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The Historical Basel Earthquake

Actually, 663 years ago, the strongest historically documented earthquake 
in Switzerland, and one of the strongest in central Europe overall, took 
place in Basel. Following a few initial tremors in the afternoon of 
 October 18, 1356, a major earthquake with an estimated magnitude of at 
least 6.6 on the Richter scale shook the city at 22:00 that day. The quake’s 
epicenter was located about 10 km south of the city, and it caused severe 
damage within a radius of approximately 30 km.
The exact effect of this natural disaster has been difficult to establish. Dif-
ferent documents (some even dating back to the 14th century) and various 
modern studies agree that the impact was drastic—many houses, public 
buildings, churches, fortresses, and castles collapsed or suffered great 
damage. The earthquake was quickly followed by numerous fires, which 
persisted for several days until they were finally extinguished. Overall, it is 
estimated that there were approximately 300–1,000 casualties in Basel and 
its surrounding region. 
One of the most prominent buildings to be affected was the Basler Münster 
(Basel cathedral). The earthquake caused the collapse of the nave vault and 
main choir, as well as of three of its original five towers. Subsequently, only 
the two towers located at the main entrance on the cathedral’s west side 
were reconstructed, and even today, some cracks are still visible in its walls. 

Why Earthquakes in Basel?

The main reason for earthquakes to occur in this region is believed to be 
the geological structure of the Oberer Rheingraben (upper Rhine fault), an 
old rift system that is oriented northeast to southwest and whose southern 
end lies in the Basel region. It makes the Basel area the zone with the 
second-highest seismic hazard in Switzerland, after Valais.
Due to the characteristics of its subsurface, it is not unusual to feel the 
ground shake in Basel. The Swiss Seismological Service (SED) at ETH Zürich 
(www.seismo.ethz.ch/en/), with its nation-wide monitoring network of seis-
mometers, records 1,000–1,500 earthquakes per year in Switzerland and its 
immediate neighboring countries, which translates to an average of 3–4 
earthquakes each day! Of these, citizens usually only perceive those that are 
of a magnitude 2.5 or higher on the Richter scale—about 10–20 annually. 
In 2012, the Swiss federal and cantonal authorities conducted the earth-
quake exercise SEISMO 12 to assess the potential risk and repercussions 

that an earthquake with a magnitude of 6.6, like the one in 1356, would 
have in the Basel region today. The analysis found that such an event could 
potentially cause severe damage, resulting in the deaths of 1,000–6,000 
people, injuring approximately 60,000 people, damaging 50% of buildings, 
and leaving 1.6 million people homeless in the short term. The estimated 
costs of property damage alone would exceed CHF 50 billion. 

Earthquake Insurance 

As alarming as this might sound, earthquakes of a high magnitude do not 
happen as often in Switzerland as they do on other continents like South 
America or Asia. Fortunately, a quake of a magnitude 5 is only predicted to 
occur every 8–15 years, and the SED stated that the probability of that 
 happening within a year is 10%. Larger quakes with a magnitude 6 or more 
are expected to take place on average every 50–150 years, and the SED 
estimated that the probability for that within a year is only 1%. 
There are currently numerous initiatives from various institutions and 
 political representatives that push for an integrated risk management in 
case of earthquakes. However, politicians still need to decide on a proper 
solution that would be applied on a nation-wide level. An initiative that has 
been established is the Swiss pool for earthquake coverage created by the 

Epicenters of all recorded earthquakes magnitude 2 and up from 1975–2017 
and locations of the 10 strongest earthquakes in Swiss history

When the Ground Shakes  
in Basel
By Adriana Musso

Many of us who have lived long enough in  Basel have, at some point, felt 
the ground shaking  beneath our feet, the walls and windows faintly shiv-
ering, and/or have heard people commenting on a recent tremor. While 
these shakes or comments seem rather surprising or startling at first, 
with time one comes to understand that tremors and earthquakes are 
quite a regular occurrence in Basel and the whole of Switzerland.
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THE 10 STRONGEST EARTHQUAKES IN SWITZERLAND

DATE LOCATION MAGNITUDE

October 18, 1356 Basel (BS) 6.6

September 3, 1295 Churwalden (GR) 6.2

July 25, 1855 Stalden-Visp (VS) 6.2

March 11, 1584 Aigle (VD) 5.9

September 18, 1601 Unterwalden (NW) 5.9

April 1524 Ardon (VS) 5.8

January 25, 1946 Sierre (VS) 5.8

December 9, 1755 Brig-Naters (VS) 5.7

September 10, 1774 Altdorf (UR) 5.7

August 3, 1622 Ftan (GR) 5.4

What to Do in Case of an Earthquake? 

The following information developed by the SED explains some of the mea-
sures that you can take to minimize damage that occurs from an earth-
quake, as well as some tips for what you can do to help reduce the risk of 
being injured or killed during an earthquake.

 www.seismo.ethz.ch/en/earthquakes/what-to-do

BEFORE AN EARTHQUAKE

•  Earthquake-resistant building designs (following SIA 
building code 260ff) offer the best protection against 
the consequences of an earthquake. 

