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In recent decades approximately 60% of people killed in natural disasters have died in earthquakes as reported in January this year by the Centre for Research on Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED). Dr. Margareta Wahlström, the Special UN Representative of the Secretary General for Disaster Risk Reduction, confirmed that over the last ten years earthquakes have been the worst natural disasters and still are a severe threat to millions of people, since eight out of the ten world’s most populated cities are situated on seismic faults. According to the CRED, while the number of catastrophic events has more than doubled since the 1980s, the number of people affected has increased but has not doubled, probably because appropriate prevention and alert procedures have been adopted. Seismic risk is therefore a permanent threat in Italy, along with the risks arising from all other potential natural disasters, and it requires then careful evaluation. Working to reduce the risk of natural disaster is an essential investment for every country.

Due to its special nature and its position in the Mediterranean basin Italy is therefore particularly vulnerable to a range of natural hazards. Italian history and invaluable cultural and artistic heritage also mean that it is particularly vulnerable to extreme weather events, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. In the last decade national research in this area has expanded to take in a wide range of disciplines such as:

1) the collection of "basic" data and information with regard to natural hazards;

2) the evaluation of spatial, dimensional and temporal probabilities of the occurrence of potentially catastrophic natural events;

3) the development of multi-dimensional models and scenarios for the forecast of extreme events and their effects on both natural and anthropic environment;

4) the assessment of the vulnerability of different classes of elements at risk, including the population, with respect to the occurrence of potentially catastrophic events;

The need to develop effective tools and reliable models for “multi-risk” analyses type is particularly important at national level. This activity, which has just begun, requires a large amount of data and specific information carefully collected and evaluated, significant and specific skills in creating models, and a systemic and functional frame of reference - an element that is often missing or inadequate.

In terms of resources (IT, human, instrumental and economic resources), the study of “multi-risk” phenomena and interactions first requires an organized structure of the collection and management of the basic information that too often is disjointed between different agencies/bodies and national, local and Regional administrations. In this regard, a strong rationalization is essential while producing, assessing, confirming and systematically distribute base-line and detailed data and information which needs to be shared at a much higher level than now, if necessary even through specific investments in technology.

The results of such research, particularly in the field of modelling and forecasting, if properly channelled can represent an element of collective growth of the awareness of risks, in their prevention and the mitigation of their effects.

In Italy, as in other countries, the development of research on natural hazards has a clear and significant social and economic impact due to the high costs met for the occurrence of adverse events, but also in preparation for future ones. The development of economic models based on correct interpretations of natural phenomena and their interactions with the anthropic environment can reduce the costs for preventing extreme events.

Finally, the proper evaluation of the frequency and magnitude of expected extreme natural events, given their high economic and social cost in the past, is essential. An over-estimation of the frequency or magnitude of these events may lead to equal or even higher costs than the direct losses due to single events, while an underestimate may lead to total or partial failure to address the costs of recovery and reconstruction.

The successful initiatives of interaction between the research on natural hazards and the insurance sector, already well-developed in several Western countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom, should also be reinforced in Italy by appropriate and necessary intervention on the part of national government.

The development of the necessary policies and measures is possible thanks to a fundamental basis of knowledge regarding the functioning of our planet. We understand that the scientific community has a special responsibility to provide reliable, honest and timely scientific information to policy makers, but we are equally certain that the same community should know how to organize itself and respond with tenacity and seriousness to the pressing questions that it receives from society itself.

