
1. Introduction
Continental earthquakes with complex surface ruptures highlight the importance of considering the influence 
of strike-variable geometries of rupture propagation across neighboring faults for seismic hazard assessment 
(Biasi & Wesnousky,  2016; Mildon et  al.,  2016). When the rupture propagates through more than one fault 
segment, an unexpectedly large magnitude earthquake may be generated (e.g., Biasi & Wesnousky, 2017; Fletcher 
et al., 2014). Such multi-fault crustal ruptures on normal faults have affected the Mexican territory in historical 

Abstract The Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt is an active continental volcanic arc related to subduction along 
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history of the southern border of the Acambay Graben, with new observations made in one natural outcrop 
and four paleoseismological trenches excavated across branches of the Venta de Bravo Fault at the site where 
it overlaps with the Pastores Fault. We present evidence of at least two paleo-earthquakes that occurred 
between 12,190 ± 175 and 5,822 ± 87 cal year BP and between 647 ± 77 and 250 cal year BP. On one of these 
branches, we estimate a minimum slip-rate value between 0.1 and 0.23 mm/year for the last 12 ka and a mean 
recurrence interval of 8.5 ± 3 ka. By considering several likely rupture lengths along the Venta de Bravo and 
Pastores faults, we calculated a maximum possible magnitude of Mw 7.01 ± 0.27. Finally, by correlating events 
recorded along different faults within the Acambay Graben, we discuss several possible rupture coalescent 
scenarios and related consequences for Mexico City.

Plain Language Summary The Trans-Mexican Volcanic arc is affected by several fault systems. 
Activity on these faults results in an extension of the crust and the formation of elongated topographic 
depressions. The study region, called the Acambay Graben, is one of these depressions and is bounded by 
normal E-W active faults. In 1912 an M 6.9 earthquake caused nearly 300 fatalities and generated a surface 
rupture along three faults which are the boundaries of this depression. The epicenter of this event is in a 
region where close to 24 million inhabitants are living; therefore, the history of past earthquakes is crucial 
in evaluating the seismic hazard of central Mexico. We conducted paleoseismological excavations on one of 
these faults, the Venta de Bravo Fault, to infer the record of past earthquakes. The results show that at least 
two earthquakes occurred in the past: one between 12,365 and 5,735 cal year BP and the other between 724 
and 250 cal year BP. With this new data and the previously published, we compiled the paleoseismic catalog 
for this region and discussed the different possibilities of earthquake surface ruptures implying multiple faults. 
This new data will help to better understand central Mexico's seismic hazard assessment, especially relevant for 
Mexico City.
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and recent times and need to be considered for a better evaluation of the seismic hazard of the region (e.g., the 
1567–1568 Ameca Mw 7.2 earthquake; Núñez-Meneses et  al., 2021; Suárez et  al., 1994; Suter, 2015a, 2019; 
the 1887 Pitáycachi Mw 7.5 earthquake; Suter, 2008, 2015b; the 1912 Acambay Mw 6.9 earthquake; Abe, 1981; 
Urbina & Camacho, 1913; and El Mayor-Cucapah Mw 7.2 2010 earthquake; Fletcher et al., 2014, 2020; Wei 
et al., 2011).

In Mexico, most of the population is concentrated in megacities located in the Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt 
(TMVB), a continental volcanic arc that crosses the country from the Pacific coast to the Gulf of Mexico 
(Figure 1; Ferrari et al., 2012). The seismicity in the central TMVB is described as mostly shallow (<20 km) 
with a low frequency of occurrence of moderate magnitude events. The instrumental catalog from the Mexican 
National Seismological Service is complete in the region only for Mc = 4.6 since 1988 (Zúñiga et al., 2020). 
Nevertheless, intra-arc fault systems in the TMVB are responsible for several major crustal earthquakes in histor-
ical times (Suárez et al., 2019, 2020). At least seven Mw > 6 crustal earthquakes have been reported in the last four 
centuries in the TMVB, two of them taking place within the Morelia Acambay Fault system (MAFS), justifying 
new studies for a better evaluation of the seismic hazard (Figure 1). The last major earthquake occurred in 1912 
in the Acambay Graben (Mw 6.9; Urbina & Camacho, 1913), located 80 km northeast of Mexico City. During 
this earthquake, three main synthetic and antithetic faults of the graben separated by 5–7 km steps ruptured with 
associated decimetric displacement (Figure 2, De Mountessus De Ballore, 1913; Lacan & Arango-Galván, 2021; 
Suter et al., 1996; Urbina & Camacho, 1913).

In this paper we focus on the 80 km long southern border of the Acambay Graben, and introduce new observa-
tions made in four paleoseismological trenches excavated at the relay zone between the two main faults bordering 
the graben to the south: the Venta de Bravo and the Pastores faults. In the light of these new results and previously 
published paleoseismological data, we discuss the maximum magnitude based on the probable rupture length of 
paleoearthquakes to infer possible occurrences of a multi-fault rupture along the tectonic structures that form the 
Acambay Graben.

2. Geological and Neotectonic Setting
2.1. The Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt (TMVB)

The TMVB is a continental volcanic arc related to the subduction of the Rivera and Cocos plates under the 
North America plate characterized by a N-S intra-arc extension (setting map of Figure 1; Ferrari et al., 2012; 

Figure 1. Map of the central part of the Trans-Mexican volcanic Belt. Black lines represent the Morelia-Acambay Fault 
System, black dots the epicenters from Servicio Sismologico Nacional (SSN, 2022) catalog (Mw > 4.5), red stars the historical 
earthquakes (Suárez et al., 2019; Suter et al., 1996). Solid white lines are representing the isodepth of the top of the Cocos 
slab beneath the North American plate (Hayes, 2018). White squares are the location of major cities and red polygons are the 
urban areas (CONABIO, 2015). CG, Cuitzeo Graben.
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Gómez-Tuena et al., 2007). This arc can be divided into three sectors by considering the crustal thickness, fault-
ing style, and magmatic composition: the western, central and eastern TMVB (Ferrari et al., 2012). The central 
TMVB is located between longitudes −102°W to −98°W (Figure 1) and is characterized by a wide variety of 
Miocene to Quaternary volcanism dotted with large calderas, andesitic stratovolcanoes, small monogenic basaltic 
scoria cones and andesitic domes (Ferrari et al., 2012; Gómez-Tuena et al., 2007). The central TMVB is cut out 
by the MAFS formed by E-W striking normal faults that structure a ∼50 km wide horst and graben belt extend-
ing over at least 150 km (Figure 1; Ferrari et al., 1999; Martínez-Reyes & Nieto-Samaniego, 1990; Pasquaré 
et al., 1988). In the eastern MAFS, the faulting initiated during late Miocene under NW-SE extension and later 
evolved to an almost N-S extension (Ferrari et al., 1990, 2012; Lacan et al., 2018; Suter et al., 1995).

