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“There is, however, one branch of knowledge which is still behind. 
It is Ethics, the teaching of the fundamental principle of Morality … 

this is what Humanity is persistently demanding … 
If the contemplation of the Universe 

and a close acquaintance with Nature 
were able to infuse lofty inspiration 

into the minds of the great naturalists and poets of the nineteenth century, 
— if a look into Nature’s breast quickened the pulse of life 

for Goethe, Shelley, Byron, Lermontov, in the face of 
the raging storm, the calm mountains, the dark forests, and its inhabitants — 

why should not a deeper penetration into the life of man and destinies 
be able to inspire the poet in the same way?”. 

 
Pyotr Kropotkin, Ethics: Origin and Development, 1922 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The hell of the living is not something that will be:  
if there is one, it is what is already here, the hell where we live every day,  

that we form by being together.  
There are two ways to escape suffering it.  

The first is easy for many:  
accept the hell and become such a part of it that you can no longer see it.  

The second is risky and demands constant vigilance and learning:  
seek and be able to recognize who and what, in the midst of the hell,  

are not hell, then make them endure, give them space. 
 

Italo Calvino, The Invisible Cities, 1972 
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To all victims of disasters of any kind 
and those who survived 

and could experience, 
learn from, 
and witness 

the paradise 
amidst the hell. 

 
Please, keep this good narrative alive, 

for those who died, 
and for those who are still to come. 

 
A world, 

other than disaster capitalism, 
is still possible. 
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Introduction to the PhD thesis 
 
 
Building resilience in a global risk landscape 
 
Over the last 20 years, 4.5 billion people have been directly impacted by natural hazards, and 
over 2.5 million people were killed by the negative consequences of disasters (Wallemacq and 
House, 2018). Floods and droughts affected the largest number of people (3.5 billion). However, 
earthquakes, representing only 3% of the total number of natural hazards that have occurred, had 
the most fatalities (747,234). The average number of disasters has increased from 165 per year 
(for the period 1978-1997) to over 329 per year (for the period 1998-2017), in other words, almost 
one per day. Climate-related disasters are a prominent and increasing component of these 
disasters. Over 90% of all disruptive events between 1998 and 2017 were climate related disasters 
(Wallemacq and House, 2018).  
 
In a recent interview to The Guardian, the United Nations Secretary-General’s Special 
Representative on Disaster Risk Reduction, Mami Mizutori, declared that climate-related 
disasters are occurring much faster than predicted (Harvey, 2019). Recent reports have described 
the dramatic effects of climate change all around the globe, including: abnormal weather events 
such as extreme heat and droughts (e.g. IPCC, 2018); loss of biodiversity (e.g. IPBES, 2019; 
IPCC, 2019); rising sea level (e.g. Church et al., 2013); negative impacts on human health (e.g. 
Mora et al., 2017; EASAC, 2019); and climate-induced displacement and migration (e.g. IOM, 
2008; Rigaud et al., 2018). All this comprises the global climate crisis (Pelling, 2011; Pelling et 
al., 2015; IPCC, 2015, 2018, 2019; IPBES, 2019; UNDRR, 2019), which, together with other 
global stressors (e.g. globalization and financial crises, resource scarcity, and demographic 
pressure), constitutes the global risk landscape (WEF, 2018). The human cost of this global risk 
landscape is dramatic and “is there for all of us to see in the alarming numbers of people who are 
now internally displaced every year by disasters, often losing their homes and their livelihoods, 
in extreme weather events and earthquakes” (Wallemacq and House, 2018, p.1).  
 
When the environmental, macroeconomic, technological, geo-political and societal risks 
comprising this global risk landscape turn into disasters, they create devastating impacts on local 
communities, their wellbeing, and on where they live, especially for the most vulnerable people 
(WB, 2017, 2018; Wallemacq and House, 2018; IPBES, 2019; UNDRR, 2019). Local 
communities are the societal arenas where crises and disasters are perceived and experienced in 
all their disruptive consequences, where the negative impacts must be mitigated, and where the 
risks of the negative consequences of future disasters must be reduced. Local vulnerability 
negatively influences the likelihood, extent, and intensity of crises and disaster risks and impacts, 
while local capacity can contribute to the enhancement of wellbeing, disaster risk reduction 
(DRR) and resilience, both at the local community level and other levels of society. Local 
vulnerabilities are negatively influenced by social risks (e.g. rent-seeking, elite capture, organized 
crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, corruption, inequity, social exclusion, poverty), which are 
the local ‘root causes of disasters’ (Oliver-Smith, et al. 2017). Social risks arise from the local 
history of development processes and associated social changes and impacts, and affect the 
multiple dimensions of community wellbeing. They negatively influence local vulnerabilities, 
exacerbating lack of capacity and hazard exposure, and the extent, intensity, and frequency of 
disaster risks and impacts. Conversely, local community resilience is the agency (i.e. the set of 
cognitive and interactional processes) that enables members of affected communities to 
collectively learn from crises and disasters, and transform towards reducing local vulnerabilities, 
social risks and associated disaster risks and impacts, and enhancing DRR, community wellbeing 
and local people’s capacities.  
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Depending on how planned interventions are conceived, decided, designed, and implemented, 
they may reinforce both positive and negative trends within affected local communities. They can 
worsen local social risks and vulnerabilities, thus exacerbating disaster risks and impacts; or they 
can enhance local people’s capacities to learn and transform, thus building resilience at the local 
community level and at other levels of society. Recognition of the role that local communities – 
with their negative and positive trends and their vulnerabilities, capacities, and resilience (i.e. 
capacity to learn and transform) – play in a global risk landscape has led, more than 30 years ago, 
to the United Nations (UN) establishing a DRR and resilience paradigm that should be the basis 
of every planned intervention, both before and after disasters. This paradigm advocates for 
genuine local community engagement and empowerment, and for community-based strategies to 
reduce local vulnerability, the root causes of disasters, and associated disaster risks and impacts, 
and for strategies to strenghten resilience at all levels of society (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; 
UNISDR, 2005, 2015). This paradigm also advocates for considering crises and disasters, and 
any disaster management or development intervention, as windows of opportunity to learn and 
transform and ‘build back better’, not only housing and infrastructure, but also, and more 
importantly, more resilient, and sustainable societies (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 
2005; 2015). The adoption of Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development reaffirmed the urgent need to build the resilience of local communities, especially 
the most vulnerable. Resilience is embedded in a wide range of sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) and targets, and is considered, together with DRR, as being a cross-cutting issue, which 
will impact progress towards the achievement of the SDGs (UN, 2015; UNECOSOC, 2018). 
 
In social-ecological systems (SES) and sustainable natural resource management (NRM) theories 
and approaches, resilience is the adaptive and transformative capacity of systems, especially 
social systems, to learn and transform following a disturbance (e.g. Carpenter and Gunderson, 
2001; Berkes et al., 2003; Folkes, 2006; Pahl-Wostl, 2006, 2007; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008). A 
disturbance, such as a crisis or a disaster, represents a window of opportunity for social actors to 
learn and transform, bringing about innovative changes that can improve SES management and 
resilience in the future (Carpenter and Gunderson, 2001; Berkes et al., 2003; Folkes, 2006; Pahl-
Wostl, 2006; Cole and Nightingale, 2012; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016). In such a global risk 
landscape, understanding how to build resilience in social systems means understanding how 
people individually and collectively learn from crises and disasters to transform within their 
communities and institutions – at multiple levels of social organization – towards reducing the 
risks and impacts created by a disturbance, and enhancing community wellbeing and the 
sustainability of the local people’s living environment. However, in the SES and NRM literature, 
and in disaster management and development theory and practice, still little is said about the 
agency of, and constraints to enhancing social learning and transformation and building resilience 
at all levels of society in times of crises and disasters. In social systems, a disturbance refers to 
any natural or human event (e.g. crises, disasters, unwanted changes, planned interventions) that 
creates negative risks and/or impacts threatening the multiple dimensions of local community 
wellbeing, and changing local people’s perceptions and daily experiences.  
 
Social Impact Assessment (SIA) is a field of research and practice (Vanclay, 2003; Esteves et al., 
2012; Vanclay et al., 2015), which is aligned with sustainable development studies (Aucamp and 
Lombard, 2019) and relates to the processes of: (i) reducing the negative risks and impacts created 
on local community wellbeing by disturbances (i.e. mitigation); (ii) monitoring the mitigation 
measures implemented to ensure the effectiveness, mantainance, and sustainability of such 
activities (i.e. monitoring); (iii) enhancing the benefits for local people that may derive from 
disturbances and the mitigation strategies adopted (i.e. enhancement). Because SIA includes the 
processes of identifying, analysing and managing the intended and unintended negative (and 
positive) impacts on local community wellbeing that derive from disturbances (Vanclay, 2003; 
Vanclay et al. 2015), SIA has great potential to contribute to enhancing local community 
capacities to learn and transform from the negative risks and impacts created by such 
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disturbances, and to building resilience at all levels of society. Recent advances in disaster studies 
emphasize the need for SIA to accompany post-disaster interventions, especially post-disaster 
reconstruction and re-development (Benson and Twigg, 2007; Jah et al., 2010), in order to 
“understand the social and economic context, incorporate the perspectives and interests of those 
whom the project is intended to assist, anticipate the project’s social impacts (both positive and 
negative), and prepare to mitigate them, when necessary” (Jah et al., 2010, p.74). The Sendai 
Framework advocates the need for applying “economic, social, structural, technological and 
environmental impact assessments” in any post-disaster and development intervention both 
before and after disasters (UNISDR, 2015 p.19). However, although for more than 30 years the 
United Nations have advocated for enhancing DRR and resilience in any planned intervention, 
and although international guidelines recommend that all countries apply SIA to better integrate 
DRR and resilience, SIA is rarely used in planning disaster management and development 
interventions.  
 
Structural failures in the way such interventions are carried out keep occurring everywhere, in 
both high, and low-income countries around the world (Bates, 1982; Oliver-Smith, 1990; 2000; 
2002; Cutter et al., 2006; Elliot and Pais, 2006; Button and Oliver-Smith, 2008; Schuller and 
Maldonado, 2016; Harvey, 2017). Although SIA has made advances in the conceptualisation of 
social changes and impacts (Slootweg et al., 2001; Vanclay, 2002), it still lacks of a coherent 
conceptualisation of local vulnerabilities and social risks (e.g. rent-seeking, elite capture, 
inequity, social exclusion, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption) 
associated with planned interventions. Social development outcomes (DRR and resilience), 
community social processes, and the cognitive and interactional capacities of social learning and 
transformation (i.e. resilience) at all levels of society are largely not yet conceptualised by SIA. 
Despite evolutionary progress in thinking (Vanclay, 2014, 2019), SIA has been little deployed in 
disaster management and development practice. It keeps being considered only as a sub-field of 
environmental impact assessment (EIA), resulting in its being a mere add-on to pre-determined 
projects, and ingrained within the institutional environmental licensing procedures and 
arrangements, or top-down social protection measures (O’Faircheallaigh, 2009; Suopajärvi, 
2013; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). This undermines the potential of SIA to co-produce 
transformative knowledge with affected local communities, and to influence the conception, 
decision, design and implementation of planned interventions in order to enhance social learning 
and transformation, and build resilience before and after disasters.  
 
The primary aim of this PhD was to enlarge the theoretical and practical domain of SIA, 
especially to better conceptualize the cognitive and interactional dimensions of local community 
resilience, and to consider how to build resilience at all levels of society. Achieving this would 
increase understanding of the social processes (i.e. individual and collective agency) that enable 
social learning and transformation at the local community level, and that make external actors 
capable of engaging and strengthening these processes at all levels of society. In the research for 
this PhD, an innovative SIA model was developed, the SIA Framework for Action. This model 
turns SIA into a process that is addressed to co-produce transformative knowledge with affected 
local communities in order to enhance social learning and transformation and build resilience at 
the local community level and at other levels of society, in any planned intervention before and 
after disasters. This PhD thesis also provides an opportunity to reflect on the main scientific, 
institutional, and socio-cultural constraints in the 4 Key Priority Areas recommended by the 
United Nations that still hamper disaster management and development practice to build 
resilience and meet the 2030 Agenda. This research was conducted by undertaking a detailed 
analysis of the 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy, and of the disaster management and 
development activities conducted by the national and local authorities both before and after the 
disaster. The 6.3 Mw earthquake damaged more than 35,000 buildings. In this earthquake, 309 
people died, some 1,600 people were injured, and more than 70,000 people were rendered 
homeless.   
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Understanding resilience in disaster management and development planning: 
What is the problem? 
 
Although the resilience construct has many definitions and a long history across multiple 
scientific disciplines (Adger, 2000; Davidson, 2010; Alexander, 2013a; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 
2016; Brown, 2014), strengthening resilience of local communities was advocated by the United 
Nations for the first time in the Yokohama strategy (IDNDR, 1994, p.9), where it was stated that: 
“there is a strong need to strengthen the resilience and self-confidence of local communities to 
cope with natural disasters through recognition and propagation of their traditional knowledge, 
practices and values as part of development activities”. The rapid rise of the resilience construct 
in disaster and sustainable development studies was triggered by the adoption of the Hyogo 
Framework for Action 2005–2015 (HFA) at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction held in 
Kobe (Hyogo Prefecture, Japan) in January 2005. The subtitle of the HFA was: ‘Building the 
Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters’. The HFA placed ‘enhancing community 
resilience’ as the core objective of every phase of disaster management and sustainable 
development. For more than 30 years, various international declarations (UNDRO, 1982; 
IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015) have contributed to the evolution of a DRR and resilience 
paradigm that should be the basis of any post-disaster and development intervention in all 
countries. The DRR and resilience paradigm advocates building community resilience and 
supporting local communities to reduce local vulnerabilities and enhance local wellbeing and 
capacities to better manage disaster risks and impacts before and after disasters. 
 
The United Nations (UN, 2016, GA 71/276, p.22) define resilience as “the ability of a system, 
community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and 
recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the 
preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions through risk 
management”. The increasing number of disasters and economic and social crises that destabilize 
vulnerable areas has resulted in the concept of resilience gaining currency in the discourses of 
regional development (OECD, 2011, 2013; McManus et al., 2012; Scott, 2013; Schouten et al., 
2013), disaster risk reduction (Tobin, 1999; Paton and Johnston, 2001; Adger et al., 2005; Norris 
et al., 2008; Brown and Westaway, 2011), and climate change adaptation (Pelling, 2011; Khailani 
and Perera, 2013; Arnold et al., 2014; Dale et al., 2015; Pelling et al., 2015). Policy discourses 
around the world also reflect this trend (e.g. UNISDR, 2005, 2007; 2015b; Mitchell, 2013; 
GFDRR, 2014; EC, 2013, 2014; WB and GFDRR, 2015). More recently, the Sendai Framework 
for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2015) further emphasised the need for 
“investing in the economic, social, health, cultural and educational resilience of persons, 
communities and countries and the environment” (UNISDR, 2015, p.11).  
 
The 2030 Agenda explicitly mentions resilience in a variety of sustainable development goals 
and targets, such as SDG1, whose aim is to end poverty in all its forms everywhere, and, more 
specifically, Target 1.5, which represents the core resilience target, advocating for building “the 
resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations, and reduce their exposure and 
vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental 
shocks and disaster” (UN, GA, A/RES/70/1, p.15). Building sustainable and resilient societies is 
currently understood as a “multidimensional challenge and a cross-cutting issue that will impact 
progress towards the SDGs and the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development”, and it is “central to eliminating poverty, augmenting shared prosperity and 
leaving no one behind” (UNECOSOC, 2018, p.1). Overall, the 2030 Agenda, together with the 
Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, the Sendai Framework 
for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, and the New Urban Agenda, are intended to represent a 
solid base for the formulation of national and local resilience strategies (UNECOSOC, 2018).  
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The problem is, however, how do people adapt and transform in times of crises and disasters to 
enhance DRR, wellbeing and resilience? As stated by Gall et al. (2014a, p.4), “disasters are signs 
of failures, failures of preparedness, response, and recovery. Most often, however, disasters are 
failures of long-term development and risk reduction planning”. In this sense, understanding 
resilience as the ability to reduce the risks and impacts of crises and disasters at the local level 
requires much more than understanding the capacity of social systems to adapt. It is hard to say 
that societies must ‘adapt’ to the failures that contribute to making the disaster happen at the local 
level. If not considered carefully, adaptation can represent a new form of social determinism that 
ignores the importance of reducing the root causes of disaster, and may result in a downward 
spiral of vulnerability and disaster risk exacerbation (O’Brien, 2012). In such a global risk 
landscape, learning from the negative impacts of crises and disasters and from the past failures 
of disaster management and development interventions, is crucial for external actors and local 
communities to transform towards more effective reduction of local vulnerabilities and the root 
causes of disaster, and to building resilience at all levels of society, during the conception, design 
and implementation of any disaster management, or development intervention (UNDRO, 1982; 
IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015). 
 
Although a wide range of national and international policies increasingly advocate for building 
resilience as a key strategy to achieve the SDGs and meet the expectations of the Sendai 
Framework and Paris Agreement (Twigg and Calderone, 2019), at a theoretical level the concept 
is still vague and ill-defined (Gaillard, 2010; Manyena, 2014; Matyas and Pelling, 2015). It is still 
not clear what resilience means in social terms “beyond the simple assumption that it is good to 
be resilient” (Davoudi, 2012, p.299). Many articulations of resilience inadequately address its 
social dimensions, and even progressive interpretations (e.g. ‘bouncing forward’) are often little 
more than clichés (O’Hare and White, 2013; McEvoy et al., 2013). The many international policy 
recommendations and government and non-government reports, providing ready-made, off-the-
shelf toolkits (Davoudi, 2012) describe resilience in social terms vaguely as a ‘set of capacities’ 
or as ‘the ability’ of society to cope with the impacts of a disaster or crisis (UNISDR and UNDP, 
2007; Mitchel, 2013; OECD, 2013). However, what this ‘ability’ is in social systems, and how to 
strengthen it, is still under-theorised (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016). 
 
Current understandings of resilience are generally too weak to provide planning practice with the 
tools and methodologies needed to engage and strengthen the agency of people in resilient 
communities (Mitchell, 2013). Too often, resilience is understood only in mere engineering or 
economic terms as the resistance of physical systems (e.g. concrete buildings, dams or other 
infrastructure) to external shocks (e.g. earthquakes, floods, etc), or as the economic capacity of 
individuals, companies, organizations, regions, and entire industry sectors to cope with the 
negative economic impacts of disasters. Too often, ‘building community resilience’ is understood 
only as implementing financial programs, public tenders, post-disaster short-term loans, or 
insurance arrangements addressed to assist individuals economically. More recently, various 
attempts have tried to analyse resilience at the country level by measuring indicators other than 
income, economic assets and infrastructure, such as the ability to consume (Hallegatte, 2017, 
2018), or more sophisticated indicators and variables (Cutter et al., 2008). However, resilience in 
society is much more than all of this. Understanding resilience in society only in terms of assets 
and capacities (e.g. Tobin, 1999; Pfefferbaum et al., 2007; Norris et al., 2008), or outcomes 
(Cutter et al., 2008; Forjaz et al., 2011; Armitage et al., 2012, McCrea et al., 2014, 2016) is 
inadequate.  
 
The challenge in fully understanding the resilience construct is that it is a process (i.e. social 
learning and transformation) rather than as a set of pre-conditions for such a process to come into 
action, or as a set of outcomes that such a process is intended to achieve (Engeland et al., 1993; 
Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2017).  
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Understanding resilience in societies thus implies understanding positive agency, meaning the 
health and quality of the social processes which enable individual and collective learning and 
transformation at all levels of society. Understanding resilience thus requires a triple task:  

(i) understanding the agency of resilience at the local community level, and how people 
collectively learn (or do not learn) from local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts, and how 
they collectively transform (or not) towards reducing these features and enhancing 
community wellbeing and resilience to future crises and disasters;  

(ii) understanding the agency of external actors and how they learn (or do not learn) from the 
resilience of local communities, and how they transform (or not) to improve any planned 
intervention towards reducing local vulnerabilities and the root causes of disasters, and 
towards enhancing community wellbeing, capacities, and resilience;  

(iii) understanding what are the main drivers and constraints at the cognitive and interactional 
level that: (a) enable or undermine local communities to enact social learning and 
transformation; and (b) make external actors capable of recognising or ignoring, engaging 
or excluding, strengthening or weakening resilience at all levels of society. 

 
Unfortunately, too often disaster management and development interventions exacerbate local 
vulnerability and the root causes of disasters, and, instead of ‘building back better’ more resilient 
societies, these interventions themselves become second disasters (e.g. Hoffmann and Oliver-
Smith, 2002; Schuller and Maldonado, 2016; Harvey, 2017; Yamada et al. 2018; Yee, 2018). 
Crises and disasters keep being used as windows of opportunity to facilitate rent-seeking, elite 
capture, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration and corruption at the local, regional, 
national, and international levels. All of these are social risks that worsen local inequity and social 
exclusion and exacerbate vulnerability and disaster risks and impacts at all levels of society (e.g. 
Klein, 2007; Escaleras et al., 2007, 2016; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Lewis, 2011, 2017; 
Kyriacou et al., 2015). While the pathologies produced by a top-down command-and-control 
approach in relation to the environment have been highlighted (Holling and Neffe, 1995; Holling 
et al. 2002), little has been said about the social pathologies a top-down approach produces.  
 
In SES and NRM theories and approaches to resilience, as well as in disaster management and 
development thinking and practice, little is said about which methodologies empower social 
learning and transformation (i.e. the agency of resilience) in times of crises and disasters at 
multiple levels of society and at different temporal, spatial and cultural scales (Ross et al., 2010; 
Robards et al., 2011; O’Brien, 2012; Armitage et al., 2012; Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Davoudi, 
2012; Wilson et al., 2013; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Ross and Berkes, 2014; Fabinyi et al., 
2014; Brown, 2014; Walsh-Dilley et al., 2016). How do people learn and transform towards 
sustainability in times of crises and disasters? How can external interventions enact, enable, 
engage, and empower the capacity of people and local communities to learn and transform 
towards sustainability? Crucial for the future is to answer these questions using the lens of 
resilience to enhance understanding about how to achieve positive social development outcomes 
at all levels of society, including at the local community level. 
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The research aim, research objectives and research questions 
 
As indicated earlier, the primary aim of this PhD was to enlarge the theoretical and practical 
domain of social impact assessment (SIA), especially to better conceptualize the cognitive and 
interactional dimensions of local community resilience, and to consider how to build resilience 
at all levels of society. To progress this research aim, three main objectives were established: 
(i) to understand resilience and how it comes into action at the local community level; (ii) to 
improve SIA theory and practice and explore how it can enhance local community resilience; and 
(iii) to identify and address the main constraints that undermine resilience-building at the local 
community level and other levels of society. 
 
The main research question considered by this PhD is: What role should Social Impact 
Assessment play in disaster management and development interventions so that social 
development outcomes, such as community resilience, are achieved? Answering this research 
question requires considering four sets of sub-questions, which are addressed across the papers 
that comprise this PhD: 
 

• What is community resilience?  
o Community resilience of what to what? 
o How does community resilience come into action? 
o What are counterproductive actions and how can they be avoided? 
o Resilience to what ends? 
o Resilience for whom? 

• How can SIA enhance community resilience in practice? 
o What is SIA? 
o What are appropriate social development outcomes and how can they be realised? 
o How can SIA be improved so that it can be used to enhance community resilience? 

• What are the main counter-productive actions to build resilience?  
o What are the main constraints at the scientific level? 
o At the institutional level? 
o At the socio-cultural level? 

• What can be learned by the fields of disaster management and development and what 
needs to be transformed in these fields? 

 
As is typical in the sociology of disasters field (Rodriguez et al., 2007), this research 
considered disasters, in all their tragedy, to be opportunities for social scientists to understand and 
analyse basic social processes and structures in crisis conditions, during which adaptation, 
resilience and innovation are often more clearly revealed than in ‘normal’ situations. The whole 
PhD research was based on an analysis of the 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy. I 
used participant observation, an ethnographic approach, action anthropology, and analytic auto-
ethnography in a combined overarching epistemological approach. I also used retrospective in-
depth interviews with key actors and members of local communities affected by the earthquake, 
and retrospective sociological analysis of data, and document and media analysis to triangulate 
data, provide further empirical evidence, and build a general conceptualisation of the findings 
(see Chapter 2, 9 and 10).  
 
This research sits at the intersection of anthropological studies and sociological studies. More 
precisely, it refers to and aligns with the fields of anthropology of disasters (Oliver-Smith, 1977; 
1990; 2002; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Choudhury and Haque, 2016; Oliver-Smith et al., 
2017) and sociology of disasters (Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Quarantelli, 1995; Quarantelli, 
1998; Drabek and McEntire, 2003;; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; Tierney et al., 2006; Alexander, 
2007; Rodriguez et al., 2007; Tierney, 2007, 2012; Solnit, 2009). 
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This PhD research is intended to be an inter-disciplinary, transformative, practice-oriented, 
social scientific contribution to the broader discourses on disaster management and 
sustainable development and to the scientific fields of: rural sociology, sociology of 
disasters, anthropology of disasters, SES, NRM, SIA and impact assessment generally. It 
seeks to bring these disciplines together to improve understanding of: (1) resilience in 
society; (2) what is the role SIA (and impact assessment, generally) can play to enhance 
planned interventions, build resilience at all levels of society, and meet the 2030 Agenda; 
and (3) what are the main drivers and constraints to achieving all this. 
 
By adopting an integrated SES perspective (Berkes et al., 2003; Cutter et al., 2008; Ross et al., 
2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Ross and Berkes, 2014; Jones et al., 2011, 2014, 2016; 
McCrea et al., 2014, 2016), below I elaborate on the concept of resilience. Resilience is a 
construct that has its roots in physical and ecological systems theory, whose social translation can 
be enhanced by recent advances in SES theory (Walker et al., 2004; Magis, 2010; Armitage et 
al., 2010, 2017 Brown and Westaway, 2011; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016) and the behavioural 
sciences (Pfefferbaun, et al., 2007; Norris et al., 2008; Twigg, 2007; Goldstein, 2008; Manyena, 
2014). I elaborate on the gaps in the understanding of resilience in the SES and behavioural 
sciences, and on the main challenges to understanding resilience as a process of social learning 
and transformation in society. I also consider issues of transparency and accountability, 
inclusiveness and fairness, deliberativeness, justice, power geometries, and institutional 
arrangements, all of which are intrinsically associated with resilience and the governance of social 
learning and transformation (i.e. resilience) in society. Finally, I elaborate on SIA and its potential 
contribution to enhance resilience in disaster management and development practice. 
 
 
Resilience as a process in physical, biological, and ecological systems 
 
The term ‘resilience’ has a wide range of definitions in the scientific literature and a long and 
diverse history (Alexander, 2013a; Matyas and Pelling, 2015). The mechanistic understanding of 
resilience considers it as the force that makes a physical system return to a pre-designated state 
or function (Davoudi, 2012; Matyas and Pelling, 2015). According to this approach, the resistance 
to disturbance and the speed by which the system returns to equilibrium is the measure of 
resilience (Davoudi, 2012; Alexander, 2013a). This mechanistic understanding of the resilience 
construct, however, draws from deductive mathematical theory, or physics tradition, or from 
‘small-scale quadrat experiments in nature’ that are inadequate to coherently understand and 
interpret real-world social-ecological interactions and processes (Holling and Meffe, 1995; 
Matyas and Pelling, 2015). According to this perspective (i.e. classical probabilistic dynamic), a 
system trajectory is always predictable in that it is influenced by the second principle of 
thermodynamics and determined by those symmetries within the properties of the system’s 
components that establish the linearity of system development towards its degradation (i.e. 
production of positive entropy) (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984; Matyas and Pelling, 2015). To 
simplify, we may say that, according to this approach, how the system components interact with 
each other, or with the surrounding environment, is not influential in determining the trajectory 
of the whole system towards its equilibrium state (i.e. maximum entropy).  
 
This deterministic view was already challenged in the 1970s by non-equilibrium physics (Nicolis 
and Prigogine, 1977; Prigogine and Stengers, 1979; Prigogine and Stengers, 1984) suggesting 
that, in order to understand (or predict) the behaviour of a real-world physical system in a 
transition phase – far from the equilibrium point (i.e. maximum entropy) – what was needed were 
non-linear equations capable of acknowledging not only the properties of the single components 
of a system and their symmetries, but also the interactions among the components that contribute 
to determining the system’s behaviour across space and over time (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984). 
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In order to explain the ability of living systems to counter the second principle of 
thermodynamics, maintain life and self-organize when they were far from the equilibrium state 
(i.e. production of negative entropy, von Bertalanffy, 1968), since the 1960s, system and 
evolutionary biology has drawn from non-equilibrium physics to emphasize the relevance of 
analysing, not only the properties of the inner components of a living system and their 
symmetries, but also the interactions among these components that influence the processes of 
evolution of living phenomena (von Bertalanffy, 1968). General System Theory (GST) defines a 
system as a “complex of interacting elements” (von Bertalanffy, 1968, p.55) and recognises that 
systems, especially living units, are organized objects that are determined by the kind of 
interactions that occur among its internal components. In GST terms, ‘interaction’ means that 
“elements, p, stand in relations, R, so that the behaviour of an element p in R is different from its 
behaviour in another relation, R1” (von Bertalanffy, 1968, p.55-56). To summarize, from a GST 
point of view, the statement that “the whole is greater than the sum of its part”, far from being a 
mystical expression, means that the constitutive characteristics of a system are not explainable 
only from the characteristics of its isolated parts, but also from how these parts interact between 
each other and with the environment and across multiple levels of organization and different 
temporal and spatial scales (von Bertalanffy, 1968; Mitchell, 2006). 
 
