For Immediate Release 
August 18, 2009 

What to Know About Mudslides
Landslides and debris flows occur in all U.S. states and territories. Being educated about them and the actions to take if one occurs is the best way to prepare.  The more you know about these natural disasters, the better equipped you will be to make important safety decisions for you and your family.  
In a landslide or debris flow masses of rock, earth, or debris move down a slope.  Landslides may be small or large, slow or rapid, and activated by storms, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, fires, alternate freezing or thawing, and steepening of slopes by erosion or human modification.  

Landslides:

· Landslides are a serious geologic hazard common to almost every state in the United States. 

· Some landslides move slowly and cause damage gradually, whereas others move so rapidly that they can destroy property and take lives suddenly and unexpectedly. 
· Gravity is the force driving landslide movement. Factors that allow the force of gravity to overcome the resistance of earth material include: saturation by water, steepening of slopes by erosion or construction, alternate freezing or thawing, earthquake shaking, and volcanic eruptions.
· Landslides are typically associated with periods of heavy rainfall or rapid snow melt and tend to worsen the effects of flooding that often accompany these events. In areas burned by forest and brush fires, a lower threshold of precipitation may initiate landslides.
Debris Flows:

· Debris flows, sometimes referred to as mudslides, mudflows, or debris avalanches, are common types of fast-moving landslides. 
· These flows generally occur during periods of intense rainfall or rapid snow melt. They usually start on steep hillsides as shallow landslides that liquefy and accelerate to speeds that are typically about 10 miles per hour, but can exceed 35 miles per hour. 
· The consistency of debris flows ranges from watery mud to thick, rocky mud that can carry large items such as boulders, trees, and cars. 
· Debris flows from many different sources can combine in channels, augmenting their destructive power. They continue flowing down hills and through channels, growing in volume with the addition of water, sand, mud, boulders, trees, and other materials. When the flows reach flatter ground, the debris spreads over a broad area, sometimes accumulating in thick deposits that can wreak havoc in developed areas.

· Wildfires can also lead to destructive debris-flow activity. In July 1994, a severe wildfire swept Storm King Mountain, west of Glenwood Springs, Colorado, denuding the slopes of vegetation. Heavy rains on the mountain in September resulted in numerous debris flows, one of which blocked Interstate 70 and threatened to dam the Colorado River.
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· In the United States, landslides and debris flows result in 25 to 50 deaths each year. 

· Rapidly moving water and debris that can lead to trauma.
· Broken electrical, water, gas, and sewage lines that can result in injury or illness. 

· Disrupted roadways and railways can endanger motorists and disrupt transportation and access to health care. 

Areas more likely to experience landslides or mudflows include:

· Areas where wildfires or human modification of the land have destroyed vegetation; 

· Areas where landslides have occurred before; 

· Steep slopes and areas at the bottoms of slopes or canyons; 

· Slopes that have been altered for construction of buildings and roads; 

· Channels along a stream or river; and 

· Areas where surface runoff is directed. 
For more information:
· The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has a fact sheet containing information on landslides and mudflows in the United States, as well as recommendations on how to prepare and behave during and after a landslide. http://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/fs-0071-00/fs-0071-00.pdf. 
· The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) has a fact sheet containing information on landslide hazards and characteristics. http://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/fs-0071-00/fs-0071-00.pdf.
· For information about reducing losses from landslides at the national, state, and local levels, in both public and private sectors, review the following document: Spiker EC, Gori PL. National landslide hazards mitigation strategy -- a framework for loss reduction. U.S. Geological Survey Circular 1244 - Online Version 1.0, 2003. http://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/c1244/. 
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