2.2. The Acambay Graben

The Acambay Graben is one of the major and most continuous tectonic structures of the MAFS (Johnson & 
Harrison, 1990; Suter et al., 1995). This tectonic depression is 80 km long, 15–30 km wide and extends from the 
Huapango Lake to the east to the Puruagua range to the West (Figure 2). Further west, the structures of the Acam-
bay Graben disappear to give way to those of the Cuitzeo Graben (Figure 1). The lithology consists of Neogene 
volcanic rocks deposited over a plutonic and metamorphic basement (Ortuño et  al., 2015). Synchronously to 
its opening, the basin was filled by volcanic deposits and fluvio-lacustrine sediments. The faults bounding the 
graben correspond to topographic steps that range from 50 to 500 m. To the north, the graben is bounded by the 
Acambay-Tixmadeje Fault and the Epitacio Huerta Fault. To the south, the basin is delimited by the Pastores Fault 
(PF) and the Venta de Bravo Fault (VBF) that are separated by a 1 km wide stepover and overlap about 13 km 

Figure 2. (a) Seismotectonic map of the Acambay Graben. The red lines represent the surface rupture of the 1912 earthquake (After Langridge et al., 2000). Solid 
black lines depict the active fault traces, modified after Lacan et al. (2018). (b) Topographic profile across the Acambay Graben (derived from GeoMapApp). VBF, 
Venta de Bravo Fault; PF, Pastores Fault; TmF, Temascalcingo Fault; ATF, Acambay-Tixmadeje Fault.
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(Figure 2, Ortuño et al., 2015). Finally, the center of the graben is faulted by the Temascalcingo-Acámbaro Fault 
system (TAFS; Martínez-Reyes & Nieto-Samaniego, 1990; Ortuño et al., 2019). This intra-graben fault system 
cuts the Temascalcingo, Altamirano and Puruagua volcanic edifices (Figure 2, Ortuño et al., 2019; Sunye-Puchol 
et al., 2015).

In the Acambay graben, at least 31 individual paleo-events with associated surface ruptures have been identified 
(Figure 3; Lacan et al., 2018; Langridge et al., 2000, 2013; Ortuño et al., 2015, 2019; Sunye-Puchol et al., 2015). 
They occurred during the last 40 ka with paleoseismic parameters that have been estimated for six of the 10 faults 
of the graben that exceed 10 km in length. In Table 1, we include a review of the paleoseismological studies to 
help in discussing the possibility of ruptures along different faults during a single seismic event in the light of new 
results. The locations of previous studies are shown in Figure 2 and the age constraints of the events are displayed 
in Figure 3 and Table 2. Paleoseismic parameters such as the slip-rate (from 0.02 to 0.23 mm/year), as well as 
recurrence intervals (from 1.1 to 11 ka), reflect the variability of completeness of the data and the possibility of 
stress transfer between structures within the same fault system (León-Loya et al., 2022).

The last surface-rupturing earthquake in the Acambay Graben occurred in 1912. Urbina and Camacho (1913) 
described in detail the geological effects of this M 6.9 event on different faults of the graben. However, inaccura-
cies and contradictions between descriptions reported in the text and maps by Urbina and Camacho (1913) resulted 
in different interpretations of the ruptures and in some controversy within the scientific community (Figure 2, 
De Mountessus De Ballore, 1913; Lacan & Arango-Galván, 2021; Langridge et  al.,  2000; Rodríguez-Pascua 

Figure 3. Compilation of paleo earthquakes discovered for the last 40 ka in the Acambay Graben. See Tables 1 and 2 
for details. Gray zone: complete sedimentary record within trenches. White zone: incomplete sedimentary record. ATF, 
Acambay-Tixmadeje Fault; SMF, San Mateo Fault; TemF, Temascalcingo Fault; TepF, Tepuxtepec Fault; PF, Pastores Fault; 
VBF, Venta de Bravo Fault. Chronology of paleoevents compiled from Lacan et al. (2018), Langridge et al. (2000, 2013), 
Ortuño et al. (2015, 2019), and Sunye-Puchol et al. (2015). Modified after León-Loya et al. (2022).
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et al., 2017; Suter et al., 1996). Most authors agree that the surface rupture and major displace-
ment occurred along the Acambay-Tixmadejé fault, bounding the graben to the north, while 
other ruptures with a few tens of centimeters of displacement occurred on the PF (bordering the 
graben to the south) and on the central graben fault system. Most of the controversy concerns the 
mapping of ruptures along the central graben fault system (e.g., Lacan & Arango-Galván, 2021). 
However, Langridge et al. (2000) questions also the presence of a rupture along the PF because 
they could not find any field evidence for a 1912 surface rupture along this fault. In our opinion, 
this lack of evidence is mostly linked to poor preservation of sedimentary and morphological 
record of decimetric ruptures on a several hundred meters high fault escarpment and does not 
necessarily question the post-earthquake observations made by Urbina and Camacho (1913). In 
any case, despite these few uncertainties on the precise location of rupturing faults, all the authors 
appear to agree on the fact that different faults, separated by several kilometers, broke together in 
1912, causing an earthquake of considerable magnitude.

2.3. The Pastores-Venta de Bravo Fault System

In the last 30 years, several studies on neotectonics and paleoseismology have been performed 
along the Pastores-Venta de Bravo Fault System (PVBFS), describing the kinematics, geom-
etry, geomorphology and paleoseismicity (Lacan et  al.,  2018; Langridge et  al.,  2013; Ortuño 
et al., 2015; Suter et al., 1992, 1995; Szynkaruk et al., 2004). The fault traces are discontinuous 
and show multiple overlapping sections. Five fault sections can be distinguished based on (a) 
orientation of morphological traces, (b) variation of the scarp height along the trace, and (c) 
presence of relay zones between traces with different degrees of maturity. These fault sections 
correspond to the eastern and western PF, and the eastern, central and western VBF segments 
(Figure 4; Lacan et al., 2018; Ortuño et al., 2019).

