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THE MESOZOIC-CENOZOIC TECTONICS AND
PETROLIFEROUS BASINS OF CHINA

Zhu Xia Chen Huanjiang Sun Zhaocai Zhang Yuchang
(Institute of Petroleum Geology, Ministry of Geology and Mineral Resources)

Abstract

Before the break-up of Pangea, China was situated at the junction part of the Pan-
thalossa “ocean” and the Tethys ‘“bay”. The knowledge about the Mesozoic-Cenozoic spa-
tial and temporal evolution of the Chinese crust, of which the formation of numerous pe-
troliferous basins is an important feature, to be deciphered from the plate-tectonic activities
on its both sides. To the west, a subduction belt of Paleotethys oceanic crust can be traced
from western Asia through central Tibet to the zone of Sanjiang and further southward.
At later times, the rear part of the subducted plate was marked by the Yarlung Zangbo su-
turing of Mesozoic oceanic crust and the final collision with- the Indian plate. To the east,
the Pacific plat moved at its initial stage in Mesozoic towards the north together with the
Kula plate. It changed, however, its direction of movement later and began to subduct west-
ward. The formation of the present island-arc-trench and back-arc basin systems is an event
of more recent development. The Tethys and the Pacific were connected by a east-west
belt of Mesozoic spreading ridges which had subducted past the margin of the Asiatic con-
tinent. This belt was dissected by a series of N-S trending transform faults into several di-
scontinuous segments now sporadically recognizable from Indochina to SW Japan. The
Mesozoic tectonic history of S. China was to a great extent controlled by these subductions
and transform faults.

Under these circumstances, the pre-Mtsozoic tectonic pattern of China had changed
polycyclicly resulting in the differentiation of a number of crust blocks, each with its own
intraplate tectonic behavios. The chief deformations, though not strictly contemporaneous,
occurred mainly in late Triassic to early Jurassic, in late Cretaceous to early Cenozoic, and
finally in late Cenozoic. Within different blocks, sedimentary basins, whether petroliferous
or not, were developed through different mechanisms, including: A-subduction, basement
decoupling, collision, differential subsidence, extension, fault strikeslip, and gravitational
sliding, as enumerated alphabetically but not in the order of their relative importance. As
different kinds of basin forming-mechanism exhibit their own structural patterns characte-
rized by a great variety of structural style as well as depositional regime, the petroleum pro-
spects of individual basins and their different parts may be evaluated and predicated from
the intraplate tectonic analysis.
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