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L’Aquila,
10 years on

Starting in 2017, policy makers
in Italy have introduced muchneeded incentives to encourage
uptake of earthquake insurance
and retrofitting to make buildings
more earthquake resilient. We
welcome these moves which
come 10 years after an earthquake
all but destroyed the medieval
town of L’Aquila, and also after
many other seismic events in
the intervening (and preceding)
years. The measures will help
build Italy’s overall resilience to
natural catastrophes.

L’Aquila
10 years ago, an earthquake
hit L’Aquila, a medieval town
in central Italy.

In the early hours of 6 April 2009, an earthquake of moment magnitude
(Mw) 6.3 struck 6 kilometres (km) southwest of L’Aquila. Sadly, 309 people
were killed and more than 1 500 were injured. It was the deadliest and
most devastating seismic event in Italy since 1980. The shake was felt over
a 600-square-km area in the central section of the Apennine mountain chain,
the latter formed by the convergence of the African and the European tectonic
plates, and responsible for intense seismic activities in the quake-prone
country. The shock came after a long series of smaller foreshocks that started
several months before. Four hours before the main event, a Mw 4.0 shock had
already driven some people to evacuate the area. Without this, more people
would probably have lost their lives.

It was just one of many major
earthquakes to have struck Italy
over time.

Italy and her earthquakes
Italy has a long history of major earthquakes: L’Aquila is the site
just one of many catastrophic events to have hit the country
over time. The deadliest earthquake in Italy and Europe since
the beginning of the last century was the Mw 7.2 quake
in Messina, Sicily, in 1908. That quake, which was followed by
a tsunami, claimed 86 000 lives. As the infographic opposite
shows, in recent years the most severe quake in economic loss
terms in Italy (and Europe-wide) occurred in 1980, when a
Mw 6.9 earthquake destroyed the southern region of Irpinia/
Basilicata1. Total economic losses (in 2018 prices)
were USD 36 billion.

L’Aquila itself has been hit by
earthquakes many times before.

The same area affected by the L’Aquila earthquake has been
struck many times before. In 1915, Avezzano, roughly 40 km
south of the 2009 quake epicentre, was hit by a Mw 7.0
earthquake. With more than 30 000 victims, it is the largest
and deadliest documented earthquake in the region. Based on
historical records, the town of L’Aquila itself has suffered strong
ground shaking many times before, including in the years
1315 (Mw ~6.7), 1349 (Mw ~6.5), 1461 (Mw ~6.5) and 1703
(Mw ~6.7).2 L’Aquila sits in an area of complex active faults with
potential to generate earthquakes of up to Mw 7, even stronger
than the 2009 event.3

1 The most severe on sigma records.
2 Turning disaster into knowledge, Geo-Engineering Extreme Events
Reconnaissance Team, 2009.
3 The L’Aquila (Italy) earthquake of 6 April 2009: report and analysis
from a field mission, JRC European Commission, 2011.
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In 2009, many buildings of
historical importance and also
housing stock were destroyed.

In 2009, L’Aquila was home to nearly 73 150 inhabitants, and a commuting
population of up to 100 000.4 The earthquake destroyed 3 893 buildings
(both old and new) and damaged another 69 591, including most of the town’s
medieval, Renaissance and Baroque architectural legacy. Among the centuriesold buildings destroyed in the town centre were the town hall, the national
museum of Abruzzo and the Cathedral of San Massimo. The cathedral had
already been destroyed one time before, in the 1703 seism, and rebuilt in the
19th century. Also destroyed in 2009 was a modern reinforced concrete
university dormitory. Eight students were killed when the building collapsed.

More than 67 000 people were
left homeless after the
earthquake.

Around 67 500 people were left homeless after the 2009 earthquake,
roughly 22 000 in L’Aquila itself. Implementing state of emergency provisions,
the authorities banned access to the town centre and other damaged
neighbourhoods, relocating 32 000 people to hotels and private houses, and
35 000 to tents for up to eight months. In a second stage of the emergency,
the dwellers were relocated to purpose-built permanent satellite settlements
(CASE) on the outskirts of L’Aquila, while reconstruction work in the town
itself continued.

Most homeowners had returned
by 2015, but the reconstruction
of L’Aquila’s historical centre
remains ongoing today.