The PF is 33 km long with a E-W strike and dips 45° to 70° to the north (Arzate et al., 2018). It is 
expressed by continuous, linear and mostly undissected ∼200 m scarps that separate Miocene (to 
the east) and Pliocene andesitic lavas (to the west) from the Plio-Quaternary infill of the Acambay 
basin (Figure 4, Langridge et al., 2013; Suter et al., 1995). Paleoseismological studies performed 
along the central part of the fault show a 10–15 ka recurrence interval of surface faulting and a 
0.03 mm/year slip-rate (Langridge et al., 2013). Such slip-rate value is consistent with the esti-
mation of the long-term slip-rate given by Suter et al. (1995) for the easternmost part of the fault 
(0.04 mm/year). However, the trench site of Langridge et al. (2013) is located relatively high on 
the slope of the fault escarpment and most of the recent sedimentary record is missing. Thus, 
younger units are poorly preserved, and the only earthquake recorded after 21.5 ka was inter-
preted from a fissure filling with an age of 12.2 ka. Consequently, the recurrence interval as well 
as the slip-rate could have been underestimated. On the contrary, the study performed by Ortuño 
et al. (2015) on the western splay termination of the fault, near Canchesdá, provides a long-term 
geological slip-rate of 0.02 mm/year since 3.5 Ma and a Holocene slip-rate of 0.23–0.37 mm/year, 
with a recurrence interval of 1.1–2.6 ka for surface ruptures based on five possible paleoearth-
quakes in the last 4 ka. This relatively high recurrence interval over such a short paleoseismo-
logical record is interpreted by Ortuño et al. (2015) as potentially overestimated and part of the 
deformation recorded could be related to a secondary rupture or non-tectonic subsidence. In this 
context, the slip-rate calculated from evidence from the trench is certainly overestimated.

More to the west, the VBF extends 48 km striking E-W from the San Andrés Volcano to the 
Cachiví plain and it is divided into different sections that dip 60° to 70° to the North (Figure 4). 
The fault trace is influenced by the changes in lithology along the strike. The eastern part of the 
fault lies between Venta de Bravo and the San Andrés volcano, which is formed by five separate 
traces between 3 and 5 km in length with scarp heights that range from 100 to 200 m overlap-
ping with the western PF (Lacan et al., 2018; Suter et al., 1992). In the central segment, the fault 
cuts through Miocene to Pliocene volcanic and Cretaceous metamorphic rocks with an associ-
ated topographic scarp reaching 350 m. In the western segment, the fault displaces Quaternary 
lacus trine deposits and dacitic volcanic rocks (Aguirre-Díaz et al., 2000), with a scarp height that 
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Events Bracketed age (cal year BP) Preferred age of event

Acambay Tixmadeje Fault (Langridge et al., 2000)

 I 38 Acambay M = 7 1912 earthquake

 II 5,500–3,470 Before younger range

 III 10,250–5,230 Post 7,965 cal year BP, Organic material in fissure

 IV 11,570–10,250 10,770 cal year BP activity of Jocotitlán Volcano

 Pre-IV >34,260 Multiple displacement events

San Mateo Fault (Sunye-Puchol et al., 2015)

 I 6,000–4,200 5,000–4,200

 II 19,100–6,500 13,000–12,000

 III 31,000–29,300

Temascalcingo Fault (Ortuño et al., 2019)

 I 4,515–50

 II 12,980–4,821 6.4–5.6 ka

 III 13,889–13,007 Clustered events (OxCal age modeling)

 IV 13,889–13,007

 V 13,889–13,007

 VI >13,571 Before deposition of unit with this age range

Tepuxtepec Fault (Ortuño et al., 2019)

 I 5,465–4,245 Possible clustered events

 II <5,465

Central Pastores Fault (Langridge et al., 2013)

 I 23,900–12,200 12.2–12.6 ka (fissure filled)

 II 34,600–23,900 29.1–23.9 ka

 III 41,000–31,500 34.6–33.7 ka

Western Pastores Fault (Ortuño et al., 2015)

 I 960–795 1912 earthquake?

 II 2,703–2,356 Within the interval

 III 2,703–2,356 Shortly after the interval

 IV 4,084–3,841 Shortly before the interval

 V >4,084 Undetermined time before age

Western Venta de Bravo Fault (Lacan et al., 2018)

 I 924–250 Historical

 II 2,359–1,302 Historical?

 III <2,359 2,359 (Colluvial Wedge)

 IV 7,419–4,102

 V 9,597–5,909 6.5–5 kyr

 VI 24,268–9,491 <9,737–9,543 years cal BP. Colluvial wedge

 VII <24,268–23,691

 VIII <24,268 No temporal constrain

Eastern Venta de Bravo Fault (This work)

 I 647–250 Younger than 647 years cal BP

 II 12,190–5,822 Closer to older range (12,190 years)

Table 2 
Compilation of Paleo-Ruptures Recorded in the Trenches in the Acambay Graben
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varies from 50 to 300 m (Lacan et al., 2018). Most of the rocks forming the foot wall are tilted 5° to 10° to the 
south. The slip-rate for the late Quaternary is estimated at 2 mm/year based on the displacement of lake depos-
its at the overlap with the PF (Suter et al., 1992). However, this slip-rate, based on the correlation of lacustrine 
deposits constrained by a single radiocarbon age may be misleading. Indeed, this area contains many discon-
tinuous sub-basins with a complex history and the lake deposits considered displaced could also correspond to 
deposits of different sub-basins. In this case, this high slip-rate (the highest calculated in the TMVB) could have 
been overestimated. In this context, the 0.22–0.24 mm/year slip-rate estimated by Lacan et al. (2018) based on the 
displacements of late Pleistocene to Holocene units by at least eight earthquakes recorded at the western segment 
seems to be more compatible with the slip-rates calculated at the other faults bordering the graben and could be 
considered as better representative of the actual slip-rate (Lacan et al., 2018; Langridge et al., 2000).

2.4. Relay Zone Between Pastores Fault (PF) and Venta de Bravo Fault (VBF)

The Pastores and Venta de Bravo faults formed a ∼80 km long and ∼4 km wide north dipping fault zone divided 
into five main sections separated by narrow relay zones. This left-stepping en echelon array probably resulted 
from an early stage of the oblique right-lateral extension during Miocene and a dominant normal dip-slip move-
ment during Late Pliocene (Lacan et al., 2018; Suter et al., 1992, 1995).

At the transfer zone between the VBF and PF (Figure 4), a depression between the two faults led Suter et al. (1992) 
to interpret this area as an extensional jog. At this location, the two faults overlap for about 13  km and are 
separated by only 1–2.5 km. Recent studies indicate that such a small step-over (<1 km) does not represent an 

Figure 4. (a) Map of the south border of the Acambay Graben, the Venta de bravo and Pastores faults are represented in red. 
Colored rectangle correspond to the locations of trench sites of previous studies and the red one represent the location of 
the Canchesdá trench site. Red triangles represent volcanoes and black dots the principal towns. (b) 30 m resolution digital 
elevation model and topographic profile across the Pastores-Venta de Bravo Fault System (derived from GeoMapApp).
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obstacle for rupture propagation (Biasi & Wesnousky, 2016; Boncio, Lavecchia, & Pace, 2004). It is precisely 
this area that is the focus of this study.

