear strain and peak areal strain.
(d) Ratios of observed-to-predicted strain as a function of the backazimuth minus the best-fitting rupture azimuth.
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Figure 6. Rayleigh wave Mach cone analysis for the supershear rupture validation. The Mach cone is at azimuths of 4–34◦ relative to the rupture direction.
Cross-correlation coefficients between the waveforms of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake and an M 5 aftershock (2009 September 13) are plotted in map view
(a) and by azimuth relative to the rupture direction (b). (c) Rayleigh wave amplitude ratio of the two earthquakes versus azimuth relative to rupture direction.

version of the catalogue for the analysis, which has a minimum de-
tection threshold of 9.5 times the median absolute deviation (Ross
et al. 2019). The version of the catalogue has an approximate false
detection rate of 5 per cent (Ross et al. 2019). For the northern
California earthquakes, we use standard Northern California Earth-
quake Data Center Catalogue from 2007 to 2016, including 253 943
earthquakes (see Data Availability section). The Enhanced Geother-
mal Systems Earthquake Catalog (see Data and Resources section)
is available for the Geysers area in northern California, and we use
this catalogue to analyse seismicity for the region from 2007 to
2016, including 373 058 earthquakes.

Before the statistical analysis, we first evaluate the catalogues by
computing the magnitude of completeness (Mc) for each grid point
by using both the maximum curvature method and the goodness-of-
fit test method (Wiemer & Wyss 2000; Woessner & Wiemer 2005).
The two methods are applied to all the events within the spatial
footprint of a given grid, and we take the Mc with the greater value
as the magnitude of completeness. For the following β-statistic
distribution analysis, we only analyse earthquakes of M ≥ Mc to
assure the robustness of the identified dynamic triggering cases.
The four sites in Fig. 1 have Mc as 0.5, 0.6, 0.7 and 1 for the
Salton Sea Geothermal Field, Coso Geothermal Field, the Parkfield
section of the San Andreas fault system and the Geysers Geothermal
Field, respectively.

In triggering studies, the β-statistic (Marsan & Nalbant 2005)
measures the difference between the observed number of earth-
quakes Na in δta and the expected number �, a background rate,
relative to the expected variability in numbers of earthquakes in that
time period. � is the expected number of events, which is computed
from � = Nb

δta
δtb

with Nb as the number of events during a refer-
ence time period δtb. Accordingly, β is positive when there is an
increase in seismicity rate compare to background levels, and it is
negative when there is a decrease. The β-statistic is widely used,
and its physical meaning is intuitive. Instead of using a fixed trig-
gering threshold, we derive a temporally varying threshold for each
candidate grid point (Fan et al. 2021). Our method is particularly
useful for recognizing delayed triggering cases that occur after the
seismic wave passage.

For a given region and time window of interest, the β-statistic
distribution, Distribution-Na, is obtained from random sampling
(10 000 times) of the seismicity in a δta window (e.g. 2 hr) with
uniformly distributed random starting time of the δta within 30 d
before and after the P-wave arrival of the main shock (Fan et al.
2021). Similarly, Distribution-� is obtained from random sampling
of the seismicity in 60 d (δtb) with uniformly distributed random
starting time within about six months of the main shock P-wave ar-
rival (183 d before and after; Fan et al. 2021). From Distribution-Na,
we can obtain a triggering threshold, β95 per cent. We obtain β�

5 per cent

from the distribution-� (Fig. 7). We calculate β0 for the seismicity
rate change for a given time window and βb of an equal-length
time window immediately preceding δta with the same �. If the β0

is greater than β95 per cent, β�
5 per cent and βb in a given region, then

we interpret the candidate earthquake caused dynamically triggered
seismicity during time window δta in that region. To further improve
the robustness of this approach, we require that the catalogue (a)
contains at least two earthquakes during the time window of interest
for each site and (b) has at least 10 earthquakes during the reference
time window.