Grounded in evolutionary biology, the ecological approach to resilience, differently from the 
mechanistic perspective,suggested to focus, not only on the ability of systems (and of the system’s 
components) to persist, but also on their ability to internally change the interactions among their 
internal components (bio-physical and human) in order to adapt and transform across multiple 
levels of organization and temporal and spatial scales (Holling et al., 2002; Folke et al., 2002; 
Ager, 2003; Folke, 2006; Davidson, 2010; Davoudi, 2012). The Panarchy model was developed 
by Holling et al. (2002, see Figure 1.1) as an attempt to better conceptualise these sets of dynamic, 
nested, inter-level interactions and adaptive capacities. The analytical tools provided by the 
Panarchy model help better understand that ecological systems are characterised by multiple and 
semiautonomous scales, formed by the interactions among variables, and that:  
 

“Each level experiences its own change cycle, but slower and larger scales set conditions for faster, 
smaller ones, whereas the faster, smaller ones are the sites of variation that can generate functional 
shifts at higher scales. This dynamic interaction feeds evolution: As long as there is interaction across 
scales, a crisis or adaptive variation on one level can trigger dynamism in smaller and larger scales” 
(Davidson, 2010, p.1138). 

 
The Panarchy model proposed by Holling et al. (2002, see Figure 1.1) openly criticised the 
traditional approach to systems, which interpreted hierarchies among different layers of 
organization as vertical top-down systems of command-and-control interactions exercised by 
larger and slower levels of organization that control smaller and faster ones (Gunderson and 
Holling., 2002). 
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Figure 1.1: The Panarchy model: Ecosystems consist of a nested set of adaptive cycles 
(Source: Berkes and Ross, 2016) 

 
What the Panarchy model pointed out was that this traditional top-down epistemological (and 
managerial) interpretation of systems tends to fail in understanding the dynamic and adaptive 
nature of such nested structures, and that larger and slower levels of organization are (and need 
to be) “sensitive to change from the small and fast ones” (Holling et al., 2002, p.73). In ecological 
systems, if the asymmetry between different levels of organization would have been only the one 
that brings slower and larger levels of organization controlling smaller and faster ones, then 
“hierarchies would be static structures, and it would be impossible for organisms to exert control 
over slower environmental variables” (Holling et al., 2002, p.72). 
 
As recognised by Holling and Meffe (1995), the equilibrium definition of resilience reinforces 
the pathology of equilibrium-centered command-and-control: “they carry an implicit assumption 
that there is global stability that there is only one equilibrium steady-state, or, if other operating 
states exist, they should be avoided with safeguards and regulatory controls. They transfer the 
command-and-control myopia of exploitive development to similarly myopic demands for 
environmental regulations and prohibitions” (Holling and Meffe, 1995, p.333). The Panarchy 
model underlined the environmental pathologies of typical top-down epistemological (and 
managerial) approaches that tend to dominate theory and application, and are “reinforced by the 
proper, everyday dictionary definition of hierarchy that is vertical authority and control” (Holling 
et al., 2002, p.73). 
 
 
Resilience in social-ecological system theory and behavioural sciences 
 
According to the ecological approach to resilience, far from being fixed, static structures, 
hierarchies among different levels of organization in ecological systems, are evolutionary, 
dynamic, adaptive, and maintained by the interactions of changing processes across multiple 
states of equilibria that combine learning and transformation with continuity (Holling et al., 
2002). The ecological approach to resilience rejected the existence of a single, ‘stable 
equilibrium’, and acknowledged the existence of ‘multiple equilibria’, and the possibility of 
systems to flip into alternative stability domains (Holling, 1996). Both the ecological perspective 
and the mechanistic perspective, however, adopt what has been defined an engineering 
understanding of resilience, which is theoretically influenced by an ‘equilibristic view’ that 
grounds its assumptions on notions such as ‘stability’, ‘steady-state’, ‘equilibrium’, or ‘new state’ 
and/or ‘multiple equilibria’, that still say little about real-world processes in social and ecological 
systems (Davoudi, 2012).  
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These terms say very little, especially when referred to resilience in social systems in which 
understanding resilience means understanding the human agency; the intentionality of human 
actions; those cognitive and interactional processes that drive members of a community to learn 
and transform; and the associated issues of inclusiveness, justice, fairness, deliberativeness, 
power geometries and institutional arrangements, all of which are intrinsically associated with 
social learning, transformation and resilience in society at multiple levels of societal organization 
and at different temporal, cultural and spatial scales (Davoudi, 2012). Understanding all this, 
demands understanding the health and quality of social processes needed both at cognitive and 
interactional levels that enable people at multiple levels of social organization to learn from 
disturbances and transform towards reducing vulnerabilities, risks and impacts and enhancing 
local community wellbeing disaster risk reduction (DRR) and the management and resilience of 
their resources. 
 
In the last two decades, two research strands have greatly contributed to further advances in 
understanding resilience in societies, especially at the local community level. The first derives 
from ecological sciences and focusses on resilience in communities through a SES theory 
perspective (e.g. Carpenter and Gunderson, 2001; Folke et al., 2002; Berkes et al., 2003; Folke, 
2006; Berkes and Ross, 2013), the second developed within behavioural sciences and derives 
from individual developmental psychology (e.g. Ryan and Deci, 2000) and mental health 
tradition, and focusses on the capacities and resilience of communities after disasters (e.g. 
Pfefferbaum et al., 2007; Twigg, 2007, 2009; Norris et al., 2008; Magis, 2010). In the following 
sub-sections, I provide a review of the SES theory and approach to resilience and of community 
resilience as described by the research strand in behavioural sciences on post-disaster community 
resilience.  
 
The social-ecological systems and natural resource management theories of resilience 
 
For almost two decades, relevant advances in the conceptualisation of social-ecological processes 
and interactions among human and biophysical systems have been made in the ecological 
sciences and sustainable natural resource management (NRM) theory thanks to the emergence of 
the social-ecological approach to resilience (SES), also called “new ecology” or “disequilibrium 
ecology” (e.g. Carpenter and Gunderson, 2001; Folke et al., 2002; Berkes et al., 2003; Folkes, 
2006; Armitage, 2007, 2010; Ross et al., 2010; Armitage et al., 2017; Cole and Nightingale, 2012; 
Ross and Berkes, 2014; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016). Drawing from Gunderson and Holling 
(2002) and the social implications of the Panarchy model, and moving beyond the traditional 
engineering understanding of resilience, SES emphasises the necessity for institutions that 
manage SESs exposed to the risk of impacts that may be produced by changes, crises or disasters, 
to learn by change and transform (Folke et al., 2002; Berkes et al., 2003; Folke, 2006). It also 
stresses the key role that individuals, small groups and local communities play in this context to 
enhance sustainable management of local SESs and natural and cultural heritage (Carpenter and 
Gunderson, 2001; Berkes et al., 2003; Kinzig et al., 2003; Folke, 2006).  
 
Acording to the SES and NRM approaches, the resilience of the system is positively influenced 
by: (i) the ability of smaller and faster systems to self-organize and cope with disturbances and 
changes; and (ii) the ability of larger systems to a) ‘be sensitive’ to; b) learn from, and c) include 
and strengthen the emerging capacities of smaller and faster systems in a new co-shaped trajectory 
(i.e. co-evolutionary trajectory) (Carpenter et al., 2001; Folke et al., 2002; Berkes et al., 2003; 
Folke, 2006; Davidson, 2010, Ross et al., 2010; Cole and Nightingale, 2012; Berkes et al., 2013; 
Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Ross and Berkes, 2014). In such nested SES organization, the 
resilience is determined not by the capacity of larger and slower levels of organization to control 
change in systems assumed to be stable, but rather by their adaptive capacity to manage the ability 
of smaller and faster systems to cope with, adapt to and shape change (Folke, 2006; Davidson, 
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2010). The resilience of a SES can be understood not only as the amount of disturbance a system 
can absorb, but also as the degree to which the system is capable of self-organization at the local 
level (vs. lack of organization, or organization forced by external factors), and as the degree to 
which the system can build and increase the capacity of learning and transformation at all levels 
of SESs (Folkes, 2006).  
 
Central to this SES approach to resilience is the recognition that in SESs, a disturbance can 
represent a window of opportunity during which social actors can learn and transform, bringing 
about innovative changes that can improve SES management and resilience in the future 
(Scheffer, 2009; Chapin et al., 2009; Berkes and Ross, 2013). Acknowledgement of the relevance 
of social learning and transformation has led SES thinking to reflect on the cognitive dimensions 
through which social actors produce knowledge, orient actions, and learn from experiences, and 
on how these cognitive dimensions shape the interactions between human and ecological systems, 
ultimately enhancing the resilience of SESs (Jones et al., 2016).  
 
Understanding the way people perceive the environment in which they live is crucial to better 
understand people’s interactions with natural systems, and further enhance the understanding of 
how SES function (Jones et al., 2016). How people perceive their environment, act and learn is 
filtered through knowledge production processes, practices and beliefs (Berkes et al., 2000), 
schema (Markus and Zajonc, 1985; Harris, 1994), mental models (Eckert and Bell, 2005; Baynes 
et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2011, 2014; Fiske and Taylor, 2013); social memory (McIntosh et al., 
2000; DiGiano and Racelis, 2012; Olsson et al., 2004); values (Reser and Bentrupperbaumer, 
2005; Larson et al., 2013; Ives and Kendal, 2014; Jones et al., 2016). All this creates sophisticated 
ethics and orient people’s behaviours, individual and collective actions, transformational 
learning, and changes in the social-ecological interactions (Sinclair et al. 2008, Jones et al. 2016). 
 
The study on cognition and intentionality in SESs, however, is a relatively neglected area of 
research (Hukkinen, 2012; Jones et al., 2011, 2014, 2016) and the number of constructs that have 
been used to study the intentionality of human actions only refers on how humans cognitively 
relate to their environment, and how this shapes the interactions between people and their 
environment (Jones et al., 2016). Still little is said about the individual and collective cognitive 
processes that enable social learning and transformation and build resilience in society, among 
members at the local community level and at other levels of society, and how all this influences 
SES management and resilience outcomes. 
 
For over two decades, an extensive literature has advocated for SES resilience management, or 
SES adaptive co-management to counter the social and ecological pathologies of traditional top-
down, command-and-control approaches to natural resource management (NRM) and SESs 
(Beratan, 2007). This adaptive management aims at making external actors (i.e. decision-makers, 
investors, and proponents) more capable to include changes and surprises rather than seeing social 
and ecological emergent processes as exceptions or ‘noise’ that must be analytically suppressed, 
or that a ‘good’, natural management institutions should ‘command-and-control’ (Cole and 
Nightingale, 2012). These more inclusive approaches towards local communities in SES and 
NRM management include, as noted by Beratan (2007): enhancing stakeholders involvement and 
public participation (e.g., Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000; Bouwen and Taillieu, 2004; Olsson et 
al., 2004; Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Folke, 2006; Pahl-Wostl, 2006); building more networked 
organizational structures and sustainable governance (e.g., Schneider et al., 2003; Ivey et al., 
2004; Folke, 2006; Cutter et al., 2008; Mclean et al., 2014); and enhancing trust among actors 
and organizations (e.g. Olsson et al., 2004; Lebel et al., 2006). 
  



 15 

Community resilience in behavioural sciences 
 
The literature in the field of behavioural sciences, which, since almost two decades, explored and 
elaborated on local communities’ abilities to cope with disasters (Paton et al., 2001; Maynena, 
2006; Maguire and Hagan, 2007; Pfefferbaum et al., 2007; Norris et al., 2008; Buikstra et al., 
2010) is also of particular relevance for enhancing the understanding of the agency of resilience 
in social systems (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Mclean et al., 2014). Drawing from the 
psychology of personal development, self-determination (developmental psychology, e.g. Ryan 
and Deci, 2000) and the mental health tradition, which focussed on building resilience on the 
individual’s strengths rather than on deficits, the developmental psychology approach to 
community resilience elaborates on the nature of community’s strengths and capacities, and how 
these contribute within a collective process of facing disasters and developing resilience (e.g. 
Walker et al., 2004; Pfefferbaun, et al., 2007; Norris et al., 2008; Manyena, 2014). These advances 
served as a basis to develop the community resilience construct in disaster literature (Walker et 
al., 2004; Pfefferbaun, et al., 2007; Norris et al., 2008; Brown and Westaway, 2008; Goldstein, 
2008; Twigg, 2007, 2009; Magis, 2010; Armitage et al., 2010; Manyena, 2014). 
 
According to Pfefferbaum et al. (2007, p.349), community resilience is “the ability of community 
members to take meaningful, deliberate, collective action to remedy the effect of a problem, 
including the ability to interpret the environment, intervene and move on”. Norris et al. (2008, 
p.131) defined community resilience as a “process linking a set of networked adaptive capacities 
to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation in constituent populations after a 
disturbance”. Economic Development; Social Capital; Information and Communication and 
Community Competence are considered four primary networked resources, capacities and 
competences which a community needs to have in order to be resilient (see Norris et al., 2008, 
p.136). Understanding all this clearly demands a “shift in understanding resilience ... not only in 
its reorientation to change, but in its perception of a community's ability to take planned action 
and effect change, that is, its agency” (Magis, 2010, p.404).  
 
 
Main challenges to understanding resilience as learning and transformation 
 
Following the integrated approach to SES resilience and management suggested by Berkes and 
Ross (2013, 2016), a wide range of studies on community resilience convene that: local 
understanding of risk; self-organization; problem solving; sense of agency; sense of place and 
belonging; social networks; social support and inclusion; leadership; collective efficacy and 
empowerment; outlook on life; readiness to accept change; lifestyles and livelihoods; good 
natural and built environment and other features of local people’s wellbeing such as infrastructure 
and support services; good governance; and a diverse and innovative economy are all crucial for 
buiding resilience at the local community level and at other levels of society (Norris et al., 2008; 
Hegney et al., 2008; Goldstein, 2008; Cutter et al., 2008; Magis, 2010; Kulig et al., 2010; Buikstra 
et al, 2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013; Mclean et al., 2014; McCrea et al., 2014, 2016). However, 
focussing on the pre-conditions – or on the desired outcomes – of resilience is not enough to 
properly understand resilience as a process that occurs in societies in times of crises and disasters.  
 
What still needs to be understood is the individual and collective agency, meaning the cognitive 
(i.e. human intentionality) and interactional processes (i.e. the complex set of inter-subjective and 
multi-level interactions), drivers and constraints, that makes local communities and external 
actors capable (or uncapable) to collectively learn from the ‘disturbance’, and transform towards 
reducing local vulnerability and building resilience at all levels of society. The problem – or the 
challenge – of understanding the resilience construct, is that resilience, rather than a set of pre-
conditions or desired outcomes, represents the process of social learning and transformation that 
enables resilient communities and external actors to harness these pre-conditions and achieve 
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such desired outcomes at multiple levels of social organization (Engeland et al., 1993; Cutter et 
al., 2008; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; McCrea et al., 2014, 2016; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 
2017). How local communities during adversity, or in times of crises and disasters, harness 
material, physical, socio-political, socio-cultural, and psychological resources (i.e. pre-
conditions) to learn and transform and better cope with risks and impacts (i.e. desired outcomes), 
still needs to be explored more and be better conceptualised in SES and NRM theories about, and 
approaches to resilience and in community development and behavioural sciences research fields 
(Magis, 2010; Davidson, 2010; Armitage et al., 2012; Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Fabinyi et al., 
2014; Brown, 2014; Walsh-Diley et al., 2016; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Cavaye and Ross, 
2019). 
 
In her influential paper, Resilience: A bridging concept or a dead end? Davoudi (2012) provided 
a review of the concept of resilience and identified four critical issues that were still unclear in 
the literature and must be taken into account when translating resilience thinking from the natural 
to the social world. These issues relate to: (i) the system’s boundaries, resilience of what to what? 
(i.e. inclusiveness); (ii) the intentionality of human actions, how can counter-productive actions 
be avoided? (i.e. accountability and transparency); (iii) the outcomes or purpose of resilience, 
resilience to what end? (i.e. deliberativeness); (iv) resilience for whom? (i.e. justice and fairness). 
By outlining the relevance of these issues, Davoudi (2012) reflected on resilience-building in 
planning, and advocated for further efforts in SES theory and approaches to conceptualise 
resilience as a process in social systems, which is driven by the agency and intentionality of 
human actors at multiple levels of social organization (i.e. how can positive actions be enhanced 
and counter-productive actions be avoided?), and which necessarily implies consideration and 
scientific analysis of issues of inclusiveness and fairness (i.e. resilience of what to what?), justice 
(i.e. resilience for whom?), institutional arrangements, power geometries, inclusiveness and 
deliberativeness.  
 
The emergent research strand on transformation in society (O’Brien et al. 2006; Pohl et al, 2010; 
O’Brien, 2012, 2016; Patterson et al, 2015, 2017; Pelling et al., 2015; Sharpe, 2016; Brown et al, 
2017, Biermann et al., 2017; Kanie and Biermann, 2017; van der Hel and Beirmann, 2017) 
emphasises that understanding resilience in societies demands understanding a set of social issues 
including: (i) what social learning and transformation towards sustainability means in social 
terms, especially in terms of desirable future and desirable outcomes (Miller, 2007; Feola, 2014; 
Parsons and Nalau, 2016; Coloff et al, 2017); (ii) the main social and institutional drivers and 
constraints (Gall et al, 2014a, 2014b; Pursch et al, 2017); (iii) the deliberativeness implied by 
learning, transformation, and resilience (Miller, 2007; Chapin et al, 2009; Irwin, 2010; O’Brien, 
2012); (iv) the governance and politics of these processes in society (Young, 2009; Birkmann et 
al, 2010; Patterson et al, 2017; van der Hel and Beirmann. 2017; Wilson, 2013; Fenton and 
Gustafsson, 2017); (v) the transformational knowledge and the transformative social (and 
institutional) learning processes they require (O’Brien et al, 2010; Pohl et al., 2010; Patterson et 
al., 2015; Sharpe, 2016; Brown et al, 2017) and, consequently, (vi) the kind of science-based 
initiatives, assessment processes and set of actions they demand (Cornell et al., 2013; Patterson 
et al, 2015; Cook and de Lourdes Melo Zurita, 2016; van der Hel and Beirmann, 2017). 
 
Fully understanding resilience as the process of social learning and transformation in society 
through an integrated approach combining SES and community development perspectives 
(Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Cavaye and Ross, 2019) demands addressing Davoudi (2012)’s 
questions and the social issues raised by the research strand on sustainable transformation in 
society. Furthermore, when addressing these issues, it is important to bear in mind that resilience 
is not a process that occurs only at one level of social organization (e.g. local community level), 
but that (ideally) occurs at multiple levels of society (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016). In the 
resilience literature, as synthetized by Matarrita-Cascante et al. (2017), the term ‘social resilience’ 
refers to the general ability of human systems to mitigate the impacts of unexpected changes, 
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learn, and transform at all levels of society and across different temporal and spatial scales, 
building the resilience of the whole social system to future disturbances while acknowledging the 
multiple dimensions of development (e.g. bio-physical, sociocultural and economic). 
Consequently, the term ‘community resilience’ can be considered as a subfield of social 
resilience, and refers to the specific ability of smaller social sub-systems (i.e. families, 
households, neighbourhoods, and local communities) to cope with these impacts at the local level 
(Adger et al., 2005; Folke, 2006; Wilson, 2012; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2017).  
 
From a SES and a community development perspective, understanding the agency of resilience 
that emerges at the local community level in times of crises and disasters (i.e. community 
resilience) is crucial for larger social systems if they aim to build resilience at all levels of society 
(i.e. social resilience). Understanding how larger social systems are ‘sensitive to’, and learn from 
the agency of local community resilience, and change or transform accordingly, is necessary to 
achieve a full understanding of social resilience in its whole. Understanding how (i.e. the 
institutional, financial, and planning arrangements conducive to) enacting, enabling, including 
and strangthening the agency of local resilient communities is crucial to enhance understanding 
about how to build social learning and sustainable transformation at all levels of society (i.e. 
social resilience). Lessons learned about main cognitive/cultural, social/interactional, 
institutional, political, economic constraints to build resilience at the local community level and 
at other levels of society help develop pragmatic reflections about how external actors can 
overcome these constraints and better contribute to build resilience and achieve the SDGs. 
However, although recent advances have been made by those advocating an integrated approach 
to resilience (Ross et al., 2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Ross and Berkes, 2014; Mclean et 
al., 2014; Cavaye and Ross, 2019), Davoudi’s questions and the issues raised by the current 
research strand on sustainable transformations in societies remain still largely unanswered.  
 
While advances have been made in understanding learning for sustainability (e.g. Sinclair et al., 
2008; Cornell et al., 2013; Sharpe et al., 2016), these advances have not yet included adequate 
conceptualisation of resilience in terms of the individual and collective agency that enables social 
learning and transformation in society at multiple levels of social organizations and at different 
temporal, spatial and cultural scales in times of crises and disasters. The Panarchy model does 
not provide adequate detail to identify and conceptualise the complex structure of nested inter-
subjective and inter-level cognitive, ecological, and social interactions, that (ideally) organise and 
structure the agency of social resilience at all levels of society, enabling social learning and 
transformation in times of crises and disasters among both local communities and external actors. 
Little is said about the institutional arrangements and power geometries within and across 
multiple levels of social organization and different temporal, spatial and cultural scales that enable 
or undermine building resilience at all levels of society, including at the local community level. 
Furthermore, although having made advances in conceptualising new adaptive and sustainable 
natural management approaches, or the skills, resources and competences of resilient 
communities after disasters, SES and community development theories and approaches still say 
little about the kind of individual and collective intentionality and the complex set of nested inter-
subjective and inter-level interactions that enact, enable, and strengthen social learning and 
transformation and build resilience at all levels of society.  
 
 
  



 18 

Filling the gaps in the literature to understand resilience in society 
 
Overall, the cognitive and interactional dimensions of human agency in resilient SESs are little 
conceptualised, and the models provided (e.g. the Panarchy model) are inadequate to grasp the 
main cognitive and interactional components that constitute the agency of resilience at all levels 
of society, including at the local community level. Furthermore, how power geometries influence 
social system’s outcomes in terms of resilience, and which methodology can enhance social 
learning and transformation and strengthen resilience in practice at all levels of society is still 
under-theorised (Berkes and Ross, 2013). Below, adopting an integrated approach to resilience 
(Ross et al., 2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Ross and Berkes, 2014; McCrea et al., 2014, 
2016), and drawing from the most recent literature on learning for sustainability and 
transformation, I critically review the four issues raised by Davoudi through the lens of 
understanding resilience as being a process of social learning and transformation in societies in 
times of crises and disasters (i.e. disturbances). Drawing from a conceptualisation of the main 
cognitive processes outlined by SES, NRM, and sustainability literature about social learning 
(e.g. Sinclair et al. 2008; Cornell et al. 2013; Sharpe et al. 2016), and from recent advances made 
in system and evolutionary biology (e.g. (Bailly and Longo, 2003, 2008; Longo and Montevil, 
2012, 2013), I briefly introduce the conceptual models through which I will analyse the findings 
throughout the chapters, and answer the research subquestions concerning resilience in society, 
how it can be enhanced and what are the main constraints to resilience-building in planned 
interventions. 
 
Resilience of what? 
 
Understanding resilience at the local community level through a SES perspective in terms of 
‘resilience of what’, means, first, and foremost, understanding what is a community and how 
‘community’ is defined in SES theory and approach to resilience. From a SES perspective, this 
requires a clarification of the different social-ecological ‘hierarchies’ among multiple levels of 
the social-ecological organization and of the specific level, or unit of analysis, the term 
‘community’ refers to. Social systems are nested systems in that they exist at multiple levels and 
at different scales, with outer systems influencing (but not controlling) inner systems (Binder et 
al., 2013). In social systems, however, scales do not refer to any rigid or unique ontologies, but, 
instead, to ‘situational ontologies’ which acknowledge that scales in social systems, rather than 
being rigid and fixed, instead are social constructions and the products of localized daily practices 
resulting into a specific built and cultural environment, which functions as an ordering force in 
relation to the practices of humans arranged in conjunction with it (see Marston et al., 2005).  
 
Communities exist both physically and psychologically. They can be defined as entities 
composed of built, natural, economic, and social environments, with the latter made up by 
individuals with their own needs, desires and capacities, and their own system of myths, values 
and beliefs that altogether orient feelings, attitudes and behaviours and make people feeling to 
belong to a community (Pfefferbaum et al., 2007; Eachus, 2014). There are ‘communities of 
place’ and ‘communities of interest’ (Berkes and Ross, 2016). A community of place refers to an 
entity composed by individuals living in a common space that they shape through their daily 
activities and lifestyles into a common place where they live and orient their agency (La Cecla, 
1993, 2000). A community of interest is composed by individuals that recognise themselves as 
psychologically or culturally part of a community, even beyond a specific place, because of 
sharing certain cognitive features such as, for example, common habits, interests, or passions. 
Individuals, families, households, neighbourhoods, villages, communities, even regions and 
nation states, and intergovernmental and/or international organizations are systems. To 
understand all this, we draw from Berkes and Ross (2016) who adopted a panarchy approach (see 
Chapter 1), and conceptualised the community-level social-ecological organization and the 
vertical linkages across multiple levels of social resilience (see Figure 1.2).  
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Figure 1.2: A hierarchy of levels in social resilience 
(Source: Berkes and Ross, 2016) 

 
Drawing on Berkes and Ross (2016), we consider communities as SESs and focus on 
communities of place. We recognise and keep in mind, however, that understanding communities 
is a process that not only refers to the analytical capacities of the observer (i.e. social scientist) of 
identifying people and places (i.e. socio-cultural landscapes), but also, and foremost, to the ability 
of people to perceive themselves as living in a common place and sharing a ‘same fate’ (i.e. a 
common landscape at risk). In the context of pre-disaster (i.e. prevention and preparedness) and 
post- disaster interventions (i.e. response, recovery, reconstruction and re-development) the term 
‘community’ typically refers to “an entity that has geographical boundaries and shared 
fate...[being] composed of built, natural, social and economic environments that influence one 
another in complex ways” (Norris, 2008, p.128).  
 
The identification of system boundaries is also a political question, not one that can be answered 
by the ontological theories of the natural sciences or systems theory (Porter and Davoudi, 2012). 
This is arguably true irrespective of the nature of the system under consideration, but it is 
especially true for social systems. However, the dramatic context of a crisis or a disaster situation 
makes the issue of defining resilience ‘of what to what’ extremely real and particularly pertinent 
– it is local communities (and often rural communities in the so-called less-favoured regions) that 
live on the frontline of disaster risks and impacts and have to deal with the tragedy and the 
multidimensionality of crises and disasters, or other unwanted changes. Beyond any political 
issue, what actually defines the boundaries of an affected landscape are: (i) the extent to which 
local communities perceive and experience the negative consequences of the same hazards and 
disaster risks and impacts, and (ii) the way the occurrence of past development processes, crises 
and disasters shaped a local landscape at the social, cultural and ecological levels.  
 
Resilience to what? 
 
Discourses about resilience in social systems in terms of ‘to what’ relate to any disturbance that 
creates risks and impacts affecting the multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing (e.g. 
crises, disasters, unwanted changes, planned interventions). A disturbance, such as crises and 
disasters, as they occur in society, they intrinsically have a social dimension. Drawing from the 
sociology of disaster, which, since more than three decades, thoroughly conceptualised the social 
dimensions of disasters (e.g. Bolin and Bolton, 1983; Domborowsky, 1981; Pelanda, 1981; 
Quarantelli, 1982; Bolin, 1986; Peacock et al., 1987; Oliver-Smith and Goldman, 1988; Oliver-



 20 

Smith, 1990; Awotona, 1977; Quarantelli, 1998; Quarantelli, 1999; Quarantelli, 2003; Perry and 
Quarantelli, 2005; Quarantelli, 2006; Quarantelli et al. 2007; Tierney and Oliver-Smith, 2012), 
we consider that a ‘disturbance’ in social systems must be understood within the context of 
socially-produced vulnerability, rather than of simple environmental forces.  
 
Depending on the vulnerabilities characterising a society, a disturbance, or any other social-
ecological change process at inner or outer level of the social system, may (or may not) turn into 
a disastrous event affecting the multiple dimensions of people’s wellbeing at the local, sub-local, 
regional, national, and international scales. In this sense, the vulnerability of social systems 
directly influences both the exposure, the likelihood, and the intensity of the negative impacts of 
a disturbance as perceived and experienced at local community level and at other levels of society. 
Vulnerabilities are the product of the local history of past-development processes and associated 
social changes and impacts and negatively influence and are influenced by social risks, all of 
which are the local root causes of disasters (Oliver-Smith et al., 2017).  
 