3. Paleoseismology in the Relay Zone Between Pastores and Venta de Bravo Faults
3.1. Trench Site Selection and Methods

To improve the characterization of the PVBFS, we aimed to complete its paleoseismological record, already stud-
ied in the VBF western segment by Lacan et al. (2018) and in the central and eastern PF segments by Langridge 
et al. (2013) and Ortuño et al. (2015). Therefore, we analyzed the morphology of the fault scarp at the eastern tip of 
the VBF by satellite images, a 30 m digital elevation model, and a field survey to select the optimal site to trench 
(Figure 5). The scarp in this area is between 50 and 60 m high, continuous, and transected only by a second-order 
tributary of the Lerma River. Along the scarp, there are no mappable alluvial terraces or recent fine deposits, but 
only volcanic fall-out, fluvio-lacustrine and slope deposits filling the depressions formed in the hanging wall of the 
fault. The observation of a striated bedrock scarp in a nearby creek and the presence of several topographic subtle 
scarps at the foot of the main scarp led us to choose this area to perform a paleoseismological study (Figure 5). At 
the creek outcrop, the main trace of the VBF is displacing colluvial deposits showing slickenlines on a bedrock fault 
plane, developed on andesitic lavas (CanCreek in Table 3). Slickenlines are mainly dip-slip with a minor left-lateral 
component (Figures 5C and 5D). This free face is partially covered with a thick colluvium that is not suitable for 
paleoseismological analysis, although it was sampled. Trenching through this main fault branch cutting lavas was not 
technically possible. However, at the eastern margin of the creek, the base of the scarp presented a marked inflection. 
A first trench (Canchesdá-4) was excavated there, about 100 m to the east of Canchesdá-creek exposure, it was 4 m 
deep and 6 m long but had to be closed due to a conflict with the landowners. Because of that drawback, we were 
able only to take general pictures, field notes and sketches of this trench (Figure 5b-F). Three additional trenches 
(Canchesda 1, 2 and 3, from east to west, Figure 5a) were excavated further to the east. Canchesdá-1 and Canchesdá-2 
were dug at the base of the topographic escarpment, while Canchesdá-3 was dug across a discontinuous 1–2 m high 
scarp, parallel to the main fault trace and only 40–45 m to the north of it. This small distance indicates that is likely 
connected at depth with the main fault (Figure 5). Even if these other trenches do not cross the main fault branch, we 
considered that they could be recording ruptures occurred in more recent fault branches. Fault branches merging at 
depth with the main fault and located in the hanging wall are widely observed in normal fault ruptures (e.g., Chapter 
3 of McCalpin, 2009) and are considered as a migration of the main trace toward the downthrown wall.

For these three last trenches, we used the classical methods of paleoseismological investigation along normal faults 
(Audemard, 2005; McCalpin, 2009), starting with excavating single-slot trenches with a backhoe machine perpen-
dicularly to the fault. The trenches were 21, 17 and 12 m long respectively, and each has a depth of 2–3 m (Figure 6).

We cleaned both walls of each trench, and a grid of 1 × 1 m was installed. The exposed faults and units were pinned 
with color markers, and we proceeded to photograph each part of the grid to construct a photomosaic (Figure 6b). 
We logged all walls at a 1:10 scale. The samples taken for dating include charcoal and bulk material that were sent 
for dating by radiocarbon methods (C 14) at Beta Analytics Testing Laboratory. The results and details of the samples 
are reported in Table 4. Ages in the Results section are depicted as conventional ages and in the Discussion section 
they are presented as calibrated at 2 sigma of confidence level using the OxCal 4.1 program (Bronk Ramsey, 2009).

The value for the maximum possible magnitude is calculated by means of the Wesnousky (2008) Length-Magnitude 
empirical relationship. This formula was developed for normal faults in extensional environments based on the 
surface rupture length value (SRL). This relationship is an appropriate choice for the seismotectonic environment 
of the Acambay Graben active faults. We choose to use this approach rather than estimating the magnitude of 
the events from the individual displacement recognized, due to the variation of slip along the strike that has been 
extendedly reported in the literature for normal faults (e.g., Iezzi et al., 2018). The existence of parallel branches, 
implying a partition of the slip distribution, leads us to consider the record as a minimum slip, thus not suitable 
for calculating empirical relationships.

3.2. Results

3.2.1. Observations on the Main Fault Scarp

The main fault could be observed in the creek that crossed the VBF at Can-creek station. At this site the fault plane 
is developed in dacitic lavas corresponding to a part of the Pliocene Bañí dome (Ortuño et al., 2015). The fault 
plane is oriented ESE-WNW (N98E/58NE N110E/60NE) and contains slickenlines (oriented 53/163) showing 
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Figure 5. (a) A: Aerial photograph of the Canchesdá site along the Venta de Bravo Fault (VBF), red rectangles indicate the 
location of trenches. B: Oblique aerial view showing the trace and the two splays of the VBF at the Canchesdá site (derived 
from Google Earth). C: Picture of the scarp showing the location of Canchesdá-1 and Canchesdá-2 trenches. (b) D: Fault 
plane within a second order tributary of the Lerma River. E: Detail of striated fault plane. F: Exploratory trench Canchesdá-4 
excavated to the east of Can-creek exposure.



Tectonics

LEÓN-LOYA ET AL.

10.1029/2022TC007610

10 of 19

dip-slip with a minor left-lateral component (Figures 5B-5E). This free face is partially covered with a thick 
colluvium that was sampled (sample VB02), even though it is not suitable for paleoseismological analysis. The 
colluvium is made of heterometric angular clasts (up to 30 cm) derived from the dacitic lavas that made the scarp.

3.2.2. Canchesdá Trench Stratigraphy

Unfortunately, As mentioned, we could not proceed with a paleoseismological analysis at Canchesdá-4 trench, since 
we only had access for a couple of hours. Photographs of the trench walls allowed us to identify six different units, 
which we can be partially described and interpreted as follows, from base to top, Unit F is an ignimbrite deposit with 
yellowish weathering. Unit E is composed by an heterometric colluvium with angular and sub-angular clasts derived 
from the lava deposits and up to 35–40 m in diameter. Unit D is a clayish deposit perhaps coming from the weath-
ering of volcanic ashes. Units C, B and A are suspected edaphic horizons that form a 1.30 m thick colluvial deposit 
(Figure 5b-F). The paleoseismological study of the other 3 trenches (Canchesdá 1, 2 and 3) allowed to describe the 
general lithostratigraphy composed of volcanic, colluvial, and alluvial deposits with paleosols developed in between 
(Figure 6). The general stratigraphic column consists of six main units (U6–U1) described in Table 4.

