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Disasters often have very long incubation and not a single 
responsible. For these reasons it is not possible to grasp the 
complexity of the “L’Aquila seven” trial without putting aside the 
excess of simplification, prejudice and hasty search for the culprits. 
This book is addressed to anyone who cares about problems related 
to natural hazards and the knowledge needed to avoid that in a next 
future they can turn into disasters. The first degree trial ended with 
the conviction of the seven experts who participated in the meeting 
of the "Major Risks Committee", but the appeal verdict overturned 
the in an acquittance of for six of on seventeen, pointing out a 
problem that affects not only the strength of evidences, but also the 
delicate relationship between science and law, between the 
expectations of citizens at risk and institutions called to manage it, 
between risk perception and action to mitigate reduce it, between 
media professionals and institutional public communicators.The 
possibility of different interpretations of rules and obligations of 
players involved in risk assessment, management and 
communication suggests relevant consequences at system level, 
introducing new potential threats to citizens' safety, that won't be late 
to emerge. 
The following analysis highlight the impossibility of single 
disciplines to charge on themselves all complexity of the debated 
issues, emphasizing the need for an integrated and multidisciplinary 
approach. The contributions of seismologists, engineers, sociologists, 
lawyers, psychologists and science journalists would precisely 
delineate the very relevant issues emerging in the two trials, outlining 
a critical perspective toward the judgments and proactive about the 
future. 
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Scienza, rischi naturali, comunicazione del rischio e  
responsabilità penale. Il punto di vista del penalista  
Science, natural hazards, risk communication and legal 
accountability: a criminal lawyer point of view 
(G. Fornasari, G. Insolera) 
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Two eminent legal practitioners and law professors introduce the book by 
providing a short resume about the most important criminal justice issues 
related to the L’Aquila trial, also discussing the many twisting of the law 
which took place in the first degree trial and the ways in which they were 
partially corrected by the recent appeal verdict. 

In scienza e coscienza  
In science and conscience 
(A. Cerase, A. Galadini, A. Amato) 

» 13 

The editors’ introduction to the volume illustrates the case and the structure 
of the book, even dealing with some relevant key questions stemming from 
the different chapters, as the uncertainty of science, the social construction 
of risks, the role of the media, looking at disasters as a battlefield for a 
number of latent conflicts. 

Il terremoto dell’Aquila da una prospettiva internazionale 
An International Perspective on the L’Aquila Earthquake 
(P. England) 

 35 

The 6 April, 2009, L’Aquila earthquake was one of half-a-dozen 
devastating earthquakes in the past decade which raised questions both 
about the scientific understanding of earthquake hazard, and about the ways 
in which societies interact with their scientists. Italy’s response to these 
questions has been idiosyncratic. The author sets the earthquake hazards in 
Italy in the context of those in other parts of the world and suggests 
questions that individuals who feel they may be exposed to seismic hazard 
should ask about their geological surroundings, about their state of 
knowledge, and about the preparedness of their communities. 



 

 

 

 

La scienza mal compresa: esempi e riflessioni dal processo 
“Grandi Rischi” 
Misunderstood science: examples and reflections from 
the “Major Risks” trial 
(A. Amato e F. Galadini) 

» 43 

Two seismologist attempt to provide an explanation on the trivialization of 
scientific concepts regarding earthquakes as seismic swarm, main shocks vs 
foreshocks, prevision vs forecast who repeatedly were discussed in the 
courtroom, resulting in a flawed image of science and in a tremendous 
pressure over experts to release “reassuring statements”. 

Il processo dell’Aquila: l’incertezza della scienza 
dei disastri e le responsabilità degli scienziati 
L’Aquila trial: uncertainty in disaster sciences and 
scientists’ responsibility 
(K. Koketsu e S. Oki) 

» 63 

Koketsu and Oki are two leading figures in Japanese science of disasters: in 
their chapter they analyze the verdict motivations and the ambiguities in 
using terms as “forecast” and “prediction”, fostering a cutting criticism on 
authorities behaviours and Italian judiciary in the L’Aquila case. Their 
starting point is the way society expects disaster sciences to prevent or 
mitigate future natural disasters. Various constraints, however, often make 
difficult the foreseeing, so that there is a high incertitude in the social 
contribution of disaster sciences. If scientists overstep this limitation, they 
will be even criminally responsible. The L’Aquila trial in Italy is such a 
recent example and so the authors have performed data collections, hearing 
investigations, analyses of the reasons for judgment, etc., to explore the 
incertitude of disaster sciences and scientists’ responsibilities. 

