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Abstract
Being located in seismically active Himalayan mountain belt, Nepal has been the locus of many devastating
earthquakes. The Mw 8.4 Bihar-Nepal earthquake of 1934 AD was the biggest earthquake disaster in Nepal that had
highlighted the need of a building seismic design code for safer construction. Though the necessity was realised earlier,
Nepal developed its first National Building Code (NBC-105) only in 1994 after the 1988 Mw 6.9Udayapur earthquake
in eastern Nepal. In April 2015, central Nepal witnessed the Mw 7.8 Gorkha earthquake, which had epicentre at Barpak
village of Gorkha district, about 75 km west of Kathmandu. The ground mtions recorded at soft soil sites in Kathmandu
Valley clearly show strong site effect resulting in high energy in long period, i.e. at 3s to 5s. A comparative study has
revealed that, at least in Kathmandu Valley, the observed ground motions exceeded the seismic design demand
proposed by NBC-105 for some period ranges. Unsurprisingly, the earthquake caused extensive damage to buildings
and infrastructures in 14 districts(mostly towards east of the epicentre due to further ruptured directivity effect) and
killed 8,970 people. This earthquake also triggered revision of the existing national building code (known as NBC-
105)by the Government of Nepal.A key feature of the revision of NBC-105 has been re-assessment of national seismic
hazard by adopting a probabilistic approach.

Since the development of NBC-105 in 1994, a large number of studies have been carried on seismo-tectonics, active
fault, paleoseismology, seismicity, geodesy etc, which have significantly increased the level of knowledge on seismic
sources in the central Himalayas. In addition, after the 2015 Gorkha earthquake, much knowledge is gained on the
geometry of the main seismogenic fault, the Main Himalayan Thrust (MHT) also called the Main Frontal Thrust (MFT)
at the surface of the Himalayan front. Based on recent researches, in contrast to seismic sources adopted in 1994, a fault
source (MHT) and area sources, i.e. northern garbens in Tibet, strike-slip event dominant sources in eastern and western
Nepal and a source south of MHT are considered for seismic hazard analysis. As there is no specific Ground Motion
Prediction Equation (GMPE) for the Himalayas, based on seismo-tectonics, GMPEs are adopted including Next
Generation Attenuation laws. More than two GMPES are used for each source using the logic tree approach. Seismic
hazard is computed for 2%, and 10%  probability of exceedence in 50 year. In contrast to hazard map of 1994, the zones
of relatively higher Peak Ground Acceleration (PGA) i.e. 0.36g to 0.46g are, for 10% probability of exceedence in 50
year, concentrated just above the locked portion of MHT throughout the country. The PGA values gradually decrease
towards the north and south of MFT. This pattern of PGA distribution is consistent with the coupling nature of the MHT
in the Himalayas.
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1. Introduction

Nepal is centrally located in the seismically active Himalayan mountain belt. Over the last century, the
Himalayan arc has been struck by four major earthquakes with magnitude ca. 8.5, e.g. 1897 (Shilong
earthquake) 1905 (Kangra earthquake) 1934 (Bihar-Nepal earthquake) 1950 (Assam earthquake) [1] and
many other moderate size events. These events killed thousands of people in the region perishing hard-won
economy of the Himalayan region. On 25th April, 2015 the Mw 7.8 Gorkha earthquake with epicentre at
Barpak village of Gorkha district hit central Nepal killing 8,970 people and damaging around one million
houses at different levels [2]. The ground motion characteristics of the Gorkha earthquake was different to
that of  the other Himalayan earthquakes. The peak ground acceleration (PGA) measured at bed rock in
Kirtipur is higher (0.241g) than the PGA at soil site in Kantipath (0.155g) measured inside the Kathmandu
Valley The long period ground motion was amplified at higher period (around 3-5 s) [3]. The seismic
sequence was arrested in between Barpak and border between Sindhupalchok and Dolakha districts after the
major aftershock of 12th May, 2015 with magnitude Mw 7.3. The main shock of the Gorkha seismic
sequence had shown distinct rupture directivity effects as a result the intensity of damage was observed
increasing towards away from the epicentre.