Furthermore, fully understanding how to answer the question resilience of what to what requires 
understanding also of how other levels of society (different from local communities) learn and 
transform, and whether they include and strengthen the resilience of local communities and their 
ability to learn and transform while perceiving and experiencing the negative risks and impacts 
of crises and disasters. We define ‘external actors’ the decision-makers (the state, civil protection 
authorities and inter-governmental organizations) and all other actors different from local people 
and communities who directly perceived and experienced the negative consequences of disaster 
risks and impacts (e.g. inverstors, proponents, NGOs, members of professional orders and other 
volunteers). These external actors conceive, decide, design, and implement external interventions, 
in times of crises and disasters, and are usually coordinated by the state and the civil protection 
authorities of a country. Because of belonging to the same social system (i.e. the nation and inter-
governmental organizations) their resilience is also towards local disaster risks and impacts and 
their social dimensions. Overall, understanding resilience of what to what in terms of social 
learning and transformation at multiple levels of society means understanding how both local 
communities living in an affected local landscape, and external actors planning to support local 
communities to cope with disaster risks and impacts, learn from crises and disasters and their 
social dimension, and transform towards reducing the root causes of disasters at the local 
community level and at other levels of society. 
 
How does community resilience come into action (i.e. human intentionality)? And how can 
counter-productive actions be avoided?  
 
Local people and communities, even the most vulnerable, have individual and collective agency: 
they do play a crucial role to reduce (or worsen) (disaster) risks and impacts. In common terms, 
human agency is driven by human intentionality. Intentionality is a person’s cognitive processes 
of identifying a purpose, and orienting their feelings, attitudes, and behaviors towards that 
purpose (Searle, 1980). These feelings, attitudes and behaviours influence, and are influenced by 
the production of a local knowledge, beliefs, values, and narratives, all of which reinforce, and 
are reinforced by the perception of individual and shared needs, desires, and capacities. All these 
cognitive components constitute the intentionality of people underpinning and orienting their 
agency. Furthermore, the human agency of members of a community within a society is organised 
through interactions which tie people with each other (i.e. social interactions), with their bio-
physical environment, (i.e. ecological interactions) with their economic environment (i.e. 
economic interactions) and with their semiotic world and their dimension of local meanings and 
values (i.e. cognitive/cultural interactions). Overall, human agency includes a cognitive and an 
interactional dimension. The former refers to all those cognitive components that constitute the 
intentionality which drives and orients people’s agency.  
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The latter refers to the ecological interactions people have with their environment and resources, 
to the cultural interactions and to all those social interactions, including power geometries, 
institutional arrangements, and management models, that organise and structure people’s agency 
within their communities and at multiple levels of social organization. External actors have an 
agency too, and this is characterised by a cognitive and an interactional dimension as well. 
Understanding the agency of community resilience means understanding the cognitive and 
interactional dimensions of the agency that enables local communities to be resilient in times of 
crises and disasters. Understanding the agency of social resilience means understanding the 
cognitive and interactional dimensions of the agency of external actors that enable them to learn 
from disaster risks, impacts and the agency of resilient communities, and transform towards 
including and strengthening this agency, while building resilience at all levels of society. Finally, 
understanding counterproductive actions in terms of resilience means understanding the 
counterproductive actions enacted by local community members and external actors both at the 
cognitive and interactional levels that undermine the processes of social learning and 
transformation towards sustainability. 
 

The cognitive dimension of the agency of resilience in societies 
 
Drawing from the literature on learning and sustainability (e.g. Sinclair et al., 2008; Cutter et al., 
2013; Sharpe et al., 2016) and enriching it through an integrated SES perspective on resilience 
(Ross et al., 2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013; Ross and Berkes, 2013), we define social learning as 
the cognitive processes that enable members of a community and external actors to individually 
and collectively learn from a disturbance, and thereby to pro-actively change their: (i) individual 
and collective feelings and attitudes; (ii) (perceptions of) individual and collective needs, desires 
and capacities; and (iii) knowledge, beliefs, values, narratives and myths, all of which constitute 
the intentionality of members of resilient communities that orient their actions towards learning 
how to address the negative impacts of any disturbance, including crises and disasters (Figure 
1.3). 
 

 
 

Figure 1.3: Social learning and the cognitive dimension of resilience 
towards Disaster Risk Reduction 

Source: This Paper  
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Figure 1.3 provides a conceptualisation of the cognitive components constituting the 
intentionality and cognitive dimension of human agency, and, therefore would help better 
understand: (i) how, in times of crises and disasters, resilience comes into action at the cognitive 
level both among members of affected local communities and other external actors (e.g. the state, 
national and local authorities, disaster agencies, national and international organizations); (ii) 
what are the counter-productive actions that undermine community resilience and resilience-
building at the cognitive level; and (iii) how these counter-productive actions can be avoided at 
the cognitive level. 
 

The interactional dimension of resilience in societies 
 
Because resilience is a process, in order to translate it in social terms, what needs to be understood 
is not only the kind of cognitive components of human agency in resilient communities which 
orient individual and collective intentionality (i.e. cognitive dimension of resilience), but also the 
kind of actions and interactions among members of a resilient community and at multiple levels 
of social organization that influence and are influenced by such a cognitive dimension and enable 
local people to collectively learn and transform towards reducing local vulnerabilities and 
associated disaster risks and impacts.  
 
Recent conceptual advances in system and evolutionary biology (Bailly and Longo, 2003, 2008; 
Longo and Montevil, 2012, 2013; Korenic et al., 2019) arguably may suggest better 
epistemological tools than the panarchy model (Holling, 2002) to conceptualize the human 
agency in resilient communities as a complex set of nested inter-subjective social interactions 
that enable social learning and transformation at all levels of social (and ecological) organization. 
This strand of research underlines that the resilience and evolutionary development within a living 
unit is determined by an ‘extended criticality’ that represents the continuous processes of 
symmetry breakings, integrations and regulations that occur within and across the multiple levels 
of the living unit’s organization as the mechanism of survival, prosperity, and evolution of a living 
unit. Although this research strand in system and evolutionary biology has not tied its discourse 
to SES and NRM theory and approach to resilience yet, it perfectly aligns with the perspective 
suggested in SES and NRM by the disequilibrium ecology or new ecology discourses, which 
substantially extend (even if still not explicitly) the concept of extended criticality to SESs at 
multiple level of organization (i.e. complexity) and across times and different social-cultural-
ecological landscapes (e.g. Berkes et al., 2000, 2003; Carpenter and Gunderson, 2001; Folke et 
al., 2002; Kinzig et al., 2003; Berkes et al., 2003; Folkes, 2006; Ross et al., 2010; Cole and 
Nightingale, 2012; Ross and Berkes, 2014; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016). 
 
According to the concept of extended criticality in system and evolutionary biology (e.g. Longo 
and Montevil, 2011), a living system is constituted by: a) a continuous change in symmetries at 
lower levels of organization, in that each mitosis can be understood as a symmetry-breaking 
process and represents the continuous critical movement (i.e. positive entropy) of the underlining 
levels of the living system’s organization; and b) a continuous inclusion and regulation performed 
by the higher levels of the system’s organization of these changes, in co-shaped trajectories (i.e. 
negative entropy). In this sense, system’s changes and transformations are enacted by the complex 
set of intra-level interactions (i.e. horizontal interactions) among the sub-components of the 
living unit, and enabled, included and strengthened by the inter-level interactions (i.e. upwards 
integrations and downwards regulations) among different levels of the living unit’s organization.  
 
As simplified by the diagram proposed by Bailly and Longo (2003, p.5, see Figure 1.4), in which 
the circles represent the living unit; the squares the organs; the horizontal arrows the horizontal 
interactions between the organs and the cells; the upwards arrows and the horizontal brace, 
respectively the upwards integrations of cells into the organs, and of organs into the individuals; 
and the downwards arrows the downwards regulations:  
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Figure 1.4: Extended criticality in a living unit 

Source: Bailly and Longo (2003, p.5) 
 
 
Understanding the intricate net of interactions within the components of a living unit that 
constitute its evolutionary development, as depicted by the diagram proposed by Bailly and 
Longo (2003), means understanding the relationships between local changes made by lower level 
components and ‘generic trajectories’ that ensure the recovery of new symmetries based on those 
same local changes (Longo and Montevil, 2011). What suggested by this diagram (Figure 1.4) is 
that higher levels of organization continuously learn from and through the symmetry breakings 
occurring at lower levels of organization, and the upwards integrations that result from them, and 
transform accordingly by managing (reinforcing, empowering) the horizontal interactions among 
lower components. This approach helps better conceptualise what also Holling et al. (2002) 
noticed, and that hierarchies among different levels of organization within a system are far from 
being fixed, static structures but are dynamic and adaptive in that they are (and they need to be) 
sensitive to small disturbances and local changes.  
 
Community resilience to what ends? 
 
Answering the question community resilience to what ends? means reflecting on the outcomes of 
the agency of members in a resilient community. This implies also reflections on the means and 
principles that respectively enable this agency at the local community level and orient it towards 
achieving that specific outcomes. As noted by Davoudi (2012) in ecological literature, the 
desirable outcome of resilience is sustainability, which is often defined uncritically. In social 
systems the desirable outcome of resilience is social sustainability, which is achieved through 
social learning and transformation at all levels of society, including at the local community level. 
How people individually and collectively learn and transform within their communities and at 
multiple levels of social organization is always tied to normative judgements, inclusiveness and 
deliberativeness (Davoudi 2012). Understanding what are the normative judgments, and the kind 
of inclusiveness, deliberativeness, and culture that enables members of a resilient community and 
external actors to learn and transform towards social sustainability and achieving desired 
outcomes at the local community level and of other levels of social organization is crucial to 
better understand how to build resilience at all levels of society. 
 
In times of crises and disasters, achieving social sustainability for resilient communities means 
reducing local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts and the root causes of disasters, and enhancing 
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local community wellbeing and capacities. Crucial to understand are the principles (e.g. 
normative judgments, culture) and means (deliberativeness, institutional, financial and planning 
arrangements) through which local communities achieve desirable outcomes (i.e. social 
sustainability), including how they understand and learn from disasters and their social 
dimensions (i.e. local vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts, and the root causes), and transform 
towards enhancing DRR and resilience to future crises and disasters. Finally, understanding 
resilience to what ends at multiple levels of social organization also requires understanding of 
how external actors understand and recognise local communities’ needs, priorities, desires, 
capacities and desirable outcomes (i.e. social sustainability), and the principles and means that 
should drive their agency so that they can effectively support local communities achieving their 
desired outcomes. 
 
Community resilience for whom? 
 
The fourth issue raised by Davoudi (2012) relates to “power and politics and the conflict over 
questions such as, what is a desired outcome, and resilience for whom?” Differently from the 
ecological literature, the literature on resilience in social system must consider the institutional 
arrangements and power geometries that enable people to individually and collectively learn from 
any disturbance and transform towards desired outcomes. As remarked by Davoudi (2012, p.306): 
“we cannot consider resilience without paying attention to issues of justice and fairness in terms 
of both the procedures for decision-making and the distribution of burdens and benefits”. Who 
should learn? Who should transform? Towards what ends local communities and external actors 
should learn and transform?  
 
In such literature, issues of inclusiveness, fairness, justice, deliberativeness, power geometries, 
institutional arrangements, community empowerment and development strategies, and how all 
this do relate to the processes of social learning and transformation and SES management and 
resilience outcome at all levels of society, including at the local community level, have still little 
explored and conceptualised in the SES approach to resilience (Ross et al., 2010; Robards et al., 
2011; O’Brien, 2012; Armitage et al., 2012; Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Davoudi, 2012; Wilson 
et al., 2013; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Fabinyi et al., 2014; Brown, 2014; Ross and Berkes, 
2014; Walsh-Dilley et al., 2016; Cavaye and Ross, 2019). Along this perspective, deepening the 
intended social development outcomes advocated by regional, national and international 
principles, declarations, policies and recommendation, the mechanisms through which such 
outcomes are traditionally pursued, and how all this relates (or not) to building resilience in social 
system is also crucial to better understand issues of fairness and justice and orient the agency of 
both local communities and external actors towards better achieving shared desirable outcomes 
and meet the 2030 Agenda. 
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Social protection approach and social development outcomes  
 
For more than three decades, recognition of the risks brought about by globalization and other 
development-induced global stressors has led to the emergence of the development studies field. 
This field has sought to design and implement social protection measures to enhance social 
development outcomes in development policies, plans, programs and projects (4P) (Holzmann 
and Jorgensen, 1999). Social protection is commonly understood as “all public and private 
initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers to the poor, protect the vulnerable against 
livelihood risks and enhance the social status and rights of the marginalised; with the overall 
objective of reducing the economic and social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable and marginalised 
groups” (Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler, 2004, p.i). The social protection approach is based on 
the use of social welfare and pro-poor strategies – e.g. job creation, public education, public 
health, public transportation – to enhance the wellbeing of poor people. These measures, however, 
all focus primarily on income levels and on the capacities of individuals to properly function in 
society (Holzmann and Jorgensen, 1999, Sen, 1999, 2000; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). They 
have a limited perspective that only considers income indicators as the major factor influencing 
the outcomes of social risk management (Holzmann and Jorgensen, 1999; Aucamp and Lombard, 
2018). Such an approach still says little about the capacities of local communities and vulnerable 
people to learn, transform, and take meaningful individual and collective action to reduce the 
negative risks and impacts of disturbances that affect their perceptions and daily experiences, and 
the multiple dimensions of their wellbeing.  
 
While being focussed primarily on income-related issues and on the assistance provided to 
vulnerable people, too often the social protection approach results into top-down planning and 
pre-determined scheme implementation that neglect some crucial issues, including the issues that: 
(i) local people, even the most vulnerable, do have cognitive and interactional capacities and 
agency to cope with crises and disasters they perceive and experience in their dailylife; (ii) they 
do have needs, priorities, capacities, knowledge, beliefs, values, narratives and ideas to develop, 
and desirable outcomes to achieve, which are associated with reducing the negative risks and 
impacts affecting their wellbeing; (iii) within local communities and among vulnerable people, 
there are positive, but also negative trends, there can be resilience but there is also potential for 
negative social risks to arise, which worsen local vulnerabilities and disaster risks and impacts; 
and (iv) the institutional, financial and physical planning arrangements and the culture through 
which social protection measures are implemented and benefits distributed at the local level may 
reduce these negative trends or worsen them exacerbating local vulnerabilities and associated 
disaster risks and impacts. 
  
The social protection approach does not help understand how vulnerable people learn and 
transform to reduce their vulnerabilities, in times of crises and disasters. Too often such an 
approach produces ‘counterproductive help’ (Illich, 1976, 1978; Esman and Uphoff, 1984; 
Ellerman, 2006), creating at the local level dependency on external support and the help provided 
(i.e. learned disability, Illich, 1972; see Ellerman, 2006), increasing inequity and vulnerability 
within affected local communities, and exacerbating local disaster risks and impacts. Issues of 
deliberativeness, social inclusion, power geometries, institutional arrangements, equity, 
vulnerability, and how all this can enhance pro-social behaviours, or exacerbate anti-social 
behaviours within local communities, while implementing social protection measures have been 
little investigated in the social protection field. All this, with social protection measures and the 
social protection agencies in charge of implementing these measures being “mostly outside the 
realm of social scientific analysis and critique because their activities were seen as morally worthy 
and the issues they grappled with were seen as exceptional”, and with the media coverage and 
academic writing remaining “entrapped in an untheorized consensus that relief and rehabilitation 
are good things beyond rebuke” (de Waal, 2008, p.xiii). 
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While income, education, health and transportation risks are individual risks, effectively tackling 
these risks, including the risks of the negative impacts of future crises and disasters at the local 
level, is largely a cooperative and social process that should be enacted at the local community 
level and across multiple levels of society (Holzmann and Jorgensen, 1999). Moreover, how these 
risks are created is largely social, and they depend on multiple factors, including: how local 
people interacted, interact and will interact with each other and with the eco-systems in which 
they live; how the risks that were created by global stressors and macro social and ecological 
changes, were reduced, are being reduced or will be reduced at the local level; and how (and 
whether) these risks were turned, are being turned or will be turned into opportunities for local 
development and for the enhancement of local peoples’ wellbeing in the future. The extent of 
vulnerability of local communities influences the level of risk they must cope with (i.e. intensity 
of likely social impacts and their likelihood). The greater the vulnerability, the more local people 
are exposed to, and negatively affected by risks and impacts. The more there is poverty in local 
communities, the more there are local vulnerabilities and vulnerable people who are over-exposed 
to the risks of likely future crises and disasters. The more there are inequity and social exclusion 
in a community, the more poverty there is, the more local vulnerability there is, and the more 
local people are over-exposed to the negative consequences of likely future crises and disasters. 
 
In the current discourse concerning social development, poverty is understood as a 
multidimensional concept that can be explained both by ‘a basic needs perspective’, and a 
‘capability perspective’ (Sen, 1999, 2000; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). The basic needs 
perspective defines poverty, not only in relation to private income and to whether a private income 
ranks above or below the defined poverty line within a country, it also considers essential public 
services, and whether the basic requirements for the minimally-acceptable fulfilment of human 
needs are present or not (UNISDR and UNDP, 2007; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). These basic 
requirements relate to food security, water, public health, education, participation in community 
life, and other essential services a community must provide to prevent people from being poor 
(UNDP 1997; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). As noted by Aucamp and Lombard (2018, p.175), 
according to this capability perspective: 
 

“a poor person lacks the opportunity to achieve minimally acceptable levels of this [social] functioning. 
The functioning can vary from physical aspects like being well nourished, adequately clothed and 
sheltered, to complex social functions such as participating in community life (UNDP 1997). 

 
Strictly associated with the broader capability perspective is the concept of inequality. Inequality 
can be understood by income inequality as well as by inequality of opportunities amongst 
members of a community (Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). Income inequality describes how 
income is distributed among a population, while inequality of opportunities describes how 
opportunities to have access to goods and services are distributed (Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). 
Income inequality is expressed in terms of income gaps between the rich and the poor, while, 
from a capability perspective, the inequality of opportunities can be expressed as the rate of social 
exclusion from basic goods and services and from acceptable levels of functioning. The more 
social exclusion there is in a community, the more inequality of opportunities there is, the more 
poverty there is. The more inequality and poverty there are, the more vulnerability there is and 
the higher will be at the local level the social cost of the risks and impacts comprising the global 
risk landscape. While inequality is primarily understood as economic inequality, the inequality 
of opportunities is better understood with the term of ‘inequity’, which refers to the “unfair, 
avoidable differences arising from poor governance, corruption or cultural exclusion” (Santana 
et al., 2017, p.241). While inequity is a well-established concept in health and health impact 
assessment (HIA), little is said about how inequity influences inequalities, poverty, vulnerability, 
and community-resilience building strategies, ultimately influencing the risks of the negative 
consequences of likely future crises and/or disasters at the local level. Little is said in DRR and 
resilience discourse about how much reducing inequity within a community is crucial to reduce 
local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks and impacts, and build resilience.  
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The policies of building resilience in vulnerable regions 
 
European policies concerning local development carried out in the so called ‘less favoured areas’ 
(i.e. vulnerable regions) show an increasing concern towards local communities (Barca, 2009). 
The 1998 Vitoria-Gasteiz declaration suggested that rural development policies should generate 
income and employment that “protects physical and socio-cultural environment, biodiversity and 
landscape, which promotes balanced land management and contributes to overall development 
through maintaining the unique cultural values and lifestyles of the area” (Vanclay, 1999, p.379). 
The Common Agricultural Policy (European Commission 1999) traced the first institutionalized 
criteria for delimiting less favoured areas (LFAs) as an instrument of financial support that was 
addressed to farms in areas where agricultural production was hampered by unfavourable natural 
conditions so as to “ensure the continuity of agricultural land use, and thereby, to maintain the 
vitality of the rural areas, preserve the landscapes and maintain sustainable farming, taking into 
consideration the environmental aspects” (Kowalczyck et al., 2014, p.18). In the EU Rural 
Development Policy, social protection measures were created to tackle socio-economic handicaps 
and rural depopulation through income improvement, job creation, better quality of life in rural 
areas, and the building of local capacity for growth and jobs (European Commission, 2006). Since 
2005, in conjunction with other measures, “building local capacity” and “engaging local 
communities” have been seen as fundamental processes that need to be activated within rural 
development interventions to reverse the negative social trends characterizing less favoured areas 
(e.g. population decline, unemployment, increasing poverty, decreasing services, persistent social 
exclusion and social fragmentation). 
 
The Barca Report (2009) introduced the concept of “persistent social exclusion” because of 
awareness of the failure of past development policies, due to these policies only considering 
personal income levels, without considering other features of wellbeing. “Changes in the income 
dimension of social exclusion say little about what is happening to other aspects of well-being” 
(Barca, 2009, p.XIV). Barca (2009) describes social inclusion as a set of multidimensional 
outcomes, and the processes to achieve these outcomes, relating to people’s abilities to have a 
substantive opportunity to live according to their values and choices, and to overcome their 
adverse circumstances. This requires that all persons and groups are able to enjoy essential public 
services and at least minimum standards of living, that the disparities among persons and groups 
are socially acceptable, and that the processes through which these outcomes are achieved are 
participatory and fair. Social exclusion is normally understood as the opposite of social inclusion, 
and therefore should be regarded as the processes by which people are denied the ability to 
participate fully in community, social and political life.  
 
The social inclusion approach that is now influencing European Cohesion Policy puts emphasis 
on the need for a better understanding of the multiple dimensions of wellbeing, that, “especially 
for policy purposes, should not be addressed solely by income indicators” (Barca, 2009, p.9). It 
also puts emphasis on the need for building locally, through participatory and fair processes, the 
social acceptability of the proposed development. The Barca report has contributed to reforming 
EU Cohesion Policy by emphasising the limits of place-blind, top-down development, and by 
highlighting the potentialities of a place-based development approach (Barca et al., 2010). Such 
intended social development outcomes are crucial to achieve in any planned intervention, 
especially in vulnerable and disaster prone-areas, such as mountain regions. Of particular interest 
for this PhD thesis is understanding how social development outcomes are advocated by 
international policies and recommendations concerning sustainable development in mountain 
eco-systems and post-disaster/disaster-prone regions.  
 
Mountain areas cover approximately one-quarter of the world’s land surface, they are important 
sources of freshwater and of other goods such as energy, biological diversity, forest and 
agricultural products to which almost half of the world population depends (Ives, 1992; Messerli 
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and Ives, 1997; Price and Kim, 1999; FAO, 2015). Mountain communities have a prior role in 
providing environmental goods to downstream communities and are key to maintaining mountain 
ecosystems, but they are among the world’s poorest and hungriest, and they live “far from the 
centers of commerce and power, so they have little influence on the policies and decisions that 
affect their lives, and their voices often go unheard” (FAO, 2011: 5). Since the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 
considerations about the relevance and the ecological fragility of mountains have always been 
accompanied by a specific concern towards local communities living in these regions.   
 
Chapter 13 of Agenda 21, together with defining mountains as important but fragile eco-systems, 
underlined also that “among mountain dwellers, there is widespread unemployment, poverty, 
poor health and bad sanitation”, remarking that “the proper management of mountain resources, 
and the socio-economic development of the people need immediate action”. Socio-political issues 
such as “empowering local communities in decision-making processes”; “practical education and 
training for mountain people on conservation and development”; “conservation of traditional 
knowledge” and “promotion of cultural diversity and identity”, are considered as priorities of a 
high relevance for a sustainable mountain development (SMD), together with ecological issues 
(e.g. conservation of biodiversity of mountain ecosystem; conservation of watershed, 
maintenance of health of mountain ecosystems, etc) (see Price and Kim, 1999). Established at the 
World Summit on Sustainable Mountain Development in 2002 in Joannesburgh, and grew up 
throughout world meetings held in Merano, Italy (2003), Cuzco, Peru (2004), and in Rio de 
Janeiro on the margins of the 2012 ‘Rio+20’ UN Conference on Sustainable Development, the 
International Partnership for Sustainable Development in Mountain Regions, now known as the 
Mountain Partnership (MP), in September 2013 during the Fourth Global Meeting held in 
Erzurum, Turkey, redefined its goals and revitalized its activities by developing and finalizing a 
document entitled “Mountain Partnership. Strategy and governance 2014-2017”.  
 
The document, signed by 213 members (51 governments, 13 International Organizations, 17 
Global Civil Society Organizations, 132 Civil Society Members) is based on the experiences and 
lessons learned from the last 10 years and details MP’s vision about SMD. According to MP, 
SMD, together with addressing ecological issues, should also: “improve the social and economic 
well-being and livelihoods of, and opportunities for, both mountain people – particularly the most 
vulnerable – and those who live in the larger geographic regions which include mountains; and 
empower and enable mountain people to be fully engaged in the decision-making processes that 
determine the future of mountain communities and ecosystems, particularly in light of global 
change and globalization processes”. Including social issues within SMD discourse has enriched, 
over the last decades, the vision fostered by traditional environmental protection and rural 
development policies and programs. Recent rural development policies at the EU level, for 
example, increasingly recognize the role local communities can play in reversing negative trends 
in less-favoured areas (including mountain territories) and call for effective strategies to address 
social and economic inequalities within regions, reverse population decline, promote territorial 
and social cohesion for a more "inclusive growth", and strengthen people’ proactive role in 
natural and cultural heritage management (e.g. EU Cohesion Policy, 2014-2020).  
 
In a world currently facing multiple dramatic global stresses, mountain environments as fragile 
eco-systems, and local communities living in these regions, as vulnerable and marginalized, are 
disproportionally affected by the impacts of these global processes (FAO, 2011). Recognizing 
the role that mountain and rural communities have in preserving and maintaining their own eco-
system so to bring about positive bio-physical and social change is crucial: “mountain 
communities need to be empowered and their livelihoods improved, to enable them to take 
responsibility for the preservation of natural resources and to fulfill their role as mountain 
stewards” (FAO, 2011).  
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The ecological fragility of mountain environments (e.g. land degradation, susceptibility to soil 
erosion, landslides, avalanches, forest fires, hydrogeological instability, melting glaciers, shifting 
tectonic plates, steep slopes, and other destructive natural processes, (FAO, 2011) has resulted in 
‘resilience’ gaining currency in the discourses of regional development in less-favoured areas, 
including mountain regions (OECD, 2011, 2013; McManus et al., 2012; Scott, 2013; Schouten et 
al., 2013; Kelly et al., 2015; Wilson, 2015). 
 
 
The governance of building resilience in vulnerable regions 
 
For more than 30 years, recognition of the role local communities living in vulnerable and 
disaster-prone areas play in such a global risk landscape led the United Nations to advocate for 
genuine local community engagement and empowerment in post-disaster and development 
interventions in order to reduce local vulnerabilities and inequities, build local capacities and 
strengthen resilience at the local community level and other levels of society (UNDRO, 1982; 
IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005; 2015). More recently, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 
Reduction 2015-2030 (UN, 2015), which was adopted at the Third United Nations World 
Conference on DRR, further remarked the need to enhance DRR and resilience at all levels of 
society, including at the local community level, by emphasising that: 
 

“Governments should engage with relevant stakeholders, including women, children and youth, 
persons with disabilities, poor people, migrants, indigenous peoples, volunteers, the community of 
practitioners and older persons in the design and implementation of policies, plans and standards. 
There is a need for the public and private sectors and civil society organizations, as well as academia 
and scientific and research institutions, to work more closely together and to create opportunities for 
collaboration, and for businesses to integrate disaster risk into their management practices.” (UN, 
2015, p.10) 

 
Alligned with previous United Nations declarations (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 
2005), the Sendai Framework acknowledged that DRR “requires empowerment and inclusive, 
accessible and non-discriminatory participation paying special attention to people 
disproportionately affected by disasters, especially the poorest” (UN, 2015, p.11). It underlined 
the need for “investing in the economic, social, health, cultural and educational resilience of 
persons, communities and countries and the environment” (UN, 2015, p.11). It highlighted the 
need for focused action within and across sectors by government at all levels in 4 key priority 
areas: (1) understanding disaster risk; (2) strengthening disaster risk governance to manage 
disaster risk; (3) investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience; (4) enhancing disaster 
preparedness for effective response, and to build back better in recovery, rehabilitation and 
reconstruction (UNISDR, 2015). 
 
Enhancing DRR and resilience at the local community level and other levels of society, requires 
a closer link between knowledge and action, which demands that scientific practices become more 
oriented towards the societal arenas in which sustainability problems, including disaster risks and 
impacts, are tackled (Cornell et al., 2013). Understanding knowledge through the concept of 
knowledge systems helps in visualising how Science can support societies to address 
sustainability. Knowledge systems are “made up of agents, practices and institutions that organize 
the production, transfer and use of knowledge” (Cornell et al., 2013, p.61). While Science is a 
necessary element of a knowledge system, on its own it is not sufficient to bring knowledge 
systems into action. Cornell et al. (2013, p.61) argue that “relationships within knowledge 
systems shape the flows of knowledge, credibility and power within those systems” and, 
consequently, the effectiveness of any actions that are undertaken. From a sustainability 
perspective, a knowledge system is “a network of actors connected by social relationships, formal 
or informal, that dynamically combine knowing, doing, and learning to bring about specific 
actions for sustainable development” (Cornell et al., 2013, p.61).  
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By being problems that affect societies at all levels, sustainability issues (including DRR and 
resilience) require learning processes where the more the members of society are included within 
the knowledge system, the more people can better know, act and orient towards desired outcomes. 
Building knowledge systems oriented towards sustainable development goals means 
understanding sustainability as a social learning process (Cornell et al., 2013). The common 
purpose of achieving sustainable development goals, such as enhanced DRR and resilience, 
demands opening-up knowledge systems at all levels of society to allow a broader constituency 
to participate in the processes of knowledge production, the implementation of actions, and in 
learning. Ensuring that knowledge systems are open means enabling all of society to participate 
in better knowing and acting, and in learning from actions. From a sustainability perspective, 
learning represents a transformational process that brings about major changes in the feelings, 
attitudes and associated actions and behaviours that orient actors in the knowledge systems 
towards better achieving desired outcomes (Sharpe, 2016). 
 