3 R E S U LT S

3.1 Supershear rupture

The impetus for investigating the rupture characteristics of the 2009
Canal de Ballenas earthquake came from systematic observations
of anomalous ground motions at teleseismic distances. For instance,
these abnormally high ground motions caused an earthquake early
warning algorithm with robust outlier suppression capabilities to
trigger falsely during retrospective testing, as if a local earthquake
had occurred (Cochran et al. 2019). As further corroboration, ob-
servations from borehole strainmeters (BSMs) from southern Cali-
fornia to as far north as Vancouver Island show that dynamic strains
are between 2.1 and 15.3 (mean 7.3) times larger than those ex-
pected for Mw 6.9 teleseisms according to the magnitude-distance
scaling derived from multiple decades of recordings in southern
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Figure 7. Dynamic triggering statistics at the Salton Sea Geothermal Field (a), Coso Geothermal Field (b), Parkfield (c) and the Geysers Geothermal Field
(d). At each of these four study sides we show the β-statistic distributions of 2-, 6-, 12- and 24-hr long time windows. Distribution-Na (coloured histogram
and coloured curve) and Distribution-� (grey histogram and black curve) are obtained from sampling the earthquake catalogues (Fan et al. 2021). In each
panel, the black dashed line indicates the β0 value, showing the seismicity rate change, and the coloured solid line shows the triggering threshold β95 per cent.
For example, the 2009 M6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake triggered seismicity at the Geysers Geothermal Field within 2 hr from the passing seismic waves
(D1), and at the Salton Sea Geothermal Field within 6 hr (A2).

California (i.e. Agnew & Wyatt 2014, their table 1; Fig. 5); this is
consistent with observations from the long-baseline strainmeters in
southern California (e.g. Agnew & Wyatt 2014, their fig. 4), which
are completely independent of, and more accurately calibrated than,
the BSMs.

The backprojection results suggest that most of the seismic ra-
diation (0.05–0.25 Hz band) was released along the fault segment
in between the Baja California peninsula and Angel de la Guarda
Island (Fig. 2a). Backprojection snapshots agree well with the fault
trace, suggesting that the event ruptured ∼85 km unilaterally to the
north, along its strike and stopped at the lower Delfin basin (Fig. 2b).
The peak radiation intensity locates close to the Mw 6.2 aftershock,
about 30 km north of the earthquake epicentre. It is unclear how the
slip distributions of the two earthquakes complement each other as

the backprojection images have no depth resolution for such shal-
low earthquakes. Due to the simple linear rupture propagation of
the event, we can estimate an average rupture speed of the event
by assessing the cumulative rupture distance as a function of time
(inset, Fig. 2b). The total rupture lasted ∼24 s, leading to an aver-
age rupture speed of ∼4 km s−1 (Fig. 2b, inset). This rupture speed
may have been greater than the local S-wave velocity (∼2.7 km
s−1 from González-Fernández et al. 2005), suggesting a supershear
earthquake.

The finite-fault inversion shows that the majority of slip—
68 per cent of the total moment released—extended 60 km in length
in the northwestern section of the model domain (Fig. 3b). The ma-
jor slip patch shows an almost pure, right-lateral, strike-slip faulting
style. There is another minor slip patch at the southeastern section of
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the model domain (20–60 km southeast from the hypocentre), re-
leasing 16 per cent of the total moment. For this slip patch, the focal
mechanisms have dip-slip (normal fault) components (Fig. 3c), and
their strike directions rotate clockwise from those seen in the major
slip patch. The total moment of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake
is estimated as 3.7 × 1021 N m (Mw 7.0) from the FFM. The total
slip lasted for about 30 s (Fig. 4b). For the first 15 s, the rupture
unilaterally propagated towards the northwest from the hypocen-
tre (Fig. 4a), slipping a 60-km-long section of the fault with the
largest slip occurring near the seafloor. The rupture speed of the
high slip-rate episode is approximately 4–5 km s−1. At ∼15–20 s
after the earthquake initiation, the southern minor slip propagated
up to 40 km away from the hypocentre (Fig. 4c). We also observe
a third slip episode from 22 to 28 s that is located at ∼60–80 km
northwest from the hypocentre, likely reflecting the termination of
the earthquake rupture.

