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Abstract: Here we propose an improved estimation of the scalar seismic (from instrumental and historical catalogues), geodetic 
and geologic moment-rates for the eastern flank of Mt. Etna. The estimated moment-rates have been compared in terms of 
seismic efficiency. Results show that all the calculated efficiency values are lower than 40%, i.e., the geodetic moment-rate 
estimations are generally larger than the seismic and the geologic ones. Although a number of reasons may account for the 
observed discrepancy, we are confident that a large amount of the deformation affecting the eastern flank occurs aseismically. 
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Introduction 
The comparison of seismic, geologic and geodetic 
moment-rates can provide crucial insights for 
understanding fault behaviour in tectonically active zone, 
with obvious implications on seismic hazard assessment 
(Masson et al., 2005; Pancha et al., 2006; Puskas et al., 
2011; Talebian, 2012). It is well acknowledged that when 
the seismic moment-rate is lower than geodetic or 
geologic ones, the exceeding moment-rate is released in 
aseismic mode. In fact, the observed geological and 
geodetic moment-rates include both elastic and inelastic 
deformations, and since only the elastic component is 
responsible for earthquakes, the comparison of these 
moment-rates with the seismic one do not balance in 
regions affected by creeping faults or where significant 
amounts of deformation take place plastically (Palano et 
al., 2011). 
It is the case of Etna, where slow aseismic slip due to fault 
creep is a common mode of displacement along many of 
the fault segments in the eastern flank (Rasà et al., 1996).  
A first application of the methodology to estimate and 
compare the scalar seismic, geodetic and geological 
moment-rates was recently applied at Mt. Etna (Barberi 
et al., 2014) following the methodology proposed for the 
Southern Apennines by Palano et al. (2011) and Ferranti 
et al. (2014). The preliminary results have been now 
improved by a more precise constraints on geometric and 
kinematic fault parameters to reduce uncertainties on the 
geological moment-rate estimation. The present analysis 
has allowed to estimate the seismic efficiency of the 
faults in the eastern flank of Etna, that appears 
essentially low due to the relevant component of the 
aseismic deformation. 
 
Seismological data 
In order to define the seismotectonic features of the 
faults in the eastern flank of Etna, we considered both 
long- and short-term seismicity data. 
As regards the first ones, we used the huge historical data 
set represented by the macroseismic catalogue of 
earthquakes occurring at Etna from 1832 to 2013 [CMTE 

Working Group, 2014]. For the analysis we selected major 
events located in the eastern flank, i.e. 167 shocks with 
epicentral intensity I0 ≥ V EMS (above the damage 
threshold) corresponding to an equivalent  magnitude ML  
≥ 3.0 according to Azzaro et al. (2011). The above 
thresholds represent a portion of the catalogue 
statistically complete, so these earthquakes may be 
considered as representative of the seismic cycle in the 
long-term (Azzaro et al., 2012b). 
Regarding the short-term, the instrumental data set 
covers the time interval from the 2005 to 2013. The 
choice of this time-span is justified by the development 
of a modern seismic network, equipped with digital 
stations and broad-band sensors, allowing the detection 
of small magnitude events and hence the application of 
advanced techniques for locating epicenters. 
From the initial dataset - about 4,570 seismic events with 
a magnitude ML between 1.0 and 4.8 (magnitude of 

completeness Mc ≥ 1.5) - we selected about 1,600 

earthquakes located in the study areas of Timpe and 
Pernicana faults (Fig. 1). In order to better define seismic 
clusters or epicentre alignments, the selected 
earthquakes have been relocated using the tomoDDPS 
algorithm (Zhang et al., 2009) and the 3D velocity model 
of Alparone et al. (2012). Results show that seismic 
events tend to cluster around active faults mainly in the 
depth range 3-10 km in the Timpe zone, and between -1 
and 3 km along the Pernicana fault. 
 