  



 

 

 

Prevenzione o roulette russa: considerazioni su 
pericolosità, vulnerabilità e rischio sismico all’Aquila e 
dopo L'Aquila  
Prevention or Russian roulette? Considerations on 
hazard, vulnerability and seismic risk before and after 
L'Aquila earthquake 
(R. Paolucci) 

» 87 

The author is a seismic engineer and his chapter explores, illustrates and 
explains the structural causes of major building collapses occurred in 
L’Aquila and other seismic areas, and the ways to build or refurbish proper 
houses and public building to improve effective seismic risk reduction. 

Rischio sismico e previsione dei terremoti nella vicenda  
del processo “Grandi Rischi” 
 Seismic risk and earthquake prediction in the affair of 
"Major Risks" trial (M. Stucchi) 

» 101 

Stucchi’s paper is focused on how some misconceived and ambiguous 
ideas of seismic risk and earthquake forecasting have affected the first 
degree verdict. The author stresses the way a judge of the first degree trial 
supported the idea that experts of the so-called “High Risk Committee” 
should have provided a detailed assessment of seismic risk, also contesting 
the reasons why their evaluations were found “approximate, generic and 
ineffective”. 

Il terremoto della comunicazione 
The earthquake of communication 
(M. Morcellini) 

» 119 

Mario Morcellini is one of the most influential voices in Italian 
communication studies, and he has been also a legal consultant for one of 
the defendants in the L’Aquila trial. His work is aimed at exploring the role 
of communication in the L’Aquila disaster, and the failures of media, 
public communicators, and government representatives. Morcellini also 
suggests they need to improve their skills and ability in copying with high 
risk situations in a next future. 

  



 

 

 

Il terremoto dell’Aquila: lo scenario comunicativo  
L’Aquila earthquake: the communication scenario  
(G. Ciofalo) 

» 133 

In his work Ciofalo tries to explain conundrums and contradictions in 
media coverage from the beginning of the seismic swarm until the big 
shake of April 6, 2009. In this chapter the author also discusses the 
presumed effects of media on risk behaviours and the role of the “amateur 
predictor” Giuliani in local and national media agenda building. 

Quale idea della comunicazione del rischio? Tra teoria,  
prassi e assunti impliciti  
What ideas of risk communication? Between theory, 
practices and implicit assumptions  
(A. Cerase)

 
 

» 145 

According to the author, the poor debate on risk communication among 
Italian academy and policymakers resulted in an amplification of side 
effects of the earthquake. His comparative analysis on risk communication 
guidelines demonstrates that judges’ conceptions on the discipline dates 
back more than forty years ago and risk communication practices and ideas 
are often grounded on undemonstrated and misleading assumptions. 

Media e traduzione delle conoscenze scientifiche prima  
del terremoto del 2009 
Media translation of scientific knowledge before the 2009 
earthquake  
(F. Galadini e A. Amato) 

» 169 

Seismologists provide a detailed reconstruction of the journalist’s 
misconceived portrayal of scientific concepts, as was issued by local and 
national media before the earthquake, and the way in which a wrong and 
approximate information about the seismic swarm preceding the April 6 
earthquake affected the public's perception of risk and lay people’s 
individual responses. 

  



 

 

 

Quando la scienza trema: scienza, pseudoscienza, politica  
e media nel terremoto dell'Aquila 
When science trembles: science, pseudoscience, politics and 
media in the l’Aquila earthquake  
(G. Tipaldo) 

Pag. 203 

In this chapter Tipaldo considers the role of media and social movements in 
the aftermath of L’Aquila earthquake. It is a part of a wider longitudinal 
study on science communication practices by Italian researchers initiated in 
2012 by the University of Turin, and it takes the story of L'Aquila as a 
“revelatory” case study, uncovering the complex communicative 
interactions that today increasingly bind Science, Politics, Media and 
Society in risk assessment and uncertainty management.  

Restare o scappare? Neurobiologia delle decisioni in 
condizioni di incertezza  
Staying or running away? Neurobiology of decisions under 
uncertainty conditions  
(S. F. Cappa) 

» 221 

Stefano Cappa, neuropsychologist, was a legal consultant for one of the 
defendants. In his analysis he considers risk decisions of L’Aquila 
inhabitants before the shock in the light of the classic Tversky and 
Kahneman’s prospect theory and of the most recent neurosciences 
literature. 