As often happens in Italy, the state became the main actor in all stages
of disaster response, management and repair/reconstruction. By December
2015, 80% of people affected had returned home. This was a significant
improvement on previous earthquake reconstruction drives such as for Friuli
(1976) and Irpinia. Not so fast, however, reconstruction of L’Aquila town centre
remains ongoing today. This is due to the complexity of the reconstruction
of the heritage buildings (private and public), and also the decision to retain
the previous medieval urban layout. As a result, there has been a huge drop
in business activity and tourism in the town. In total, 6 000 jobs were lost
as a result of the earthquake.5 And, of the 900 local businesses within in
the walled centre at the time, only two dozen had reopened by early 2013.

The government embarked
on a long and very expensive
reconstruction drive.

The efficacy of the government
spending is questionable.

Insurer of last resort
To date, the government has allocated EUR 17.5 billion to the reconstruction
of L’Aquila and emergency management, including the funding of all temporary
accommodation. This includes projected spending out to the year 2047.
Together with funds for the earthquakes in Emilia in 2012 and in central Italy
in 2016, overall funding by the Italian state for earthquake relief since 2009
amounts to close to EUR 39 billion (USD 45 billion).
This level of spending in a mid-sized town in a scarcely populated area is
inefficient. For sake of comparison, about half of that amount was spent
on recovery and reconstruction when, in September 2010, a much stronger
earthquake (Mw 7) hit Christchurch in New Zealand, a city with a population
of more than five times that of L’Aquila. There are two main reasons behind
the high reconstruction cost in L’Aquila. First, the vulnerability and consequent
extensive damage to the housing stock. Much of the existing building stock was
built either before any seismic provisions were in place (1974) or insufficient
(before 1996), making them non-compliant to the levels of modern antiseismic building standards.

4 “La Risposta del Fondo di Solidarietà dell’Unione Europea al Terremoto del 2009 in Abruzzo:
Pertinenza e Costo delle Operazioni,” Corte dei Conti Europea, Edizione Speciale No.24, 2012.
5 L’Aquila earthquake of 2009 offers lessons in disaster response, European Commission, 2012.
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There is an expectation that the
government will always pay for
reconstruction.

The good news is that starting
in 2017, the government
implemented fiscal measures
to encourage retrofitting of
vulnerable structures …

… and also the uptake of natural
catastrophe covers by private
households and businesses.

The second reason is the country’s low insurance penetration, with society
having become accustomed to relying on the government as insurer of last
resort. Government action has mostly come after severe disasters, with a focus
on managing the emergency response. Special laws and ad hoc provisions
have been enacted to fund reconstruction under the pressure of emergency.
Thus, unexpected and often exorbitant spending have often been sanctioned,
without regard for prevention plans to avoid similar disaster events in the
future. This has resulted in long-lasting and much-more than-budgeted-for
reconstruction drives, and also the effect of dis-incentivising purchase of
private insurance protection.
Public policy initiatives to build a culture of resilience for the future
Encouragingly, in the last two years the authorities have implemented some
public policy initiatives which will promote private sector involvement in
building Italy’s overall resilience to natural catastrophes. First, in 2017 the
government introduced a deduction on personal income and corporate
income tax that can be claimed for all retrofitting actions that reduce the
vulnerability of existing residential and industrial buildings to earthquakes
in seismic zones 1, 2 or 3 (high to moderate hazard). The measure is a first
in Italy: a catalyst for voluntary action, underpinned by state tax incentives,
which can be implemented on a large scale.
Then last year, policy makers introduced an incentive specifically to encourage
uptake of catastrophe insurance. As of 1 January 2018, all natural catastrophe
policy purchases for residential houses have been exempt a 22.2% tax on
associated insurance premiums. At the same time, purchasers can deduct 19%
of the cost of premiums from their annual income tax. The measures triggered
some sales last year, with the earthquake insurance take-up rate moving above
2%. Though that remains one of the lowest in the industrialized countries,
we welcome the tax incentives as a longer-term mechanism to encourage
greater uptake of insurance in the coming years, reduce the financial burden
on government, and to foster understanding and the building of a culture of
efficient disaster risk transfer in Italy.
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