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Abstract Subduction of the Nazca and Caribbean Plates beneath northwestern Colombia is seen in two
distinct Wadati Benioff Zones, one associated with a flat slab to the north and one associated with normal
subduction south of 5.5°N. The normal subduction region is characterized by an active arc, whereas the flat
slab region has no known Holocene volcanism. We analyze volcanic patterns over the past 14 Ma to show
that in the mid-Miocene a continuous arc extended up to 7°N, indicating normal subduction of the Nazca
Plate all along Colombia’s Pacificmargin. However, by ~6Ma, we find a complete cessation of this arc north of
3°N, indicating the presence of a far more laterally extensive flat slab than at present. Volcanism did not
resume between 3°N and 6°N until after 4 Ma, consistent with lateral tearing and resteepening of the
southern portion of the Colombian flat slab at that time.

1. Introduction

The mid-Miocene to recent history of the northwestern Andes begins with the collision of Panama and
associated terranes and the closing of the Central American Seaway [Duque-Caro, 1990a, 1990b; Coates
et al., 2003, 2004; Farris et al., 2011; Montes et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2015]. This process included the accretion
of the westernmost terranes of northwestern Colombia, also known as the Panama-Choco block (Figure 1),
and the establishment of subduction of the Nazca Plate west of these newly accreted terranes. The precise
location of the suture between the terranes and the NW margin of South America at that time is somewhat
inconsistently represented in the literature [e.g., Cediel et al., 2003], but mapping studies such as Restrepo
and Toussaint [1988] place this margin along the Dabeiba-Pueblo Rico Fault Zone, also known as the
Uramita Fault Zone by the stratigraphic studies discussed by Duque-Caro [1990a, 1990b], or the Atrato-
Uraba Fault Zone [e.g., Trenkamp et al., 2002]. The timing of this accretion is controversial, but the collision
may have been underway as early as the early Miocene [Farris et al., 2011] and may have been completed
along the northernmost margin as early as 14 Ma [e.g., Montes et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2015]. This is similar to
the 12.9–11.8 Ma docking age of the Choco block onto the NW South American Margin proposed by
Duque-Caro [1990a, 1990b] based on biostratigraphic data. For this study, we focus primarily on the
Pacific margin of Colombia, making the age of the accretion of the Choco block and the establishment
of Nazca Plate subduction beneath Colombia more significant than the precise age of the final closure of
the Central American Seaway.

Our understanding of the evolution of Colombian plate boundaries is limited by uncertainty about the
modern geometry of the subducted slabs, and vice versa. There is considerable debate on the geometries
of the downgoing Nazca and Caribbean Plates [e.g., van der Hilst and Mann, 1994; Taboada et al., 2000;
Corredor, 2003; Cortés and Angelier, 2005; Zarifi et al., 2007; Vargas and Mann, 2013; Bernal-Olaya et al.,
2015a, 2015b, 2015c; Syracuse et al., 2016; Chiarabba et al., 2016]. The best evidence for the presence of slab
material at depth comes from the locations of two distinct, abruptly offset dipping planes of seismicity
(Wadati Benioff Zones, WBZs). The location of the WBZ offset (defined by Vargas and Mann [2013] as the
“Caldas tear”) coincides with the location of the subducting inactive Sandra Ridge spreading center
[Lonsdale, 2005; Vargas and Mann, 2013]. The northern WBZ, located >300 km from the trench, extends
from 11°N to 5.5°N and includes the region of increased seismic activity known as the Bucaramanga
Seismic Nest (Figure 1) [e.g., Schneider et al., 1987; Frohlich et al., 1995; Zarifi et al., 2007; Prieto et al.,
2012; Bernal-Olaya et al., 2015a] at ~7°N. The southern WBZ dips at a relatively constant angle of ~45°
and directly underlies the modern active Andean arc (Figure 1). Although different interpretations have
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been proposed, tomographic images
and seismicity patterns are not conclu-
sive to definitively link the northern
WBZ seismicity to either trench, raising
questions about whether this WBZ is
due to the Caribbean slab, the Nazca
slab, or both [van der Hilst and Mann,
1994; Taboada et al., 2000; Cortés and
Angelier, 2005; Vargas and Mann, 2013;
Bernal-Olaya et al., 2015a; Chiarabba
et al., 2016; Syracuse et al., 2016].