During the Gorkha earthquake, it was understood that there was strong modification of the ground motion
resulting into strong shaking at long period causing severe damage to tall buildings in the Kathmandu Valley.
The design spectra of National Building Code (NBC-105) along with the response spectra developed from
the measured ground motion data of the Gorkha earthquake clearly show  that at least in Kathmandu Valley
the observed ground motion parameters exceeded the code parameters demanding the revision of existing
building code (Fig. 1.). Based on the performance of the buildings during the 2015 Gorkha earthquake, It has
been realized that the existing NBC may not be able to withstand seismic loading during the impending
devastating earthquake of similar or greater size in the region. In addition, there are many new data on
seismicity, seismogenic fault, characterization of its geometry and geodetic data, which has provided an
ample opportunity to prepare a probabilistic seismic hazard map. In this context, National Reconstruction
Authority, Government of Nepal has taken initiative for the revision of the existing building code, NBC-
105. In this contribution, a new probabilistic seismic hazard map adopted for revision of NBC-105 is
presented.

Fig. 1. Comparison of the National Building Code (NBC 1994) design spectra with the response  spectra (at
5% damping) of the main shock of the Gorkha earthquake measured at rock site, Kirtipur(KTP) and at soil
site (PTN, THM, and TVU) (Data source: [3]).

2. Seimo-tectonics and Seismicity of Nepal

2.1. Seismo-tectonics

The major tectonic framework of Nepal Himalaya to the south of South Tibetan Detachment System (STDS)
is controlled mainly by three major thrust faults, e.g. from north to south the Main Central Thrust (MCT)
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Main Boundary Thrust (MBT) and Main Frontal Thrust (MFT) (Fig. 2). These thrust faults with a north to
south propagation direction are running the entire length of Nepal Himalaya and are generally inferred to be
the splay thrusts of the Main Himalayan Thrust (MHT), which marks the underthrusting of the Indian Plate
(Fig. 2) [4 and 5]. The geometry of the MHT is characterized by mid-crustal ramp, which is connected by
southern and northern flat. The southern flat is locked during the inter-seismic period causing an
accumulation of elastic stress, which is usually released during microseismic events in Nepal Himalaya. The
major (great) earthquakes are generally occurred along the southern flat and hinge of the ramp just front of
the Higher Himalaya and deformation is propagated along the MFT, a southern expression of MHT.

Fig. 2. The geological cross-section of Nepal Himalaya with microseismicity [5].

2.2. Seismicity

In Nepal Himalaya, the historical accounts of the earthquake since thirteen century has revealed that Nepal
has been shaken by ten major destructive earthquakes [6]. The reported damage patterns have indicated that
these events were most likely sourced  within the Himalayas. The first reported historical great earthquake
was of 1255 [6, 7]. The destruction was massive particularly in the Kathmandu Valley. About one-third of
the population was killed and mortally wounded King Abhaya Malla died eight days after the earthquake.
Another large earthquake hit central Nepal in 1344 causing massive damage mostly in Kathmandu Valley
and again took the life of the King. Further, the damaging event of the earthquake occurred in central Nepal
in 1833 and was preceded by two strong foreshocks [8, 9, 10]. Though little is known, this earthquake
followed the event of 1808 that damaged few houses in Bhaktapur ( eastern part of Kathmandu valley). After
33 years, an earthquake of magnitude of Mw-macro 7.2±0.2 was occurred in 1866. Since then first
instrument great earthquake of magnitude Mw 8.4 badly hit Nepal in 1934 [11]. The damage of the
earthquake was extreme in eastern half of Nepal to northern part of India and killed more than 10,000
people.

