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Land subsidence is the sinking,
or depression of the land surface.

Carbonate rocks include lime-
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stone, dolostone and marble.

see Rocks, p.41

Land Subsidence

Land subsidenceisanissueinthe Northeast, though more ofteninthe
Appaachian/Piedmont and Inland Basinregions. Minesand carbonaterocksare
the primary causesof land subsidence. Thelargeamount of underground excava-
tion during mining, especidly the codsof western Pennsylvaniaand Maryland, has
left large areas beneath the surface empty or filled with loose sediment. The
empty spacesand sediment fillsare sometimes unableto wholly support the
weight of overlyingrocks. Asaresult, theoverlying rocksand soil sag or sink
downward to create adepressionintheland surface. Inextreme cases, the
overlying rocks collapse completely or the subsidence causesalanddide.

Areasof the Northeast underlain by carbonaterocks, in particular the
Valley and Ridgeregion of the Appal achian/Piedmont, are susceptibletoland
subsidence. Rainwater, whichisnaturaly dightly acidic and becomesmoreacidic
after passing through acidic soils, is capable of breaking down carbonaterocks.
Withinacarbonate rock layer might be caverns, widened fractures, and spaces
that makethelayer an unstable support for overlyingrocks. Similar tomine
collapses, the overlying rock in acarbonate areahasahigh potential for collapsing
and creating sinkholes (Figure8.4).

L and subsidence can cause magjor problems, particularly in urban areas
where sewer systems, water lines, and gas pi pes can be damaged dueto the
sagging ground surface. In placeswherethe surface collapses, buildingsand
roads can be badly damaged. Sinkholesalso provideafast drainagefromthe
surfaceto groundwater, increasing the chances of polluting groundwater supplies.
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Figure 8.4: Naturally acidic rainwater creates cavities within carbonate
rock, making the overlying rock unstable (left). As the cavities enlarge, the
overlying rocks collapse to form a sinkhole (right). FiguresbyJ. Houghton.
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