Terremoti: tra percezione e realtà  
Earthquakes: between perception and reality  
(M. Crescimbene e F. La Longa) 

» 227 

Both the authors are psychologists and researchers in the risk perception 
field. In their work, they explain fundamental mechanisms of risk 
perception and they provide interesting data to demonstrate that seismic 
risk is still underrated in Italy and even in the Abruzzo region after 
L’Aquila earthquake. Today, in Italy, studies on perception of seismic risk 
are quite rare and even more rarely results are known and considered to 
support risk analysis and improve communication. This problem mainly 
arises from two reasons: an inadequate integration between social science 
and science that ‘traditionally’ are involved in earthquake studies such as 
physics, seismology, geology and engineering; an intrinsic difficulty of 
social science to relate with other disciplines, adopting shared language, 
methods and techniques. 
  



 

 

 

Un ex-ricercatore alla scoperta di una sentenza  
A former researcher goes to the discovery of a verdict  
(G. Cavallo) 

» 245 

Cavallo, who has been a researcher in astrophysics for Italian research 
Institutions, considered the trial and the verdict as he was a (young) law 
student. His chapter is a review on logical and scientific fallacies which 
accompanied the trial which resulted in an unfair verdict. It also considers 
the different ways of reasoning in legal and scientific matters. It points out 
that a verdict should be easily understandable to every Italian citizen, 
including scientists, since it is issued in the name of the Italian people. 
There is still much reciprocal ignorance, but as legal information is 
increasingly available on the web, ignorance must not last, and must be 
overcome by efforts from both sides. The essay proceeds to dissect and 
examine the first instance verdict as if it were a scientific paper, and points 
out weaknesses in practically every statement contained in it. 

Scienza sismica e responsabilità penale: riflessioni sul 
rimprovero per colpa a margine del processo dell'Aquila  
Seismology and criminal liability: reflections on the 
manslaughter allegations on the sidelines of L’Aquila trial 
(C. Valbonesi) 

» 265 

The author is a legal practitioner and she offers a wide angle analysis on the 
legal liability of scientists in the L’Aquila trial and other similar cases. Her 
legal argumentation considers the Italian legal literature on science in 
courtrooms to criticize the poor use of science in the assessment of forensic 
evidences, as it occurred in the first degree trial. 

Comunicazione (scientifica) e responsabilità penale: 
riflessioni sulla causalità "psichica" a margine della sentenza 
Grandi Rischi  
(Scientific) communication and criminal liability: reflections 
on “psychic” causality on the sidelines of “Major Risks” 
verdict  
(A. Galluccio) 

» 293 

Should scientific communication affect risk behaviour of a vulnerable 
population? Galluccio investigates the causal links between the messages 
issued by the Italian Civil Protection and the death of 29 in L’Aquila, 
stressing the way in which psychic causality is used as forensic evidence, 
and its ability to produce verdicts “beyond any reasonable doubt”. 

  



 

 

 

I dissesti in Italia: difficoltà ed errori nella comprensione e 
nella comunicazione  
Geological disorders in Italy: difficulties and errors in 
understanding and communicating  
(M. Tozzi) 

» 309 

The chapter is about a number of sources of geological hazard in Italian 
territory and their impact on human and social environment. Poor 
regulation, lack of controls by the authorities, unauthorized building and 
ignorance are presented as factors which may amplify risks posed by 
environmental hazards, such as earthquakes, volcanoes, landslides and 
floods. 

Nuvole e orologi. L’incertezza della scienza e le certezze  
dei media  
Clouds and clocks. The uncertainty of science and 
certainties of media  
(P. Greco) 

» 321 

Was the L’Aquila trial an example of the same old scapegoating story? 
Charges against scientists could be intended as a mean to hide the lack of 
seismic planning in the years prior to the earthquake? The famous Wiener’s 
metaphor entails a number of contradictions between the actual possibilities 
of uncertain science, and claims for certainty coming from the public. 

Il paese dalla memoria corta  
A memory lacking country (M. Cattaneo) 

» 333 

More than two Italians on five actually live in a high seismic hazard area. 
Despite this alarming situation, the existence of good building laws and of 
a seismic hazard map considered as one of the most advanced in the world, 
when a major earthquake occurs we still pretend to be amazed as it is the 
very first time, as if we are condemned to a kind of damnatio memoriae 
when facing disasters. 
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