Governance recently emerged in the literature as a concept that recognizes the roles and functions 
of a diverse set of actors in managing SESs (Tengö et al., 2014; Bakema et al, 2017). Beyond 
governmental institutions, these actors also include private sector and civil society entities (Parra 
and Moulaert, 2016). From an analytical perspective, the term ‘governance’ helps in better 
framing those functions that may formerly have been carried out by public entities and that are 
now dispersed among diverse actors at different scales of society (Tierney, 2012). From a SES 
perspective, the governance construct aims at better understanding the interplay between these 
different actors and their living environments, and how this interplay influences their way of 
living and prosperity. 
 
Achieving sustainable development goals requires the building of goal-oriented governance of 
SESs at all scales, which demands an inclusive goal-setting process (Biermann et al., 2017; Kanie 
and Biermann, 2017). Building governance to achieve goals also requires the sharing of social 
responsibility among all actors and effective social and institutional learning processes that can 
help the governance of SESs learn from past experiences and better achieve its goals in the future. 
Disaster governance “consists of the interrelated sets of norms, organizational and institutional 
actors, and practices (spanning predisaster, transdisaster, and postdisaster periods) that are 
designed to reduce the impacts and losses associated with disasters” (Tierney, 2012, p.344). The 
paradigm of disaster governance rose in opposition to the typical top-down, emergency-centric, 
command-and-control approach, whose performance in achieving DRR outcomes has been poor 
(Ammann, 2006; Gall et al., 2014a, 2014b). Instead of being focused only on disaster response, 
the aim of disaster governance is to mainstream DRR into development planning (Pelling 2011; 
Gall et al., 2014b; Boyer-Villemaire et al. 2014; Johnson and Mamula-Seadon 2014) through 
collaborative, multi-party and multi-level platforms (Gall et al., 2014a, 2014b).  
 

“Disaster governance encourages collective actions and expands the stakeholder coalition (e.g. 
governmental, private businesses, non-governmental entities, academia) across all scales — from local 
to global. In addition, disaster governance aims at re-organising government functions (e.g. 
administrative, managerial, regulatory) across a variety of state and non-state actors to facilitate 
vertical as well as horizontal disaster risk management and to foster and increase local capacities, 
establish trust and enhance cooperation” (Gall et al. 2014a, p.10). 

 
Collaboration among different sets of actors in disaster governance is built around the ‘public 
purpose’ of reducing disaster-related risks (Tierney, 2012). At the core of the disaster governance 
knowledge system is disaster-related risk analysis and assessment (i.e. disaster risk management). 
Disaster risk management implies understanding and recognising disaster risks while together 
designing and implementing disaster risk mitigation and monitoring strategies at all scales, in 
order to enhance the multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing and resilience. A 
sustainable disaster governance system would be one where different actors share responsibility 
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for DRR outcomes and would learn by engaging all actors in learning from disturbances, and 
transforming towards better reducing local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks and 
impacts at the local community level and other levels of society.  
 
Learning enables the whole disaster governance system to understand and recognize past failures 
and better achieve DRR and resilience outcomes in the future. Understanding how disaster 
governance can learn is crucial, yet it is little explored in the disaster literature (Gall et al., 2014a, 
2014b). As indicated above, learning is a process that occurs within a specific knowledge system. 
How a knowledge system is created determines the effectiveness of the ways of knowing, doing 
and, thus, learning. Adapting the definition of van Kerkhoff and Slezák (2010), we define a 
knowledge system in disaster governance as the networks of actors who are connected at the local 
community level and other levels of society, by social relationships, formal and informal, that 
dynamically combines knowing, doing and learning to bring about specific DRR actions at all 
levels of society, especially at the local community level. To ensure social learning and 
transformation from any disturbance, and build resilience at all levels of society, sustainable, 
collaborative disaster governance must include in all the different actors so that all spheres and 
levels of societies can learn from the risks and impacts created by the disturbance and the 
experience of past-failures, by having access to and being part of the knowledge production 
accompanying the implementation processes of vulnerability and disaster risk-reduction activities 
at the local community level and other levels of society. 
 
With the objective of aligning the EU strategic approach to regional development and cooperation 
with the 2030 Agenda, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the Paris Agreement on Climate Change 
and the Sendai Framework, the New European Consensus on Development highlighted the 
commitment of all EU Member States to “strengthen resilience, particularly of vulnerable 
populations in the face of environmental and economic shocks, natural and man-made disasters, 
conflicts and global threats to health” (EC, 2017, p.17). By focusing primarily – and almost 
exclusively – on the income and capacities of individuals to properly function in a society, pro-
poor strategies and social protection oriented actions consider vulnerable people and communities 
as mere recipients of the social protection measures carried out, while they say little about how 
the resilience of local people and communities can be effectively recognised, engaged and 
strengthened in order to reduce risks, including the risks of disasters and crises, at the local level. 
 
The rise of the resilience construct has further prompted the paradigm shift in thinking about 
social development outcomes from merely focusing on individual incomes and capacities to more 
broadly focusing on collective agency and on the social processes that local communities put in 
action to collectively learn and transform, or demand transformation to reduce disaster impacts 
and the negative consequences of likely future crises and/or disasters at the local level and build 
resilience at all levels of society. According to the current understanding of resilience in SESs, 
local people and communities, even the most vulnerable, instead of being considered as just mere 
recipients of social protection measures carried out, they should be recognised as individuals and 
collective actors capable of individual and collective agency: they do play a crucial role to reduce 
(or worsen) local inequity and vulnerability and, therefore, the associated risks they perceive and 
experience, and the impacts they may suffer in such a global risk landscape, thus directly 
influencing SES resilience and management.  
 
While ‘protection’ implies looking at poor and vulnerable people and local communities as mere 
recipients of social development and protection measures carried out, strengthening local 
community resilience means recognising that poor and vulnerable people and local communities 
have an agency. Therefore, rather than protecting local communities and vulnerable people, and 
see them as mere recipient of the activities carried out, external actors (i.e. decision-makers, 
investors and proponents) should recognise, engage and strengthen their capacity and resilience. 
Within local communities, however, there are positive and negative social processes and trends: 
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there can be resilience (see Chapter 3 and 5), but there can also be the space for elite capture, 
rent-seeking, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption to arise even within 
the same local communities (see Chapter 6, 7, and 8).  
 
Moreover, the cognitive and interactional ways through which external actors intervene to support 
local communities to respond to disaster risks and impacts, may reduce, or reproduce (or even 
exacerbate) local vulnerabilities and inequities and do have influence on local DRR and resilience 
outcomes before and after disasters, both in the short and long-term. The internal social dynamics 
that, in past development and post-disaster interventions, have created local inequity, 
vulnerability and associated disaster risks and impacts at the local level must be carefully 
understood. External approaches oriented to genuinely engage and empower the agency of 
resilient local communities in times of crises have a crucial double task to accomplish: while they 
should be capable to strengthen the local cognitive and interactional dimensions of resilience, 
they also should carefully recognise and prevent and/or avoid negative local social processes and 
trends (i.e. social risks), such as elite capture, disaster capitalism, mafia infiltration and corruption 
which can flourish also at the local community level and at all levels of society (see Chapter 7).  
 
Too often, social development and protection measures are intendedly or unintendedly enacted 
through the same processes that, in the past, have worsened social exclusion, inequity and 
vulnerability and associated disaster risks and impacts at the local level. Current understanding 
in social development and protection approaches, by focusing primarily on individuals’ income 
and capacities (Holzmann and Jorgensen, 1999), still say little about the broader cognitive and 
interactional social processes that, in time of crises, are enacted by members of local communities 
and external actors (i.e. decision-makers, investors and proponents), and that lead to collectively 
learn and transform towards reducing (or worsening) local inequity and vulnerability, enabling 
(or undermining) resilience to emerge at the local community level. In social development and 
protection theories, approaches and practical measures, still little attention is paid to those healthy 
social processes that make local communities functioning well and effectively reducing 
vulnerabilities, risks and impacts at the local level. Overall, the paradigm shift prompted by the 
community resilience construct in the social development discourse, and in the broader practice 
of planning post-disaster and development interventions, would require a crucial shift from top-
down social protection measures to more effective local community empowerment strategies. 
However, such a paradigm shift is still far to be realized in social development theory and 
practice. How to genuinely engage and empower local communities and reduce social risks (e.g. 
rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption), 
vulnerability and the associated risks and impacts of planned interventions, unwanted changes, 
crises or disasters, and how to enhance resilience while carrying out post-disaster and 
development interventions is still little clear. The extent to which, inclusion, fairness and equity 
are respected as principles, and are used as means in conceiving, deciding, designing, and 
implementing interventions also influences social development outcomes. Equity and social 
inclusion should not only be seen as social development outcomes by which to evaluate external 
interventions, but also as principles and means that should be used in, and orient post-disaster and 
development interventions.  
 
Arguably, the lack of a methodology to strengthen resilience at all levels of society is because of 
there is still a lack of conceptualization of the healthy social processes and dynamics at multiple 
levels of social organization that are able to prevent social risks, while enabling resilience to 
emerge in local communities, both at the cognitive (i.e. empathy, care, social responsibility, local 
knowledge, beliefs, values and narratives) and at the interactional levels (i.e. mutual aid, equity 
and social inclusion). The lack of such a methodology is further due to scientific, institutional and 
socio-cultural constraints which undermine effective community resilience-building during post-
disaster and development interventions. To build resilience at all levels of society, including at 
the local community level, such constraints must be understood and overcame.   
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Social Impact Assessment and the challenge of building resilience 
 
SIA (see Chapter 4) includes the processes of analyzing, monitoring, and managing the social 
consequences of planned interventions, and by logical extension the social dimension of 
development in general (Esteves, et al., 2012; Vanclay 2003a). The corpus of practitioners and 
scholars who profess this field, have an established body of knowledge and their professional 
values and understandings have been codified in the 1994 report of the Inter-organizational 
Committee for Guidelines and Principles, Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact 
Assessment, which was developed for the USA/NEPA context; in the 2003 International 
principles for social impact assessment (Vanclay, 2003a); in the core literature on SIA (e.g. 
Vanclay, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2012, 2014; Vanclay and Esteves, 2011; Esteves et al., 2012); and in 
the more recent international guidance entitled: Social Impact Assessment: Guidance for 
assessing and managing the social impacts of projects (Vanclay et al., 2015). SIA is an 
interdisciplinary and/or trans-disciplinary social science (Esteves et al., 2012). A thorough 
analysis of all social impacts is discussed in Conceptualizing social impacts (Vanclay, 2002).  
 
Drawing from the conceptual framework based on environmental function evaluation of 
Slootweg et al. (2001), Vanclay (2002) distinguished social impacts from social change 
processes, and clarified the relationship between first-order changes and impacts (also those 
occurring in the bio-physical setting), which result directly from an intervention, and second and 
higher-order change processes and impacts which result from first order ones. The paper 
conceptualized 7 categories of social change processes and 7 categories of likely related social 
impacts, identifying around 80 potential social impacts. SIA practice, however, is always context-
specific and the key social issues to be considered in a SIA study have always to be determined 
in conjunction with input from local communities (Vanclay, 2002) through the process defined 
‘cooperative discourse’ (Webler et al., 1995). In fact, “social impacts likely to be significant will 
vary from place to place, from project to project, and the weighting assigned to each social impact 
will vary from community to community and between different groups within a given 
community” (Vanclay, 2002, p.184).  
 
In the SIA practice is thus essential involving affected people and other stakeholders in the 
analysis of impacts and in the planning of mitigation and of benefit strategies (Vanclay et al., 
2015, p.2). SIA and public participation, however, are not the same thing: while SIA always 
implies participation and the engagement of local affected people, participation does not always 
imply the analysis, the identification, and management of social impacts and changes, and it rarely 
does more than an attempt to legitimate pre-determined outcomes or conform with regulatory 
requirements in a perfunctory, box-ticking manner (Vanclay et al., 2015, p.20). Core values 
professed by the overarching philosophy of SIA are: commitment to social sustainability; 
openness and accountability; fairness and equity; preservation of human rights; empowerment of 
local people, especially women, minority groups and disadvantaged; capacity building; 
acceptance of multiple value systems (Vanclay, 2003).  
 
SIA, in fact, is more than a technique or step, it is a philosophy about development and democracy 
(Vanclay, 2003, Vanclay 2004; Vanclay and Esteves, 2011) and ideally it considers: pathologies 
of development (i.e. harmful impacts); goals of development (clarifying what is appropriate 
development, improving quality of life); and processes of development (e.g. participation, 
building social capital) (Vanclay, 2003). Core values, fundamental principles for development, 
and specific principles to SIA practice are clarified and deepened in the 2003 International 
Principles for Social Impact Assessment. Together with other guiding principles, they orient the 
SIA process, whose tasks are summarized in Figure 1.6. The 26 SIA tasks are detailed and well 
explained in Vanclay et al. (2015). 
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 Figure 1.5: The phases of social impact assessment (Vanclay et al., 2015) 
 
 
SIA practitioners around the world, use the methodological approach or framework proposed by 
the SIA body of knowledge, in order to work with communities to achieve better development 
outcomes for communities: SIA, in fact, “would also assist a community in visioning its future, 
and in implementing ways of coping with the change that a planned intervention could bring 
about” (Vanclay, 2014, p.xviii). SIA also works with public development agencies, financial 
bodies, and private sector companies to design better projects and policies and better align the 
investments to social development needs and outcomes (Esteves et al., 2012). SIA also works 
with regulatory agencies to provide information for the development approval process and 
ongoing regulation of projects. Originally a regulatory assessment tool for large scale projects, 
SIA can also be a positive activity for the adaptive management of social issues (Vanclay and 
Esteves, 2011) and the enhancement of social development outcomes in any p[lanned intervention 
(Esteves and Vanclay, 2009; João et al., 2011; Esteves et al., 2012; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018).  
 
Identifying and professing SIA as a philosophy and a process has led to a fundamental switch in 
understanding SIA practice: “changing the orientation of SIA from predicting and mitigating the 
negative consequences of projects towards facilitating positive social development outcomes 
within a sustainable development framework, is consistent with the philosophy expressed in the 
International principles of SIA” (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009, p.137). Recent advances in the SIA 
field have enlarged the SIA domain and practice from being only a mitigation tool of development 
project’s impacts, to becoming a more holistic process addressed to inform development policies, 
plans, programs and projects since their conception in order to enhance social development 
outcomes in any development intervention (Esteves and Vanclay, 2009; João et al., 2011; Vanclay 
and Esteves, 2011; Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay, 2017; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). In fact, 
“ideally, impact assessment should be a proactive agent in sustainable development and not just 
a regulatory hurdle” (João et al., 2011, p.170). Recent developments in SIA have contributed to 
underlining the effective role SIA can play as a process of managing social issues in all phases of 
development projects, since their conception until and after their closure (Vanclay, Esteves, 
Aucamp and Franks, 2015, p.6) for the enhancement of development outcomes (João et al., 2011).  
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Even if the majority of SIA practice has been at the project level (Vanclay and Esteves, 2011), 
SIA is also applicable to the assessments of development policies, plans and programs and of 
gradual change (Anis et al., 2011, Schirmer, 2011); to reduce local vulnerabilities and associated 
social risks and impacts, and to enhance the resilience of individuals, households, 
neighbourhoods, and communities in post-disaster and development interventions (Benson and 
Twigg, 2007; Jah et al., 2010; João et al., 2011; Vanclay and Esteves, 2011; Cottrell and King, 
2011; Mahmoudi et al., 2013, Esteves et al., 2017). Recent research has outlined the relevance of 
current development practices underpinning SIA theory and approach, including: community-
based agreement making processes and deliberative democracy (Nish and Bice, 2011; Hartz-Karp 
and Pope, 2011); impact and benefit agreements, community development agreements, and social 
impacts management plans (Gibson and O'Faircheallaigh, 2010; Nish and Bice, 2011; Esteves et 
al., 2012; Franks and Vanclay, 2013); human rights impact assessment (van der Ploeg and 
Vanclay, 2017, 2018), social risks assessment (Mahmoudi et al., 2013; Esteves et al., 2017), the 
free prior and informed consent (Hanna and Vanclay, 2016), the social license to operate (Dare 
et al., 2014; Bice and Moffat, 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay, 2014 and 2014b), stakeholder 
engagement, and associated issues of representativeness, deliberativeness, and influence 
(Gulakov and Vanclay, 2019). Aligning SIA efforts to the 2030 Agenda (UN, 2015), however, 
means that the SIA community should work harder to make SIA and these current development 
practices more effective to support the reduction of local vulnerabilities and the root causes of 
disasters and associated disaster risks and impacts, and foster the enhancement of local DRR and 
community wellbeing, thus constributing to ‘build back better’ more sustainable and resilient 
societies.  
 
Aligning SIA efforts to the DRR and resilience paradigm would mean including consideration of 
how to turn SIA tools into effective actions that would enable social learning and transformation 
towards better reducing local vulnerabilities, risks, impacts, and the local root causes of disasters, 
and building resilience at the local community level and other levels of society. The SIA 
community should work harder to better tie together – both in theory and in practice – the 
aforementioned practices to issues of DRR and community-resilience building strategies, 
transformative knowledge co-production processes, and to issues of power, deliberativeness, 
equity, justice, vulnerabilities, social risks, and social development, all of which are social issues 
still little explored in SIA theory and practice (Howitt, 2011). SIA should ensure that there would 
be transparency and accountability and that any SIA activity would enact inclusive social learning 
processes, and would lead to building socially sustainable transformations towards preventing 
social risks, reducing local vulnerabilities, enhancing DRR and community wellbeing, thus 
strengthening resilience at all levels of society. However, SIA theory and practice still lacks of a 
conceptualization and a pragmatic framework that would clarify the set of actions that SIA 
practitioners should carry out to ensure that the cognitive and interactional dimensions of 
resilience (i.e. social learning and transformation) are adequately recognised, engaged, and 
empowered.  
 
Advances made in conceptualising the multiple dimensions of local peoples’ wellbeing (Smyth 
and Vanclay, 2017) help better visualise the dimensions in which social processes, including 
social risks and local people’s capacities to individually and collectively learn and transform (i.e. 
community resilience) must be identified, analysed, and managed. However, conceptualisation 
of the multiple dimensions of local communities’ wellbeing is still young, and important social 
issues are still under-theorised in the SIA field, including: understanding and reducing local 
vulnerabilities, risks, and the root causes of disasters; understanding and preventing social risks 
and negative trends within local communities (e.g. rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, 
organised crime infiltration, corruption, inequity, social exclusion); and recognising, engaging, 
and empowering the cognitive and interactional dimensions of resilience at the local community 
level and other levels of social organization in each of the multiple dimensions of local 
community wellbeing.  
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Although recent advances in disaster studies emphasise the need for SIA to accompany disaster 
management and development interventions, including post-disaster reconstruction (Benson and 
Twigg, 2007; Jah et al., 2010, UNISDR, 2015 p.19), SIA studies still say little about the specific 
role SIA can have to enhance social development outcomes, such as enhanced DRR and 
resilience at the local community level and other levels of society, in any disaster 
management and development intervention. The SIA community has made still little effort to 
extend the theoretical and practical domain of SIA from being a regulatory assessment tool for 
large scale projects, especially deployed in the extractive industry sector, to becoming a pro-
active process of influencing disaster management and development governance, and any planned 
intervention, in vulnerable regions towards enhancing social development outcomes and 
empowering local communities for building resilience and achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals at all levels of society.  
 
The 2030 Agenda, together with the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the Paris Agreement on 
Climate Change, the New Urban Agenda, and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
2015-2030, together with the aforementioned international policies for social development 
outcomes in vulnerable regions are a solid base for the formulation of national and local DRR 
and resilience strategies (UNECOSOC, 2018). Crucial for the future of SIA theory and practice 
would be understanding how SIA can enhance community resilience and contribute to building 
resilience at all levels of society during any disaster management and development policy, plan, 
program, and project, to support them to align their efforts towards achieving the SDGs and meet 
the 2030 Agenda, before, during and after crises, disters, and any other disturbance that affect the 
multiple dimensions of community wellbeing. 
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Outline of the thesis and main intended research contribution 
 
This PhD research is intended to be an inter-disciplinary, transformative, practice-oriented, 
social scientific contribution to the broader discourses on disaster management and 
sustainable development and to the scientific fields of: rural sociology, sociology of 
disasters, anthropology of disasters, SES, NRM, SIA and impact assessment generally. The 
whole PhD research attempts to fill the gaps in these fields and contribute to improved 
understanding of: what is resilience in societies and how it comes into action; how disaster 
management and development interventions can enhance local community resilience, and 
build resilience at all levels of society; and the main drivers and constraintsat the 
institutional, scientific and socio-cultural levels to achieving all this. 
 
PART 1: Understanding local community resilience and how SIA can enhance it 
 
This PhD research consists in three different parts. Part 1 is called Understanding local 
community resilience and how can SIA enhance it. It provides the empirical results to answer the 
research sub-questions: What is community resilience and how does it come into action? How 
can SIA enhance it? It comprises four chapters, it analyses the main gaps in the literature and 
provides empirical evidence of what is community resilience, how it comes into action and how 
SIA can enhance it in sustainable rural development projects in mountain areas. In Chapter 1, 
Introduction to this PhD thesis, I have outlined the research problem, the gaps in the SES, NRM, 
behavioural science, developmental psychology and disaster management literature; the social 
development outcomes advocated by international development and disaster management 
policies and declarations; and the gaps in (regional) development studies, social protection, and 
SIA fields. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the overall research methodology. Chapter 3, 
Experiencing local community resilience in action: Learning from post-disaster communities, 
provides the empirical evidence in relation to local community resilience and how it came into 
action among rural communities and at individual level in the immediate aftermath of the 6 April 
2009 L’Aquila earthquake. This forms the empirical basis to answer the research questions: 
What is Community Resilience? How does it come into Action? By providing the empirical 
basis to answer such research questions, Chapter 3 is oriented towards filling the gap in the 
integrated approach to resilience combining SES and NRM literature with behavioural 
science, developmental psychology literature, and in disaster social science research field about 
local community resilience and its agency.  
 
Chapter 4 Using Social Impact Assessment to strengthen community resilience in sustainable 
rural development in mountain areas shows how SIA can strengthen resilience at the local 
community level in sustainable rural development projects in mountain areas. It sketches the main 
literature concerning SIA and presents the SIA Framework for Action as an innovative tool to 
enhance social development outcomes in development. This fourth chapter demonstrates how 
SIA can be applied in development projects in mountain areas through the SIA Framework for 
Action to have a greater focus on enhancing social learning and empowering socially sustainable 
transformations, thus achieving social development outcomes, including local community 
resilience. It shows how this framework was adopted in the context of the action research 
conducted within the sustainable rural development project Vie e Civiltà della Transumanza, 
patrimonio dell’Umanità (Routes and Civilization of Transhumance World Heritage), in the 
mountain areas of the Abruzzo Region of central Italy. All this provides the empirical basis to 
answer the research question How can SIA enhance community resilience in practice? By 
providing the empirical basis to answer such research questions, Chapter 4 is oriented 
towards filling the gap in the SIA field. 
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PART 2: Understanding main scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural constraints 
 
Part 2 of this PhD thesis is called Understanding main scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural 
constraints, and it is organized to understand the main gaps of traditional top-down disaster 
management in the 4 key priority areas to enhance DRR and resilience at all levels of society 
(UNISDR, 2015). It provides the empirical results from the disaster front to answer the research 
questions: What are the main constraints that still undermine effective enhancement of DRR 
and resilience at the local community level and at all levels of society? It comprises four 
chapters (Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8) and analyses the top-down response to disaster risks and impacts 
in L’Aquila (Abruzzo region) that was enacted by the Italian state through its civil protection 
system both before and after disaster. It contrasts the Italian state civil protection top-down 
response to disaster risks and impacts with current understanding of resilience and resilience-
building strategies, and with main international principles, recommendations and guidelines in 
disaster management that have established the DRR and resilience paradigm to be the basis of 
any post-disaster and development intervention. This part provides the empirical results, evidence 
and first conceptualization of: (i) the cognitive  (e.g. techno scientific knowledge, disaster myths, 
and prejudices) and interactional dimensions (e.g. the institutional and financial strategy, the 
physical planning, community participation and risk management approaches) of the top-down 
agency and approach to disaster risks and impacts adopted by the state and the national and local 
civil protection authorities; (ii) the main failures of such an approach to respect the DRR and 
resilience principles and paradigm; (iii) the main social pathologies such an approach creates on 
local communities and their capacity to learn and transform both at the cognitive and interactional 
level, on the place of intervention, and on the multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing.  
 
Chapter 5, Reflections on the L’Aquila trial and the social dimensions of Disaster Risk, describes 
the Italian state and the national and local civil protection authorities’ top-down approach to the 
disaster risks perceived and experienced well before the 6 April 2009 earthquake by local 
communities living in L’Aquila. The 6 April 2009 earthquake and its aftermath triggered an 
unprecedented series of legal consequences: over 200 legal inquiries were initiated, with 20 or so 
court cases (Orsini, 2015) commenced primarily relating either to the collapse of key public 
buildings (e.g. the local hospital, the Faculty of Engineering) or to private buildings of concrete 
construction where most fatalities were concentrated (Alexander and Magni, 2010). Other court 
cases related to corruption and fraud in post disaster recovery and reconstruction (Lewis, 2011, 
2017; Fidone, 2017). Various international reports (e.g. Sondergaard, 2013) and legal inquiries 
(DNA, 2016; Bindi, 2018) have revealed that there was organized crime infiltration as well as 
many other irregularities. However, what gained most international attention and has come to be 
known as ‘the L’Aquila Trial’ was the prosecution of 6 scientists and 1 government official. The 
trial was initiated because of a controversial meeting on 31 March 2009 of the Major Risks 
Committee (MRC), held under the auspices of the Italian Department of Civil Protection. The 
purpose of the meeting was to consider (prior to the fatal earthquake of 6 April 2009) disaster 
risk in the L’Aquila area, which was being affected by an earthquake swarm since October 2008. 
Drawing on a thorough analysis of the L’Aquila trial documents, of phone calls among public 
officials and civil protection authorities before and after the MRC meeting and on few in-depth 
interviews with key informants who were significant identities in L’Aquila and/or the trial, this 
chapter reflects on what can be learned about DRR and resilience building from the L’Aquila 
trial. This chapter provides evidence on the main scientific constraints to fully understand the 
social dimensions of risk (key priority 1, see UNISDR, 2015), understand resilience of what to 
what, and enhance it before disasters. 
 
Chapter 6, Command-and-control, emergency powers and the failures to follow United Nations 
disaster management principles following the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake, using the DRR and 
resilience paradigm and United Nations principles for post-disaster interventions, analyses the 
actions of the Italian civil protection agency following the April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila 
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(Abruzzo, Italy), especially the use of a command-and-control approach and of emergency 
powers. It considers the immediate response, the militarization of the emergency area, the 
establishment of red zones, the provision of emergency shelter and temporary housing, and the 
utilisation of disaster myths. It provides the empirical evidence of the failure of the top-down, 
command-and-control approach to respect internationally-agreed principles of disaster risk 
reduction and resilience, strengthen disaster risk governance and reduce disaster risk in post-
disaster interventions (key priority 2, see UNISDR, 2015).  
 
This chapter (and Chapter 7) shows that, rather than reducing risks and strengthening local 
disaster risk governance, typical top-down response to disaster impacts led by civil protection 
systems adopting a para-militaristic command-and-control approach, creates further social 
impacts, violates human rights, worsens local vulnerabilities and risk, allowing rent-seeking, 
disaster capitalism, corruption, and organized crime infiltration to prosper in post-disaster 
situations. This chapter provides empirical evidences of the mechanism (i.e. the cognitive and 
interactional dimensions – the institutional and financial strategy, and the physical planning, 
community participation and risk management approaches) of the top-down response enacted by 
external actors that brought to such a failure. It also provides first conceptualisation of the main 
scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural constraints that still undermine the implementation of 
effective community resilience building strategies in post-disaster interventions. 
 
Chapter 7, The mechanism of disaster capitalism and the failure to build community resilience 
in post-disaster situations: Learning from the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake, using the DRR and 
resilience paradigm, further analyses post-disaster interventions implemented during the first 
three years following the 6 April 2009 earthquake, while the State of Emergency remained in 
force. More precisely, this chapter provides further empirical evidences of how the command-
and-control approach and the emergency powers got transferred to local authorities in order to 
manage disaster rubble, safety measures implementation on public and private buildings and 
infrastructure, demolitions and allocation of apartments for temporary housing accommodation. 
This chapter shows how transferring the command-and-control approach and the emergency 
powers to local authorities disrupted the local democratic governance of the region, allowed 
derogations to anti-mafia controls, and any ordinary public procurement procedure.  
 