Here we present a compilation of volca-
nic ages and locations that strongly
suggest that (a) there was a continuous
arc along the entire Pacific margin
between 14 and 9 Ma that is attributa-
ble to Nazca Plate subduction beneath
Colombia, (b) by 6 Ma, the modern flat
slab was fully formed and initially
extended significantly farther to the
south than it does today, and (c) the
modern geometry of a flat slab directly
adjacent to as steeply dipping slab cap-
able of producing arc volcanism has
only existed for the past ~4 Ma. These
observations lead to the conclusion
that the Nazca Plate comprises at least
part of the flat slab north of the Caldas
tear, though it is beyond the scope of
this paper to define how far to the
north the Nazca Plate extends or where
the boundary between the Nazca Plate
and the Caribbean Plate lies.

2. Data and Methods

We compiled ~125 ages of igneous
rocks within Colombia from the
Miocene through present day. We
searched over standard international
literature, theses from Colombian uni-
versities, articles in Colombian journals,

and internal reports of the Colombian Geological Survey (formerly INGEOMINAS). Only U-Pb, K-Ar, and
Ar-Ar ages were included in our compilation; we discarded the fission track ages as they likely represent
episodes of heating different from the igneous crystallization. The dated rocks correspond to lava flows,
pyroclastic rocks, porphyritic bodies, and plutonic bodies. Although we are aware that Argon ages for
plutonic bodies may represent cooling rather than crystallization, the Miocene-Pliocene intrusions are
shallow level as they intrude mainly sedimentary rocks [Gómez et al., 2007] and therefore may have experi-
enced fast cooling that almost overlap with magmatic crystallization. There is also the possibility that some
of the collected ages correspond to hydrothermal activity contemporaneous with arc volcanism, but we
are confident that the general trend of the data should give us a reliable pattern of the evolution of the
arc volcanism in Colombia. In supporting information Table S1, we include ages for rocks younger than
14 Ma, along with their errors, methods (including the dated minerals), the type of sampled rock,
and references.

Figure 1. Geologic setting of northwestern South America. Hypocenters
plotted as small circles. Plate boundaries are shown with thick black
lines. Holocene volcanism (red triangles) from the Global Volcanism
Program [2013]. Terrane boundaries are indicated by dashed lines. The
boundary between the accreted Panama-Choco block is shown with a
heavy dash-dotted line. Also shown is the location of the Sandra Ridge
[Lonsdale, 2005] and Caldas tear. Basins are shown in yellow [Barrero et al.,
2012]. Abbreviations: AB: Amaga Basin; CB: Choco Basin; CPB: Cauca-Patia
Basin; TB: Tumaco Basin; UM: Upper Magdalena Valley; MM: Middle
Magdalena Valley; DPRF: Dabeiba-Puerto Rico Fault: GrF: Garrapatas Fault;
RFS: Romeral Fault System; OPF: Otu-Pericos Fault; GF: Guicaramo Fault;
SMBF: Santa Marta-Bucaramanga Fault; OF: Oca Fault; GzM: GarzonMassif;
QtM: Quetame Massif; and SrM: Santander Massif.
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3. Results

We plot volcanism across Colombia in 1 Ma increments, beginning after the recently proposed accretion date
of Panama of ~14 Ma [Montes et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2015]. From 14 to 9 Ma, evidence for volcanism exists
almost exclusively along the modern western Cordillera in a nearly continuous arc from ~7°N to 1.5°N. The
full extent of the arc is visible as of 12 Ma, with earlier volcanism less evenly distributed along the arc. The
northernmost cluster of volcanism during this time is located near the latitude of the offshore transform plate
boundary between the Panama block and the Nazca Plate [Trenkamp et al., 2002] (Figure 2a). Notably, the arc

Figure 2. Temporal evolution of volcanism and proposed slab geometry in northwestern Colombia. Grey lines indicate
terrane boundaries (see Figure 1). Plate boundaries are from Trenkamp et al. [2002]. Location of Sandra Ridge is from
Lonsdale [2005]. Holocene volcanism is from the Global Volcanism Program [2013]. Convergence vectors relative to stable
South America (in red) are from DeMets et al. [2010].
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between 12 and 9 Ma is fairly consistently linear and crosses seamlessly the margin of the accreted
Panama-Choco block and the modern location of the Caldas tear.