There is a clear Mach cone at azimuths of 4–34◦ (4 km s−1 rupture
velocity and 3.3–3.95 km s−1 for Rayleigh wave phase velocities)
relative to the rupture direction (Fig. 6), within which the possible
supershear rupture of the Canal de Ballenas earthquake generated
almost identical Rayleigh waves to those from the M 5 aftershock,
and the surface wave amplitude ratios of the two events are close to
their moment ratio (Dunham & Bhat 2008; Vallée & Dunham 2012;
Bao et al. 2019; Hicks et al. 2020; Kehoe & Kiser 2020). Stations
inside the predicted Mach cone have high correlation values (≥0.8),
while stations outside the cone have low values (Figs 6a and b).
Further, the amplitude ratios of the two earthquakes are close to
708 for stations inside the predicted Mach cone and are around 200
for stations outside the Mach cone (Fig. 6c). Incidentally, nearly all
of the BSMs considered here lie within the predicted Mach cone
(Fig. 5d). The distinct spatial patterns of both the cross-correlation
coefficient and the observed amplitude ratios for stations in the US
qualitatively confirm that the 2009 Canal de Ballenas earthquake
likely ruptured at a supershear speed on average.

3.2 Teleseismic earthquake triggering

As a result of these elevated levels of dynamic strain, the Canal de
Ballenas earthquake may have dynamically triggered seismicity at
the Salton Sea Geothermal Field, Coso Geothermal Field, Parkfield
and the Geysers Geothermal Field (Figs 1 and 7). We observe that lo-
cal seismicity increased immediately (within 2 hr) at all sites except
the Salton Sea Geothermal Field upon arrival of the seismic waves.
Following our criteria, seismicity rate at the Salton Sea Geothermal
Field for the initial 2 hr after the Canal de Ballenas earthquake was
too low to be robustly analysed. The Coso Geothermal Field showed
the most vigorous increase in seismicity immediately (Fig. 7b and
Supporting Information Fig. S6). The elevated seismicity at the
Salton Sea Geothermal Field and The Geysers Geothermal Field
was less prominent than at Coso, but it lasted for about 6 hr before
gradually returning to the background level (Figs 7a and c, and Sup-
porting Information Fig. S6). At Parkfield, the triggered seismicity
reached peak strength within 2 hr, gradually decreased in activity,
but lasted up to 24 hr. These results are consistent with the idea that
slip events can be easily triggered at regions where loading rates
and/or pore pressures are high (Kilb et al. 2000; Gomberg et al.
2004; Peng et al. 2011). In particular, failures may have been more
easily promoted at geothermal fields where high-temperature fluids
are present to reduce the frictional stresses (Brodsky et al. 2003;
Aiken & Peng 2014; Meng & Peng 2014).

4 D I S C U S S I O N

To further understand the rupture details, we also compare the back-
projection and FFMs from this study with a previous slip model ob-
tained from space geodetic observations (Plattner et al. 2015; Sup-
porting Information Fig. S2). The geodetically inferred slip-model
indicates that the earthquake may have ruptured to the seafloor (Plat-
tner et al. 2015), agreeing well with our FFM. In combination with
the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) earthquake location, the slip-
model suggests that the earthquake may have initiated at a lati-
tude around 29.1◦, which is about 20 km south of the earthquake
hypocentre that is obtained from using a few regional stations (Cas-
tro et al. 2011b). Given the sparse instrumentation and the high
uncertainties in local velocity structure, the absolute earthquake lo-
cation is challenging to constrain. Our backprojection and FFMs
are insensitive to the absolute earthquake location because they are
constrained by teleseismic P waves. Neither the backprojection nor
the FFM show the southernmost slip patch seen in the geodetic slip
model.

