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• Seismic hazard for the region (Hazard Map updated in 2004, a law in 2005) 

• Historical seismicity and active strain indicated high earthquake potential  

• Probability of occurrence of a M 5+ earthquake was relatively high (≈10-
15%, at 10 & 50 years)  

• Vulnerability of several buildings and historical heritage in L’Aquila city was 
assessed [GNDT-LSU, 1999; SIGOIS, 2006].  

 

ALL THESE RESULTS WERE OFFICIALLY TRANSMITTED TO DECISION MAKERS 

Knowledge & scientific achievements   
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Elaborazione: aprile 2004

(riferimento: Ordinanza PCM del 28 aprile 2006 n.3519, All.1b) 
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con probabilità di eccedenza del 10% in 50 anni

riferita a suoli rigidi (Vs  > 800 m/s; cat.A, punto 3.2.1 del D.M. 14.09.2005)30
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THE SEISMIC SEQUENCE 

Space-time evolution 

INGV official 
Report to DPC 

March 30th  
M 4.0 M 2.9 



the foreshocks sequence 

(Chiaraluce et al., 2011) 
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What was going on around L’Aquila 
between October 2008 and March 2009 

• Two swarm-like seismic sequences occurred in Sulmona (ML 3.9 on March 29)  
and L’Aquila (ML 4.0 on March 30)  

• Increasing media attention (mainly at local level) 
• Prediction claimed by G. Giuliani based on radon emissions  
 released on March 29th “Earthquake will happen in 6-24 
 hours” in Sulmona (60 Km from L’Aquila) 

 
 

• In reaction to the Giuliani’s prediction the Regional Civil  
 Protection issued the following press release 

Preoccupation and panic in population raised 

ANSA of 30 March 2009 – Civil Protection: no 

earthquakes are forecasted in L’Aquila:  

In L’Aquila there are not forecasts of new earthquakes of 

any intensity. Any information of different contents are 

false and with no basis. 
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The authoritative information routinely 
released by INGV 

 
 

• INGV was delivering its seismic monitoring  
and surveillance of the Italian territory  
guaranteeing real-time authoritative  
information to national and local authorities 
  

• Two INGV official releases to Civil Protection  
advising for the sequence (February 17th and 
March 12th) 
 

• The seismicity had a similar pattern to other  
 sequences occurred in the area (1985 M 4.2,  

 1994 M 3.9 and 1996 M 4.1) 

 In 20th century: 23 sequences in Abruzzi, 8 of  

 which in L'Aquila (Amato and Ciaccio, 2011) 
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The CGR meeting and why it was convened 

• On March 31st the Italian Civil Protection organized in L’Aquila a meeting of 
the Commissione Grandi Rischi (High Risks Committee), an expert group 
that advises the Civil Protection agency on the risks of natural disasters 

 

 

Was it an official meeting of CGR? 
• The meeting convocation did not follow a formal procedure  

• The Civil Protection decided to organize it in L’Aquila and to open to other 

stakeholders and unnecessary auditors 

This issue has been strongly debated during the trial 
 
• The CGR was charged with providing a scientific evaluation of the seismic 

swarm and suggesting possible civil protection actions 



Actors 

Representative of:   
Government, 
National, Regional and 
Local Civil Protections   

Scientists appointed  

by  the Government  

(High Risks Committee) 

Scientists 

and Science  

Institutions 
(INGV) 

Duties 

Coordination 

Prevention initiatives 

Emergency planning 

Supply the public  

with information  

  
Evaluation of scientific 

results and 
indications 

Scientific data 
Interpretation 
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Management of the emergency and the  

High Risk Committee  

How is emergency response supposed to work? 



Government officials of the 
 Civil Protection  

Government-appointed 
Scientists 

(High Risk Committee) 

Scientist 

Bernardo De Bernardinis 
 (Vice head of DPC) 

Franco Barberi (President) Giulio Selvaggi  
(Director of the National 

Earthquake Centre, 
INGV) 

Mauro Dolce (director Risk mitigation 
office) 

Enzo Boschi (member) 
INGV President 

Massimo Cialente (Mayor of L’Aquila) Gian Michele Calvi (member) 

Stefania Stati  

(Head of Regional Civil Protection) 

Claudio Eva (member) 

 
Preventive Action 

 (including informing the public) 

  
Evaluation of 
Scientific data 

 

 
Provision of 

Scientific data 

Participants at the 31 March Meeting 
• Government officials  

• Scientists with appointment as member of the High Risks Committee (HRC)  

• Scientist (Selvaggi), not formally invited to the meeting, accompanying a member 

of the HRC (Boschi). Each of them had a different duty 
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During the Meeting: the report 
March 31 2009 

The public minutes of the meeting report that the scientists advised:  
 
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. 
 
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.  
 
 
 
The report was released after the L’Aquila main shock! The only information to the 
public was taken from the De Bernardinis’s interview and the press conference. 