Geodetic data 
Available GPS observations collected by the Mt. Etna 
permanent GPS Network, spanning the 2005.00-2013.99 
time interval and covering the eastern flank of Mt. Etna 
(Fig.  1), have been processed using the GAMIT/GLOBK 
software following the method described in Gonzalez and 
Palano (2014). Estimated geodetic velocities were 
referred to the “Etn@ref” reference frame (a local 
reference frame computed to isolate the Mt. Etna 
volcanic deformation from the background regional 
tectonic pattern; see Palano et al. 2010 for details).  
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The resulting velocity field confirms the seaward motion 
of the eastern flank of Mt. Etna. In detail, sites close to 
the central sector of the unstable flank are characterized 
by velocities up to 35 mm/yr, while moving southward or 
northward the velocity field decreases to values of ca. 1-2 
mm/yr. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Sketch map of Mt. Etna. Continuous GPS stations are 
reported as red points, while seismic stations are reported as 
blue diamonds. The highlighted boxes represents the surface 
projection of the prismatic bodies used for the moment-rates 
estimations. Abbreviations: PF, Pernicana fault; FF, Fiandaca 
fault; SLF-MF, S. Leonardello–Moscarello fault system; STF-SVF, 
S. Tecla–S. Venerina fault system; TFS, Timpe fault system. The 
inset reports a simplified structural map of eastern Sicily; AMC: 
Apenninic-Maghrebian Chain; HF: Hyblean Foreland. 

 
Geologic data 
The region of Mt. Etna is characterised by intense 
geodynamics at the scale of the volcano, with a 
continuous ESE seaward sliding instability process 
affecting the eastern flank, which represents the result of 
interaction among regional stress regime, magma 
intrusion and basement geometry (Azzaro et al., 2013). 
Evidence of active tectonics is mostly distributed over the 
unstable sector, with a number of faults forming two 
main structural systems: the Timpe faults, and the 
Pernicana fault. The Timpe fault system crosses the 
central part of the eastern flank with a 20 km long and 5 
km wide belt of mainly extensional structures, striking 
from N to NW and consisting of well-developed 
morphological scarps and hidden fault segments (Azzaro 
et al., 2012a). Their intense activity is expressed not only 
by seismicity but also fault creep, with geological slip-
rates varying from 1.0 to 5.3 mm/yr (see Azzaro et al., 
2012a for an overview). The analysis of ground 
deformation decennial time series (GPS, SAR) has shown 

that inside the Timpe system there are kinematic 
domains characterised by different velocity and 
displacements, but all showing discontinuous dynamics 
(Palano et al., 2008; Bonforte et al., 2011). Basically, the 
fairly constant mid-term (decennial) ESE seaward sliding 
is interrupted by sudden short-term (months to year) 
accelerations related to flank eruptions. Conversely, 
there is a general agreement on identifying the Pernicana 
fault system to represent the northern boundary of the 
unstable sector (Fig. 1). Dynamics of this important 
tectonic element became evident through geodetic data 
collected since 1997 (Azzaro et al., 2001, Palano et al., 
2006), which evidenced a fairly stable slip with an 
average rate of about 28 mm/yr, related to the 
continuous long-term sliding motion of the eastern flank 
of the volcano toward the sea. Abrupt, even transient, 
increase in the seismic and geodetic strain release of the 
Pernicana fault has been measured during some recent 
flank eruptions (e.g. 2001 and 2002-03) and interpreted 
as a result of additional stressed induced by the magma 
ascent in the feeding system (Palano et al., 2008; 
Alparone et al., 2013; Bonaccorso et al., 2013).  
In order to estimate the geologic moment-rates, we 
collected geometric and kinematic parameters from 
published and unpublished studies (see Azzaro et al., 
2013 and references therein). More in detail, for each 
structure we considered the following parameters: length 
(L), strike (θ), dip (φ), down-dip width (H), and slip-rate (if 
available, we used both short- and long-term 
estimations). On the whole, the faults have length 
typically in the ~5-8 km range and down-dip width in the 
1.6-4.5 km range. Slip-rates (long-term) range from 1 up 
to 5.2 mm/yr in the Timpe system while along the 
Pernicana fault the slip-rate obtained for the last 
millennium is much more higher, up to 24 mm/yr (Ferreli 
et al., 2002).  
 