Drawing from the L’Aquila case and its key findings, this chapter further advances the 
conceptualisation of traditional top-down response to disaster impacts, and of the mechanism (i.e. 
the cognitive and interactional dimensions – the institutional and financial strategy, the physical 
planning, community participation and risk management approaches) through which external and 
local actors implement post-disaster and development interventions, failing to enhance DRR and 
resilience at the local community level. It shows how this mechanism created the opportunity for 
rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration and corruption to arise, rather than the 
opportunity to enhance social learning and socially saustainable transformations at the local 
community level, disrupting the democratic governance of the region, creating social and 
environmental impacts, violating human rights, worsening local inequities, vulnerabilities and the 
local root causes of disasterrs, and the associated disaster risks and impacts. This chapter further 
sheds light on the scientific institutional and socio-cultural constraints that still impede effective 
investment oriented to enhance DRR and build resilience (key priority 3, see UNISDR, 2015). 
 
Chapter 8, Top-down approach in post-disaster reconstruction and the failure to ‘build back 
better’ resilient communities after disaster: Lessons learned from the 2009 L’Aquila Italy 
earthquake considers what happened in L’Aquila following the 6 April 2009 earthquake in terms 
of initial reconstruction policies, design and interventions. Using the DRR and resilience 
paradigm, Chapter 8 specifically focusses on first planned interventions on the damaged local 
built environment, and further discusses the cognitive and interactional failures of top-down 
approaches, analysing the main constraints to social learning, transformation and building back 
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better more resilient communities in post-disaster reconstruction. Drawing from participant 
observation, action anthropology and analytic auto-ethnography which was conducted during 
the reconstruction phase following the L’Aquila earthquake, and triangulating this data with 
systematic retrospective document analysis, media analysis and retrospective interviewing, this 
chapter provide empirical evidence of the cognitive and interactional failures of the civil 
protection system in building back better more resilient communities in post-disaster 
reconstruction. Most previous commentary on the disaster recovery and reconstruction following 
the L’Aquila earthquake has focussed on the top-down approach carried out by the national 
government and the Italian Department of Civil Protection. This chapter, together with Chapter 
7, is unique in that it sheds light on how the command-and-control approach was also 
implemented by local authorities and on how all this undermined building back better more 
resilient communities. The findings reveal that the shift from civil defence to civil protection did 
not bring any advance in disaster management and development practice in terms of DRR and 
resilience. The militaristic command-and-control approach, which is still in vogue among civil 
protection systems, means that local political leaders become the civil protection authorities of a 
disaster area. As the L’Aquila case shows, this exacerbates local social and environmental risks 
and impacts, inhibits local communities from learning, and from taking part in post-disaster 
interventions. This chapter, further elaborate on social risks (i.e. rent-seeking, elite capture, 
organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, corruption, inequity and social exclusion) and on 
the shift evoked in Chapters 5 and 6 from centralised civil protection systems to decentralised 
community empowerment approaches to enhance social learning and transformation and build 
resilience at all levels of society, including at the local community level. 
 
 
PART 3: Engaging and Empowering the role of local communities 
 
Part 3 of this PhD thesis is called Engaging and empowering the role of local communities in the 
global risk landscape: What can be learned from the disaster front and what needs to be 
transformed in disaster management, development and impact assessment thinking and practice? 
It draws from findings and evidence reported in Part 1 and 2, and provides conceptual advances 
to answer the research questions in its title. Chapter 9, From assessing impacts to reducing risks 
from planned interventions: Revolutionizing Impact Assessment to include Disaster Risk 
Reduction and Resilience to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals, reflects on the profound 
implications findings in Part 1 and 2 have in development and impact assessment thinking and 
practice. It reflects on top-down approaches adopted in development and impact assessment 
practice and the main constraints that undermine also these fields to integrate DRR and resilience 
in development policies, plans and projects and achieve SDGs.  
 
This last part of the PhD thesis advocates for a paradigm shift in development and Impact 
Assessment theory and practice, similar to the one prompted by the DRR and resilience 
thinking in disaster management. In this last chapter, we argue that such a paradigm shift in 
development can be fostered by a paradigm shift in Impact Assessment which can help IA 
become a more effective process to enhance social learning from past development processes 
and transformation towards social and environmental sustainability in development practice, 
foster a Glocal Culture of Resilience, and help decision-makers, proponents, investors and 
local communities better integrate the DRR and resilience paradigm in any planned 
intervention to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. Finally, Chapter 10 summarises 
the main contribution of this PhD research to the literature, the key findings and evidences 
reported in the previous parts of the thesis; it answers the research questions and provides 
recommendations both for future research and practice in disaster management, development, 
and impact assessment field. Chapter 11 contains the main conclusions and final 
recommendations. 
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An overview of the research methodology and research context 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This research project considered disasters, in all their tragedy, as opportunities for social 
scientists to understand and analyse basic social processes and structures in crisis conditions, 
during which adaptation, resilience and innovation are often more clearly revealed than in 
‘normal’ situations (Rodriguez et al., 2007). This PhD research encompassed, over time, the 
different phases of the disaster management carried out by the state and civil protection authorities 
in L’Aquila (Abruzzo region, Italy), both before and after the 6 April 2009 earthquake (see 
Chapter 3): preparedness (Chapter 5), emergency response and recovery (Chapter 3 and 6), 
reconstruction (Chapter 7 and 8) and re-development (Chapter 4). Drawing from the L’Aquila 
case study, the primary aim of this PhD was to enlarge the theoretical and practical domain of 
social impact assessment (SIA), especially to better conceptualize the cognitive and interactional 
dimensions of local community resilience, and to consider how to build resilience at all levels of 
society. This aim was accompanied by three main research objectives that contributed to 
better achieve this research aim, which were: (i) to understand resilience and how it comes into 
action at the local community level; (ii) to improve SIA theory and practice and explore how it 
can enhance local community resilience; and (iii) to identify and address the main constraints that 
undermine resilience-building at the local community level and other levels of society. 
 
This PhD research sits at the intersection between anthropological studies and sociological 
studies. It refers to the anthropology of disasters in that it is based on the qualitative and 
contextual data that came from the ethnographic methods I used during the time the State of 
Emergency remained in force and beyond. This PhD research refers to the sociology of disasters 
in that it is also based on the data that came from analytic autoethnography, systematic, 
retrospective sociological analysis of the findings of my ethnographic fieldwork, and from 
document and media analysis, and 37 retrospective retrospective, after-action interviewing, all of 
which are methods typically used by the sociology of disasters to cross-check and triangulate data 
coming from observation in the field, and provide reliable evidence that can find general 
application (Mileti, 1987; Tierney et al., 2001). 
 
Parts 1 and 2 of this PhD thesis are based on participant observation, ethnographic fieldwork, 
action anthropology (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014), and analytic auto-ethnography 
(Anderson, 2006; Ellis et al., 2011) that I conducted in the L’Aquila post-disaster situation. 
Furthermore, using the DRR and resilience perspective, data gathered during my 
ethnographic fieldwork were triangulated through a systematic, retrospective sociological 
inquiry, document analysis, media analysis, and retrospective after-action interviewing 
(Quarantelli, 2005). Part 3 draws from the findings reported in Parts 1 and 2, and provides a 
conceptualisation of what can be learned and needs to be transformed in disaster 
management, development and impact assessment thinking and practice to better align the 
efforts of planned interventions in the 4 key priority areas of action (UNISDR, 2015). 
 
Part 3 reflects on the implications this PhD research has for development and impact 
assessment thinking and practice, and provides recommendations to integrate the DRR and 
resilience thinking into development policies, plans, programs, and projects to better 
integrate DRR and resilience, and achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Part 
3 is intended to show the main conceptual advances and key findings provided by this PhD 
research, it summarises the key features of the DRR and resilience paradigm, and answers to 
the main gaps in the literature in the SES theory and approach to resilience, in disaster studies 
and in the discipline of SIA.  
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Inventory of methods 
 
The 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy, was selected as the case study for this research 
for three reasons: proximity; access to data; and coincidence. First (proximity), I am an Italian 
citizen and was a resident in the L’Aquila region for most of my life. I was present in L’Aquila 
city on the night of the earthquake and I was and remain well integrated in the L’Aquila 
community. Second (access), in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, I was active in 
coordinating artistic events in the tent camps, engaging national artists and local NGOs in the 
organization of cultural activities. During this time, I gathered data and took notes of my 
experiences and of what I witnessed. I conducted these activities first as a Master student living 
in the tent camps and working as a resident-volunteer, then as a reflexive scholar, independent 
researcher and consultant for the consultancy firm, Architecture Social Impact Assessment, 
contributing to participatory reconstruction and rural development projects. All these activities 
allowed me to develop close personal connections to most of the key actors, which enabled me 
to have unparalleled access for this social research. Third (coincidence), the University of 
Groningen (and specifically my promotor, Prof. Vanclay) was part of the OECD-University of 
Groningen research team that produced a report on social and economic development options for 
L’Aquila (OECD, 2013). This brought Prof Vanclay to L’Aquila on many occasions and we were 
able to meet and talk about social impact assessment (SIA). Eventually, he invited me to 
undertake a PhD at the University of Groningen. His own experiences in working with the OECD 
in L’Aquila contributed to his understanding of the situation (even if he didn’t speak Italian). 
 
In many ways, this research happened by an Act of God. By coincidence, I just happened to arrive 
back in L’Aquila only a few hours before the 6 April 2009 earthquake, after almost a year away. 
Immediately after the earthquake, I was an earthquake survivor. Being fortunate to emerge 
unscathed, I tried to provide help to others as best I could. The shift from pure participant to 
researcher happened gradually.  
 
Within a few days after the earthquake, it became clear that every village had their own tent camp 
and that their initial survival needs were being met. It became clear to me that the need at that 
time was for focussed actions to support social reconstruction within the tent camps. Although 
there were many psychologists and several cultural and artistic organizations coming from the 
Abruzzo region and all over the country, there was not yet a systematic overview of how the 
psychological support or cultural interventions were or should be conducted. There was a lack of 
information about where these activities were taking place and by whom, where they were 
missing, if there were local organizations active in the tent camps that could be engaged, where 
these interventions were appropriate and where not, and why. Therefore, a week after the 
earthquake, I began to conduct a systematic analysis of the social context, of the social and 
psychological conditions in the tent camps, the external actors (e.g. civil protection personnel, 
NGOs and other volunteers), and the local people and organizations (teachers, professionals, 
informal groups, NGOs and local leaders) responsible for psychological support and cultural 
activities. This initial ethnographic fieldwork included personal inspections I conducted in 163 
tent camps dispersed across the crater.  
 
Data were collected by compiling a database in Excel, in which the key topics were: name and 
contact details of the camp chief, the external organization in charge for psychological support 
and recreational activities, local people and/or organizations operating inside the tent camp in this 
sector, the kind of cultural activities carried out, and other relevant information. Such a database 
helped me identify the tent camps in which psychological support and recreational activities were 
absent; list where and how these were deployed and by whom; whether there were local people 
or local groups of psychologists or artists operating inside the tent camps or not; identify – where 
present – the organization responsible for the management of cultural activities in the tent camps; 
identify which regional section of the national civil protection system was managing the tent 
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camp; and observe what interactions civil protection could establish with local people living in 
the tents. Data in the survey was cross-checked with data I could gather from informal 
conversations, field interviews, and from the notes taken in the field, which resulted in my 
blogging and several articles in Italian, and formed part of the introduction to my Master thesis 
on social impact assessment (SIA) and post-disaster reconstruction at the University of L’Aquila 
completed in July 2011. 
 
The initial data collection, which lasted till the end of September 2009, served the volunteer 
artistic project I was coordinating in collaboration with the local psychologists based in the 
DICOMAC, the regional public health system and some national artists, filmmakers and 
publishing houses, including Daniele Vicari, Tiziana Triana and Fandango Libri. This fieldwork 
helped me understand where artistic interventions would be perceived as appropriate and where 
they would not. This also helped me engage local teachers and NGOs who were active in the tent 
camps in the organization of the artistic events I was coordinating in collaboration with national 
artists. The first results of this fieldwork (in the form of an Excel database) were delivered to the 
DICOMAC in May 2009 and included a list of the tent camps where psychological support and 
cultural and artistic activities were absent. This was accompanied by reflections on what I 
observed in the tent camps and likely strategies to enhance psychological and cultural support. 
Methods I used to gather data in the tent camps (April 2009 – September 2009), included: (i) 
participant observation and ethnographic approach; (ii) document and media analysis; (iii) 
informal conversations; (iv) field interviews; (v) field notes; (vi) a survey; and (viii) blogging. 
My reflections on this personal experience (i.e. analytic auto-ethnography) in the immediate 
response and recovery following the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake informed my Master 
thesis in 2011 and Chapters 3, and 6 of this PhD research. 
 
In January 2010, I became engaged in several participatory reconstruction project proposals 
which led me to undertake over two years of pilot ethnographic fieldwork and action 
anthropology (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014) in three mountain villages that were seriously 
damaged by the earthquake. In this project, I applied the philosophy and process of SIA. Methods 
used to gather data during the reconstruction project (January 2010 – October 2014), included an 
action anthropology approach using: (i) document and media analysis; (ii) ethnographic 
fieldwork; (iii) informal conversations; (iv) field interviews; (v) field notes; (vi) in-depth 
interviews; (vii) focus groups; (viii) public forums; (ix) survey; (x) participatory inspections; and 
(xi) other forms of research interviews. This material was also used for my Masters thesis at the 
University of L’Aquila, which included an internship at the Centre de Recherche en 
Épistémologie Appliquée at the CNRS and the Ècole Polythecnique in Paris. These activities also 
informed my role as a lecturer for Donau University of Krems (which is based in Austria) and as 
a social sciences consultant in the subsequent local reconstruction process. After my Master 
thesis, I kept on working as a researcher and social science consultant in the local reconstruction 
process and in a variety of sustainable rural development policies, plans and projects in the 
L’Aquila mountain province. Reflections on this personal experience (analytic auto-ethnography) 
in the L’Aquila post-disaster reconstruction informed my Master thesis in 2011, and Chapters 7 
and 8 of this PhD research. 
 
Between December 2012 and end of 2013, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork for the 
consultancy firm, Architecture Social Impact Assessment (ASIA), which was founded by the 
Italian anthropologist, Franco La Cecla. Methods used included: (i) retrospective in-depth 
interviews; (ii) document and media analysis; and (iii) action anthropology (e.g. public forums 
and events, network and capacity building, etc.). This partly informed Chapter 3. Between 
October 2014 and February 2016, I was a social science consultant for a local action group for a 
sustainable rural development project. The action research for this project used: (i) document and 
media analysis, (ii) semi-structured interviews; (iii) an online survey, (iv) focus groups, (v) public 
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forums, and (vi) field notes. This fieldwork, and reflections on the methods I used (analytic auto-
ethnography) in this rural development project informed Chapter 4.  
 
Research for this PhD (qua PhD) became a reality in June 2014 when I was appointed as a PhD 
candidate in the Faculty of Spatial Sciences, University of Groningen, The Netherlands. My PhD 
is somewhat back to front in that normally a PhD researcher decides to do a PhD, gets enrolled, 
and then decides what case study to research. In my case, I was caught up in the earthquake. I 
was in the middle of a Master of Philosophy degree at the University of L’Aquila. The earthquake 
experience led me to reorient my Masters research to sociology and applied anthropology, and I 
became familiar with the field of SIA and decided to do a PhD on this topic. After interacting 
with Prof Vanclay for some years, in June 2014 I became enrolled as a part-time external PhD 
researcher at the University of Groningen. During this time, I was also working as a social science 
consultant for several participatory reconstruction and rural development project proposals. In 
June 2016, I became a full-time internal researcher when the University of Groningen offered me 
a research appointment to complete my PhD. Since I got enrolled, I conducted a thorough 
retrospective sociological inquiry, after action interviewing and document and media-analysis 
through which I could triangulate data gathered during my participant observation, analytic 
ethnography and action anthropology and overcome the typical research limitations of an analytic 
CMR approach (see this Chapter, Positionality during this PhD research: Overcoming reflexive 
CMR limitations). 
 
In summary, the complete list of methods used for the research underpinning the PhD, starting 
from 6 April 2009 through to 2019, is: (1) participant observation/ethnographic approach/action 
anthropology during the emergency, reconstruction and development processes (April 2009 – 
October 2016); (2) informal conversations; (3) field interviews; (4) research notes; (5) focus 
groups; (6) public forums; (7) 37 formal retrospective in-depth interviews; (8) over 250 other 
forms of research interviews; (9) blogging and other kind of correspondence; (10) surveys; (11) 
document and media analysis; and (12) reflections on my own personal experience (auto-
ethnography).  
 
 
Positionality during the research underpinning the PhD 
 
As stated above, this research sits at the intersection of anthropological studies and sociological 
studies. More precisely, it refers to and aligns with the fields of anthropology of disasters (Oliver-
Smith, 1977; 1990; 2002; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Choudhury and Haque, 2016; Oliver-
Smith et al., 2017) and the sociology of disasters (Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Quarantelli, 1995; 
Quarantelli, 1998; Tierney et al., 1998, 2006; Drabek and McEntire, 2003; Perry and Quarantelli, 
2005; Alexander, 2007; Solnit, 2009; Rodríguez et al., 2018). It refers to the anthropology of 
disasters in that Part 1 and various sections in Part 2 are based on the qualitative and contextual 
data that came from the ethnographic methods used during the participant observation and action 
anthropology conducted during the three years the State of Emergency remained in force. The 
fact that I was born in L’Aquila, that I was a resident in the L’Aquila mountain region for most 
of my life, that I was present in L’Aquila city on the night of the earthquake, and that I was and 
remain well integrated in the L’Aquila community, makes my research positionality similar to 
what is understood in ethnography as ‘group membership’ or as being a ‘complete member 
researcher’ (CMR) (Anderson, 2006).  
 
There are two categories of CMRs: the ‘opportunistic’ and the ‘convert’ (Adler and Adler, 1987; 
Anderson, 2006). As explained by Anderson (2006, p.379): “opportunistic CMRs (by far the more 
common) may be born into a group, thrown into a group by chance circumstance (e.g., illness) 
[or earthquake], or have acquired intimate familiarity through occupational, recreational, or 
lifestyle participation. In each case, group membership precedes the decision to conduct research 
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on the group”. Convert CMRs, on the other hand, are those who have a “purely data-oriented 
research interest in the setting but become converted to complete immersion and membership 
during the course of the research” (Anderson, 2006, p.379).  
 
As stated above, research for this PhD became a reality in June 2014, when I was appointed as a 
PhD candidate at the University of Groningen. Between April 2009 and June 2014, the shift from 
pure participant to researcher happened gradually. Thus, initially my research positioning was as 
an opportunistic CMR (Adler and Adler, 1987; Anderson, 2006) in that when I experienced the 
earthquake and the immediate aftermath, I had no idea or intention to undertake research in this 
situation. From a classic ethnography perspective (Anderson, 2006), there are methodological 
and analytic advantages of being a CMR, but also research limitations, which can be specific to 
CMR approaches or common to any anthropological approach (Anderson, 2006). The 
methodological advantages of being a CMR relate to the fact that it facilitates the availability of 
data, in that the researcher, as a full member of the community of study, has multiple motivations 
to spend time in the field and opportunities. Being a CMR provides the researcher with unique 
access to ‘insider meanings’ and to certain kinds of data (Anderson, 2006).  
 
Being an earthquake victim myself, enabled me to have unparalleled access to data sources. This 
access facilitated me in having a closer understanding of the local psychological, cultural, social, 
political, environmental, and economic processes that characterised the L’Aquila situation before 
and after the 6 April 2009 earthquake. Furthermore, it also allowed me to have access to insider 
meanings from multiple local actors, with different roles at multiple levels of the local social 
organization, and to various kinds of data that would have been impossible to get otherwise.  
 
While it facilitates study of the local context, an anthropological approach and being a CMR are 
often criticised for being too context-specific, which potentially limits general application of the 
findings. An analytical, self-reflexive CMR approach (i.e. analytic autoethnography) can 
counteract this limitation and provide the researcher with an opportunity to explore some aspects 
of social life in a deeper and more sustained manner. Being a reflexive CMR offers the 
opportunity to explore the connections between biography and social structure, which is at the 
core of the ability to see things socially and how they interact and influence each other (i.e. the 
sociological imagination, Mills, 1959). As noted by Anderson (2006, p.390), the resulting 
analysis of merging CMR and autoethnography “recursively draws upon our personal experiences 
and perceptions to inform our broader social understandings and upon our broader social 
understandings to enrich our self-understandings”. In this way, being a reflexive CMR is 
somewhat unique in that, more than any other research method, it also provides the researcher 
with an opportunity to develop her or his own self-knowledge which emerges “from 
understanding our personal lives, identities, and feelings as deeply connected to and in large part 
constituted by – and in turn helping to constitute – the sociocultural contexts in which we live” 
(Anderson, 2006, p.390). 
 
Analytic autoethnography refers to “research in which the researcher is (1) a full member in the 
research group or setting, (2) visible as such a member in published texts, and (3) committed to 
developing theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena” (Anderson, 2006, p.373). 
Perhaps, because of my background in the philosophy of science (i.e. complexity theories) and 
philosophy of mind (i.e. mirror neurons and inter-subjectivity), I have always engaged in much 
self-reflection. As soon as I was planning my coordination activities of the artistic events, I 
became interested in the international principles, declarations, recommendations, and best 
practices concerning disaster management, recovery, and capacity-building, and, more generally, 
managing complex systems and situations. Coming from a strong passion in anthropological 
studies, naturally (and almost immediately) I became interested in the community resilience 
construct and in community resilience building and sustainable development strategies in post-
disaster situations, and started to investigate this field. I thus started to develop a self-reflexive 
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attitude on how to orient my activities in the tent camps according to the broader international 
understanding of community resilience and community resilience-building strategies in post-
disaster situations.  
 
I started to reflect on the role arts, and the artistic events I was coordinating, play or could/should 
have played in the reconstruction of social relations in the tent camps, and how this potentially 
contributes to building local community resilience, both from a cognitive and an interactional 
perspective (see van der Vaart, 2018, van der Vaart et al., 2019). My research interest in 
community resilience and international principles and declarations about local capacity building 
and community development evolved over time. A first understanding informed my analytic self-
reflection on the activities I was conducting between April and September 2009, thus better 
aligning and re-orientating them towards local capacity and community resilience building.  
 
The research interest in SIA and how it can be used to enhance community resilience in post-
disaster reconstruction emerged in September 2009 when I met the Italian anthropologist Franco 
La Cecla, thanks to whom I came across the philosophy and process of SIA. I started to reflect 
on how I could systematically apply SIA to the participatory reconstruction and rural 
development project proposals with which I was engaged. My research interest in SIA increased 
after 2011, when I started my interactions with Professor Frank Vanclay, something that led me 
to enhance my systematic, analytic sociological understanding of social changes and impacts, the 
processes comprising SIA and its internationally-agreed principles, methods, and state-of-the-art. 
I began to appreciate the sociological approach in that I realized that adopting such an approach 
could provide me with a more solid and structured taxonomies to better identify and understand 
the individual and collective patterns, processes, feelings, attitudes and behaviours underlying 
community resilience in action. Investigating and elaborating on the philosophy and processes of 
SIA, and adopting such a sociological inquiry, informed my analytic self-reflection and actions 
in the reconstruction and rural development projects. This helped me align and orient my research 
activities within the operational framework of SIA, elaborating on, and expanding it to post-
disaster reconstruction, rural development and community resilience-building practices.  
 
As with all research methodologies, being a CMR has also limitations. First, the multitasking 
implied by being a complete member of the community of study and a researcher can diminish 
the researcher’s awareness of her or his research focus, and/or it can make the researcher overly 
absorbed in participating in activities in the field at the expense of writing fieldnotes (Anderson, 
2006). A reflexive CMR also risks identifying her/himself with the perceptions and values of only 
one group within the community of study. Because of the variety of groups and members in a 
community and their varying values and beliefs, a reflexive CMR should always “pursue others’ 
insider interpretations, attitudes and feelings, as well as their own” (Anderson, 2006, p.389). 
Ultimately, a CMR’s research interests may not be that intertwined with their personal life, and 
the research should not be only related to the CMR’s own personal involvement (Anderson, 
2006). 
 
Perhaps a drawback of this PhD research is that I do not have extensive recordings of the many 
conversations I had or activities I undertook during my fieldwork in the tent camps and in the 
initial participatory post-disaster reconstruction activities. Sometimes, especially in the very 
beginning – when I was still developing my research skills – it was hard to balance the constraints 
of living in an emergency situation and being a volunteer, with the complexities of recording 
conversations. However, this was counterbalanced by using a diverse set of research methods 
during my activities in the tent camps and in the reconstruction process. For example, the rapid 
assessment of local community needs and capacities related to the psychological and 
cultural/artistic support in the tent camps worked well for the purposes of my activities: 
(a) reminded me who said what, and what was needed and where; and (b) helped me identify the 
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many local teachers and NGOs who were already active in the tent-camps organizing social 
activities that could be engaged and empowered by the initiative I was coordinating.  
 
In the reconstruction project proposals, the drawback in the lack of recording was 
counterbalanced by taking extensive fieldnotes. Another source I could rely on were the minutes 
from each public forum or focus group I organized, which were subsequently accompanied by 
personal notes and reports I published in my blogging; and subsequent surveys which supported 
further semi-structured interviews, which I fulfilled while conducting the interviews and which 
were signed and cross-checked by each interviewee. All this, worked well and ultimately oriented 
my activities towards modifying the reconstruction project proposal according to local 
community needs, and gaining the initial consent of more than 180 families for the reconstruction 
project proposal I was working for. In the rural development project, the limitation of the lack of 
recording was counterbalanced by the extensive fieldnotes I wrote on the survey sheets I used to 
structure my interviews. These were filled out also including further notes concerning other 
comments and information the interviewees provided me, and then were all signed by the 
interviewees. These signed surveys were all scanned and stored, both physically and 
electronically by the local action group for which I was working. All this was also supported by 
the notes I wrote after the in-depth interviews I conducted with local public officers and the 
minutes I could write during the focus groups and the public forums and event I organized within 
the context of these rural development project proposals, all of which then formed part of the 
reports I made for the local action group. All this proved to work well in that it led to the 
constitution of a formal network agreement among local entrepreneurs for the sustainable 
development of the region, Paesaggi in Transumanza (Chapter 4). 
 
As an earthquake victim myself, I felt a strong resonance with, and a sympathetic understanding 
of the whole community I was member of, and of the devastation of the earthquake and its 
negative impacts on local people lives and wellbeing. I thus took almost immediately the 
emotional stance of the L’Aquila local communities as I considered all other community members 
as earthquake victims like me. This could have potentially led me to identify myself in the 
perceptions and values of only one group within the community of study (Anderson, 2006), such 
as the people living in the tent camps, or those taking part of political groups opposing the top-
down civil protection activities, and so on. However, I effectively counterbalanced all this 
deliberately choosing not to adhere to any political local movement or organization, and to 
conduct my activities independently from any political support, in that, since the beginning, I 
wanted to maintain distance and preserve my research integrity. Furthermore, my adhering to any 
political organization and/or working under commitment of and/or being an active member of 
any political organization would have compromised the effective achievement of the intended 
social (and research) outcomes of the activities I was carrying out in the tent camps and in the 
reconstruction and rural development projects.  
 
Moreover, because I was coordinating a project of artistic interventions in the tent camps that was 
authorised by the regional public health department at DICOMAC in collaboration with local 
psychologists (see Chapter 3), I became familiar with DICOMAC, the new governance structure 
that was being established by the national civil protection, the different civil protection functions, 
and how also this was evolving over time and interacted with local communities and the local 
governance. Since I got engaged within several participatory reconstruction and rural 
development project proposals I also became familiar with local reconstruction policies and 
procedures, the top-down approach and international guidelines and recommendations, the 
prolonged emergency, and the lack of public participation and of informed consent. Furthermore, 
the rural development project helped me realize other kind of disasters affecting rural mountain 
villages in the area well before the earthquake (the command and control approach adopted by 
the city), investigate more the historical development, social, and environmental processes that 
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created vulnerability and local disaster risks and impacts, and refine the SIA framework for 
Action I introduced in the reconstruction project.  
 
Overall, having played so many different roles in the L’Aquila post-disaster situation, including 
being an earthquake victim, a volunteer, a researcher, a social sciences consultant, and, at the 
same time, a reflexive scholar, applying an analytic autoethnography and a strong commitment 
to sociological inquiry and to theoretical understanding, allowed me to gain unparalleled access 
to a variety of actors, sub-groups, and professionals within the local community. These actors 
were also playing different roles, and had different agency, and varying sets of beliefs and values. 
I thus became familiar with different ‘internal meanings’ at different levels of the local social 
organization. This led to me not being naïve, or taking for granted that the ideas and perspectives 
of one group were better, or more right than another. 
 
Finally, the fact that I was caught by the earthquake and immediately felt an emotional connection 
to the local community, which became my case study, meant that my experience was intimately 
intertwined with my research aim and questions, thus ensuring the research integrity and 
coherence required of a reflexive CMR. Being well aware of my research focus, which was 
intrinsically related to my personal life, I could orient my activities through a continuous personal 
learning process that lasted over years, progressively developing my research skills through a 
continuous process of self-reflection and learning. The analytical approach I adopted and the 
strong commitment to theoretical advance I had since the beginning, made me deliberately choose 
not to use the narrative first person typical of evocative autoethnography (Anderson, 2006). 
However, my visibility in published texts as a CMR is evident in each chapter of this thesis. 
 