The basal unit (U6) is exposed only in Canchesdá-2, and it is interpreted as a colluvial deposit covered by a 
thin, discontinuous layer of intensely deformed white-gray sand (Figure 6). The base of U6 is not exposed in the 
trench. A sample from this unit, Can 2-2, yielded an age of 25,980 ± 110 years BP. U6 is overlain in concordant 
contact by two pumice fall-out deposits forming yellow (U5) and brown (U4) units exposed in Canchesdá-1 and 
Canchesdá-3, while in Canchesdá-2 a sandy unit affected by liquefaction features lies between U6 and U3. The 
thickness of U5 varies drastically from 2 to 3 m in Canchesdá-1 to about 70 cm in Canchesdá-3, while it was not 
preserved or deposited in Canchesdá-2. The sample Can 3-1 yielded an age of 10,310 ± 30 years BP for the depo-
sition age of U5 pumice. U4 is concordant and genetically related with U5 and should correspond to the same 
volcanic episode. The main difference among these units relies in the grade of weathering (distinctive colors) 
and the presence of different primary structures. The overlying discordant U3 corresponds to reworked material 
from the previous units, with an average thickness of 45 cm. Whereas in trenches 1 and 2 the unit maintains a 
relatively constant thickness, in trench 3 it shows abrupt changes in thickness, probably resulting from incision 
of small gullies draining a nearby creek located to the east (Figure 5A). Samples Can 1-2 and Can 3-7 from this 
unit yielded ages of 5,070 ± 30 years BP and 9,770 ± 30 years BP, respectively. U3 is overlaid by unit U2, which 
is a slope deposit containing lava blocks derived from the main scarp. U2 is present in the three trenches with a 
variable thickness because it is mostly covering an irregular topography likely resulting from an erosive episode 
as suggested by the presence of paleochannels on trenches 2 and 3. The samples Can 3-6 and Can 3-10 taken in 
U2 are ceramic shards and the sample Can 3-9 gave a radiometric age of 725 ± 30 years BP. At the top, overlaying 
the previous units, U1 corresponds to the present-day soil with an average thickness of ca. 15 cm.

3.3. Faulting and Deformations

The deformation observed in the trenches includes primary features such as faults offsetting units and second-
ary features such as open fissures, folding and liquefaction structures in sandy units. To describe the faults, we 

Units Description Interpretation

U1 20–50 cm of remobilized pumice and brown organic matter with some blocks of andesite Present day soil

U2 80–120 cm thick matrix-supported layer of andesite blocks derived from the main fault scarp, occasional pumice in light-
brown clay rich and sandy matrix. Paleosoil on top with pieces of ceramics within

Slope deposit

U3 60–80 cm of dark-brown to pale-yellow lapilli size pumice deposit, remobilized, weathered and highly oxidized with 
some andesitic blocks in organic matter. Discordant with U4

Epiclastic volcanic 
material 
(U4–U5)

U4 40–80 cm of pale-yellow to brown lapilli size pumice deposit, grain-supported, with normal grading. No evident primary 
lamination but contains secondary horizons rich in iron oxides. Concordant with U5

Fall deposits, 
Brown pumice

U5 Up to 2 m of pale-brown to yellow discontinuously laminated pumice deposits, <0.8 mm in size. Laminated tephra at the 
base. Presence of sparse small andesitic lithics and red scoria. Concordant contact with the unit below (U6)

Fall deposits, 
yellow pumice

U6 Conglomerate made of matrix supported up to 40 cm andesitic blocks in a brownish sandy-pebble rich matrix. The base is 
not exposed in the trench wall

Colluvial deposit

Table 3 
Sedimentary Description and Genetic Interpretation of the Units Exposed in the Trench Walls of Canchesdá Trench Site
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Figure 6. (a) Trench logs of the Canchesdá site. A: Canchesdá-1, B: Canchesdá-2, C: Canchesdá-3, D: Zoom of the faulted 
zone in Canchesdá-2, E: Zoom of the faulted zone in Canchesdá-3. Samples: green dot; event horizons: color dashed lines. (b) 
Photomosaic of the three trenches presented in (a) and a zoom in Canchesdá-2 showing liquefaction features.
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named them from south to north as F1, F2, and F3 in Canchesdá-1, F1′ in Canchesdá-2 and F1″, F2″ and F3″ 
in Canchesdá-3. No striations have been found in the trench materials. The correlation of faults among trenches 
is not straightforward. Due to the limited outcrops and the distance between trenches, we can only suggest that 
F1′ in Canchesdá 2 probably corresponds to a different branch than F1″, F2″ and F3″ from Canchesdá 3 that is 
excavated across on a smaller scarp, north of the main 50–60 m fault scarp (Figure 5B).

Canchesdá-4 exposed three clear fault branches (oriented N80E) that affect the ignimbrite basal unit, the lower 
colluvial unit and the clayish deposit, showing a minimum displacement of up to 1 m, but adding all it may 
reach  2 m.

Canchesdá-1 exposed three faults F1, F2, and F3 that only affect U5 and do not reach the top of the unit. Along 
with F1 and F2, laminations of the pumice are displaced from 0.5 to 2 cm (Figure 6). F3 corresponds to a 70 cm 
wide open fracture without any evident vertical offset and filled with a mix of weathered pumice belonging 
to the same U5. The dip of units U5 and U4 sharply increases toward the north at columns 7 and 8 of the log 
(Figure 6a-A), showing a folding or a tilting which indicates that a major fault may lie underneath this zone. The 
angular discordance between these units and U3 indicates that this deformation occurred between the deposition 
of U4 and the formation of U3. Even if the trench did not expose a major fault, there is a partial exposure of a 
fold scarp.

In Canchesdá-2, only F1′ displaced units U6–U2 but it does not affect U1. From the trench bottom to the surface, 
F1′ splays into three branches vertically displacing U6 to U2 by 37 ± 0.5 cm (Figure 6a-B). In this trench, the 
top of U6 exhibits liquefaction features (Figure 6b). Considering the surface envelope of the contact U3–U6 the 
vertical displacement of 37 cm across the whole fault zone is confirmed (Figure 6a-C).

In Canchesdá-3, the faulting is more complex than in the other two trenches. Three subvertical E-W striking, 
north-dipping faults affect all units except the uppermost one (U1). The deeper units U5 and U4 are displaced 
along F1″ by 53 ± 0.5 cm, while U3 and U2 are only displaced by 16 ± 0.5 to 19 ± 0.5 cm. This pattern is 
repeated along F2″, where U5 and U4 are displaced by 77 ± 0.5 cm, while U3 and U2 are only displaced by 
23 ± 0.5 cm. Locally, the relative homogeneity of U3 is disturbed at the level of F2″ by a mix of clayish materials 
which could correspond to a localized filling or alteration of U3 (U3b in Figure 6a-C). Along F3″, U3 and U2 are 
displaced by 34 ± 0.5 and 32 ± 0.5 cm. Considering the surface envelopes of the contact between U4 and U5, a 
vertical displacement of 75 cm across the whole fault zone is measurable at the scale of the trench (Figure 6a-C).