Intense microseismicity and moderate earthquake events throughout Nepal Himalaya cluster along the
foothills of the Higher Himalaya [5]. It makes an E-W trending zone as shown in Figure 3. In western Nepal
it lies between 80.5o E and 82.5oE whereas in central Nepal it is bounded between longitudes 82.5oE and
86.5oE. The eastern Nepal cluster is characterized by higher level of events between 86.5oE and 88.5oE. In
central Nepal the cluster has a rounded form and is located in the vicinity of the flat-ramp transition of the
MHT (Fig. 3 and 4). The cluster in western Nepal shows an elongated form and is nearly horizontal. These
clusters reflect stress accumulation in the interseimic period, during which the MHT beneath the Higher
Himalaya remains locked and mid-crustal ramp acts as a geometrical asperity [5]. Beside these, there are
number of moderate size earthquakes in the recent time. The Udayapur earthquake of 1988 was the moderate
event at depth of about 50 km that killed 721 people in eastern Nepal. Recent Gorkha earthquake of 2015
was the biggest earthquake disaster after the 1934 event that originated at the depth of 15 km just above the
hinge of the mid-crustal ramp, which killed about 9000 people in central Nepal.
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Fig. 3. Major fault line and de-clustered earthquake distribution (1100-2017 AD) map considered for the
hazard computation (source: ISC).

3. Probabilistic Seismic Hazard Assessment (PSHA)

A methodology developed by Cornell [12] for PSHA is used to provide a framework in which uncertainties
in size, location and rate of recurrence of earthquakes can be considered to provide a probabilistic
understanding of seismic hazard. In the following sections, details of earthquake catalogue, source
characterization, recurrence parameter and ground motion prediction equations are described.

3.1. Earthquake catalogue
Nepal has very short history of earthquake monitoring through its limited seismic stations network.
Therefore, for hazard mapping catalog of International Seismological Centre (ISC) is used as this
incorporates wide sources of data e.g. USGS, IRIS and other sources (Fig. 3). This catalog also consists of
data acquired by National Seismological Centre (NSC) and historical data archived from chronicles and
paleoseimological studies throughout the Himalayas. NSC catalog provides better data for Nepal, however,
the region beyond Nepalese territory, the ISC catalog can primarily be used for better constrained data. Thus
integrated database have been prepared and used for this study. As the catalog consists earthquake events of
different magnitude scale, all events are converted to moment magnitude (Mw) using the following  equations
given by Scordillis [13].

3.2. Source Characterization

The delineation of seismic source zones should primarily be guided by the occurrence of large earthquakes,
planar distribution of all earthquakes above certain level of magnitude, activity of seismogenic fault, shape of
isoseismals, intensity distribution, neotectonic activity and regional tectonic frame work. In the past, number
of seismic hazard assessments have been carried out in Nepal [14, 15, 16, 17] adopting probabilistic
approach. These studies have mostly considered detachment earthquake source, areal source, point source
and linear source. However, these studies have not logically explained the bases of source characterization
that distinguish one source from the other. In this study, seismic sources are identified based on the
earthquake origin, type, magnitude and frequency, seismo-tectonics, neotectonic deformation, nature and
activation of seismogenic faults etc. The source zones are broadly divided into two broad  categories; fault
source (or subduction interface) and aerial sources and are briefly described below.
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3.2.1. Fault source (subduction interface)

Main Himalayan Thrust (MHT)
As discussed in the previous section, there are numbers of active faults that are associated with major crustal
thrust faults of Nepal. Among them MHT that absorbs about 20 mm/yr of convergence out of 40 mm/yr is
continuously building up elastic strain throughout the Himalaya [4,18]. In terms of seismic reactivation of
the seismogenic fault, MHT is the most active as it has history of generation of micro to great earthquakes
throughout the Himalaya, e.g. 1934 Bihar-Nepal earthquake (Mw 8.4), 1950 Assam earthquake, 2005
Pakistan earthquake,  1905 Kangara earthquake, 2015 Gorkha earthquake (Mw 7.8) etc. The analysis of
seismicity in Nepal Himalaya has also shown that the MHT has potential of generating earthquake of Mw
9±0.2 [19].

