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CEDAR 
RAPIDS, 
Iowa — 
With a pres-
ident like no 
other, in an 
atmosphere 
of political 
discord like 

no other, in an environ-
ment of social media like 
no other, it should be no 
surprise that the nation is 
confronting a presidential 
election like no other.

Every contest for the 
White House, to be sure, is 
different; there have been 
58 presidential elections 
and no two of them have 
been remotely similar. Even 
so, the political struggle 
now unfolding in the roll-
ing hills of this state and in 
the soaring mountains of 
New Hampshire matches 
this age of disruption and 
disputation. It will be both 
mean and a departure from 
the mean.

In transition are the 
nature and character of the 
political parties, the way 
politics is practiced, the 
nature of public engage-
ment, and the topics on 
which American politics 
turn. The country’s political 
establishment is catching 
up with the changes, mutat-
ing and metamorphosing 
to reflect the swift and 
profound alterations in the 
ways Americans relate to 
their leaders, to each other 
— and to political parties 
that seem more out of sync 
with the public than at any 
time since the tumultuous 
Vietnam and Watergate 
years.

Gone are the old ways of 
conducting politics; out-
side of organization-heavy 
states like this one, where 
the wintry Monday night 
Iowa precinct caucuses 
require disciplined field 
mobilizations, the new 
generation of presidential 
candidates will not spend 
hours courting county 
party chairs.

This time there is a 
Democratic field of about 
two dozen candidates, 
fueled with passionate con-
tempt for President Donald 
Trump, most of them sup-
porting a Green New Deal 
that has done more to unite 
the Republican Party than 
anything since Ronald Rea-
gan’s inauguration. These 
Democrats have much in 
common, which is their 
principal disadvantage here 
in Iowa and in the other 
early states, and what they 
have most in common is no 
idea how to differentiate 
themselves from each other.

They are also money-
hungry. The political world 
reacted in awe when Gov. 
Michael S. Dukakis of 
Massachusetts raised $10 
million in 1987. “You can 
raise that in a week now,” 
Tad Devine, a top adviser 
to the 2016 campaign of 
Sen. Bernie Sanders of 
Vermont, told me only a 
few days before Sanders, 
with whom he no longer is 
associated, did just that. In 
the days after her campaign 
announcement, Sen. Amy 
Klobuchar of Minnesota, 
considered inside the 
Trump camp as the most 
formidable challenger to 
the president, raised $2 mil-
lion, ordinarily an impres-
sive figure. Money is the 

first primary, and Sanders 
may already have won it.

This election will be long, 
with contenders campaign-
ing with more urgency for 
far longer than ever before. 
“If you’re not a well-known 
senator,” said Pat Rynard, 
a former Democratic cam-
paign staffer who runs the 
comprehensive IowaStart-
ingLine.com, “the one thing 
you have on your side is 
time.”

But the long campaign 
may not provide the expo-
sure that members of the 
huge field of Democrats 
hope to earn. “There are 
so many candidates and 
this goes on so long that 
we simply can’t cover 
them,” said Martha Pinder, 
co-managing editor for 
the twice-weekly Grinnell 
Herald-Register.

Then there is the risk of 
campaign fatigue. There are 
early signs of it already. In 
a one-week period late last 
month, Klobuchar, former 
Rep. John Delaney of Mary-
land, former Housing and 
Urban Development sec-
retary Julian Castro, Rep. 
Eric Swalwell of California, 
Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand 
of New York, former Gov. 
John Hickenlooper of Colo-
rado, Gov. Steve Bullock of 
Montana, and Sen. Michael 
Bennet of Colorado all cam-
paigned in Iowa. Over the 
Presidents Day weekend, 
seven Democratic presiden-
tial candidates were in New 
Hampshire.

Right now the candidates 
are in the process of intro-
ducing themselves to the 
voters here, in the Granite 
State, and in South Caro-
lina and Nevada — four 
locations with entirely 

different special interests 
and regional concerns. 
Right now it is enough to 
deplore the comportment 
and views of Trump. But 
soon more will be required 
— specific policy positions, 
at best not the very same 
ones rolled out by the last 
candidate in town.