•  Consider taking out earthquake insurance to reduce 
your personal (financial) risk.

•  Make sure to secure objects that could cause injury or 
start fires when they fall down or topple over due to 
the shaking. This includes, for example, ceiling 
linings; shelves and their contents; electronic 
equipment like televisions, computers, and stereos; 
as well as light fittings.

•  Know where the main valves and switches for gas, 
water, and electricity are and how to turn them off.

• Keep a supply of emergency provisions.
• Put together a first aid box.
•  Copy important documents, such as your passport or 

driver’s license, and have them within reach in case of 
an incident.

•  Have a torch, battery-powered radio, and cash (ATMs 
may no longer function) within reach in case of power 
cuts.

Vereinigung Kantonaler Gebäudeversicherungen (Association of Cantonal 
Building Insurances), which provides the 18 member cantons (among 
them Basel-Stadt and Baselland) with a maximum of CHF 2 billion per year 
to compensate affected building owners. In the event of a major earth-
quake, however, this voluntary protection will still be insufficient to cover 
all damages.
On the other hand, compulsory earthquake insurance isn’t a country-wide 
standard; specific regulations vary from canton to canton. So in the event 
of an earthquake, damage to most private buildings would not be reim-
bursed at all, or only partially. On a public level in Basel, the government 
has stopped insuring public buildings against earthquakes only a year ago, 
due primarily to the drastic increase in the premiums for such coverage.

Prevention and Awareness in Basel

Basel authorities instead have focused their attention on implementing 
preventative and precautionary measures that can help to minimize poten-
tial earthquake damage and better protect the population. These include 
two main aspects—minimizing damage to buildings and infrastructure 
with earthquake-proof construction and educating the population on the 
correct behavior to assume in the event of an earthquake. 
Swiss authorities have introduced earthquake-resistant building design 
standards, in accordance with the Swiss Association of Engineers and 
 Architects (SIA building code 260ff). Each canton is responsible for adopt-
ing and improving compliance with these standards. Basel is one of the few 
cantons—together with Aargau, Bern, Fribourg, Jura, Luzern, Nidwalden, 
and Valais—to first impose earthquake-specific conditions in building per-
mit procedures. 
The other main pillar of earthquake-damage minimization involves po-
pulation awareness and the implementation of proper behavior during 
earthquakes. To this end, authorities have issued various educational 
 materials to the public and have increased awareness through schools. To 
learn more about this, consult the “What to do in case of emergency” box 
on the right.
So if you live in Basel, you will likely at some point feel or hear about 
earthquakes. Some people hardly sense them and/or believe them to be 
a normal vibration, whereas for others it may be more of a surprise and 
shock. If you are curious or keen on safely experiencing what a minor or 
major earthquake feels like, you can visit one of the two earthquake sim-
ulators in Switzerland: the focusTerra at the ETH Zürich museum 
(https://focusterra.ethz.ch/en/museum/earthquake-simulator.html), 
and the CPPS educational center for earthquake prevention in Sion 
(www.cpps-vs.ch).
One thing to keep in mind—the next time you kiss someone in Basel and feel 
your knees shake, it may not be true love, it might just be an earthquake!

DURING AN EARTHQUAKE

Inside a Building
• Take cover (eg, under a sturdy table). 
•  Beware of falling or toppling objects and keep away 

from windows and glass walls, which may shatter. 
•  Only leave the building when the surrounding area is 

safe 

Outside of a Building
• Stay outside; do not seek shelter in a building.
•  Keep away from buildings, bridges, electricity pylons, 

large trees, and other things that could collapse or fall.
• Keep away from the shores of water bodies.

In a Vehicle
•  Stop the vehicle and do not leave it during the 

earthquake. 
•  Do not stop on bridges, in underpasses, or tunnels.
•  Keep away from buildings at the side of the road 

(danger of collapse).

AFTER THE EARTHQUAKE

• Expect aftershocks. 
• Help others without putting yourself in danger.
•  Check your building for damage. Leave the building in 

case of severe damage—the building may be at risk of 
collapsing and will not withstand further earthquakes. 

•  Be cautious when leaving the building; pieces of masonry, 
roof beams, tiles, and the like may still fall off. 

•  Check the building and surrounding area for potential 
fires. When possible, extinguish small fires and/or 
alert the fire service.

•  Check water and gas pipes and electrical wiring for 
damage. Turn off supply if damage is suspected. 

•  Seek information from television, radio, or the internet.
•  Follow the instructions of emergency service personnel.

•  Only use telephones in an emergency—phone lines 
should be kept free for genuine emergencies. 

•  Do not travel by individual car—roads should be kept 
free for emergency services. 

• Expect power cuts.

Adriana Musso is a communications, journalism, and media specialist with 
12 years of experience in the field. She is married and has two children and 
has lived in Basel since 2009. Adriana has previously lived and worked in Latin 
America, Africa, and the Middle East. She holds a Master’s degree from the 
University of Oxford and a Bachelor’s degree from the University of Lima.