Beginning at 9 Ma, the northern extent of the arc moves to the south, and the amount of observed
volcanism decreases (Figure 2b). During this time period, all volcanism is east of the accreted terranes,
and the arc is continuous across the location of the modern Caldas tear, still extending significantly farther
north than the modern arc despite its reduced northward extent. Note that the gap in observed volcanism
between 3°N and 4.5°N may be due to negative sampling bias due to the difficulty of obtaining samples in
this region of Colombia. Volcanism south of 3°N continues apparently unabated throughout the time period
addressed in this study. Between 5.9 and 4 Ma, volcanism is only present in this southernmost portion of our
study area in the western Cordillera (south of 3°N). Given the abundance of samples from bracketing time
periods, this cessation of arc volcanism farther to the north is unlikely to be due to sampling bias alone.
At ~3.8 and 3.5 Ma, we have the first evidence of volcanism north of 3°N, located at the southernmost edge
of the modern flat slab and the northernmost extent of the modern arc, respectively. Beginning at 3 Ma,
volcanism resumes along the length of the arc south of the Caldas tear, establishing the geometry of the
modern arc.

4. Discussion

The cessation and/or migration of arc volcanism are perhaps the most consistent features of modern flat
slabs [e.g., Dickinson and Snyder, 1978; Jordan and Allmendinger, 1986; Gutscher et al., 2000; Kay and
Mpodozis, 2002]. The cause of this cessation is believed to be due to the pinching out of asthenospheric
corner flow above the subducting plate, which results in a dramatic decrease in temperature [e.g., English
et al., 2003], as witnessed by unusually low heat flow measurements above modern flat slabs [Henry and
Pollack, 1988]. While the causes of flat slab subduction itself are not fully understood, we expect that an
anomalous (with respect to typical oceanic plate) buoyancy of the downgoing plate plays an important, if
not sufficient, role [e.g., van Hunen et al., 2004; Espurt et al., 2008; Manea et al., 2012; Martinod et al., 2013;
Taramón et al., 2015; Huangfu et al., 2016; Hu et al., 2016]. This anomalous buoyancy can be due to a combi-
nation of plate age and the presence of overthickened oceanic crust, e.g., due to aseismic ridge tracks or
oceanic plateaus. Recent work in Peru has suggested that once the buoyant anomaly is removed, the
presence of other factors that contribute to flat slab formation (e.g., overriding plate motion, trench rollback,
and suction due to the thickness of the overriding lithosphere) may not be not sufficient to maintain a flat
slab geometry [Antonijevic et al., 2015].