Compared to its sub-Rayleigh counterpart, supershear rupture
propagation radiates shear and Rayleigh Mach waves that can gen-
erate large ground motions and dynamic stresses at much further
distances (Bouchon & Vallée 2003; Dunham & Bhat 2008). The-
oretically, the predicted ground motion (or amplitude ratio) would
reach its maximum on the edges of the far field Mach cone (Dun-
ham & Bhat 2008). The predicted feature deviates away from the
observations that stations within the cone all recorded comparable
large-amplitude ground motions (Fig. 6). The observation could
have been due to a strong rupture directivity effect of a subshear
rupture earthquake instead of the hypothesized supershear rupture
propagation, and such subshear earthquakes have been observed in
strike-slip fault systems (e.g. Gomberg et al. 2001; Xu et al. 2009).
However, theoretical ground motions of Mach cone are computed
from using accurate surface wave velocity and rupture speed. The
observed Mach waves often share similar amplitude ratios over a
range of azimuths (e.g. Bao et al. 2019; Hicks et al. 2020; Kehoe
& Kiser 2020), which suggests that the 3-D velocity structure or
complex rupture process may cause complex seismic wavefields.

To investigate the directivity effect hypothesis, we compute syn-
thetic seismograms using our preferred supershear FFM (Figs 2
and 3), a subshear FFM obtained using a maximum rupture-front
speed of 3 km s−1 (Supporting Information Fig. S3), and the GCMT
point source solution. We use the Instaseis method and the PREM
model to compute vertical velocity synthetic seismograms up to
5 s frequency content (Dziewonski & Anderson 1981; Driel et al.
2015). These synthetic seismograms are then filtered at the same
10–20 s period band which was used to evaluate the Mach waves
(Fig. 8a). Further, the synthetic seismograms are filtered at 50–
150 s period band to compare with the observations (Fig. 8b). The
results show that amplitudes of long period (50–150 s) records
can be well explained by the synthetics, while the observed short-
period (10–20 s) surface waves have much larger amplitude than
those of synthetic seismograms. In contrast to long-period observa-
tions (Fig. 8b), short-period Rayleigh waves in the predicted Mach
cone have much larger amplitude than those outside of the Mach
cone (Fig. 8a), suggesting effects of rupture propagation instead
of possible high stress drop of the earthquake. The synthetic sur-
face waves from the supershear and subshear FFMs have almost
identical peak velocity amplitudes, suggesting that forward kine-
matic modeling without considering the 3-D velocity structure or
the dynamic effects of the rupture propagation has limited resolu-
tion in distinguishing different rupture scenarios (Fig. 8a). Alter-
natively, the FFMs obtained from using teleseismic P-waves might
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Figure 8. Observed and synthetic vertical peak ground velocities at teleseismic distances for stations in Fig. 6. (a) Peak velocity amplitudes of records filtered
at 10–20 s period band. The point source synthetic data are from using the GCMT solution. The light and dark purple dots show synthetic data obtained using
the preferred supershear FFM (5 km s−1, Fig. 3) and the subshear FFM (3 km s−1, Supporting Information Fig. S3). (b) Peak velocity amplitudes of records
filtered at 50–150 s period band.

not include the source effects that are responsible for the observed
high-amplitude short-period surface waves at teleseismic distance.
The synthetic exercise suggests that teleseismic surface waves alone
could not confirm the Canal de Ballenas earthquake rupturing at a
supershear speed.

The large dynamic strain observations, backprojection image,
and FFMs collectively suggest the earthquake most likely ruptured
at a speed exceeding the local shear wave speed (Figs 2–6). Both
dynamic rupture simulations (Andrews 1976; Aagaard et al. 2001;
Dunham et al. 2003; Aagaard & Heaton 2004; Dunham & Archuleta
2004) and laboratory experiments (Rosakis et al. 1999) suggest that
rupture speeds can become supershear when fault segments have
sufficiently large initial shear stress relative to static fault strengths
while the dynamic fault strengths are relatively low. It has also been
shown that dynamic stresses induced by the free surface (Kaneko &
Lapusta 2010), fault step overs (Hu et al. 2016), rough faults (Bruhat
et al. 2016), bounded vertical extent (Weng & Ampuero 2020), and
fault damage zones (Huang et al. 2016) can facilitate supershear
rupture transition. Among these scenarios, supershear rupture in
fault damage zones can propagate stably at speeds between the
shear wave speed of the host rock (V (host)