They will have to pick 
apart which elements of the 
Green New Deal they feel 
are appealing but unrealis-
tic. They will have to articu-
late how their approaches 
to China will differ from 
those of Trump. They will 
have to answer why, in the 
wake of the Trump tax cuts, 
they want to raise rates 
again. They will have to 
explain why they think big-
power rivalries with a surg-
ing China and a resurgent 

Russia are graver threats 
than terrorism, or whether 
they feel the reverse is 
true. In Maine, New Hamp-
shire, Vermont, New York, 
Michigan, Minnesota, North 
Dakota, Idaho, Washing-
ton State and Alaska (plus 
Wisconsin, Illinois and 
Indiana), they will have to 
provide some contours to 
what a 21st-century trade 
and diplomatic relationship 
with Canada should look 
like.

They will have to identify 
at least one Obamacare 
element that doesn’t work 
and how they would fix it. 
Or they will have to defend 
“Medicare-for-all” against 
a fusillade of attacks by the 
American Medical Associa-
tion, hospital trade associa-
tions, and insurance and 

pharmaceutical companies 
with campaign donations 
and independent expendi-
tures on offer.

Mostly they will have to 
campaign until their ener-
gies and treasuries run out. 
This is no half marathon.

“The Americans have 
a very long process, and 
when it is over it starts 
all over again,” says Marc 
Garneau, a member of 
the Canadian parliament 
from Quebec. “I’ve always 
thought I couldn’t take 
that.” That’s from a man 
who was rocketed into orbit 
three times and spent 677 
hours in space.

North Shore native and 
Pulitzer Prize winner David 
M. Shribman is the former 
executive editor of the Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette. 

2020 election begins to take on its unique shape
David M. Shribman

Tsunamis, Japanese for 
“harbor waves,” can be dev-
astating events. For example, 
on Dec. 26, 2004 a series of 
tsunamis, up to 100 feet in 
height, struck the coasts 
of 14 countries on the Indian 
Ocean, including Indonesia, 
Sri Lanka, India and Thai-
land. Astonishingly, almost 
228,000 people lost their lives.

We on Cape Ann live on 
the coast of the Atlantic 
Ocean and could someday 
face the threat of a tsunami 
striking our shores. But just 
what is the likelihood of such 
an event? The short answer 
is that a moderate tsunami 
hitting Cape Ann is possible 
sometime in the next 100 
years. We should, therefore, 
understand how tsunamis 
are created, and where we 
should look for the one that 
might be coming at us.

There are several events 
that can generate a tsu-
nami. They include massive, 
underwater earthquakes, 
the eruption of underwater 
volcanoes, underwater land-
slides and, the least likely but 
the most devastating event, 
is an impact into the ocean 
by a large asteroid or comet. 
For each of these events, 
the tsunami generation 
mechanisms are similar. The 
triggering event displaces 
massive amounts of water, 
very quickly. The larger the 
amount of water displaced 

at the epicenter of the event, 
the larger the tsunami 
created.

The 2004 tsunamis in the 
Indian Ocean were spawned 
by a major underwater 
earthquake of the megath-
rust type, about 100 miles 
off the west coast of Suma-
tra. Megathrusts are the 
most powerful earthquakes 
ever observed and occur 
when one tectonic plate is 
forced under another. This 
mechanism accounts for the 
greatest number of deadly 
tsunamis. In this instance it 
was a rupture along the fault 
between the Indian Plate and 
the Burma Plate.

During the Sumatra earth-
quake, a large area of the 
seabed had a sudden, verti-
cal rise of up to 20 feet. This 
action displaced a massive 
amount of water, creating 
a huge underwater wave. 
In the deep water where 
the wave was created, it 
appeared on the ocean’s 
surface as a low, broad hump 
that was barely noticeable. 
But it started to travel away 
from the epicenter in all 
directions at speeds up to 600 
miles per hour. If it encoun-
tered a boat along its route, 
the sailors would have barely 
noticed the wave since it was 
so broad and flat on the sur-
face of the ocean.

It became dangerous when 
it encountered the shallower 
water near the coastlines, 
interacted with the seabed 
and slowed down to 30 or 40 

miles per hour. This action 
caused the wave to build into 
the 100-foot monster that 
rushed ashore and went far 
inland, causing the major 
destruction and loss of life 
along all those hundreds 
of miles of Indian Ocean 
coastline.

On Cape Ann, we are 
far from the edges of any 
major tectonic plates where 
megathrust earthquakes are 
generated. They tend to be 
focused around the Ring of 
Fire of the Pacific Ocean. We 
are, however, in a part of the 
globe that is geologically sus-
ceptible to moderate earth-
quakes. Such quakes could 
conceivably create a tsunami 
if they occur underwater, but 
it would not be of the size 
that did so much damage in 
the Indian Ocean.