Although there is a common consensus among the seismologists that the MHT is the key seismogenic fault
in the Himalaya, there remains dispute on its deep structure beneath the Himalaya. Recently, two works with
differing ideas on geometry of the MHT have been published. Elliot et al. [20] have proposed existence of
single ramp along the MHT using structural analysis together with GPS based inter-seismic and co-seismic
displacements due to the 2015 Gorkha earthquake. In contrast, Hubbard et al. [21] proposed a structural
cross-section along with a three-dimensional model of the MHT with double ramps; i.e. moderate and deeper
ramps by comparing slip patches of the 2015 Gorkha earthquake. Though there is different school of
thoughts on  geometry of MHT and its strike variation characteristics, the geometrical model proposed by
Elliot et al. [20] is considered and incorporated in the code accordingly (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Geometry of the MHT (subduction interface) considered as seismic source. The colored line  with
number shows the depth of the fault plane to introduce fault geometry in the code. The MHT fault plane is
divided into several triangular elements for computational purpose as shown in the inset.

3.2.2. Areal Source
Beside the fault source, six additional areal sources are considered in this study based on seismicity,
earthquake type and focal depth and seismo-tectonics (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. De-clustered seismicity and different seismic source considered for seismic hazard assessment.

Northern Graben
Grabens of southern Tibet and the Himalaya represent the Cenozoic extensional tectonic phase, which has
affected the whole Tibet and northernmost part of the Himalaya. These grabens and associated other normal
faults in the southern Tibet are characterized by the normal type earthquake with strike-slip component at the
approximate depth of 15 km [22]. Thus, the earthquake in and around the graben faults may cause the
seismic hazard in Nepal. Three graben sources (North graben-1, -2 and -3) are, therefore, considered in this
study (Fig. 5).

Northeast and Northwest source
A distinct cluster of seismic events is conspicuous in northeast Nepal. This cluster is connected with inferred
strike-slip faults that connects the Shilong Plateau [23]. These events are clearly of strike-slip type with focal
depth greater than 50 km, i.e. below the subduction interface. For hazard assessment, northeast seismic belt
is considered as a separate source. Similarly, Northwest Nepal is also characterized by cluster of both strike-
slip and normal type earthquakes with focal depth of around 20 km [24]. This zone is also considered as a
seismic source that may cause severe shaking in the western Nepal (Fig. 5).

Southern Source
The seismic events are not frequent in the Indo-Gangetic plain like in the Himalayan belt. However, there are
occasionally earthquakes of moderate magnitude. These earthquakes are of all types and are probably due to
flexure of converging Indian Plate. To incorporate the shaking of these earthquakes in the hazard
computation, the region is also considered as a separate earthquake sources (Fig. 5). The maximum
magnitude of the earthquake for each source zone is given in Table 1. For multiple depths, probability
approach is adopted.
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Table 1-Maximum magnitude and seismogenic depth considered for the different seismic source.

SN Seismic Source
Maximum

Magnitude
Depth (km) Reference

1
Subduction source

(MFT/MHT)
M 8.5 Up to 25 Based on earthquake catalog

2 South M 7 15/20/25 Based on earthquake catalog

3 Northwest M 7.1 20 >M 7 suggested by  Murphy et al. (2014).

4 North graben 1 M7.1 15
Elliot et al. (2010)/2008 Yuitan earthquake M

7.1

5 North graben 2 M 7.1 15
Elliot et al. (2010)/2008 Yuitan earthquake M

7.1

6 North graben 3 M7.1 15
Elliot et al. (2010)/2008 Yuitan earthquake M

7.1

7 Northeast M7.1 50/60/70 Taplejung-Sikkim earthquake 2011, M 6.9

3.3. Recurrence parameter
Earthquakes with a moment magnitude equal to or  greater than 4.0 from 1100 to 2017 were used to estimate
the average annual occurrence rate of earthquakes and b values. After declustering [25] the catalog and
assessing the completeness [26] . of the data for each source, an annual occurrence rate was computed. The b
values were estimated for each seismic source by using the frequency-magnitude relation  of Gutenberg and
Richter [27].
log N = a - bM
N denotes  the cumulative number of earthquakes  with magnitude equal to or greater than the specified
magnitude M, and a and b represent the Gutenberg and Richter (G-R) parameters for a particular region. The
estimated b values are given in Table 2.

Table 2- Computed values of a and b for different source zone.