 
Positionality during this PhD research: Overcoming reflexive CMR limitations 
 
At the beginning of this PhD research (qua PhD research) in June 2014, in order to answer my 
research question about what role SIA should have to enhance community resilient, and its related 
subquestions (see Chapter 1), I had enough data from the participant observation, analytic 
autoethnography and action anthropology to analyse. More than just analysing this data, I 
considered that this had to be triangulated with other research methods to achieve more reliable 
evidence (Tierney et al., 2001; Quarantelli, 2005). The anthropological approach and holistic 
bottom-up and systematic observation in the field provided by being a CMR could have led me 
to have a naïve representation of the local community, to taking the stance of affected local 
people, privileging local knowledge, and/or problematizing the dominant mode of disaster 
management, without analyzing inner social processes and dynamics within the local affected 
communities (Burger et al., 2019).  
 
While too often accepting that local communities are just victims, the anthropology of disasters 
field still lacks an adequate conceptualisation of the internal patterns of social interactions and 
behaviours, local power, and political, economic, institutional, cultural, social structures that 
contribute to inequity, vulnerability and disaster risk creation at the local level. In other literature 
about the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake, there unquestionably is an unbalanced research focus 
on the top-down response of the Italian state and the national civil protection authorities, while 
there is little discussion on local social risks, vulnerability, capacity, and institutional 
responsibility for DRR and resilience at the local level.  
 
This PhD research also refers to sociological studies, and more specifically to rural sociology, 
SIA, SES and NRM theory, behavioural sciences, and the sociology of disasters in that the 
conceptual advances in these fields and approaches informed: (i) my analytic auto-ethnographic 
approach (Anderson, 2006; Ellis et al., 2011) which I developed over years and strengthened from 
2014 on; (ii) the systematic retrospective analysis of the findings of my participant observation, 
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analytic autoethnography and action anthropology; (iii) the systematic retrospective, purposeful 
after action interviewing and data analysis; and (iv) the retrospective systematic document and 
media analysis I made concerning the response of the Italian state and of the national and local 
civil protection authorities both before and after the 6 April 2009 earthquake. 
 
Telling what has been observed can always be influenced by the specific, personal perspective 
and experience of the ethnographer, even more if she/he is a CMR. Moreover, reflecting on the 
participant observation done, and telling what has been observed (i.e. autoethnography, reflexive 
CMR) is not sufficient on its own, and can still be distorted by the researcher’s perspective and 
specific stance. Although developing analytical skills to independently reflect on personal 
experiences can help reflexive CMRs overcome the limits of being too specific and find general 
application, the participant observation and analytic autoethnography are not enough to 
adequately overcome the limits of the anthropological approach. 
 
As observed in the field of the sociology of disasters (Quarantelli, 1995, 2005), using only 
retrospective interviewing is not sufficient on its own and it needs to be triangulated with data 
coming from systematic participant observation and other sources. Conversely, using only 
participant observation is not sufficient on its own and needs to be triangulated with retrospective 
analysis, interviewing and other sources. As observed in this field, what people say about 
behaviour and how they actually behave are not the same thing, and in order to provide more 
reliable data and empirical evidence, findings from systematic field observations always need to 
be cross-checked with retrospective after action analysis and interviewing, and vice versa, and all 
this has to be triangulated with other sources, and with findings of other similar studies in the 
field, all of which are methods typically used by the sociology of disasters to provide more 
empirical evidence and find more general application of the research findings (Quarantelli, 1995, 
2005). In my case, it was exactly the other way around. In simple words, what I could observe 
about how people actually behaved, could have been different from what actually people would 
say they behaved. Furthermore, findings from such retrospective after action interviewing had to 
be triangulated with other sources to enhance their empirical validity. As observed by the 
sociology of disasters (Quarantelli, 1995, 2005) relying only on systematic participant 
observation in the field, or only on retrospective analysis, may affect empirical evidence, while 
combining and cross-checking observation with retrospective after action interviewing provides 
more reliable evidence. My personal connections with, perceptions of, experiences in and 
activities for L’Aquila, as a reflexive complete research member, could have potentially biased 
my research perspective: my participant observation and self-reflections in the field could have 
been systematically distorted by my personal experience, and had to be triangulated with 
systematic retrospective analysis, document and media analysis and retrospective, after action 
interviewing, something that I did and which I describe below.  
 
Since I got enrolled as a PhD researcher at the University of Groningen on June 2014 (and even 
before) in an effort to provide an initial answer to my research questions, I started to conduct a 
systematic, retrospective after action sociological inquiry of the findings of my participant 
observation of the post-disaster interventions carried out, and of the analytic autoethnography and 
action anthropology I conducted over time while I was in the field. I thus could further explore, 
verify, and conceptualise with retrospective after-action interviewing with key local actors, what 
I directly experienced, became evident to my eyes, and I could write down, especially about what 
happened during the night of the earthquake and my research activities in the field during the time 
the State of Emergency was in force. The interviewees for the retrospective after-action 
interviewing were selected because I could directly observe them or I could learn about them 
during my participant observation and activities in the field that were key members, 
spokespersons, and actors within local communities and the local governance.  
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To avoid the possible ‘fallacy of incomplete evidence’ that could come from cherry-picking 
information or confirmation bias, the 17 retrospective interviews used in Chapter 3 were done on 
the basis of open-ended questions in which people felt free to talk about their own experiences as 
earthquake survivors. For Chapter 3, between 2012 and 2015, 17 formal in-depth retrospective 
interviews were conducted with a range of local people who had played various roles in their 
villages and in the camps, especially in the self-organised camps. These interviews were recorded 
and subsequently transcribed. These interviews sometimes took more than two hours, and were 
made on the basis of open-ended questions in which people felt free to talk about their own 
experiences as earthquake survivors. The starting questions used related to what people did during 
the night of the earthquake and the following days, and how the self-organised camps functioned, 
specifically exploring what were the social mechanisms that enabled the people in these camps 
to survive collectively, or to take action individually, and participate, as local public officers or 
professionals, in the activities conducted by the DICOMAC (see Chapter 3). Personal reflection 
notes were taken after each interview and the transcripts were subsequently annotated by noting 
key themes that emerged that could enable me to understand the cognitive and interactional 
dimensions of community resilience (see Chapter 1). The things that were frequently said by our 
participants included: an overriding sense of responsibility to help others; the strong feeling of 
experiencing empathy for others; the solidarity that emerged from sharing sorrow and pain; the 
immediate concern about the wellbeing of the elderly and children (irrespective of who they 
were), and the need to collectively care for them; the obviousness of sharing resources no matter 
how limited; and the joy of cooperation in doing collective tasks, even in the face of tragedy (see 
Chapter 3). It was because certain key social issues came through very strongly both in my 
participant observation and in most if not all interviews that I could conceptualise which are the 
specific components of the cognitive and interactional dimensions of community resilience (see 
Chapter 10). 
 
For Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8, other 20 key informants that I could observe or learn that, during my 
participant observation in the field, were significant identities in L’Aquila and/or the trial before 
and after the 6 April 2009 earthquake, were interviewed. These key local people were ideal ‘key 
informants’ in that were knowledgeable about what happened in the L’Aquila region after the 
earthquake, and were willing to speak frankly with us. They included a councillor from L’Aquila 
City Council; the Mayors of two mountain villages; six local experts, including three 
seismologists, a lawyer representing the families of the victims, and an engineer who was in 
charge of the vulnerability reports made before the 6 April 2009 earthquake, and a local technician 
who was in charge of various rural development programs in the region and had roles of 
responsibility as expert in various local development agencies; and eleven people who emerged 
as spokespersons for their various communities. These interviews were taken to: better 
understand the local governance in the crater and how it was influenced by the state of emergency; 
better understand the perceptions of people who suffered the consequences of badly managed 
reconstruction during the three years in which the State of Emergency remained in force; better 
understand local knowledge and its interactions with the national civil protection DRR strategy 
and response to disaster risks and impacts before and after the earthquake, and the local actions 
undertaken by people before the 6 April 2009 earthquake and the Major Risk Commission 
meeting. To avoid formulaic responses, it was decided not to interview people who were strongly 
associated with: the leading political parties; key protest movements; or disaster management 
agencies. 
 
To avoid any fallacy of incomplete evidence that could have derived from cherry-picking or 
confirmation bias the 20 retrospective interviews used for these chapters were done on the basis 
of open-ended questions in which the interviewees felt free to talk about their own experiences 
in the preparedness phase before the earthquake and in the disaster recovery and reconstruction 
processes, according to their different roles and perspectives. For Chapter 5, the primary topic 
discussed in the retrospective interviews were Major Risk Commission meeting and the personal 
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experiences of the interviewees in relation to this meeting and local disaster risk reduction 
measures at the time of the meeting. For Chapter 6, 7 and 8, what discussed in the retrospective 
interviews with local public officers, professionals and inhabitants was essentially a chronicle of 
their personal experiences as mayors, councillors, or local professionals and inhabitants of the 
crater and local experts, during the time the state of emergency was in force. These interviews 
sometimes took more than two hours, they were recorded and subsequently transcribed.  
 
It was because certain key social issues and common behavioural and structural patterns came 
through very strongly in most if not all interviews, that my interest in the cognitive and 
interactional patterns of the top-down response to disaster risks and impacts and post-disaster 
reconstruction, and in the environmental and social risks and impacts created (e.g. rent-seeking, 
elite capture, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, corruption, inequity, social 
exclusion) developed.  
 
All this brought me also to analytically review the immediate response, recovery and 
reconstruction processes following the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake from a DRR and 
resilience perspective and the United Nations principles and recommendations, and investigate 
on the main constraints to respecting the UN principles and to local community resilience-
building within the governance and the disaster management and planned interventions 
developed. The social issues emerged in these retrospective interviews included the main 
scientific institutional and social-cultural processes enacted by the Italian state and national and 
local civil protection authorities before and after the 6 April 2009 earthquake, such as: how the 
knowledge about local vulnerabilities, and associated disaster risks and impacts was produced; 
how the local governance changed with the establishment of the DICOMAC; and how safety 
measures and initial planned interventions on the damaged local built environment were 
implemented in the red zones of the villages. Furthermore, in both retrospective interviewing I 
conducted in the field for Chapter 3 and for Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, I avoided specific questions 
to confirm any of my impression I could have developed throughout my observation and activities 
in the field, while I considered this interviewing an extraordinary opportunity for me to learn 
more about the scientific knowledge production process; the governance mechanisms; how post-
disaster interventions were actually implemented and DRR and resilience outcomes pursued; how 
disaster capitalism got implemented; and the violence of this on some local inhabitants. All 
retrospective in-depth interviews conducted were, open, fair, inclusive, and lasted more than an 
hour each, as a further proof that were not oriented to confirm any bias, if not to provide me with 
a chance to listen, learn and elaborate more on the findings I could get from my fieldwork. 
 
Since I became appointed as a PhD researcher at the University of Groningen, I could also 
conceptually refine my previous attempt to apply social impact assessment to post-disaster 
reconstruction, by using my appointment as a social sciences consultant in the rural development 
project between September 2014 and October 2015. During this project, I further applied SIA 
through action anthropology, refined my research methods, improved my research skills, analytic 
autoethnography, and report writing, and increased understanding on how SIA can enhance 
resilience at the local community level (see Chapter 4). 
 
When I moved to the Netherlands in October 2016, and up till June 2019, I strengthened my 
sociological inquiry with stronger reference to SIA, sustainable development, SES theory and the 
sociology of disasters, disaster management and the disaster risk reduction and resilience 
paradigm. The conceptual advances in these fields informed my systematic, retrospective, after-
action analysis of the findings from my fieldwork, action anthropology and retro-spective 
interviews. These advances also informed the analysis of power and cultural structures, 
institutional arrangements, management models, governmental ordinances and decrees and 
governance approaches adopted by the state and the national and local civil protection authorities 
in L’Aquila, before and after the 6 April 2009 earthquake. 
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Overall, my retrospective sociological inquiry was based on: (i) the conceptualisation of the 
disaster management phases, the social dimensions of disaster risks, disasters, and recovery; (ii) 
the command-and-control-approach, and the disaster myths (e.g. Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; 
Quarantelli, 1995; Quarantelli, 1998; Tierney et al., 1998, 2001, 2006; Drabek and McEntire, 
2003; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; Alexander, 2007; Solnit, 2009; Tierney and Oliver-Smith, 
2012; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017; Rodríguez et al., 2018); (iii) the most recent advances in SES 
theory and approaches to resilience (e.g. Folkes, 2006; Armitage, 2007, 2010; Ross et al., 2010; 
Cole and Nightingale, 2012; Ross and Berkes, 2014; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016); (iv) the most 
recent advances in the SIA field and in the field of development studies concerning social 
development outcomes and sustainable development (e.g. Esteves and Vanclay, 2009; João et al., 
2011; Vanclay and Esteves, 2011; Esteves et al., 2012; Smyth and Vanclay, 2017; Aucamp and 
Lombard, 2018); (v) an enriched and updated understanding of the United Nations principles, 
guidelines and recommendations; and (vi) other international guidelines and best-practices for 
disaster management, disaster risk reduction, community resilience-building strategies, 
sustainable post-disaster reconstruction and development (IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005; 
Benson and Twigg, 2007; Jah et al. 2010; UN, 2015; UNISDR, 2015). 
 
All this allowed me to systematize my findings according to the different disaster management 
phases and the 4 key priorities of action as identified by the Sendai Framework (UNISDR, 2015). 
Using these conceptual lenses, I could thus further explore, verify, and conceptualise the main 
constraints that, according to the findings from my ethnographic work in the field, potentially 
undermined effective application of SIA (as enhanced by action research), and of any community 
resilience-building strategies in each disaster management phase. All this also oriented my further 
retrospective interviewing I conducted again in the field between January and February 2017, 
with people who were key local actors among residents of local villages and suburbs, of the local 
scientific community, and the local governance during the time the State of Emergency remained 
in force.  
 
 
Document, photo and media analysis and triangulation of data 
 
Finally, I triangulated the data from (1) the participant observation, analytic autoethnography and 
action anthropology I conducted overtime in the field as a reflexive CMR, and (2) from my 
systematic, retrospective interviewing, with a thorough analysis of the ordinances and decrees 
issued by the national government, the national civil protection and regional, provincial and 
municipal authorities, of several trial documents, with photo and media analysis and the analysis 
of other kind of documents I could gather from local key informants. More specifically, I analysed 
government and civil protection ordinances and decrees issued by the then President of the 
Council of Ministers, Silvio Berlusconi, and the then Chief of the national Civil Protection 
Service, Guido Bertolaso. I also focused on how these ordinances provided local authorities with 
emergency powers and derogation from ordinary laws and anti-mafia controls. I also analysed 
mayoral ordinances and decrees related to safety measure implementation and demolitions, and 
the initial post-disaster reconstruction policies and interventions.  
 
To sum up, concerning local community resilience and how it came into action (Chapter 3), I 
could triangulate what I observed, experienced and learned through my research activities in the 
field, with the findings from retrospective after action interviewing, and with findings from photo 
analysis which depicted collective actions in support of vulnerable members of local resilient 
communities, or vulnerable people taking an active role within the affected local community. 
Concerning the main constraints that undermined effective community resilience enhancement 
strategies (Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8), I could triangulate what I observed, experienced, and learned, 
and the findings of retrospective interviewing with evidence provided by the trials’ documents, 
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the ordinances and decrees issued by the Italian government, and by the national civil protection 
and regional and municipal authorities, and by other kind of documents. 
 
The document and media analysis for this PhD was conducted primarily using the international 
DRR and resilience paradigm. This included:  

• document and media analysis specifically conducted with the purpose to reflect on the 
L’Aquila trial and consider what the trial process revealed about Italian disaster risk 
management and what are the lessons learned (Chapter 5);  

• the document and media analysis specifically conducted with the purpose to reflect on the 
state and civil protection response to the L’Aquila earthquake (Chapter 6); 

• the document and media analysis specifically conducted with the purpose to reflect on the 
local authorities’ response to the L’Aquila earthquake and the State of Emergency, and 
the initial activities national and local authorities carried out on the damaged local built 
environment (Chapters 7 and 8).  

 
Chapter 5 draws on a document analysis of trial materials, which amounted to over 1,100 pages 
(Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012; Corte di Appello dell’Aquila, 2014; Corte di Cassazione, 2016). I 
also analysed all the phone calls recorded and released by the public prosecution departments and 
national media which concerned the arrangements among the national and local civil protection 
authorities, the scientists of the Major Risk Commission and the local politicians in charge before 
and after the meeting of the Major Risk Commission convened in L’Aquila on 31 March 2009, 
and at the time of the earthquake, on 6 April 2009. For this chapter I also considered commentary 
about the trial in academic journals, the international, national and local media, and did a rapid 
assessment of social media accounts of the trial.  
 
Chapter 6 draws on a document and media analysis which primarily concerned the state and civil 
protection intervention in L’Aquila, both before and after the earthquake. This document and 
media analysis concerned the national ordinances issued by the government and the national and 
local (regional and municipal) civil protection authorities to regulate the state interventions in the 
post-disaster area. I also thoroughly considered media chronicles of national and local state and 
civil protection officers’ press releases and declarations. I analysed all the phone calls released 
by the public prosecution departments and the national and local media, and considered 
commentary in academic journal, the international, national and local media about the disaster 
management carried out by national civil protection authorities. For this chapter I also made a 
rapid assessment of social media accounts of the collective actions undertaken after the public 
release of the phone call two influential entrepreneurs of the building sector had on 6 April 2009 
late in the morning, few hours after the earthquake that devastated the city of L’Aquila.  
 
Chapters 7 and 8 draw on a document and media analysis specifically conducted to analyse, from 
a DRR and resilience perspective, the emergency state, the emergency powers, how local 
authorities got these powers, and the role local authorities had in the disaster management and 
initial post-disaster reconstruction process. I analysed the government and civil protection 
ordinances and decrees that were issued by the then President of the Council of Ministers, Silvio 
Berlusconi, and the then Chief of the national Civil Protection Service, Guido Bertolaso, with a 
specific focus on how these ordinances provided local authorities with emergency powers and 
derogation from ordinary laws. I also analysed mayoral ordinances and decrees specifically 
related to safety measure implementation and demolitions, and the initial local post-disaster 
reconstruction policies. Among other things, using all these difference sources of data and 
evidence allowed me to triangulate and conclusively establish many key facts about the post-
disaster situation. For example, that demolitions of private buildings had occurred without the 
consent of the local homeowners and inhabitants, something that is a breach of decency and 
dignity, and a violation of human rights. 
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Resonance between this research and the social science disaster literature 
 
As stated above, this research sets itself at the intersection between the broader fields of 
anthropological studies and sociological studies. As shown by the disaster literature, the 
anthropology of disasters is appreciated in disaster studies in that its bottom-up and holistic 
approach, and because of the systematic observation in the field it provides “balances top-down 
biases in emergency management and enables the incorporation of local technical knowledge, 
insight, skills, and needs” (Burger et al., 2019, p.7). The anthropology of disasters focusses on 
the socio-cultural processes of, and response to disasters (e.g. Oliver-Smith, 1996; Hoffmann and 
Oliver-Smith, 2002). It is interested in exploring how these processes locally interact with 
corresponding physical and technical processes of disasters and disaster management; it focusses 
on the changes that disasters and external organizations create in the local cultural, social, 
political, institutional, economic and environmental context; it explores the changes that disasters 
and external volunteer and humanitarian NGOs, national and international disaster agencies, 
development organizations and authorities and post-disaster interventions create within the 
multiple dimensions of local communities’ wellbeing, including: local cultural rituals, 
institutions, belief systems, narratives and communication, political organizations, local social-
ecological interactions, power and economic relations; and in people daily life, interactions and 
collective actions within local communities, or in local and regional public institutions and power 
geometries, the state and external actors and organizations (Oliver-Smith, 1996; Oliver-Smith 
and Hoffman, 1999; Hoffmann and Oliver-Smith, 2002; Oliver-Smith, 2016). The anthropology 
of disasters also explores changes within the local economic system, such as changes in the 
allocation of resources and distribution of humanitarian aid (e.g. Gunewardena and Schuller, 
2008).  
 
Such an approach provides important insights on indigenous and local knowledge, local 
vulnerability, risk, needs, desires, capacities, narratives and resilience, and on how this can 
influence community disaster risk reduction and disasters impacts mitigation (Button and 
Peterson, 2009; Faas and Barrios, 2015). The bottom-up, holistic and systematic observation 
provided by the anthropological approach uniquely qualifies the field to study, the processes of 
disasters and social interactions that cut across domains (Burger et al., 2019). The anthropology 
of disasters can reveal internal power dynamics in the social structure of individuals, groups, and 
communities; it sheds light on the social production of disasters and the local social processes 
and structure that contribute to inequity, vulnerability, poverty and disaster risk creation. It sets 
all this in the local history of past development processes and social changes and impacts, and in 
an in-depth understanding of how these processes locally created the social structural conditions 
of pre-disaster vulnerability such as gender inequality, social exclusion and marginalization, 
global inequities, endemic poverty, racism, colonialism, imbalances of trade, underdevelopment, 
social exclusion. Many studies in the anthropology of disasters discipline have criticised top-
down response of disaster agencies and humanitarian organizations, how such response tries to 
control the media and the narratives, and how such a top-down response worsens local inequity 
and vulnerability increasing disaster risks and resulting into second disasters. 
 
Over the last 30 years, the sociology of disasters has greatly contributed to disaster studies by 
enhancing the broader understanding of disasters and post-disaster interventions in terms of 
analyzing their social dimensions, and investigating those social patterns, structures and processes 
that create local vulnerability and risk and contribute to make the disaster happen, both before 
and after disasters (Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Quarantelli, 1995; Quarantelli, 1998; Perry and 
Quarantelli, 2005). Further significant advances in this field relate to the analysis and critique of 
top-down response to disasters implemented by the states or disaster agencies and humanitarian 
organizations. Quarantelli and Dynes (1977) described the typical top-down, command-and-
control approach adopted by disaster agencies, as ‘chaos-command-and-control’ to imply that 
disasters are perceived by many agencies as situations of chaos that need to be controlled 
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(Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Quarantelli, 1998). Tierney et al. (2006) reflected on and 
conceptualised disaster myths, and further research in this field have kept criticizing top-down 
centralised response to disasters as being too rigid and bureaucratic (Drabek and McEntire, 2003), 
resting on a set of myths and misconceptions that support its worldview, and leading to distorted 
outcomes (Tierney et al., 2001, 2006; Alexander, 2007; Solnit, 2009). 
 
Both the anthropology of disasters and the sociology of disasters converge on underlining how 
the way national and international disaster agencies usually carry out recovery and reconstruction 
processes exposes (and reproduces) hidden power relations and vulnerabilities characterising the 
affected local communities (e.g. Oliver-Smith, 1977; 1990; 2002; Bates, 1982; Perry et al., 1983; 
Bolin and Bolton, 1986; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Choudhury and Haque, 2016). Both 
before and after the UNDRO report (1982) (see Chapter 6), both research fields have provided 
empirical evidence from different post-disaster situations about how disaster situations often 
represent an opportunity for elite capture and corruption, and for perpetuating vested interests and 
business-as-usual, thus exacerbating pre-existing social vulnerabilities and inequalities, rather 
than being used as an opportunity to design and implement effective empowering strategies to 
enhance DRR and resilience at the local community level. This was the case, just to mention few 
examples, of the recovery process following the disruptive earthquake-avalanche that hit Yungay 
(Peru) in 1970 in which some 70,000 people died, and over 100,000 people were left homeless 
(Oliver-Smith, 1990; 2000; 2002); or of the recovery following the earthquake that hit Guatemala 
in 1976, in which 25,000 people died, and over one million people were left homeless (Bates, 
1982; see also UNDRO, 1982); or of the recovery following the earthquake that hit Italy 
(Campania and Basilicata regions) in 1980, in which 2,743 people died, and over 400,000 people 
were left homeless (Russo and Stajano, 1981; Alexander, 1989). 
 
In the last decade, the analyses of post-disaster interventions carried out after hurricane Katrina, 
which stroke the Gulf Coast of the United States in August 2005, impacted over 90,000 miles 
throughout southern Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama, and in which more than 1,800 people 
died and more than 1 million were left homeless (Elliot and Pais, 2006; Cutter et al., 2006; Button 
and Oliver-Smith, 2008; cited by Schuller and Maldonado, 2016, p.61), provided further evidence 
of the negative consequences caused by mismanaged top-down interventions perpetrated by 
international organizations and governmental disaster relief agencies. The disaster management 
carried out in New Orleans brought to elite capture and the eviction of the poor, represented a 
secondary disaster and a secondary violence, and it ultimately reproduced social inequities, 
instead than enhancing affected local communities’ resilience and wellbeing (Cutter et al., 2006; 
Elliot and Pais, 2006; Button and Oliver-Smith, 2008; Schuller, 2016; Harvey, 2017).  
 
Lewis (2010; 2017) outlined how corruption, at all levels of society, has negative social and 
economic consequences, especially on local community resilience and poverty and how it 
perpetrates vulnerability to natural hazards and disasters. After having analysed 344 earthquake 
occurring between 1975 and 2003, Escaleras et al. (2007, p.226) substantially confirmed that 
public sector corruption, especially as it applies to construction processes, can lead to seismically 
insensitive building of houses, apartment buildings and other structures and concluded that “a 
country's level of public sector corruption to be positively and significantly correlated with the 
fatalities caused by large quakes, regardless of which corruption index is used, the control 
variables included, or the estimation strategy employed”. Based on a panel of 42 countries, 
Kyriacou et al. (2015) pointed out that because the construction sector is characterised by 
potentially large rents and government intervention, it may contribute towards public sector 
malfeasance and advocates for implementing appropriate policies and procedures, ethical codes 
and related training programs for construction industry professionals (Kyriacou et al., 2015). 
Intrinsically associated with the risk of corruption there is the risk of elite capture (i.e. economy 
risk), which, in practice, is the processes of “capture of benefits by elites and the undermining of 
project goals by powerful interest groups whose interests are threatened by project objectives” 
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(Jorgensen et al., 2003, p.34). Such risks often are accompanied by those institutional risks that 
arise when a new implementing agency is created with staff from the public sector that previously 
performed a different function and that has not the ability to perform the new function (Jorgensen 
et al., 2003). Concerning this, it is important to underline what already noticed by Jorgensen 
(2003, p.34): “the tendency of development projects to create project management units or 
specialized agencies or organizational structures to implement the project more efficiently may 
in itself constitute a risk to sustainability, and even undermine national efforts at capacity building 
or decentralization through the support of project-specific ‘parallel structures’.” 
 
In her essay titled “The rise of disaster capitalism: rebuilding is no longer the primary purpose 
of the reconstruction industry” published in The Nation in May 2005, the Canadian journalist, 
Naomi Klein launched for the first time the term “disaster capitalism” in an attempt to better 
frame the deviant behaviour of unscrupulous building firms which seek to extract private 
advantage from disaster situations, while being endorsed by national and international disaster 
relief agencies, and by the institutional arrangements organized by the state. In her article Klein 
(2005, online) denounces the rise of a ‘predatory form of capitalism’ that: “uses the desperation 
and fear created by catastrophe to engage in radical social and economic engineering” which is 
addressed to facilitate the self-interests of private companies (e.g. building firms, consulting 
firms, engineering companies, developers, NGOs and private health clinics, etc) in post-disaster 
situations. After Klein’s article, Gunewardena and Schuller (2008, p.vii) answered to the need to 
“elucidate the ethnographic details and provide rigorous analysis of Klein’s concept of disaster 
capitalism” bringing together a collection of case studies that was intended to “not only highlight 
the unpalatable consequences of neoliberal approaches to disaster recovery, but also serve as a 
call to action – for scholars, activists, and policy makers alike”. In their volume titled Capitalizing 
on Catastrophe they examined the failures of post-disaster interventions in several disaster 
contexts such as Afghanistan, Belize, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, India, Sri Lanka and the U.S. 
Gulf Coast, with the purpose to “highlight the secondary crisis set in motion when post-disaster 
assistance is made to conform to the dictates of the market, as per the prescriptions of neoliberal 
economic doctrine” (Gunewardena, 2008, p.4). Although Gunewardena and Schullers’ ‘call to 
action’ and the many researches denouncing the badly planned post-disaster interventions, social 
failures keep being registered even in the most recent disasters.  
 
More recently, Loewenstein (2015), in his book titled Disaster Capitalism: Making a killing out 
of a catastrophe, analysed the relief operations in Haiti after the earthquake that hit the island in 
2010 and how, after the first weeks of community resilience in action, similarly to what happened 
in L’Aquila and to what we reported in Paper 1 (see also Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a), the 
response was quickly monetised and a ‘a gold rush’ was enacted deviating affected local people 
behaviours and extinguishing local community resilience. Lowenstein also enlarged disaster 
capitalism construct to encompass unscrupulous private profiteering from refugee management 
and resource extraction. Further researches provide evidences of disaster capitalism following 
hurricane Maria and landfall on Puerto Rico in September 2017 (e.g. Naseck, 2018). Yee (2018) 
and Yamada et al. (2018) analyses violence and disaster capitalism enacted during post-disaster 
reconstruction after Typhoon Haiyan, locally known as Yolanda, which hit the Philippines in 
November 2013. Matthew and Upreti (2018) described disaster capitalism in Nepal during the 
recovery process carried out after the earthquake that hit the region in 2015, Ronni Alexander 
(2018) reflects on disaster capitalism as emerged after the earthquake that hit Fukushima in 2011 
and consequent tsunami and nuclear meltdown. 
 
