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During the Neogene, the development of south - vergent thrusts, involving the whole
Lombardian Mesozoic foothill between Lake Garda and Varese caused the regional N
- S directed shortening of the external belts of the central Southern Alps.

In particular, the Como area is caracterized by the presence of the north - vergent
Monte Olimpino thrust, interpreted as a back - thrust joined to the main south - ver-
gent belt (Bernoulliet alii, 1989). This thrust involves both the underlying Mesozoic
Moltrasio Limestone and the Late Oligocene - Early Miocene Gonfolite Lombarda
Group rocks. This deformational event and the exhumation and cooling of the Gon-
folite Lombarda Group rocks seem to be Early Burdigalian in age (about 19 My) ac-
cording to new apatite fission track data (Chiasso Fm. and Como Conglomerate Fm.
– Gonfolite Lombarda Group: 19 - 20 My; Cardinetti, 2004). Cooling ages are in fact
rather younger than sedimentation ages which are 34/33 - 28 My in the underlying
Chiasso Fm. (Gelatiet alii, 1988) and 28.8 - 25/24 My in the overlying Como Con-
glomerate Fm. (Gelatiet alii, 1988). These geochronological results suggest that both
formations were buried down to 3 - 4 km in depth before Burdigalian, in order to allow
the apatite resetting, and then exhumed.

In correspondence of the southern termination of Lake Como, the Monte Olimpino
thrust is cut across by a WNW - ESE graben - like structure, evidenced by fracture
planes. This morphostructure is 1.5 km wide and runs for at least 12 km, through the
town of Como, from the lower Breggia valley to the northwest, to the Montorfano



lake to the southeast. It’s filled by Quaternary glacial and fluvioglacial deposits and
clockwise rotated of about 34˚ compared to the orientation of the frontal edge of the
Monte Olimpino thrust.

In a well - log in Como town, below glacial and fluvioglacial deposits, a clayey layer
has been found above the Gonfolite bedrock, at a depth of 180,50 m. It has been sup-
posed to be Pliocene in age, according to the age of the basal terms of the sedimentary
filling preserved in the lower Breggia valley, where Early Pliocene clays (Felber &
Bini, 1997) cover Messinian conglomerates (Pontegana conglomerates, 6.5 - 5.3 My;
Zanchiet alii, 1995; Zanchiet alii, 1997).

This graben - like structure can be correlated with western similar parallel morpho-
logic structures observed in the Varese region (Brambilla & Lualdi, 1988), and can
be therefore interpreted and discussed in a more general picture of the central - west-
ern Alps, where extensional faults strongly influenced the late alpine evolution (e.g.
Hubbard & Mancktelow, 1992).
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