In the case of Colombia, we present evidence of a continuous arc from at least 1.5°N to 7°N following the
accretion of the Panama-Choco block. While there are uncertainties about the precise age of this accretion,
both earlier estimates based on biostratigraphy placing the accretion age at ~13–12 Ma [Duque-Caro,
1990a, 1990b] and more recent work based on detrital zircons that estimate the closure of the Central
American Seaway at between 15 and 13 Ma [Montes et al., 2015] are broadly consistent with these results.
The nearly linear trend of volcanism from this time period crosses the boundary between the newly accreted
terranes and proto-Colombia without any observed offset. This is consistent with the Panama-Choco block
being very near in its modern position by 12 Ma and that the subduction responsible for this arc is the
subduction of the Nazca Plate and not the subduction between the Panama-Choco block and NW South
America. Also noteworthy is that we find no evidence for different volcanic activity across the modern
location of the Caldas tear prior to 3.5 Ma (Figures 2a, 2b, and 3a). This indicates that the plate subducting
north of this offset today is the same plate that is subducting south of this offset, in contradiction to earlier
studies suggesting that the offset represents the boundary between two separate plates [e.g., van der Hilst
and Mann, 1994; Taboada et al., 2000; Corredor, 2003; Cortés and Angelier, 2005; Vargas and Mann, 2013;
Sanchez-Rojas and Palma, 2014; Bernal-Olaya et al., 2015a; Idárraga-García et al., 2016]. This does not preclude
the existence of a Caribbean flat slab farther to the north nor does define the modern boundary between the
Caribbean Plate and Nazca Plate at depth. It does, however, suggest that the Pacific Plate was subducting as
far north as 7°N by 12 Ma, producing arc volcanism at that latitude as recently as 9 Ma. The fate of this north-
ernmost subducted material is not well constrained by this study, but if South America passed over this
segment of the subducting plate parallel to the modern convergence direction, the northern margin of
the Nazca Plate would intersect the modern WBZ at ~8°N (Figure 2d).
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The first volcanic indication of a shallow-
ing of the subducted Pacific Plate
begins at 9 Ma at which time there is a
noticeable change in the pattern of arc
volcanism (Figure 2b). The amount of
volcanism is reduced, and there is a
subtle eastward shift of the main arc
and evidence for volcanic activity in
the Eastern Cordillera. These observa-
tions are consistent with the gradual
formation of a flat slab between 9 and
5.9 Ma [e.g., Jordan and Allmendinger,
1986; Kay and Mpodozis, 2002].
Chiarabba et al. [2016] use paleoconver-
gence rates and modern WBZ geometry
to calculate the age of the beginning of
flattening and propose that this process
began at ~10 Ma. Given that volcanism
at the surface will require some amount
of time to respond to changes in sub-
ducting slab geometry, this suggestion
is consistent with our observations and
proposed slab history.

By 5.9 Ma, the full cessation of arc vol-
canism north of 2–3°N suggests a perva-
sive flat slab extending from ~3°N to the
northern margin of the subducting
Nazca Plate at 7°N (Figures 2c and 3b).
The eastward extent of the flat slab
south of the modern WBZ offset is
unknown, but we propose that the east-
ern margin of the flat slab aligned itself
with the Eastern Cordillera, much as
the modern flat slab continues to do
today. We propose this geometry
because the eastern limit of the flat
slab could be due to the presence of
thicker lithosphere along and east of
the Eastern Cordillera that hinders the
farther eastward horizontal advance of
the flat slab [e.g., Yarce et al., 2014;
Blanco et al., 2017]. This geometry is also
the simplest geometry that connects the
ongoing active volcanism (and therefore
ongoing normal subduction) at 3°N to
the broadest portion of the modern flat
slab just north of 5.5°N (Figure 3b).

The cause of the formation of such a broad flat slab is not constrained by this study. It has been proposed that
the northern portion of the flat slab is supported in part by a completely subducted buoyant oceanic feature
that may also contribute to the increased seismicity of the Bucaramanga Nest [Chiarabba et al., 2016].
Buoyancy may also have been provided in part by the very young age of the ocean lithosphere along both
sides of the Sandra Ridge [Lonsdale, 2005]. At the time of the formation of the flat slab, the Sandra Ridge had
only just ceased to produce new oceanic crust along its flanks. The buoyancy from this young plate on both

Figure 3. Three-dimensional gridded view of proposed slab geometries
over time.
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sides of the Sandra Ridge may have facilitated the initial formation of the broader flat slab geometry we pro-
pose existed from 5.9 to 4 Ma. It is possible that as the age of the oceanic plate on either side of the Sandra
Ridge increased over time (today, the youngest plate being subducted adjacent to the Ridge is ~9 Ma), this
buoyancy was reduced. The preservation of the flat slab north of the Sandra Ridge may be due to the sub-
ducted buoyant feature proposed by Chiarabba et al. [2016]. The flat slab farther south, however, has no such
buoyant feature. The Sandra Ridgemay have provided a zone of weakness along which the southern flat slab,
once gravitationally unstable, could fail.