4. Discussion
4.1. Paleoseismic Interpretation

4.1.1. Age of Units

The units unveiled in the trenches ranged in age between ca. 30 kyr and 500 years and the ages of the samples 
are consistent with the stratigraphic order (Table 4). However, the ages of some units cover a wide time span, 
which could be interpreted as a record of intermittent sedimentation. The colluvial unit naturally exposed on 
the creek (Can-Creek, sample VB02) yielded an age of 2,532 ± 175 cal year BP. The U6 yielded an age of 

Sample name (Unit) Type of material Conventional age (year BP) 2σ calibrated age (cal year BP)

Can 1-2 (U3) Charcoal 5,070 ± 30 5,910–5,735 (5,822 ± 87)

Can 2-2 (U6) Bulk 25,980 ± 110 30,590–29,875 (30,232 ± 357)

Can 3-1 (U5) Charcoal 10,310 ± 30 12,365–12,015 (12,190 ± 175)

Can 3-7 (U3) Bulk 9,770 ± 30 11,235–11,180 (11,207 ± 27)

Can 3-9 (U2) Bulk 725 ± 30 725–570 (647 ± 77)

Can Creek Charcoal 2,430 ± 55 2,707–2,357 (2,532 ± 175)

Note. Ages calibrated using OxCal 4.2 software with 2σ uncertainty (Bronk Ramsey, 2009). All the results are rounded to 
the nearest multiple of 5.

Table 4 
Dating Results
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30,232 ± 357 cal year BP. This unit might have been younger since this result comes from a bulk sample, which 
can contain recycled organic material in a colluvial environment (Table 3). The unit above, the U5 volcanic fall 
deposits, is dated with charcoal samples: U5 (Can 3-1; 12,190 ± 175 cal year BP). This age and description 
of this unit is consistent with the Plinian eruption of the Jocotitlan volcano located 25 km to the east of the 
trench site (Figure 2; Siebe et al., 1992). Covering U4 and U5, the unit U3 is dated with a charcoal sample at 
5,822 ± 87 cal year BP (Can 1-2). We consider sample Can 3-7 (U3; 11,207 ± 27 cal year BP) as probably less 
representative of the age of U3 since it is a bulk sample that might contain resedimented charcoal, but it is still 
in the stratigraphic order.

At the top of the trench, the age obtained for U2 (647 ± 77 cal year BP) is consistent with the presence of ceramic 
artifacts in this early historical slope deposit. Although the age control of the sequence is limited, it seems to be 
the record of condensed sedimentation; the resistant scarp made of lavas has been eroded slowly and little mate-
rial was supplied to the slope along the scarp interlayered with volcanic fall deposits.

4.1.2. Paleoseismic Events

By correlating the paleosurface ruptures, tilting, folding and cracks identified in the three trenches, two slip 
events can be interpreted, whose age constraint is provided in the retrodeformation section. Event 1 has a mini-
mum slip per event (SPE) of 37 ± 1 cm (measured in Canchesdá-2) and the Event 2 has a minimum SPE of ca- 
1 m (measured in Canchesdá-1).

Event 1, is visible in the trenches Canchesdá-2 and Canchesdá-3, where all units except for U1 are affected 
(Figure 6). The SPE is about 37 ± 1 cm at the U3–U6 interface in Canchesdá-2. This displacement is unam-
biguous and measurable by adding the slip calculated across the different fault branches or by considering 
the displacement of the enveloped surface of the U3–U6 interface. The U2–U3 interface corresponding to an 
erosional contact is particularly irregular and does not allow tracing a correct envelope surface. The SPE should 
be considered a minimum value, which is likely to be increased by the addition of other small displacements not 
exposed in the trench but located in other branches, especially the main fault branch to the south of it. Indeed, 
we cannot exclude that the fault zone is wider and extends to the south since the faults exposed in Canchesdá-2 
are next to the southern end of the trench, at the foot of the ca. 50 m high topographic scarp. In Canchesdá-3, 
distinguishing the SPE of Event 1 and Event 2 is not straightforward due to the irregular contacts between units, 
the complexity of the fault branches, and due to the presence of what we interpret as a tilted block (Figure 6E). 
The 75 cm offset of the envelope surface was measured at the U4–U5 interface, thus accumulating the effect of 
the two events (Figure 6C). If we add the slip observed on each individual fault branch, we obtain a summed 
offset of 130 cm. This difference in offset compared with the one derived from the envelope can be explained by 
the fact that the 130 cm is reflecting the tilting of the block located between the two fault zones F1″ and F2″–F3″ 
(at columns 2–4), which is a local effect. The U3–U4 and U2–U3 interfaces are particularly irregular (non-planar 
erosion surfaces) not allowing us to calculate the offset associated with each event at the scale of the trench, and 
only the cumulative displacement of ca. 75 cm by the two events is measurable.

Event 1, which occurred between the formation of U2 and U1, is interpreted as a paleoseismic event since the 
vertical displacement is unambiguous in the two trenches. The older one, Event 2, occurred between the depo-
sition of U4 and U3. It is defined in Canchesdá-3 by a greater displacement of U4 and of older units along F1″ 
and F2″ (53 cm along F1″) than of U3–U2 (between 13 and 22 cm along F1″). By subtracting the displacement 
related to Event 1, the associated displacement is about 34 ± 0.5 cm along F1″ and 14 ± 0.5 cm along F2″–F3″ 
(see retrodeformation discussion for detail). This latter offset cannot be taken as representative of the in-depth 
SPE, but as an apparent exaggeration by the tilting of the central block.

One of these two events could be responsible for the liquefaction features visible at the top of U6 in Canchesdá-2 
and corresponding to a moderate to large ground shaking postdating the unit formation (Figure 6a-B).

In Canchesdá-1, the fissure and small faulting of U5 along F1, F2, and F3 are likely to be the consequences of the 
folding or tilting of U5 and U4. This geometry is typical of drape folds. Such draped folds are quite common in 
faults affecting volcanic material with low compaction degrees (e.g., Berryman et al., 2022; Jomard et al., 2021; 
Lacan et al., 2018).

Since the U3–U4 interface was partially eroded we use the envelope surface of the U4–U5 interface to estimate 
the vertical deformation considering the bottom of the trench as the highest possible location of it in the hanging 
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wall. The envelope is affected by a minimum offset of ca. 100 cm during 
Event 2. The future excavation of larger trenches in this area could shed light 
in this interpretation and measure the total displacement related to this event. 
In any case, we consider this as additional evidence for Event 2, occurred 
between U4 and U3 deposition.

4.1.3. Retrodeformation Analysis

The Canchesdá-3 trench was retro-deformed to illustrate and analyze the 
timing and extent of deformation during each event in the most probable 
scenario (Figure 7). Two ruptures have been identified in that trench affecting 
U5–U4 and U5–U2, respectively. Considering the main episodes of erosion, 
sedimentation, or tectonics, six time-lapses are defined, occurring between 
12,190 ± 175 cal year BP and the present as follows:
 T-1:  During 12,190 ± 175 cal year BP, a pumice fall-out deposit (units U5 

and U4), mantled a topographic surface gently dipping north.
 T-2:  Event 2 occurred between 12,190 ± 175 and 5,822 ± 87 cal year BP 

and is associated with an accumulated surface displacement of ca 34 cm 
along F1″ while the movement recorded on F2″–F3″ seems to corre-
spond to a fracture opening.