After Hurricane Katrina (2005), the L’Aquila disaster was the greatest disaster ever occurred in 
a western country in the last 30years. We argue that the L’Aquila disaster is not just an Italian 
story of corruption and mafia, we believe that it reveals much more than this. Being Italy one of 
the 8 countries included in the Group of 8 (G8) and one of the 29 included in the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), the theory and the practice applied by the Italian government in 
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disaster management, developed within the traditional para-militaristic NATO’s approach to 
reconstruction and development. Since the European Recovery Fund implementation, the 
command-and-control approach to financial resources and reconstruction and development 
interventions, has been intended as an effective tool that the state should have adopted to manage 
emergency loans in order to spend them effectively and avoid any delay in the execution of the 
recovery or re-development programs of Countries affected by the second world war. However, 
as the L’Aquila case shows, such an approach produces cognitive and interactional failures, 
worsening local social risks and exacerbating local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks 
and impacts. As reported in Chapter 6, 7 and 8, the recovery process following the 6 April 2009 
L’Aquila earthquake has been severely criticised (Frisch, 2010; Alexander, 2010; 2013; Calandra, 
2012; OECD, 2013; Fois and Forino, 2014; Forino, 2015; Contreras et al., 2017), including by a 
European Parliament inquiry (Søndergaard, 2013), which was concerned about the misuse of the 
€493 million provided by the European Union, and by several official government reports which 
confirmed the infiltration of mafia in post-disaster reconstruction in both public and private works 
(DNA, 2016; Bindi, 2018). Since the earthquake, there have been many legal actions relating to 
allegations of fraud, corruption, bribery, inadequate public administration, and mafia infiltration 
(Alexander, 2013b).  
 
More recently, a special issue published for the 10th anniversary of the L’Aquila earthquake 
(Forino and Carnelli, 2019), largely confirmed previous findings, and further underlined that, 
unfortunately, what found in L’Aquila, could also be found in other recovery experiences in Italy, 
even following L’Aquila, such as in the Emilia Romagna region in 2012, and in Central Italy 
between 2016 and 2017. This further confirmed the structural failures produced of the typical 
top-down command-and-control approach embedded by the national civil protection system 
(DCP). However, all the critiques of the disaster recovery following the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila 
earthquake, primarily relate to how disaster management was carried out by the government and 
the DCP. There is still little research on how the engaging and empowering strategies adopted by 
the state to strengthen the role of local and regional authority figures influenced DRR and 
resilience outcomes at the local level. Little is said about what actually occurred in the crater as 
a consequence of the operations directly managed by local and regional authorities, especially 
concerning disaster rubble management, safety measures implementation and initial planned 
interventions of reconstruction on private and public buildings in the crater.  
 
 
Research ethics considerations 
 
In general terms, all research for this PhD adhered to the principles of ethical social research 
(Vanclay et al., 2013) and the general intention of informed consent. However, there are two 
complicating factors. First, the research and data collected developed over time, in response to 
my different roles and purposes. Second, my understanding of research methods and research 
ethics also developed over time. Perhaps the potentially most serious ethical issue is that for some 
data used in the PhD, the data were collected for one purpose or organisation (planning tent camps 
activities, planning reconstruction and rural development projects), but used for another purpose 
(i.e. the papers for my PhD). Although that there is now a strong emphasis on open data (and thus 
the re-use of data), arguably this is/was a minor breach of research ethics in the sense that the 
participants did not initially consent to the later purpose. However, for all interviewees whose 
stories have been used in any published work, I subsequently contacted them and gained their 
permission to use their stories.  
 
All interviews done since I was enrolled as a full time PhD researcher were on the basis that the 
research would be included in my PhD. It remains true, however, that some tentcamp residents, 
civil protection officers, volunteers and other people who might have participated in 
conversations with me, or have been part of the social settings in which I did participant 
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observation and action anthropology – especially during my activities in the tent camps and in 
the reconstruction and development project proposals – did not give informed consent in any 
strict understanding of the concept. As is typical in ethnographic research and participatory 
observation (Lipson, 1994), I do not consider this to be of major ethical concern because: their 
privacy has been respected; confidentiality has been maintained; no harm will come to them; 
there has been no coercion; protection of data was ensured; nothing was deeply personal; and 
there was a strong higher purpose, i.e. identifying how the resilience of local people and 
communities came into action and could be engaged and strengthened. 
 
Although I claim that most participation (at least of the in-depth interviews done) was on the basis 
of informed consent, in order to be conducive to coordinating artistic events in the tent camps 
which were authorised by the local public health department and the DICOMAC, and gather the 
consent of local homeowners and inhabitants for the initial post-disaster reconstruction project 
proposals, I did not collect signed informed consent forms for the hundreds of field interviews 
and informal conversations I had over time. Especially during the time the State of Emergency 
was in force, such a procedure would have been totally foreign and alienating to my research 
participants, many of whom were already oppressed by the overbearing totalism of the tentcamps. 
However, after I became a full time PhD researcher at the University of Groningen I did utilise 
signed consent forms.  
 
Initially, I did not record interviews, primarily not to create distance between me and the 
interviewee, and any drawback in recordings were counterbalanced as explained above. Later, 
especially for the formal retrospective, in-depth interviews, I did record interviews, primarily 
because they were with key actors who were familiar and accepting of this. These interviewees 
gave their permission to me to record their interviews. One ethical principle that is normally 
expected is the preservation of anonymity (Vanclay et al., 2013). In my research, in most cases I 
did keep interviewees anonymous. However, for various reasons some local people preferred to 
be on the record, and this was done in Chapter 3. In this chapter, using the real names of some 
participants was considered not only acceptable but ethically important as the public statements 
they were making were a validation of their disaster experience and resilience.  
 
Finally, many people operating in an official capacity are identified in the thesis and papers, 
including the then Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi; the Head of the Italian Department of Civil 
Protection, Guido Bertolaso; the Mayor of L’Aquila, Massimo Cialente; the President of the 
Province, Stefania Pezzopane; the President of the Abruzzo Region, Gianni Chiodi; the members 
of the national Major Risk Commission; and various other figures in the public domain. Strictly 
speaking, (unless obvious to the contrary) these people were not research participants, in that they 
were not interviewed by me. All information about them comes from information that is in the 
public domain, for example in media reports or legal documents. It was decided to name these 
people because not to do so would have been absurd. They were all key public figures, playing 
key role at every stage of the disaster management operations, and their identity would have been 
known anyway by virtue of their public position.  
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Chapter 3 
What is community resilience  

and how does it come into action? 
 
 
 
 
Although increasing attention has been given to the need to engage local communities and facilitate 
community resilience, discrepancies between theory and practice remain evident. Myths, misconceptions 
and mistakes persist in post-disaster emergency operations and in reconstruction efforts following 
disaster. The ‘command and control’ approach typically deployed by disaster management agencies 
results in an increasing dependency on external support and annihilates the potentialities of local 
communities. We emphasise the importance of recognizing community resilience and the capacity of 
local communities to self-organise. We describe examples of community resilience in action as it 
occurred following the earthquake in the Province of L’Aquila in the Abruzzo region of central Italy on 
6 April 2009. We discuss the aftershock economies and aftershock societies that developed in the 
extraordinary communities that emerged around rural villages and in mountain areas. A multi-methods 
approach was used, primarily drawing on personal experiences of life in the autonomous locally-
organised camps that were established in rural areas following the earthquake. We conclude that the 
persistence of various disaster myths and the failure to acknowledge community resilience undermine 
more effective, socially-sustainable, disaster management and rural development planning. We argue 
that there should be greater awareness of the underlying community resilience, and that greater 
attention should be given to recognizing and strengthening the capacities of local communities. 
  

86

Chapter 3

What is community 
resilience and how does it 

come into action?

Although increasing attention has been given to the need to engage local communities and facilitate 
community resilience, discrepancies between theory and practice remain evident. Myths, 

misconceptions and mistakes persist in post-disaster emergency operations and in reconstruction 
efforts following disaster. The ‘command and control’ approach typically deployed by disaster 

management agencies results in an increasing dependency on external support and annihilates 
the potentialities of local communities. We emphasise the importance of recognizing community 

resilience and the capacity of local communities to self-organise. We describe examples of 
community resilience in action as it occurred following the earthquake in the Province of L’Aquila 
in the Abruzzo region of central Italy on 6 April 2009. We discuss the aftershock economies and 

aftershock societies that developed in the extraordinary communities that emerged around rural 
villages and in mountain areas. A multi-methods approach was used, primarily drawing on personal 

experiences of life in the autonomous locally-organised camps that were established in rural 
areas following the earthquake. We conclude that the persistence of various disaster myths and 
the failure to acknowledge community resilience undermine more effective, socially-sustainable, 

disaster management and rural development planning. We argue that there should be greater 
awareness of the underlying community resilience, and that greater attention should be given to 

recognizing and strengthening the capacities of local communities.



 87 

Experiencing local community resilience in action:  
Learning from post-disaster communities 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The unpredictability and uncertainty of a world in crisis and overexposed to disasters has 
encouraged planners and policy-makers to attempt to understand local development through the 
concept of resilience (Brown and Westaway, 2011; Mitchell, 2013; Saunders and Becker, 2015). 
More than many other concepts, ‘resilience’ represents the adaptive and evolutionary dynamics 
that allow systems (including rural communities) to respond to disturbance and change 
(Davidson, 2010; Darnhofer et al., 2016). The increasing number of disasters and economic and 
social crises that destabilize vulnerable areas has resulted in the concept of resilience gaining 
currency in the discourses of regional development (OECD, 2011, 2013; McManus et al., 2012; 
Scott, 2013; Schouten et al., 2013; Kelly et al., 2015), disaster risk reduction (Tobin, 1999; Paton 
and Johnston, 2001; Adger et al., 2005; Norris et al., 2008; Brown and Westaway, 2011), and 
climate change adaptation (Pelling, 2011; Khailani and Perera, 2013; Arnold et al., 2014; Dale et 
al., 2015). Policy discourses around the world also reflect this trend (e.g. UN-ISDR, 2005, 2007; 
2015; Mitchell, 2013; GFDRR, 2014, 2015; EC, 2013, 2014). A crucial challenge for the future 
will be enhancing understanding about how to achieve positive outcomes for local communities 
in disaster-prone areas using the lens of resilience.  
 
While we define community resilience as the social survival processes that occur within places 
and that are put into action by local communities to address the negative social and economic 
impacts experienced during crises, there are theoretical and practical limitations that hinder a full 
comprehension of resilience and its use in the social world. At a theoretical level, the concept is 
vague and ill-defined (Gaillard, 2010; Manyena, 2014; Matyas and Pelling, 2015), with Davoudi 
(2012, p.299) suggesting that “it is not quite clear what resilience means, beyond the simple 
assumption that it is good to be resilient”. Many articulations of resilience inadequately address 
its social dimensions, and even progressive interpretations (e.g. ‘bouncing forward’) are often 
little more than clichés (O’Hare and White, 2013; McEvoy et al., 2013). Current understandings 
of resilience are generally too weak to provide planning practice with the tools and methodologies 
needed to address, engage and strengthen local communities (Mitchell, 2013).  
 
At a practical level, the lack of clarity about how to understand, recognise, engage and enhance 
the dynamics of resilient communities enables traditional models of managing and planning 
(often coming from a technocratic engineering perspective) to be perpetuated. Because of time 
pressure and the inadequacy of alternative models, decision-makers often adopt a ‘command and 
control’ approach towards local communities. While it is known that top-down approaches can 
produce pathologies at the environmental level (Holling and Meffe, 1996), little has been said 
about the negative consequences of such approaches on local communities (Coles and Buckle, 
2004). Thus, an improved understanding of the dynamics of resilience that allows local rural 
communities to survive socially is needed, especially in less-favoured areas and post-disaster 
situations.  
 
The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate how community resilience actually comes into action 
in post-disaster situations in rural communities. In doing this, we provide a better understanding 
of how the concept of resilience can be applied to the social world. Rather than the frequently-
relied upon command and control approach, which has the potential to obliterate community 
resilience, we argue that an awareness of the dynamics of community resilience and an 
understanding of how to harness the resilience embedded in local rural communities would be 
desirable. By examining the post-disaster situation in the rural villages surrounding the city of 
L’Aquila in the Abruzzo region of Italy, following the April 2009 earthquake, we discuss how 
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community resilience in action was activated and revealed in both lay and professional contexts. 
Using first-hand experiences of life in the emergency camps (especially in the self-organised 
camps that autonomously sprang up in rural villages), we strongly reject the ‘disaster myths’ that 
are promulgated in post-disaster situations and that frequently drive the responses of disaster 
management agencies.  
 
 
Transferring resilience into the social world 
 
‘Resilience’ has many definitions and a long history (Adger, 2000; Davidson, 2010; Alexander, 
2013a; Berkes and Ross, 2013; Brown, 2014). The simplistic mechanistic understanding 
considered that resilience was a force that made a system return to a pre-designated state. In this 
approach, the resistance of a system to disturbance and the speed by which it returned to 
equilibrium were the measures of resilience (Davoudi, 2012). In contrast, the ecological systems 
approach focused not on the ability of systems to persist, but on their ability to adapt. However, 
both perspectives adopted an equilibristic view of resilience with notions such as stability, steady-
state or new state, equilibrium and multiple equilibria, which evoke “a Newtonian world view 
which considers the universe as an orderly mechanical device; a giant clock whose behaviour 
could be explained and predicted by mathematical rules and monitored by command and control 
systems. ... In this clockwork universe, a resilient system is one which may undergo significant 
fluctuation but still return to either the old or a new stable state” (Davoudi, 2012, p.301). As 
Holling and Meffe (1996, p.333) argued, many theories of ecosystem resilience reinforce the 
pathology of equilibrium-centered command and control. These theories “carry an implicit 
assumption that there is global stability – that there is only one equilibrium steady-state”, and that 
these theories “transfer the command-and-control myopia of exploitive development to similarly 
myopic demands for environmental regulations and prohibitions”. 
 
What is missed by equilibristic interpretations of resilience is that, in the natural world, systems 
continuously evolve, not only by adapting to external disturbances, but also by modifying their 
internal dynamics and recombining their structures and processes for transformation and change 
(Pelling et al., 2015; Koontz et al, 2015). Systems, especially social systems, arguably learn and 
transform (Folke, 2006; Wals, 2007; Krasny et al., 2010). Such transformations are healthy and 
necessary for the system’s continued survival (Magis, 2010; Davoudi et al., 2013). Change is a 
dynamic and a constant in human society. Therefore, evolutionary resilience (or social-ecological 
resilience) seems more appropriate than equilibristic approaches in interpreting community 
resilience as a healthy process that enables social change (Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Fabinyi et 
al., 2014). However, the social-ecological understanding of resilience also has limits in fully 
addressing social theories and concepts, especially equity, power relationships and social change 
dynamics (Robards et al., 2011; Armitage et al., 2012; Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Wilson et al., 
2013; Fabinyi et al., 2014; Brown, 2014; Walsh-Dilley et al., 2016). 
 
In trying to reach a deeper understanding of what resilience means for communities and how it 
could be empowered when transferring (and translating) resilience from the natural to the social 
world, Davoudi (2012) suggested that four key issues should be considered:  

1. the intentionality of human actions (how can resilience be built and counter-productive 
actions avoided?); 

2. the goals and outcomes of resilience for local communities (resilience to what ends?); 
3. defining the system boundary (resilience of what to what?); and 
4. issues of justice and fairness (defining resilience for whom?). 

 
Arguably, there are some additional issues that also need to be considered including: what should 
be the basis of how people interact with each other, and how should people interact with their 
places and resources? In other words, what kinds of social relationships between people would 
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enable resilience? How do they manage the resources they have, and what kinds of meanings do 
they give to their places of living in order to be more resilient? To address these critical issues 
and translate resilience into social terms, it is necessary to change the epistemological approach 
applied from a deductive to an inductive one. Thus, rather than looking at resilience in 
conventional ways such as by an extended literature review, what is needed is to recognise, 
observe and describe how resilience actually comes into action in the social world as a 
spontaneous strategy that local communities put into action in order to cope with, adapt to, and 
shape change (Berkes et al., 2003; Smit and Wandel, 2006; Skerratt, 2013). This is what we seek 
to do in our study of post-earthquake rural regions around L’Aquila. 
 
Disasters provide dramatic situations in which affected local communities reveal extraordinary 
capacities to re-imagine and re-design their structures and processes to survive. Resilience should 
be understood as being a process, and as a community’s ability to take planned action and effect 
change, i.e. its agency (Magis, 2010). By using the ethnographic accounts of people in the 
emergency tent camps that were established around the city of L’Aquila following the 2009 
earthquake, we demonstrate the agency of local communities affected by disaster, and the high 
levels of willingness and capacity of people to support each other and enhance their collective 
wellbeing. 
 
 
The social dimensions of disasters and persistent myths  
 
Commonly understood, a disaster is the occurrence of an unexpected disruptive event of natural 
(climatic, geophysical, pandemic disease) or human (environmental degradation, large-scale 
industrial accident, war or conflict) origin that creates serious consequences for the environment 
and/or local communities at socio-cultural, economic, psychological, and/or 
political/institutional/governance levels (Quarantelli, 1998; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; 
McFarlane and Norris, 2006; Cottrell and King, 2010). Delving deeper into the meaning of 
disasters reveals their inextricable social dimension, and several authors have highlighted the 
importance of situating disasters within the context of socially-produced vulnerability rather than 
of simple environmental forces (Oliver-Smith, 1998). Disasters thus result from the combination 
of hazard exposure, inherent vulnerability and insufficient capacity to manage (Khan et al., 2008).  
 
Most studies in the field of disaster studies argue that disasters must be understood in relation to 
social change: in all their tragedy, disasters offer an opportunity for, and actually demand, the 
adoption of short-term correctives and long-term adaptations (Quarantelli, 1998; Perry and 
Quarantelli, 2005). Disasters are first and foremost local (UN-ISDR, 2007), and are complex 
events and processes that are directly experienced by local communities (Buckle, 2005). Local 
communities are on the frontline and have to deal with the tragedy and multidimensionality of 
the consequences of disasters (Oliver-Smith, 1998). Thus, while disasters produce dramatic 
impacts on the natural, social and built environments, they also force local communities to 
undergo a great challenge for their own future survival and development. Understanding how to 
learn from the past is crucial for communities to turn the tragedy into an occasion to empower 
their ability to react positively, and reduce their future vulnerability to hazards (Dynes, 1998; 
Perry, 1998; Brockhaus et al., 2013).  
 
This social understanding of disaster has existed since at least the 1982 ground-breaking report 
of the United Nations Disaster Relief Co-Ordinator (UNDRO, 1982), which, despite being 
updated in 2010 (DfID, 2010), still remains largely relevant today. An impetus for the 1982 report 
was a growing concern for the effective participation of locally-affected communities in the 
decision-making processes of emergency management and recovery operations. The errors and 
mistakes of past practice led the United Nations to emphasise policies and make specific 
recommendations for emergency management and recovery around the world.  
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Unfortunately, much disaster management practice continues to follow old-fashioned and out-
dated methods. Despite having been debunked many times over past decades (e.g. Wenger et al., 
1975; Goltz, 1984; Drabek, 1986; Fischer, 1998; Alexander, 2007; Petersen, 2014), many disaster 
myths continue to persist in public, political and media circles, and continue to drive the responses 
of the disaster management agencies in many countries (Nogami and Yoshida, 2014; Nilsson et 
al., 2016). These myths include (adapted from Tierney, 2003; Tierney et al., 2006):  

• the ‘panic myth’ (people can’t be trusted to act in an appropriate way);  
• the ‘helpless victim myth’ (people are regarded as being unable to react and must 

helplessly await outside assistance);  
• the ‘collective demoralisation and social disorganisation myth’ (social norms will lose 

significance and social breakdown will occur);  
• the ‘looting and lawlessness myth’ (disaster victims will become lawless, violent, 

exploitative, and less than human); and  
• the ‘abandonment of duties myth’ (public officers will abandon their posts in order to 

protect their personal interests).  
 
The media plays a major role in perpetuating and amplifying these myths (Goltz, 1984; Wenger 
and Friedman, 1986; Gantt and Gantt, 2012; Alexander, 2013b). These myths have served to 
“bolster claims regarding the need for strong command-and-control procedures and for greater 
involvement on the part of the military in extreme events ranging from homeland security 
emergencies to disasters of all types” (Tierney et al., 2006, p.63).  

 
Disaster myths are not politically neutral, but rather work systematically to the advantage of elites. 
Elites cling to the panic myth because to acknowledge the truth of the situation would lead to very 
different policy prescriptions than the ones currently in vogue. The chief prescription is … that the 
best way to prepare for disasters is by following the command and control model, the embodiment of 
which is the federal Department of Homeland Security. Thus do panic myths reinforce particular 
institutional interests. But it is not bureaucrats who will be the first-responders when the next disaster, 
whether brought by terrorists or some other agent, comes. It won’t even be the police or firefighters. 
It will be our neighbors, it will be the strangers in the next car, it will be our family members. The 
effectiveness of disaster response is thus diminished to the degree that we over-rely on command and 
control. This is another case where political ideology trumps good scientific knowledge about how the 
world works. (Clarke, 2003, p.5). 

 
This mythology is reflected in the Italian national emergency management guidelines, alarmingly 
entitled “the method of Augustus” referring to the dictatorial rule of Caesar Augustus. Even 
though the guidelines were produced 15 years after the 1982 UNDRO report, it declared: 
 

The population always feels engaged during a crisis, both emotionally (fear, and a desire to take action 
to assist those who are affected), and physically (injured, or to be forced to endure hardship). This 
forced emotional engagement is primarily experienced as feelings of loss and 
helplessness/powerlessness (impotence). Few people are able to independently develop strategies for 
emergency response, and the majority of people are in a state of being between the risk of hysterical 
and irrational panic and an anxious search for help, validation and guidance (a solid point of reference). 
If the institutional counterpart (opponent) will be sufficiently authoritative and determined, the 
majority of people will be willing to abdicate their decision-making autonomy, undergo deprivation 
and restriction of freedom, and become obedient to any given directives. (Galanti, 1997, p.47 author 
translation with revision to enhance its meaning, noting that the original Italian was hard to 
comprehend)  
 

These statements reveal a poor impression of the public and a poor conceptualisation of social 
issues. Solnit (2009) highlighted that elite groups and authorities fear the changes disasters create 
because they expect there will be chaos and destruction, and an undermining of their power. In 
disaster studies circles, there is a notion of the ‘panicked elite’, a fear-driven over-reaction which 
is manifested as the “fear of social disorder; fear of poor, minorities and immigrants; obsession 
with looting and property crime; willingness to resort to deadly force; and actions taken on the 



 91 

basis of rumor” (Tierney cited by Solnit, 2009, p.127). Solnit (2009, p.234, paraphrasing Tierney) 
wrote:  
 

Fed by racism and the enormity of the storm, the elite panic reached extraordinary levels in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. That generated a disaster of its own, whereby the victims of Katrina 
were regarded as menaces and monsters, and the response shifted from rescue to control and worse. 

 
 
Community resilience in action: learning from post-disaster communities 
 
In stark contrast to the myths and misconceptions, we consider that local communities exhibit 
extraordinary abilities to be able to react positively and effectively to disasters. They develop a 
wide range of material, physical, socio-political, socio-cultural and psychological resources to 
assist them to cope with adversity and distress (Almedom, 2004; Goldstein, 2008; Magis, 2010). 
Rather than just considering their needs and vulnerabilities, appreciating and utilising the 
knowhow and abilities of local survivors has redefined the disaster studies paradigm and has led 
disaster risk reduction work to switch from the idea of ‘disaster-prone communities’ to consider 
‘disaster-resilient communities’ (Coles and Buckle, 2004).  
 
The intimate connections between disaster recovery and the resilience of affected communities 
have become common features of disaster risk reduction programs since the adoption of the 
Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 (UN-ISDR, 2005). Understanding the construct of 
‘community resilience’ means, first of all, to comprehend the term ‘community’, and then to 
understand how ‘resilience’ is created by communities (Coles and Buckle, 2004). Although there 
are many different definitions, in the context of disaster preparedness and recovery, ‘community’ 
typically refers to something along the lines of “an entity that has geographical boundaries and 
shared fate ... composed of built, natural, social, and economic environments that influence one 
another in complex ways” (Norris et al., 2008, p.128). Coles and Buckle (2004) emphasise the 
local, voluntary and self-organizing nature of communities, which are comprised of people who 
have skills, resources and organizational capacities to be able to provide services to people at risk, 
and whose interests are not limited only to the immediate disaster response.  
 
Resilience also has a wide range of definitions, however, it is broadly recognised that resilience, 
when applied to human systems, is best conceptualized as a capacity and process rather than as 
an outcome, and closer to the evolutionary and social-ecological resilience perspectives than to 
engineering resilience or to any equilibristic theory. Rather than as a force that makes the system 
return to its pre-designated state or function, in social terms resilience should be understood as 
the complex of social survival processes that local communities put into action in order to 
collectively respond to the negative social and economic impacts caused by a disturbance. There 
are various definitions of community resilience, for example “the ability of community members 
to take meaningful, deliberate, collective action to remedy the effect of a problem, including the 
ability to interpret the environment, intervene and move on” (Pfefferbaum et al., 2007, p.349). 
Norris et al. (2008, p.131) defined it as a “process linking a set of networked adaptive capacities 
to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation in constituent populations after a 
disturbance”.  
 
In this paper, we suggest that recognising the networked and cooperative agency of actors can 
help in understanding community resilience. Rather than seeing resilience just as a set of 
community capacities, assets or capitals, it should be seen as a complex of social processes that 
allow local communities to self-organize and enact positive collective action for community 
survival and wellbeing. We explore how community resilience comes into action among 
survivors of a disaster by looking at the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake.  
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Methodology: an ethnography of the L’Aquila earthquake 
 
This paper is part of a larger research project. In effect, the research commenced immediately 
after the 2009 earthquake that devastated the City of L’Aquila and surrounding rural villages in 
the Abruzzo region of central Italy, about 100 kms east of Rome. The fatal earthquake occurred 
at 3.32 in the early morning of Monday 6 April 2009. Our observations are partly drawn from 
reflection on the lead author’s active role in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake; from his 
participant observation of life in the tent camps in the ensuing days, weeks and months; and from 
subsequent in-depth and field interviews with camp staff, officials, and local residents. For the 
project as a whole, a multi-methods approach was utilised combining auto-ethnography (Ellis et 
al., 2011), ethnography, participant observation, field notes, in-depth interviews, personal 
experience, photo analysis, document analysis, media analysis, and analysis of digital media (e.g. 
blogs written by survivors), to provide an account of the social interactions that occurred and that 
allowed community resilience to emerge. 
 
The primary author is an Italian citizen and a resident in the L’Aquila region for most of his life. 
He was present in L’Aquila city on the night of the earthquake. He was and remains well 
integrated in the L’Aquila community and has close personal connections to many of the key 
actors, which enabled him to have unparalleled access for this social research. Being fortunate to 
emerge unscathed after the earthquake, like most other survivors he immediately engaged in 
assisting the people around him, wherever help was needed. As a reflexive scholar and 
practitioner, in the days after the earthquake he began taking notes of his experiences and of what 
he witnessed. In his role as a volunteer organiser of community arts events, he developed ideas 
and plans for the action he could take in social reconstruction in the tent camps. In order to plan 
appropriate artistic initiatives in the camps, he developed a way of monitoring social conditions. 
This enabled him to collect data from the majority of the 176 tent camps that were established.  
 
The data for this specific paper derive particularly from the following: participant observation 
conducted in the camps; various discussions with government officials, camp chiefs and external 
volunteers such as psychologists and the coordinators of recreational activities; and subsequent 
in-depth interviews with people who lived in the camps and other key actors. Notes were taken 
for the time he spent living in the camps, with entries being made on most days. In addition to 
multiple extended discussions with several professionals (see later in this paper), between 2013 
and 2015, 17 formal in-depth retrospective interviews were conducted with a range of local 
people who had played various roles in the camps. These interviews were recorded and 
subsequently transcribed. Informed consent (Vanclay et al., 2013) was obtained for these research 
interviews.  
 
The primary topic discussed in the retrospective interviews related to the functioning of the self-
organised camps – specifically what were the social mechanisms that enabled the camps to 
survive collectively. Personal reflection notes were taken after each interview and the transcripts 
were subsequently annotated by noting key themes that emerged. It was because certain key social 
issues came through very strongly in most if not all interviews that our interest in community 
resilience in action developed. The things that were frequently said by our participants included: 
an overriding sense of responsibility to help others; the strong feeling of experiencing empathy 
for others; the solidarity that emerged from sharing sorrow and pain; the immediate concern about 
the wellbeing of the elderly and children (irrespective of who they were), and the need to 
collectively care for them; the obviousness of sharing resources no matter how limited; and the 
joy of cooperation in doing collective tasks, even in the face of tragedy.  
 