s ) and the Eshleby speed
(
√

2V (host)
s ), an unstable supershear speed range in homogeneous

media (Burridge et al. 1979). Oblique slip might be another mech-
anism that long ruptures with both strike-slip and dip-slip compo-
nents can produce steady rupture propagation at various speeds,
including unstable supershear speeds (Weng & Ampuero 2020). A
comparison between the observed rupture speed of the Canal de
Ballenas earthquake and the local S-wave speed indicates that the
earthquake likely propagated at an unstable supershear speed.

Our jackknife resampling test shows that the rupture velocity has
an uncertainty up to ±1.4 km s−1 (Fig. 2, inset), in a range of 2.7–
5.4 km s−1. The earthquake depth and local S-wave velocity suffer
large uncertainties. Although the USGS catalogue suggests the event
occurred at a depth of 10 km (likely a default value when station
coverage is poor), and the GCMT catalogue (Ekström et al. 2012)
suggests the event depth is 12.2 km, a study using regional network
shows the event ruptured at a depth of 2 km (Castro et al. 2011b).
Local P-wave velocity models (Phillips 1964; González-Fernández

et al. 2005; Lizarralde et al. 2007) that are obtained from active
seismic surveys suggest that the S-wave velocity increases from
∼1.1 km s−1 at 0–2 km to ∼2.7 km s−1 at 2–8 km. The velocity
models shows that the middle crust and lower crust of the region
has an S-wave velocity of 3.2 and 3.9 km s−1, respectively. The
global crustal structure model (Laske et al. 2013) suggests that
the S-wave velocity may vary from less than 3.5 to 3.9 km s−1

at depths between 3 and 12 km. Geodetic observations (Plattner
et al. 2015) suggest that the Canal de Ballenas earthquake occurred
on a fault with a locking depth of 12 km (Supporting Information
Fig. S2). Our finite-fault slip model shows the majority of the slip
occurred shallower than 8 km (Fig. 3b). Because of the uncertainties
in both the obtained rupture speed and the local S-wave models, we
cannot state definitively whether the Canal de Ballenas earthquake
ruptured at a speed exceeding local shear wave velocity, but the
strong rupture directivity and abnormally large ground motions
along the west coast US support the hypothesis of a supershear
rupture speed. (Fig. 5).

We observe dynamic triggering cases in California at multiple
sites at two geothermal fields and Parkfield (Fig. 1). These regions
were well instrumented in 2009, and may have had more complete
catalogues (Schorlemmer & Woessner 2008). The San Jacinto Fault
Zone in southern California, particularly the Anza region, is densely
instrumented as well and its seismicity change may offer a useful
reference level. However, seismicity rate changes were statistically
insignificant at the San Jacinto Fault Zone to suggest dynamic trig-
gering occurrence. Therefore, the observed non-uniform dynamic
triggering distribution likely reflects the heterogeneous stress and
strength conditions of the faults at that moment (Fan et al. 2021;
Miyazawa et al. 2021). As we rely on sampling existing catalogues
to identify dynamic triggering, we select 2 hr as the minimum time
window to ensure there is a sufficient amount of earthquakes for
computing the statistics (Fan et al. 2021). All four study sites show
evidence for dynamically triggered earthquakes within 2 hr of the
passing seismic waves; this was previously reported for the Salton
Sea Geothermal Field (Li et al. 2019), but we have identified three
additional cases of near-instantaneous triggering. These observa-
tions indicate that a linear failure mechanism (e.g. Coulomb stress
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triggering, Kilb 2003) may have initiated the triggered earthquake
sequences. However, we also observe that the sequences of trig-
gered earthquakes lasted after the passing seismic waves, without
clear main shocks (Supporting Information Fig. S4); thus, nonlinear
mechanisms such as triggered creep or fluid migration (e.g. Brod-
sky 2006; Shelly et al. 2011) may represent significant factors in
triggering seismicity after seismic wave passage.