 T-3:  After Event 2 and before the sedimentation of U3 (reworked volcano-
clastic material dated at 5,822 ± 87 cal year BP), parts of U4 and U5 
were partially eroded, and the fault scarp was smoothed.

 T-4:  The resulting eroded topography was filled with U3 and U2 during a 
time lapse between 5,822 ± 87 and 647 ± 77 cal year BP. U3 underwent 
local erosion, probably related to the incision of small gullies, especially 
around Canchesdá-3 area. Then, this unit was covered gradually with 
slope deposits forming U2.

 T-5:  The last seismic event (Event 1) occurred between units 2 and 1, that 
is, between 647 ± 77 cal year BP and 250 years BP. This last age corre-
sponds to the beginning of the period for which the historical seismicity 
record is complete for M > 6 earthquakes in this region (García Acosta 
& Suárez, 1996; Suárez et al., 2019). After this date, only one document 
mentions a series of small earthquakes that were felt in Tlalpujahua, 
located 6 km south of the VBF, between March 1745 and November 
1746 (Sahagún de Arévalo Ladrón de Guevara, 1746). However, there 
is no description of the loss of life or damage, making it improbable to 
be related to the surface rupture of Event 1. Accordingly, we consider 
that this event occurred after 647 ± 77 cal year BP (1303 ± 77 AD) and 
before 1700 AD, the beginning of the period of completeness of the 
historical seismicity catalog for M > 6 earthquakes.

 T-6: During the last stage, the current soil (U1) was formed.

4.2. Paleoseismic Parameters

The three trenches at the Canchesdá site exposed the paleoseismic history of 
the eastern segment of the VBF for the last 12 ka. The two identified events 
yield a rough recurrence interval between 5.5 and 11.5 ka. This value is 2–5 
times lower than that one estimated at the western tip of the VBF, which 
is 2.1 ± 0.2 ka (Lacan et al., 2018). This difference could be explained by 
different aspects: (a) the poor quality of statistics performed with only two 
recorded events; (b) the fact that the trenches recorded the earthquake history 
on only one or two fault branches in a place where more fault branches are 
suspected. Accordingly, other paleoearthquakes could have ruptured in 
parallel fault branches without being recorded. The differences in recurrence 

Figure 7. Retrodeformation steps of the Canchesdá-3 trench illustrating the 
most likely interpretation. The red stars at T-2 and T-5 represent the periods 
during which seismic events occurred. Red lines are the faults.
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time might also suggest that the VBF fault does not always rupture along its 
entire length. The value is also lower than the recurrence time calculated for 
the  western tip of the PF by Ortuño et al. (2015), which is estimated between 
1.1 and 2.6 ka, where secondary and not only primary surface ruptures have 
been recorded.

The vertical SPE in the Canchesdá site ranges from 37 to 100 cm. The vertical 
displacement measured for Event 1 is about 37 ± 1 cm in Canchesdá-2. The 
vertical displacement for Event 2 measured in Canchesdá-1 is at least 100 cm 
by considering the offset of the U4–U5 interface. By considering the uncer-
tainty of the age of Event 2 (between 12,190 ± 175 and 5,822 ± 87 cal year 
BP), the minimum dip slip-rate ranges from 0.1 to 0.23 mm/year for the last 
12 ka. This slip rate must be considered as a minimum since the rupture only 
corresponds to a part of the whole fault zone. Moreover, other events, likely 
not recorded on the studied branches, may have happened along other fault 
branches.

Because of the uncertainty on the coseismic vertical displacement associated 
with those earthquakes, the paleomagnitudes have been estimated using the 
SRL by means of Wesnousky (2008) scaling relationship derived for normal 
faults in volcanic context (Stirling et al., 2002). Three potential magnitudes 
of MW 6.75 ± 0.27, Mw = 6.91 ± 0.27 and Mw = 7.01 ± 0.27 have been esti-
mated by considering SRL of 22 km for the eastern VBF segment, 48 km 
for the entire VBF and 80 km for the full extension of PF and VBF taken 
together. The likelihood of such ruptures will be discussed below by correlat-
ing rupture events identified in the previous studies.

4.3. Multi-Fault Rupture Events Within the Acambay Graben

The compilation of paleoseismic events recorded at different sites of the 
Acambay graben allows to analyze the existence of common feasible ruptures 
by comparing different sites. This analysis does not mean that we are able 
to correlate in a robust way the surface ruptures, but just opens the possibil-
ity of rejecting or considering their feasibility. Depending on sedimentary 
record preservation and the availability of suitable samples for dating, the 
age estimated for paleoearthquakes in the Acambay graben varies from about 
10 years to more than a thousand years (Figure 8). In such period, various 
earthquakes can occur producing surface ruptures that can be wrongly corre-
lated among them. Considering the possible correlation of surface ruptures 
between trenches is challenging but nevertheless necessary for estimating the 
seismic hazard, since magnitude is related to the SRL. Indeed, the two known 
historical earthquakes associated with surface ruptures that have occurred in 
the TMVB correspond to multi-fault ruptures (the Ameca and the Acambay 
earthquakes; Lacan & Arango-Galván, 2021; Núñez-Meneses et  al.,  2021; 

Suárez et al., 1994; Suter, 2015b; Suter et al., 1995; Urbina & Camacho, 1913). In such a context, ignoring such 
possibilities to interpret paleoseismic data and only considering individual fault ruptures would wrongly under-
estimate the regional seismic hazard.

The temporal distribution of the paleoseismological events for the last 15 ka is shown in Figure 8 and Table 2. 
These events were identified at eight fault segments belonging to three different fault systems within the graben 
(Acambay fault system, Temascalcingo-Tepuxtepec fault system, and the PVBFS). From the comparison chart, 
we can infer that four of the events (colored in red, blue, orange and green) could have occurred simultaneously 
in the three systems. Even if dealing with large age uncertainties that do not allow us to determine that these 
correlations reflect co-seismic ruptures, we think such possible large and multi-rupture scenarios should be 
considered when assessing probabilistic hazard assessment in the region until we can discard them with direct 
observations.