Computation of moment-rates 
As a first step, taking into account the spatial distribution 
of the active faults and their seismogenic thickness Hs, 
we divided the investigated volume into prismatic bodies 
(Fig. 1). Then, by adopting relevant formulations (see 
Barberi et al., 2014 for details), we calculated for each 
prismatic body the scalar moment-rates. 
The seismic moment-rate was calculated according to 
the Kostrov (1984) general formulation which takes into 
account the number of events occurred in the selected 
volume during the considered time interval. By 
considering both instrumental and historical earthquake 
catalogues, we performed two different computations. 
All magnitudes were converted into scalar moments 
through the relationship proposed for this area by 
Giampiccolo et al. (2007). The obtained seismic moment 
rates range in the interval 3.55·10

13
 - 8.06·10

14
 Nm/yr, and 

2.2710
14 

- 1.96·10
15

 Nm/yr, for the instrumental and 
historical catalogues, respectively. 
The geodetic moment-rate was estimated by adopting 
the formulation proposed by Savage and Simpson (1997), 
which takes into account the average strain-rate tensor 
for the selected area, the volume of each prismatic body 
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and the shear modulus of rocks. The estimated geodetic 
moment-rate ranges in the interval 8.16·10

14 
- 2.57·10

16
 

Nm/yr. 
Lastly, the geological moment-rate was computed by 
using the Brune (1968) formulation which takes into 
account the shear modulus of the rocks involved in 
faulting, the dimensions (length and down-dip width) of 
the dislocation and the average geologic slip-rate. The 
calculated geological moment-rate ranges in the interval 
2.16·10

14 
- 3.81·10

15
 Nm/yr. Figure 2 shows the values of 

the different typologies of moment-rates for the 
analysed faults. 
 

 
Figure 2. Seismological, geological and geodetic moment-rates 
obtained for the analysed structures. Abbreviations as in Fig. 1. 

 
Results and conclusions 
The comparison of moment-rates has been performed 
through the concept of seismic efficiency (value 
expressed in percentage of the seismological and 
geological moment-rates with respect to the geodetic 
one) as described in Caporali et al. (2003). The theoretical 
range of seismic efficiency is between 0% and 100%: the 
more the value close to 100%, the larger part of the 
deformation is released by brittle deformation, i.e. 
through earthquakes. Conversely, a low ratio shows an 
apparent seismic-moment deficit, which could indicate 
either a high creep component (aseismic deformation) or 
accumulating strain not released by seismicity. The 
values of seismic efficiency for the analysed fault systems  
are reported in Figure 3. 
This result shows that, for the investigated zones, seismic 
efficiency values are lower than 40%, since the geodetic 
moment-rate estimations are generally larger than the 
seismic and the geologic ones. Similar results have been 
observed in other tectonically active areas such as the 
Southern Apennines in Italy (Palano et al., 2011) and the 
Bitlis-Zagros collisional belt in Iran (Masson et al., 2005). 
In general, a number of reasons may account for the 
observed discrepancy among the estimated moment-
rates, such as: i) uncertainties on geodetic strain rates 
estimations related to the station coverage, ii) 
uncertainties of the geologic slip-rate estimations; iii) not 
well constrained geometry of modelled faults, especially 
for down-dip width; iv) role of buried/hidden fault 
segments in accommodating deformation (slip-rate 
partitioning); v) limited length of the instrumental 

earthquake catalogue. Nevertheless, such a relevant 
difference confirms that  a large amount of the 
deformation at Etna occurs aseismically along faults in 
the eastern flank, as previously suggested by field 
observations (Rasà et al., 1996). Although such a kind of 
approach is not common in volcanic areas, a relevant 
component of aseismic deformation has been recognised 
along the East African Rift System (Depréz et al., 2013), 
and seems to be related with the local rheological 
properties of the crust. 
 

 
Figure 3. Values of seismic efficiency estimated for the analysed 
faults. Bars represent the seismological moment-rates (IS, from 
instrumental data; HS, from historical data) and the geological 
ones (Ge) expressed in terms of percentage with respect to the 
geodetic moment-rate. 

 
In conclusion this study provides, for the first time, an 
analytical estimation of creep processes at Mt. Etna 
volcano by means of the deficit of seismic moment-rate 
calculated with respect the geodetic one. This may be 
viewed as a proxy of loading processes on locked fault 
segments prone to seismic failure, to be used with other 
approaches (Azzaro et al., 2013; Cannavò et al. 2014) to 
forecast next earthquake ruptures. 
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