
A brief summary of L’Aquila allegation 
 



What is the Commissione dei Grandi Rischi  
(High Risk Commission, HRC)  and 

 how is emergency response supposed to work? 
 
1. The HRC is an advisory body of the National Civil Protection (NCP) that 
has the duty of evaluating the risk associated with such situations as 
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions or nuclear accident, and of proposing 
preventive actions to NCP.  
 
2. Evaluations of the HRC are based on scientific data provided by research 
institutions such as the Istituto Nazionale di Geofisica e Vulcanologia 
(INGV).  
 
3. The HRC was established under Article 9 of the National Service of Civil 
Protection (Law no. 225 of 24 Feb. 1992).  
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What was happening near L’Aquila before the      
Mw 6.3 earthquake of 6th of April 2009? 

1. During the preceding 6 months, a swarm of small-magnitude earthquakes 
took place, culminating in a Magnitude 4 earthquake on the 30th March 

3. The situation was confused by an individual with access to geochemical 
data who issued warnings of an earthquake. These warnings were never 
precise enough to constitute a valid prediction, and were subsequently shown 
to be unsound. At the time, however, these statements caused public alarm. 

2. During this swarm, the local media issued many reassuring articles, often 
reporting interviews with scientists in a way that was over-simplified, or simply 
incorrect. 



 The HRC meeting was convened on 31 March following: 

 1)   The 4.0 magnitude earthquake;   
 
 2) A strongly reassuring press announcement made by Regional Civil 

Protection that larger earthquakes were not going to occur.  
 
A wire tapping between the Head of DPC (Bertolaso) and the Head of the 

Regional Civil Protection (Stati) revealed the necessity to convene a HRC 
meeting to clarify between the reassuring messages and the alarmist 
created by prediction warnings 

 
 The HRC was charged, then, with providing a scientific evaluation of the 
seismic swarm and suggesting possible civil protection actions.  

What was the context of the meeting of  
Commissione dei Grandi Rischi  

(HCR) on 31 March 2009? 
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Participants of the Meeting of 31 March 

Government officials, scientists with appointment as member of the High Risk 
Committee (HRC) and one scientist (Selvaggi), not formally invited to the 
meeting but accompanying a member of the HCR (Boschi).  



What happened inside the meeting 

The public minutes of the meeting report the scientists advising:  
 
1. That seismic swarms commonly occur without leading to a damaging 
earthquake, and have often done so both in Italy and elsewhere. Although a 
damaging earthquake in the short term is unlikely, that possibility cannot be 
ruled out, because L’Aquila lies in a region where there are many faults 
capable of causing earthquakes. 

2. That L’Aquila lies in the highest class of the seismic hazard map and that, 
therefore, the most important action is to strengthen buildings that are 
vulnerable to the seismic hazard that has already been identified.  



Before the meeting the Vice head of Civil Protection stated in a interview 
that the situation was positive. “Scientific community continues to tell me 
that the situation is favourable and that there is a discharge of energy”.  

What happened before and outside the meeting 



Because of the statement:  
“Scientific community continues to tell me that the situation 

 is favourable and that there is a discharge of energy”  
 

which was repeatedly broadcast on local TV, the local population changed 
their traditional response to tremors, and remained inside their houses. The 
allegation is that, following two foreshocks which took place three hours 
before the mainshock, ancestral tradition would have lead the population to 
evacuate their dwellings if it were not for this statement.  
 
The prosecution alleges that, although the statement above was made 
before the meeting, the conclusions of the meeting did not contradict the 
content of the interview, so all of the accused are guilty of negligent 
collaboration.  

What the Prosecutor alleges 



The Prosecutor considers that the HRC underestimated the months lasting 
seismic swarm that represented to him a “true” source of risk, together with 
the evidence that the long seismic history of L’Aquila put the town in one of 

the areas of Italy with the largest seismic risk.  
 
 
The Prosecutor concludes that “in the sphere of predictability of the HRC 
there was the judge of  predictability in the short term of an earthquake with 
the same characters of that occurred the 6 of April” (page 493 of the 
indictment). To do this, he also quote scientific papers that should confirm 
his theory.  
 



Our Consideration 
 

 
However, the risk of an earthquake in L’Aquila with the same characteristics 
as the 6th of April earthquake was already clear from the Seismic Hazard 
Map shown and discussed in the meeting of the HRC, and from the long 
seismic history of L’Aquila. The contents of this map should, by law, have 
been familiar to all the public authorities participating at that meeting.  
 
 
This judgment increases the exposure to risk of everyone in Italy, because in 
future scientists will be less willing to express an opinion. 