Was this a reassuring message? 
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Before and after the Meeting: 
De Bernardinis interview and the Press conference  

Before the meeting the Vice Head of National Civil Protection B. De Bernardinis stated in an 
interview that the situation was positive: “The scientific community continues to tell me that the 
situation is favorable and that there is a discharge of energy” 

 

Immediately after that meeting, De Bernardinis and Barberi, acting president of the committee, 
held a press conference in L’Aquila. The Press Conference was attended by some of the 
participants to the meeting but not by Boschi and Selvaggi who were not informed of the press 
conference. There is no audio recorded  for the press conference and nobody knows what was 
really said there, but its contents were agreed by De Bernardinis and Stati. 

 

De Bernardinis stated during the trial that he learned the story of the “discharge of energy” from 
newspaper articles or press agency releases from INGV researches. It emerges that he did not 
rely on official reports from INGV.  

During the trial the Head of Civil Potection G. Bertolaso justified the discharge of energy as a 
scientific truth that has never been denied by INGV.  



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 led the population to evacuate their dwellings if it was 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 (that was 

not known to the scientists until the trial started, one year later), so all of the accused are 

guilty of negligent collaboration.  
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What the Prosecutor alleges 



THE VERDICT 

MOTIVATION 
a) Approximate risk assessment, generic and ineffective in relation to the 

activities and duties of prediction and prevention 
b) Incomplete imprecise and contradictory information  on the nature, causes, 

hazard and future developments of the seismic activity 
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CONVICTION for multiple manslaughter and multiple serious injuries: 

• 6 years in prison (*) 

• Perpetual interdiction from public offices and Legal interdiction during the 
enforcement of the sentence (*) 

•Compensation to the families of the victims (€ 8ml) 

(*) conviction suspended until final judgment 



IMPLICATIONS FOR HAZARD 

In the motivations   

• scientific arguments are used by the Judge himself, 
without any scientific advisor, to show that the HRC 
has underestimated the indicators that could define 
a higher probability of occurrence of an impending 
earthquake. 

 

 

 

  

Indicators mentioned in the motivation: 
• Historical seismicity 
• Precursor phenomena (seismic sequence, radon) 
• Probabilistic forecasts (5 & 10 years) 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR VULNERABILITY 
 In the verdict’s motivations the court argues nonsense about the 

possibility of vulnerability reduction in Italy: 

 

• “The argument that the activity of seismic risk reduction consists only in 
the improvement of seismic standards, interventions, preventive 
structural consolidation and in reducing the vulnerability of existing 
structures ... is totally unfounded ... looks more like a stylistic intent than 
a concrete solution” 

 

• “This argument is obvious and pointless ... because it provides an 
indication that in practice is not feasible... The Italian municipalities 
require ... to strengthen existing buildings and improve their ability to 
withstand earthquakes, such a huge financial resource that it is effectively 
unavailable ... It is not  seriously feasible the purpose of reducing the 
seismic risk  by improving building standards”. 
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THE COMMUNICATION CHAIN 

• Choice of DPC to make immediately public each step of the discussion to the 
local authorities. 

• delete a filter, expected by law, between scientific response  and the public 

• Message in/out the CGR (HRC) meeting: 

 

CGR DPC 

report 

Society and authorities in 
charge for Civil 

Protection actions 

filter 

 CGR Meeting 31-3-2009 
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IN:  
Earthquakes are not predictable 
 A strong earthquake in the next days 
is improbable (but not impossible) 

OUT (the understood message): 
The earthquake will not happen 
 The situation is normal (favorable)< 

science decisions actions 



• This earthquake has left the scientific community and the involved stakeholders 
lessons concerning the necessary prevention actions, as well as the urgent need 
to train and educate the society to live in earthquake prone areas. 
 

• These lessons should spur all the public authorities towards a better use of 
seismic hazard maps and available information to reduce vulnerability of the 
Italian territory. These lessons demand for urgent initiatives to increase the 
resilience of the Italian society to natural hazards.  
 

• Unfortunately, these lessons are still unheard and the verdict on the L’Aquila 
trial goes in a different dangerous direction, reducing vulnerability is considered 
too expensive! 
 

• The motivations of the verdict enter in the scientific debate concerning the 
approaches and best practice to promote prevention actions.  
 

 http://processoaquila.wordpress.com/. 
 
 

Conclusive Remarks 

http://processoaquila.wordpress.com/


 
• This is not a prosecution to science at large, but science entered in the 

process 
 

• The media had a role in affecting the population  risk perception 
 

• Demonstrating the causality relation between the HRC meeting and the 
change of human behavior that increased exposition to earthquakes is 
difficult to understand  
 

• The impact of the verdict and its motivations is not fully understood and we 
will experience its consequences soon  
 

• The loss of credibility of scientists officially involved in releasing the 
authoritative information is a serious problem 
 

• What happen in Italy and the legal consequences can happen again, not only 
in Italy  

 
 
 

Conclusive Remarks 