The first evidence from the volcanic record of the failure of the southern extension of the Colombian flat slab
occurs only after 4 Ma (Figures 2d and 3c). Volcanism begins slowly along the location of the modern arc with
only one known sample north of 3°N at 3.5 Ma and with only fewmore between 2 and 3 Ma. We propose that
beginning at ~4 Ma, the southern portion of the flat slab became gravitationally unstable and began to sink,
tearing away from the persistent flat slab to the north along a preexisting zone of weakness (the Sandra
Ridge). This resulted in volcanism first to the east where the tear began (at 3.8 Ma) and then along the north-
ernmost edge of the modern arc (at 3.5 Ma). Vigorous mantle shearing through the tear would be consistent
with the inference of along-slab flow by Porritt et al. [2014] based on analysis of azimuthal seismic anisotropy.
By 1–2 Ma, volcanism along the modern Pacific arc was likely fully established. This suggests an ~2 Ma time
frame for the reestablishment of arc volcanism after the resumption of normal subduction.

The presence and failure of a southern extension of the Colombian flat slab has to our knowledge not
previously been postulated but is supported by the volcanic data presented here. This finding provides
numerous testable hypotheses about the effects of flat subduction, and flat slab failure, on the overriding
plate. For example, continental crust overlying flat slab subduction regions typically experience compressive
stresses and associated deformation [e.g., Gutscher et al., 2000; Ramos and Folguera, 2009; Finzel et al., 2011]. A
comprehensive analysis of all literature associated with this type of deformation is beyond the scope of this
paper. However, a preliminary review of existing work on crystalline massifs located in the Eastern Cordillera
(Figure 1), including the Santander Massif located along the modern flat slab, the Quetame Massif just south
of the Caldas tear [Shagam et al., 1984; Mora et al., 2008, 2015; Parra et al., 2009; Sánchez et al., 2012; van der
Lelij et al., 2016], and the Garzón Massif at the southernmost extent of our proposed southern flat slab exten-
sion [Villagómez and Spikings, 2013; Anderson et al., 2016], shows evidence of fast cooling and exhumation
between 10.6 Ma and 3 Ma, with fast cooling focusing between 3 Ma and 6 Ma. Very limited
thermochronological data from the central and western Cordilleras also suggest fast cooling between
10.6 Ma and 4 Ma [Villagómez and Spikings, 2013; Restrepo-Moreno et al., 2015]. Similarly, there is significant
evidence of upper Miocene-Pliocene deformation of sedimentary basins located both north (e.g., Middle
Magdalena, Amagá, and Choco Basins) and south (e.g., Upper Magdalena, Cauca-Patia, and Tumaco Basins)
of the Caldas tear (Figure 1) [Howe, 1974; Barrero et al., 2012; Barbosa-Espitia et al., 2013]. This is consistent
with the presence of similar tectonic forces (e.g., flat slab) at work on both sides of the modern Caldas tear
during this time period. More work is needed to evaluate the possible tectonic effects of flat slab failure on
the overriding plate.

5. Conclusions

The volcanic patterns presented here indicate the presence of a normally subducting plate along the Pacific
coast of Colombia between 14 and 9 Ma that extended from at least 1.5°N to 7°N. The linear geometry of
the volcanic arc throughout much of this time period strongly suggests that the accretion of the Panama-
Choco block was largely complete and Nazca Plate subduction well established along Colombia’s Pacific
margin by 12 Ma, consistent with previous estimates from biostratigraphy and detritial zircons [Duque-
Caro, 1990a, 1990b; Montes et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2015] The cessation of arc volcanism north of 2–3°N
between 5.9 and 4 Ma suggests a pervasive flat slab during that time along most of the Colombian
Pacific margin. The resumption of volcanism between 3 and 4 Ma along the location of the modern arc
to the south indicates that the tearing of the slab along the Sandra ridge and the development of the
modern slab geometry began at that time. We speculate that this transition between slab flattening and
resteepening may be reflected in the overriding plate deformation history, and further analysis of the
complex subduction history along Colombia’s Pacific margin may yield general insights into slab-overriding
plate coupling.
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