5 C O N C LU S I O N S

The 2009 Mw 6.9 Canal de Ballenas earthquake ruptured a segment
of an en echelon transform fault system in the Gulf of California and
caused abnormally large ground motions in California. A backpro-
jection method and a finite-fault inversion show that the earthquake
rupture lasted less than 30 s and extended less than 90 km north-
westwards; a minor slip episode extended up to 60 km away from
the epicentre, in the southeast direction, with normal focal mecha-
nisms. The FFM suggests that most of the slip occurred at shallow
depths, with the possibility of surface (seafloor) rupture. The back-
projection results suggest that the event may have predominantly
ruptured towards the northwest with a fast propagation speed that
likely exceeded the local shear wave speed–a supershear rupture.
Further, the fast rupture speed is corroborated by a Mach cone
analysis using the far-field Rayleigh waves. The earthquake caused
dynamic triggering at multiple sites in California, including three
geothermal fields and Parkfield. Microearthquakes at all four sites
likely have been triggered near-instantaneously, but the triggering
sequence duration varies from site to site.
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Supplementary data are available at GJI online.

Figure S1. Backprojection resolution tests for the 2009 M6.9 Canal
de Ballenas earthquake. (a) Theoretical resolving power (60 per cent
normalized energy contours). (b) Backprojection snapshots of the
theoretical resolving power. (c) Integrated backprojection image of
the 2013 October 13 Mw 6.6 earthquake (60 per cent normalized
energy contours). (d) Backprojection snapshots of the 2013 October
19 Mw 6.6 earthquake. Inset: stations used for backprojection. (e)
Integrated backprojection image of the 2018 January 19 Mw 6.2
earthquake (60 per cent normalized energy contours). (f) Backpro-
jection snapshots of the 2018 January 19 Mw 6.2 earthquake. Inset:
stations used for backprojection.
Figure S2. Source model comparison of the 2009 M6.9 Canal de
Ballenas earthquake. (a) A fault trace model inferred from space
geodetic observations (Plattner et al. 2015) an the backprojection
snapshots (Fig. 2b in the main text). (b) Predicted strike-slip dis-
tribution along the 120 km long and 14 km wide fault plane from
geodetic observations (Plattner et al. 2015). Each subfault is 2 km
× 2 km. The four earthquake locations are resolved from three
regional stations that are distributed within 300 km (Castro et al.
2011a).
Figure S3. Comparison of the temporal evolution of the slip rate,
projected along the model-fault strike (310◦). V max

r is a maxi-
mum rupture-front speed assumed in the finite-fault modelling. The
dashed lines are the reference rupture speeds. The backprojection
result (Fig. 2b from the main text) is overlain.
Figure S4. Cumulative seismicity and magnitude–time distributions
at the four study regions (SSGF is the Salton Sea Geothermal Field;
TGGF is The Geysers Geothermal Field). The P-wave arrival time
is denoted at time 0. The top row shows the cumulative seismicity
and the bottom row shows the magnitude–time distribution of the
four sites.
Figure S5. Test results of different initial rupture depths for the
finite-fault modelling. The cross-section of the static slip distribu-
tion for the initial rupture depth at (a) 7 km, (b) 12 km, (c) 17 km
and (d) 22 km. The star shows the hypocentre and the arrow shows
the rake angle (see the main text). Note that the abscissa is inverted.
Figure S6. Synthetic test for the finite-fault inversion. The cross-
section of the static slip distribution for the (a) input model from
the optimal FFM (Fig. 3 in the main text) and the (b) output model
inverting the synthetic waveforms from the input model. The star
shows the hypocentre. The arrow shows the rake angle. Note that
the abscissa is inverted.
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