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[Reading and figures adapted from This Dynamic Earth, 
USGS Publication]

Convergent Plate Boundaries
If new crust forms at divergent boundaries and 
Earth does not get any bigger, what happens to 
old crust? It must be taken away as new crust 
forms. This is what happens at convergent plate 
boundaries. This is where two plates are moving 
towards each other. Plates can be made of oceanic 
or continental crust. Since there are two kinds 
of crust, there are three kinds of convergence. 
Convergence can happen between one oceanic and 
one continental plate, two oceanic plates, or two 
continental plates.

Oceanic-continental convergence
Remember the trenches you learned about? 
Trenches are the deepest parts of the ocean 
floor. They form in a process called subduction. 
When one plate sinks under another, it is called 
subduction. The area where a plate sinks is called 
a subduction zone.

What geologic events happen in western South 
America? Earthquakes! Strong, destructive 
earthquakes are common in this region. 
Sometimes, the deepest part of the subducting plate 
breaks into smaller pieces. These pieces become 
locked in place for a long time. Occasionally, 
they will suddenly move. This makes very large 
earthquakes. These earthquakes can raise the land 
by as much as a few meters at once!

Volcanoes and volcanic eruptions are also found 
near subduction zones. Oceanic-continental 
convergence causes volcanic eruptions. This is 
what happens in places like the Andes in South 
America and the Cascade Range in the Pacific 
Northwest. When older, oceanic crust sinks 
beneath the continent, the hot mantle heats the 
rock and melts it. This rock then gets pushed up 
through the surface to form volcanoes.

Oceanic-oceanic convergence 
Subduction can also happen between two oceanic 
plates. The Mariana Trench in the Pacific Ocean 
is one example. This is where the Pacific Plate 
converges with the Philippine Plate.

The west coast of South America is near a 
subduction zone. The Peru-Chile Trench is a very 
deep part of the ocean, not far from the coast. The 
oceanic Nazca plate is pushing into and sinking 
under the continental South American Plate. As 
the oceanic plate sinks, the continental plate is 
pushed up. What major landforms are on the west 
coast of South America? Many of these landforms 
are found near subduction zones.

Volcanoes also form near oceanic-oceanic 
subduction zones. Over millions of years, the 
erupted lava and rock pile up on the ocean floor. 
Sometimes, the pile gets so high that the volcano 
rises through the surface of the ocean to form an 
island.

(continued on following page)
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Continental-continental 
convergence
Which region do you think is an example of 
continental-continental convergence? If you said 
the Himalayas, you would be right. When two 
continental plates meet head-on, neither subducts 
because the continental rocks are not as heavy as 
oceanic rocks. Instead, the crust is pushed up or 
sideways. The picture below shows the collision 
of two continental plates. This is like what is 
happening between India and the rest of Asia. 
During the slow collision, the convergence of the 
two plates pushes up the Himalaya mountains and 
the Tibetan Plateau.