The United States Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) is 
responsible for maintaining 
databases of earthquakes 
and using that information to 
understand the likelihood for 
such activity in the future. 
According to them, the Cape 
Ann area has had several 
minor quakes over the last 
100 years. For example, 
between 1982 and 2003, there 
were five earthquakes gener-
ally in the same location, in 
the waters about 27 miles 
east of Rockport. Their mag-
nitudes were low at only 2.2 
to 3.6 on the Richter scale, so 
no significant damage was 
done.

In the past, however, there 

was a major earthquake off 
the coast of Cape Ann that 
did indeed appear to gener-
ate a small tsunami. It hap-
pened on Nov. 18, 1755. The 
upheaval was more than 6.0 
on the Richter scale, so the 
quake was “strong” in size. 
In fact, it was about 1,000 
times more powerful than 
the recent quakes off our 
coast.

The epicenter of the 1755 
quake was estimated to be 
24 miles east of Rockport, 
roughly in the same region 
as the more recent temblors. 
Due to the relatively small 
amount of development 
along the New England coast 
in those days, little damage 
was done, and no lives were 
lost.

There was no tsunami 
reported in our area from 
the 1755 earthquake, but it 
still may have created the 
first recorded tsunami in U.S. 
history. With about the right 
travel time to have come 
from Cape Ann, a small tsu-
nami hit the northern islands 
of the Lesser Antilles chain, 
about 2,000 miles south of us.

So, what is the probabil-
ity that another significant 
earthquake will strike Cape 
Ann? USGS forecasts that 
Essex County, as a whole, has 
about a 19 percent chance 
for an earthquake of 5.0 or 
greater over the next 50 
years. The probability for a 
6.0 or greater, the size of the 
1755 quake, drops to just 3.6 
percent. Such an earthquake 

could cause considerable 
damage.

If the quake occurred 
under deep water in the gen-
eral area of the 1755 quake, 
it could conceivably create 
a tsunami. But that event 
is much less likely than the 
occurrence of the quake 
itself.

Beyond underwater, 
major earthquakes, another 
tsunami source is volcanic 
eruptions. Cumbre Vieja is 
a volcano on the island of La 
Palma in the Canary Islands. 
These islands are a posses-
sion of Spain in the Atlantic 
Ocean and are located about 
60 miles west of Morocco. 
No one knows when the next 
eruption of that volcano 
will occur. It could be soon, 
or could be 100 years from 
now, but Cumbre Vieja will 
likely have a major eruption 
at some point in that time 
frame.

Scientists who have studied 
the possibilities indicate that 
the eruption will likely cause 
the rocky, western flank of 
the volcano to be dislodged 
and slide into the ocean.

Recent studies of Cum-
bre Viejo indicate that it is 
unlikely that the whole flank 
will go into the ocean at once. 
Instead it will, most probably, 
slide into the water in stages, 
over a significant period. 
Tsunamis could well be cre-
ated as each section enters 
the ocean, but they will be 
much smaller than the feared 
mega-tsunami if the whole 

flank went at once.
Scientists expect several, 

smaller “warning” eruptions 
to occur before the big one 
that starts to dislodge the 
flank. And we will, therefore, 
be alerted well beforehand 
to the potential of a tsunami 
coming at us from Cumbre 
Viejo.

The tsunami causing event 
with the lowest probability, 
but greatest impact in terms 
of the size of the wave, is 
an asteroid or comet strik-
ing the earth in the Atlantic 
Ocean. The last, large aster-
oid impact was about 66 mil-
lion years ago.

The probability of another 
asteroid of that size hitting 
us is very, very low. But, just 
in case, NASA has a mission 
to be prepared to launch a 
vehicle that can destroy, or at 
least divert, such an asteroid, 
and there are plans in the 
works to have such a craft 
available.

Living on the coast of Cape 
Ann is one of the joys of life 
that we all share. A downside 
is the potential for a signifi-
cant sized tsunami. The most 
likely candidate mechanism 
to cause a tsunami that 
impacts us would be a major 
eruption of the Cumbre Viejo 
volcano. It could happen 
sometime in the next 100 
years, but we should receive 
plenty of warning about its 
potential impact. So, sleep 
well.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
resident of Annisquam.

How likely is a tsunami on Cape Ann?
Anthony J. Marolda
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2020 Democratic presidential candidate Washington Gov. Jay Inslee talks with students 
following a round table discussion about climate change March 5 at Iowa State University in 
Ames, Iowa. 
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