Figure 8. Paleoseismic events of the last 15 ka identified in the Acambay 
Graben. Gray zone: complete sedimentary record. White zone: incomplete 
sedimentary record. Color bars indicate a correlation of simultaneous 
ruptures. ATF, Acambay-Tixmadeje Fault; SMF, San Mateo Fault; TemF, 
Temascalcingo Fault; TepF, Tepuxtepec Fault; PF, Pastores Fault; VBF, Venta 
de Bravo Fault.
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4.3.1. Paleorupture of the Pastores-Venta de Bravo Fault System

The compilation of paleoearthquakes in the Acambay Graben (Figure  8), shows that the Ev.1 recorded at 
Canchesdá (647–250 cal year BP; this paper) might have corresponded with the Ev.1 recorded along the west-
ern VBF (924–250 cal year BP; Lacan et al., 2018) and along the western PF (960–250 cal year BP; Ortuño 
et al., 2015). For the last tectonic deformation recorded along the western PF, Ortuño et al. (2015) tentatively 
attributed this recent event to the 1912 Acambay earthquake. However, according to Urbina and Camacho (1913), 
the rupture along the PF during the 1912 earthquake is limited to the east of “Puertecito,” 10 km east of the Laguna 
Bañí trench site of Ortuño et al. (2015) (Figure 2). In our opinion, it is more likely that the Ev.1 recorded along 
the western PF correlates with a surface rupture recorded in VBF which occurred between 647 and 250 cal year 
BP. If this multi-fault rupture scenario is confirmed, it would mean that a rupture along the PF and VBF occurred 
in prehistoric to early historical times (Figure 8).

The possibility of a simultaneous rupture along the PF and VBF is supported by considering that the two faults 
overlap for about 13 km and are separated by a relay zone of only 1 km width. Such a distance, according to 
Biasi and Wesnousky (2016, 2017), should not represent a real impediment to fracture propagation. Also, Boncio, 
Lavecchia, Milana, et al. (2004), based on a complete study of the behavior of normal faults in Italy, recommend not 
considering two fault segments that are aligned and display a step over ≤4 km as different seismogenic segments.

A rupture along the entire southern border of the Acambay Graben implies a possibility of Mw 7.0 ± 0.3 earth-
quakes and allows highlighting one of the greatest potential seismic sources located at less than 70 km from 
the super populated Mexico City, as well as from other large cities such as Toluca, Morelia, Celaya, San Juan 
del Rio and Querétaro (Figures 1 and 9). The effect of such a large earthquake occurring close to urban centers 
is illustrated by the devastating effects in Mexico City caused by the recent 19 September 2017, Mw  =  7.1 
Puebla-Morelos earthquake (57 km depth), which generated 0.5 g acceleration in the lacustrine basement of 
Mexico City (Iglesias et al., 2018; Pérez-Campos et al., 2017; Sahakian et al., 2018). In the case of such an event 
occurring at the PVBFS, given that the hypocenter should be shallower, the expected ground motion acceleration 
at similar distances would be similar (Suárez & Jaimes, 2023) or even higher (Díaz-Mojica et al., 2018).

4.3.2. Other Possible Multi-Fault Ruptures

Further back in time than the last millennial, uncertainty on the event ages makes the rupture correlation more 
hazardous. However, ruptures observed along the western VBF, the western PF and the Temascalcingo fault 

Figure 9. Block diagram of the Acambay Graben showing the connection between the Venta de Bravo fault (Purple) and the 
Pastores fault planes (Blue). The cartographic trace of the faults is represented in red, and the biggest cities are located on the 
3D view extracted from Google Earth.
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at around 2.2–2.7  ka BP (orange line in Figure  8) could also indicate a rupture of about 80  km. With even 
more uncertainty, another possible rupture correlation was identified by Sunye-Puchol et al.  (2015) along the 
Acambay-Tixmadeje and San Mateo Fault in the period between 4.2 and 5.5 ka BP (green line in Figure 8).

Our results indicate that the multi-fault ruptures occurred in the 1912, along three fault system of the graben, 
could not be the only ones to have affected the region in prehistorical or early historical times. Such rupture 
modes imply a strong interaction of faults that belong to the same system and could explain the variable rupture 
behavior identified by Ortuño et al. (2019) along the Temascalcingo-Acámbaro Fault System. Finally, we remark 
that multi-fault rupture events of Mw ∼ 7 could have terrible consequences for the densely populated TMVB 
region, in particular in the central sector. Although individual recurrences may reach several hundred or even 
thousands of years, the contribution of as many potential sources as possible and their integration into hazard 
calculations is essential for a better estimation of the risk to the population.

5. Conclusions
The paleoseismic evidence obtained during this work provides new constraints about the Holocene tectonic 
activity of the eastern segment of the VBF, a bounding fault system of the Acambay Graben in the TMVB. The 
Canchesdá trenches exposed volcanic and colluvial deposits affected by normal faulting along fault branches 
synthetic to the main VBF eastern segment. Two paleoseismic events are interpreted from discrete displacements, 
folding and filled open fractures. The older Event 2 occurred between 12,190 ± 175 and 5,822 ± 87 cal year 
BP and the younger Event 1 occurred between 647 ± 77 and 250 cal year BP. Paleoseismic parameters indicate 
a minimum slip-rate of 0.1 and 0.23 mm/year for the last 12 ka with a recurrence interval of 8.5 ± 3 ka. Even 
though these parameters are consistent with the ones calculated along with other faults in the region, they are 
likely underestimated since two events are insufficient to estimate a recurrence interval and the slip-rate calcu-
lated along some fault branches might not be necessarily representative of the total fault zone displacement.

Correlations between the two events recognized in Canchesdá trenches with other paleo-events identified previ-
ously on other faults of the graben, confirm that the multi-fault rupture event of 1912 is certainly not exceptional 
and that other similar or perhaps bigger earthquakes have probably already occurred in the past. One of these 
multi-rupture seismic events may have occurred between 647 and 250 cal year BP, breaking along both VBF and 
PF. A potential future earthquake involving the whole PF and VBF would produce a Mw 7.01 ± 0.27 earthquake 
(Figure 9).

The correlations of cluster events that could correspond to Mw > 7 multi-fault ruptures indicate a recurrence 
interval of 600 to 1,200 years at the scale of the graben.

We identified the PVBFS as the potentially largest seismogenic source within the 100 km radius of Mexico City 
(Figure 9). Considering the proximity between the active fault system and the megacity, the potential magnitude 
and a depth shallower than 20 km, the associated damage could be catastrophic for the population and the infra-
structure, even surpassing that observed during the 19 September 2017 earthquake.

Data Availability Statement
The Hillshade imagery utilized in Figures  1 and  4a can be accessed freely from the Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Geografía (INEGI, 2022). The digital elevation model GMRT employed in Figures 2 and 4b origi-
nates from GeoMapApp (Ryan et al., 2009). The epicenters displayed in Figure 1 were acquired from the catalog 
of the Servicio Sismológico Nacional (http://www.ssn.unam.mx/). The slab contours depicted in Figure 1 were 
derived from the Slab v.2 dataset (Hayes, 2018). The polygons representing urban areas in Figure 1 were obtained 
from CONABIO (2015).
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