S.No. Source
Recurrence
parameters S.No. Source

Recurrence parameters

a b a b

1 South 4.34 1.01 5 Northwest 4.18 0.88

2 NG-1 3.56 0.77 6 Northeast 4.13 0.89

3 NG-2 3.86 0.81 7 MHT 4.07 0.77

4 NG-3 4.95 1.07

3.4. Ground motion prediction equations (GMPEs)
Since there is no specific GMPEs for the Himalayan region, based on the source characterization, maximum
magnitude, seismo-tectonics, earthquake and focal depth three types of GMPEs namely subduction zone,
active shallow crust, stable continental area were selected and implemented. In this study, to incorporate
fault distance, maximum considered magnitude, time period and shear wave velocity at 30 m depth (Vs30)
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three GMPEs are adopted for fault source (subduction interface), three for active shallow crust and two for
stable continental area (Table 3). These GPMEs also represent the Next Generation Attenuation (NGA)
relations. Since these GMPEs do not exactly predict the ground motion for the Himalayan-Tibet region, to
minimize the uncertainty due to GMPEs, a logic tree approach is adopted and each GMPEs are assigned with
specific weight (Table 3).

Table 3- Characteristics of adopted Ground Motion Prediction Equation (GMPEs)

Tectonic
Environment

Ground Motion Prediction
Equations

Magnitu
de range

(Mw)

Distance
range
(Km)

Period
range
(Sec)

Adopted
weight age

computation

Subduction
Interface

(MFT/MHT)

Zhao (2006) [28] 9-May 0-300 0-5 0.33

Atkinson and Boore (2003) [29] 5-8.5 1-300
0 to
3.03 0.33

Abrahamson et al. (2016) [30] 9-May 0-300 0-10 0.34
Active Shallow
Crust (Northern

grabens, Northwest
and south)

Abrahamson et al. (2014) [31] 3-8.5 0-300 0-10 0.33

Chiyou and Youngs (2014) [32] 3-8.5 0-300 0-10 0.33

Campbell and Bozorgnia (2008) [33] 4-8.5 0-200 0-10 0.34

Stable Content
Areas (Northeast)

Atkinson and Boore (2006) [34] 3.5-8 1-1000 0.01-5 0.50

Tavakoli and Pezeshk (2005) [35] 5-8.2 0-1000 0-4 0.50

4. Results and Discussion

The results of the PSHA are presented in figures 22 and 23 for 2%, and 10% probability of exceedence in
50 years (i.e. return period of  2475, and 475 year) respectively. The contours of PGA  are trending almost
parallel to the strike of the mountains at least in the middle part of Nepal. However, small patches of
relatively higher PGA values are seen along the MFT, which represents the southern expression of MHT.
These higher values could be the effect of the hanging wall, which generally shows relatively greater values
of PGA at least in the locked portion of the MHT. In contrast, the northern part of Nepal, PGA value is
comparatively lower as the area is characterised by low rate of seismicity. The results are different to that of
previous studies [14]. As the seismic model for computation considered the locked portion of the MHT fault
as a separate fault source, the computed hazard is relatively higher than predicted before. Previous studies in
Nepal has shown the higher values of PGA usually follow the higher concentration of the earthquake events
[14, 16] and did not correspond with the locked portion of MHT. In contrast, this study has revealed
consistent seismic hazard level that approximately follow the locked portion of the MHT. Recent studies
[e.g. 16, 36, 37] has given relatively higher values as compared to this study as these studies have used
different GMPEs without considering subduction source, i.e. MHT. The trend of PGA contours are
consistent with the results of Steven et al. [37]. In the regional context, the obtained results are consistent
with the seismic hazard of Pakistan and India [38, 39]. The PGA obtained for 10% probability of exceedence
in 50 year has been adopted for revision of NBC-105.
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Fig. 6. Seismic hazard map of Nepal at 2% probability of exceedence in 50 years. The contour of PGA value
is in g unit. The dotted black line represents the MFT, a southern expression of MHT.

Fig. 6. Seismic hazard map of Nepal at 10% probability of exceedence in 50 years. The contour of PGA
value is in g unit. The dotted black line represents the MFT, a southern expression of MHT.
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