All interviews were done in Italian. For this paper, some extracts from the interviews were 
translated into English by the primary author, with some adaptation by the native English 
speaking co-author. During the writing process, some issues were verified by re-contacting the 
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original sources – some of whom were or had become good friends. We note that because of the 
autoethnographic and participant observation dimension to the research, the lead author was able 
to witness many local people spontaneously devoting their time to helping others inside and 
outside the tent camps. Although we would like to tell many of these stories, space limitations 
mean that only some examples of community resilience in action can be mentioned. Similar to 
most significant change technique and performance story reporting approaches (see Vanclay, 
2015), the stories chosen were those that best exemplify the concept of community resilience in 
action, and are also indicative of the general response from most people. Out of respect for and 
in solidarity with our research participants, unless they are introduced anonymously we have used 
their real names – with their permission and personal preference. 
 
 
Some background information 
 
At 3.32 a.m. on the 6 April 2009, the area surrounding L’Aquila, the capital city of the Abruzzo 
region in central Italy, was devastated by an earthquake measuring 6.3 on the Moment Magnitude 
Scale (5.9 on the Richter Scale), killing 309 people1, injuring some 1,600 people, and displacing 
more than 70,000 people. In addition to destroying the historic city centre of L’Aquila, the historic 
centres of more than 80 villages (across 57 municipalities) were also destroyed. The area of 
destruction is known as ‘the crater’.  
 
The 6 April earthquake was preceded by thousands of tremors starting from mid December 2008 
and progressively increasing in intensity. Data from the website of the Italian National Institute 
of Geophysics and Volcanology revealed there were over 80 earthquakes greater than 1.5 (Richter 
Scale) and 38 greater than 2.0 in the four months prior to the fatal earthquake. Significant 
earthquakes were also experienced on 17 March (3.6), 28 March (3.8), 30 March (4.1), 5 April at 
10.48 p.m. (3.9), and 6 April at 00.39 a.m. (3.5). Following the fatal earthquake, aftershocks 
continued to be experienced for several weeks afterwards, causing further damage and anxiety. 
 
A few hours after the fatal earthquake, the then Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi declared a state 
of emergency giving a range of abnormal powers to the Department of Civil Protection (DCP) 
and suspending various civil rights and procedures. A Department of Command and Control 
(Di.Coma.C.) was created establishing its operations in the buildings of the training school 
belonging to the Italian Finance Police (IFP) in Coppito, a suburb some 5 kms from the centre of 
L’Aquila. With the powers granted to it by the state of emergency, Di.Coma.C. became the 
extraordinary government over the crater (Alexander, 2010, 2011, 2013c). All devastated village 
centres and much of L’Aquila city were declared ‘Red Zones’, from which all civilians were 
excluded, initially by military personnel, and later by the construction of fences together with 
military patrols.  
 
Immediately after the earthquake in the darkness of night, in L’Aquila city and surrounding 
villages, local people helped each other as much as possible. Local emergency services did what 
they could amongst all the destruction, with most city streets blocked by rubble. A national call-
up of DCP volunteers commenced, and by dawn and in the coming days thousands of volunteers 
descended on L’Aquila to assist in the massive emergency response and clean-up operation. Most 
of the attention focussed on the City of L’Aquila. The DCP immediately began establishing 
emergency tent camps for the tens of thousands of people likely to be left homeless. We call these 
the DCP camps. The rural and mountain villages, however, were largely forgotten or ignored by 
the authorities, and in some cases were cut-off from the outside world by debris for many days 
afterwards. With the inherent resilience and resourcefulness of rural communities everywhere, 

                                                
1	Some official sources state 308 deaths, others say 309. This discrepancy relates to the fact that one victim was at 
a very late stage of pregnancy at the time of the earthquake.	
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rather than wait to be helped, people in the small villages organised their own emergency housing 
arrangements using their own resources that were at hand. We call these the self-organised camps.  
 
One of the first actions of Di.Coma.C. was the total evacuation of L’Aquila city and surrounding 
towns. Within 20 days, the region’s population had been split into three groups: some 34,000 
people were assigned to hotels and other accommodations along the Abruzzo coast (on the 
Adriatic Sea) and other cities in Italy; some 29,000 were assigned to the 176 emergency tent 
camps that were established across the Province of L’Aquila; and some 13,000 decided to fend 
for themselves by seeking their own accommodation with friends or relatives in the Abruzzo 
region and throughout Italy. 
 
The state of emergency powers meant that all rights of public participation were suspended, and 
the normal requirements for public procurement did not have to be followed. Although the state 
of emergency was originally intended to be for a fixed term of 6 months, Prime Ministerial 
decrees of 17 December 2010 and 4 December 2011 enabled it to be continued. With Italy having 
a change of government in November 2011 (to the technocratic government of Mario Monti), a 
decree of 22 June 2012 (no. 83) meant that the state of emergency finally ended on 31 August 
2012. Actions previously decided under the state of emergency powers, however, were allowed 
to continue to be implemented. All communications pertaining to the state of emergency were 
regarded as state secrets and continue to remain so. Under the guise of the state of emergency, 
major transformations were wrought upon the landscape and people of L’Aquila, including: the 
implementation of extensive (and some say excessive) safety barriers and bracings; the 
construction of highly-controversial and expensive emergency housing; the removal (some say 
theft) of rubble (including the heritage stones and historic timber planks that local people might 
have wanted to keep for their own reconstruction efforts); the demolition of people’s buildings 
and removal of debris without their permission (thus denying them the ability to undertake any 
salvage actions); the commencement of the reconstruction process (which will continue for many 
years); and the undertaking of some highly controversial public works projects without 
consideration of financial, environmental or social considerations (Alexander, 2010, 2013c).  
 
Like many rural areas in Europe, the Abruzzo region has been facing declining economic 
performance, an ageing population, the outmigration of young people, and a declining industrial 
sector (OECD, 2013). Population decline and a high rate of ‘coastalisation’ (Salvati and Forino, 
2014) have led to a territorial polarization that has especially affected Abruzzo’s inland and 
mountain areas. The area surrounding L’Aquila has a mixed economy combining traditional 
agriculture and pastoralism, viticulture and wine-making (especially noted for Montepulciano 
d’Abruzzo), manufacturing, tourism, and knowledge-based industries. There are three large 
national parks: Gran Sasso e Monti della Laga; Majella and Sirente-Velino. It is a region of 
considerable natural beauty and cultural heritage, especially its medieval hill towns. There are 
universities in L’Aquila, Teramo and Pescara-Chieti, with a total of 60,000 students. There is also 
a highly-significant scientific research facility, the Gran Sasso Institute. Although once a site of 
industrial innovation, the economy of the region has been slowing down over the past decade or 
two (OECD, 2013). At the socio-political level, the region is regarded as being within the 
Mezzogiorno (i.e. southern Italy) and there has been a high level of corruption (Libera, 2010). To 
some extent, therefore, L’Aquila might be perceived as being more vulnerable to the impacts of 
an earthquake or other disaster than other regions. An extensive analysis of the economic and 
social context of the Abruzzo region and the implications of the earthquake are provided in the 
OECD (2013) report, Policy Making after Disasters: Helping Regions Become Resilient – The 
Case of Post-Earthquake Abruzzo. 
 
It is very evident that the top-down, command and control approach Di.Coma.C. employed was 
inefficient and ineffective, and that large sums of money have been wasted (Alexander, 2010, 
2013c; Venturini and Verlinghieri, 2014). There have been concerns about corruption and the 
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role of organized crime, with several inquiries being conducted (OECD, 2013; Søndergaard, 
2013). Nevertheless, despite the potential for the command and control approach to extinguish 
community initiatives, there are myriads of examples where community resilience flourished in 
the L’Aquila situation, some of which we describe below.  
 
 
Examples of community resilience in action at the grass roots level 
 
Following the earthquake, many people were pinned under collapsed buildings or suffered 
injuries. Most of those who escaped unharmed went around offering help wherever they could. 
In the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, people helped each other and organized themselves 
collectively to rescue other people from the rubble, to cope with grief and sorrow, to deal better 
with the tragedy and loss, and to survive and rebuild sociality. Many people felt an instinctive 
feeling of solidarity towards their neighbours. Many lives were saved by the many simple and 
unexpected collective actions made by normal people who immediately begun to rescue others, 
digging through the rubble and pulling out injured people and bodies. Others immediately self-
organized themselves to find creative solutions to be able to rescue people in danger, e.g. getting 
ladders or making knotted sheets to use as ladders. A woman from Onna (a village some 5 kms 
from L’Aquila) said:  
 

During that night when we were still amid the chaos, there were several guys from our village who 
escaped unharmed and they were walking around between the rubble, shouting and calling out, asking 
if anyone needed help. Wherever they heard voices under the rubble, these guys immediately began to 
dig through the ruins, rescuing many lives. Where they could give their help, they gave it. … The 
instinct to help others was strong: I remember the reaction of my husband … he absolutely needed to 
go out and help his neighbours. My daughter was the same. 

 
Impressive examples of empathy and instinctive feeling of solidarity also occurred in front of the 
San Salvatore Hospital in L’Aquila (Spila, 2009). Many examples can be mentioned – solidaristic 
communities arose as a normal response to the tragedy. After a disaster there is an extraordinary 
ability among survivors to spontaneously rebuild, through empathy, a common sense of being 
together. This allows people to deal with grief and sorrow. Marco Marrone said: 
 

The next day [i.e. later on 6 April] I wanted to escape. I had a time of crisis: you start to look at your 
mobile phone, then you try to call [your friends] and when they do not answer you, you start thinking 
the worst. Then you receive the confirmation [of their death] and your world falls apart. One of my 
classmates died and also some friends of mine, and I was really shocked about that. Nevertheless, 
being together [in the camps] helps you – while you are working with others you do not realize the 
time passing.  

 
Carlo Daniele, an inhabitant of San Nicandro, a rural village 22 km from L’Aquila, said (slightly 
re-worded):  
 

In only thirty seconds, an earthquake can wrought terrible destruction. It is in these terrible moments 
that we have the ability to experience the power of nature, the ‘vis medicatrix naturae’. You discover 
yourself completely naked in front of it, you realize that you do not have anything, and that you are 
just ‘manure for flowers’. The negativity of grief and sorrow has been alleviated – but not deleted 
altogether – by the solidarity that has spontaneously grown among us. The act of experiencing the 
same tragedy and a common dramatic condition as others has made us appreciate the suffering of other 
human beings, and this has nourished the spirit of serenity among us. 

 
These stories reflect what Solnit (2009, p.3) wrote: “When all the ordinary divides and patterns 
are shattered, people step up … to become their brothers’ keepers”. In L’Aquila, responses based 
on empathy and instinctive solidarity were widespread – in stark contrast to the disaster myths or 
the images of jackals and looting that were perpetrated by the press. This empathy and instinctive 
feelings of solidarity was also widespread at the national level, with thousands of volunteers from 
all over Italy coming to L’Aquila to help.  
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In some mountain regions, huge boulders were dislodged by the earthquake and bounded down 
the mountainsides onto the roads and mountain passes below, making them impassable. In some 
cases, these boulders and landslips remained in the middle of the roads for up to one month 
impeding access to the villages in those regions. Due to the urban priorities of the DCP, many 
rural villages did not receive organised support from the DCP for up to 20 days after the 
earthquake. Instead, these communities received support from the spontaneous networks of 
solidarity created by the relatives, friends and colleagues who came from all over Italy to give 
help. These spontaneous networks emerged because of the ability of local communities to 
autonomously activate their own communication networks and provide relevant information 
about what assistance and equipment were needed. In the first days after the quake, these 
networks were more effective than the official support in supporting the needs of affected people. 
They were able to reach the remote areas far away from the media and political attention long 
before the DCP got there. They brought food, clothing, first aid requisites and requested 
medication, and basic household items like plates, glasses, dishes, as well as soap, camping gas 
cylinders, washing machines, fridges, and whatever else was needed to make do in the new 
situation. Despite the devastation, most people did not want to leave the rural communities in 
which they lived. 
 
An ‘aftershock economy’ emerged in local communities. Collective outcomes were achieved 
through cooperative initiatives by using common resources, by sharing, the exchange and giving 
of gifts, and by leaving narrow personal interests behind. People in these aftershock communities 
immediately shared their food reserves. They built common kitchens and self-organized 
themselves with an enthusiasm and sense of community that was new for many of them. In the 
villages where people self-organized their own camp life, everyone tried to be as helpful as they 
possibly could: from erecting tents, cleaning toilets, cooking, and doing the washing-up (see 
Figures 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4). 
 

 
 

Figure 3.1: The self-organised camp at Tussio. 
 

The shed (a chicken coop) had been cleaned up so it could serve as a group kitchen. This site was chosen because it 
was near their village, and was a wide open area where the people would feel safe. Photo by Gildo De Rubeis taken 
a few days after the earthquake, April 2009. 
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Figure 3.2: Eating together at Tussio. 
   

Taken at the same time as Figure 1, a few days after the earthquake, here we see the residents about to enjoy a group 
meal. The village of Tussio is in the background. The houses are not visibly damaged but were potentially unsafe 
often having much internal damage. With the frequent aftershocks, people were very much in fear of more 
earthquakes and so preferred to be outside. For the first several days after the 6 April, the people here slept in their 
cars. Photo by Gildo De Rubeis, April 2009. 
 

 
 

Figure 3.3: Doing the washing up at the San Giovanni self-organised camp. 
 

The chores people did brought about a positive spirit of togetherness. Photo by Marco Marrone, early May 2009.  
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Figure 3.4: Making the morning coffee in the makeshift kitchen at Capestrano.  
Photo by Marco Mendez, taken 15 April 2009. 

 
These social activities and interactions facilitated positive changes and enhanced everybody’s 
wellbeing. These examples of community resilience in action were not restricted to pre-existing 
groups, but were a natural way rural communities responded, putting their resources and 
interests in common, and self-organizing their own camp life. The people of San Giovanni 
displayed many examples of community resilience in action, for example, by constructing a 
facility so they could have hot showers, establishing a common kitchen by converting a pigpen 
(the only building still standing), and creating a collective laundry. As Sergio Marrone, an 
inhabitant of San Giovanni, explained (slightly modified): 
 

My sons built a shower with hot water for our camp. They got a big tank which could be filled with 
water. They put it on a gas cooker to enable the water to become hot. Using a pump, they piped the 
hot water to the inside of a nearby tent where there was a large plastic tub in which all people – 
including children and the elderly – could take a shower. Nearby, we put some bathrobes. Four days 
after the earthquake, our self-made shower system was already operative! (see Figure 3.5) 

 
When the DCP finally established a tent camp for the San Giovanni community, the community 
members discovered that the site was not suitable. Taking responsibility for their own living 
arrangements, they re-established the tents on ground they had prepared by laying down gravel 
for better drainage (see Figure 3.6):  
 

The Civil Protection eventually gave us tents erecting them on bad ground so that when it rained it 
became completely muddy. … We moved the tents to another spot, terracing it, and making it porous 
with gravel. We then built a wooden enclosure around our camp to safeguard us from wild animals. 
(Sergio Marrone) 
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Figure 3.5: The hot water shower tent at the self-organised camp of the San Giovanni 
community. Photo by Marco Marrone, taken 9 May 2009. 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.6: The San Giovanni community preparing the foundations for their tent site. 
Using machinery and gravel provided by some of the residents, here the San Giovanni community prepares the site 
to which they will move the blue DCP tents. Photo by Sergio Marrone, taken early May 2009.  
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In the tent camp, private space and television no longer played their normal central role in daily 
life. Instead, people shared personal experiences, discussed the problems they collectively 
faced, discussed politics and strategies, as well as played games, and laughed and cried 
together. A positive atmosphere was created amongst these self-managed camps in the small 
communities: “it was an atmosphere of cooperation, of candour, of naturalness”. As Sergio 
Marrone said: “We became a huge family, and ever since we continue to strengthen our 
relationships by sharing our troubles as well as the good things. In the three years since the 
earthquake [this interview was conducted in 2012], we have not lost this treasure – we still meet 
each other, spending Christmas and the end of the year all together”. At the time of writing this 
paper (2015), the San Giovanni community still spends these times together.  
 
Aftershock societies developed, fostering brotherhood, naturalness, candour, simplicity, open-
handedness, and joyfulness. This environment enabled community resilience to come into action 
and flourish. For example, in the Tussio self-organized camp, Giuseppina Carosi said: 
 

One beautiful thing I remember about those days was being together inside the tent. In the evening we 
went to bed together, we talked, we laughed, and we thought that when we would have to go back 
home, we would miss these beautiful tents, these beautiful little tales, this laughing, this being together. 
In fact, that exactly happened to me, and the same experience happened to many friends of mine: as 
soon as we left the tents and we went back home, we felt alone and we were left only with this memory 
of being together – but that is still a beautiful thing. 

 
Solnit (2009, p.3) highlighted how this purposefulness and connectedness that arises in the 
aftermath of disaster brings joy “even amid death, chaos, fear, and loss”.  She suggested the 
transformational possibilities that can occur and stressed the need to rid ourselves of the 
disaster myths. 
 

The astonishing gap between common beliefs and actualities about disaster behaviour limits the 
possibilities, and changing beliefs could fundamentally change much more. Horrible in itself, disaster 
is sometimes a door back into paradise, the paradise at least in which we are who we hope to be, do 
the work we desire, and are each our sister’s and brother’s keeper. 

 
 
Examples of community resilience in action at the level of local professionals 
 
Here we consider the role local professionals in the L’Aquila region played in the aftermath of 
the earthquake showing that, in stark contrast to the abandonment of duties myth, most local 
professionals went well beyond their normal responsibilities to make significant personal 
contributions to the collective wellbeing. We highlight the role of professional and personal 
responsibility and suggest these attributes provide a basis to consider alternatives to the command 
and control perspective typically displayed by institutions. We argue that after a disaster, social 
responsibility becomes widely distributed among and accepted by members of the affected local 
communities. Building on initial feelings of empathy and the instinctive feelings of solidarity, 
local people typically respond to disaster situations by doing whatever they can wherever they 
consider they can make a personal contribution. What am I able to do? and How can I be useful? 
are common questions people ask themselves and that lead local practitioners to: feel professional 
and personal ethical responsibility; to realise that the social usefulness of their profession; and to 
make themselves available and contribute to the broader social good with an attitude that it would 
be inconceivable to do nothing. This immediate jumping to action is in strong contrast to the 
frequent delays in the institutional response, both in terms of a realisation of responsibility and in 
institutional action.  
 
In L’Aquila, many local professionals jumped immediately to action responding to the needs of 
their community, putting their own personal interests aside in order to help others. Although we 
could tell many such stories, by way of indicative examples we tell the stories of three local 
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professionals: Dr Pierluigi Imperiale, the local chief veterinary officer; Dr Alessandro Sirolli, the 
director of the Psychiatric Day Centre (outpatient facility) of the local Mental Health Department; 
and Dr Romeo Pulsoni, a local general practitioner (family doctor). These individuals, who were 
earthquake victims in their own right, showed leadership, courage, and conviction of purpose in 
responding to the crisis and going out of their way to improve the lives of those around them.  
 
To contextualise their stories, some further background information is needed. Just after dawn on 
the morning of the earthquake, some senior DCP staff did a quick aerial survey by helicopter to 
assess which buildings were intact and could be used to house emergency operations. They 
decided the most suitable buildings were those of the Italian Finance Police (IFP) school in 
Coppito, a suburb 5 kms from the centre of L’Aquila. This location immediately became the focal 
point of coordination, with Di.Coma.C. establishing its offices there. Word of mouth and radio 
announcements led several local professionals to present themselves to this location to offer their 
services.  
 
The response of local professionals I: Dr Pierluigi Imperiale 
 
On the night of 5 April, Dr Pierluigi Imperiale, the chief veterinary officer for L’Aquila, was 
asleep in his village, San Nicandro. He was awoken by the earthquake. Realising what had 
happened, he immediately decided to go to L’Aquila city to check on his elderly mother. On his 
arrival in L’Aquila, he found her in the street. With the buildings all around collapsed, he decided 
to bring her back to his village. On the way back to San Nicandro, he stopped in Onna to check 
on other relatives. He realised that there were people in Onna who needed immediate help. Along 
with the many other people out in the streets helping, he spent an hour or so helping whoever he 
could. He then brought his mother to his home in San Nicandro. Feeling a strong sense of duty, 
he then decided to return to L’Aquila. Listening to the car radio on the way, he heard that he 
should go to the IFP school.  
 
By 7.30 a.m. around 15 professionals from various agencies had arrived at the IFP school. 
Clustering according to their professional expertise, some ‘decision-tables’ were organised 
according to different public functions including on ‘transport’, ‘safety and public works’, and 
‘public health’. The one on public health comprised two DCP officials plus Colonel Giuseppe 
Rinaldi (the doctor for the IFP school), Dr Lanfranco Venturoni (the Abruzzo regional councillor 
with responsibility for health), and Dr Pierluigi Imperiale (L’Aquila’s chief veterinary officer), 
the highest ranking officer of the local Public Health Department present.  
 
The first considerations the public health decision-table had to address were towards the people 
still alive – specifically to make arrangements for the care of all people hospitalized before the 
earthquake and who, given the damage to the L’Aquila hospital, would have to be moved 
elsewhere. A second issue was to plan first aid services to provide an adequate response to the 
vast number of people with injuries coming from all over of the crater. On these matters there 
were different views among the professionals around the table. The councillor proposed moving 
all the patients to the nearest equivalent-sized hospital, which was in Teramo (some 50 kms away 
on the other side of the mountain). Conversely, the local professional, Dr Imperiale, proposed “a 
more rational and less political solution” to distribute the patients across all the medical facilities 
in Abruzzo and neighbouring regions according to the availability of transport, with patients 
allocated on the basis of the level of urgency and the consistency of their medical needs with the 
expertise available at each hospital. The decision-table endorsed Imperiale’s suggestion, and 
within a few hours the ambulances and helicopters needed to put the plan into effect were 
dispatched.  
 
Concerning first aid operations, the DCP interest was to identify where they could locate their 
Posto Medico Avanzato (PMAs or field medical centre). They first thought it would be best to 
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place two big PMAs in a public square in the very centre of L’Aquila. However, during the 
discussion, the local professional, Dr Imperiale, was concerned to ensure there was an adequate 
awareness of the likely spontaneous reactions of local people (i.e. in terms of where they would 
go to seek help). He argued that, even though the L’Aquila hospital was partly destroyed, local 
people would still likely go there first to get assistance. Eventually he convinced the decision-
table, and the first PMA was established in front of the L’Aquila hospital. Imperiale was proven 
to be right. During the 6 April and in the days afterwards, over a thousand people (some injured, 
some accompanying relatives, and some people with their deceased) arrived at the hospital from 
all around. This first PMA was a success partly because of consideration of local knowledge in 
the decision about where it should be located. Imperiale also suggested that all subsequent PMAs 
should be placed in a ring some 5 to 10 kms out of the centre of L’Aquila to ensure assistance to 
L’Aquila inhabitants and to those people living in the many surrounding rural villages.  
 
Other considerations the public health decision-table had to address related to the deceased. 
Because the mortuary at the L’Aquila hospital was no longer serviceable, they had to decide what 
to do with the few corpses that were in storage before the earthquake. They also needed to 
consider how they would accommodate the hundreds of bodies that were being discovered 
amongst the rubble and that would come forward in the course of the coming days. Dr Imperiale 
and Colonel Rinaldi decided to establish a temporary mortuary in the Big Vehicles Garage of the 
IFP school. With the local mortuary staff out of service, there was an urgent need for someone 
having the knowledge of what to do and the fortitude to cope to fill the role of mortuary director. 
Imperiale realised it had to be him – that he was the only one who could do this job properly, 
given that he had the necessary equipment at his disposal, appropriate medical knowledge, and 
the personal humility that the role deserved.  
 
Using equipment from the veterinary service, Imperiale and a colleague disinfected the garage to 
prepare it for its new function as a mortuary. He established a controlled area around the mortuary 
to filter people at the entrance and to keep the press and journalists away. He coordinated the staff 
of the State Forestry Corps and the IFP officer cadets who were stationed at the entrance to the 
mortuary. He also liaised with the three branches of the Italian police (Carabinieri, Guardia di 
Finanza, and Polizia) who were each making their own coronial report for each deceased person. 
Imperiale extracted the data from their reports and organized them into a database allowing a 
quicker identification process. This avoided delays and errors, which would have caused much 
stress to relatives. Aware of the confidentiality and intimacy of the job he was doing, and without 
regard to the hours it took, Imperiale worked continuously (i.e. without sleep) at that mortuary 
from midday on 6 April till the night before the State funeral (which was on 10 April). Each day 
at 6 a.m. and 7 p.m., he delivered an update to the DCP headquarters to provide accurate 
information about the official number of deaths for distribution to the local, national and 
international media. In only three days, all 309 victims were identified.  
 
Imperiale’s work in the mortuary ended after the State funeral on 10 April. After this, he went 
back to lead the local veterinary service. The veterinary service staff, each feeling a sense of duty 
had autonomously returned to work on the day of the earthquake, attending to the local kennels, 
providing veterinary services as requested to the many animals that were also injured, and 
undertaking missions to rescue people’s pets. Over the months that followed, Imperiale and his 
staff undertook an extensive program of disinfecting the 176 camps, carrying out more than 400 
night-time missions.  
 
The response of local professionals II: Dr Alessandro Sirolli 
 
On the morning of the earthquake, the director of the Psychiatric Day Centre (outpatient facility) 
of the local Mental Health Department (MHD), Dr Alessandro Sirolli, and his colleague and 
spouse, Dr Noemi D’Addezio, a psychologist, on seeing the devastation and suffering around 



 103 

them, considered that they had to do something – doing nothing was inconceivable. They went to 
the Centre to see what state it was in. Seeing the extent of the destruction, they decided to take 
the Centre’s work vehicle and extracted it from the damaged garage. They considered that the 
MHD signs on the car might lead to recognition of them as professional healthcare workers and 
allow them a level of access that might be otherwise difficult. Sirolli phoned the MHD Director, 
while D’Addezio phoned the president of the regional professional association of psychologists, 
both asking what they might do to provide assistance. They were told that the IFP school was the 
coordination point, and so at around 8.30 a.m., Sirolli and D’Addezio went there to offer their 
services.  
 
At the IFP school, they discussed with a DCP official what they could do to help. It became 
evident that what was needed was to provide assistance to the relatives of the deceased who were 
gathering outside the temporary mortuary being established there. As can be imagined, there was 
much grief everywhere. Sirolli and D’Addezio realised that counselling and emotional support 
would be needed. The question was how that could be provided. Looking around, they saw groups 
of people and families, but also some lone individuals in search of their loved ones. Sirolli and 
D’Addezio decided to adopt a discrete and informal approach, facilitating discussion to help 
people express sorrow, and cope with their grief. They spent many hours that day outside the 
mortuary talking to people, hearing their personal stories, and providing psychological support, 
especially by accompanying people during the emotional process of confirming the identity of 
the deceased.  
 
The next day (7 April), Sirolli met with Dr Vittorio Sconci, the MHD director, to find temporary 
accommodation for the patients previously hosted in the MHD facilities. Within a few hours, they 
found a solution in Celano, a small city 66 kms away. Using MHD transport, they arranged for 
the 40 or so MHD patients to be moved there. They also begun to consider the camps DCP was 
establishing in the crater. On 8 April, they opened a mental health coordination centre inside a 
tent in one of the first DCP camps near L’Aquila city. Sconci and Sirolli decided to relocate the 
patients who had been moved to Celano to that camp, together with other MHD patients, so that 
their care and medication could be reinstated, and so that they would be near their families. 
Another concern for Sirolli was to establish what had happened to the MHD outpatients (about 
200 people). It was important to ensure that these outpatients continued to be properly looked 
after and not disadvantaged by their psychological condition. Sirolli coordinated his staff and 
some local and other volunteers (typically medical or psychology students) to search for them. 
They divided the crater into districts, assigning a team of three to four people to each district. The 
teams would explore the camps in each district, searching for their patients, and liaising with the 
PMAs that were being established. A database was also created. Thanks to the extraordinary work 
of the many volunteers, within one week Sirolli had a comprehensive overview of the disposition 
of all outpatients. 
 
In the camp, Sirolli and his staff established a caring and inclusive environment where the MHD 
patients would feel part of camp life along with the 1,100 other people who also had taken refuge 
there. However, the MHD experienced some opposition from DCP officials who asked the MHD 
to move their coordination centre and MHD patients to a separate camp exclusively for them. 
Sirolli and Sconci vigorously objected and, after much discussion, were able to get the DCP to 
understand their perspective and treatment methods.  
 
In the weeks and months that followed, Sirolli and the MHD staff were able to build the conditions 
to facilitate healthy relationships between MHD patients and other people living in the camp. 
MHD patients lived side-by-side with other families. Again, a discrete and informal approach 
was adopted. They decided to not wear uniforms. They considered that uniforms would create a 
barrier and impede their ability to be near people and connect with them in their camp life. The 
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integrated camp continued in a harmonious and inclusive way through to November 2009 when 
alternative accommodations became available and the camps were no longer needed. 
 
The response of local professionals III: Dr Romeo Pulsoni 
 
The evening following the earthquake, in the outskirts of L’Aquila, Dr Romeo Pulsoni, a local 
family doctor (general practitioner), came across a group of DCP volunteers from the Lombardia 
region. They were wondering where to establish a field medical centre (PMA). Reflecting on the 
geography of the crater and the possibility that many injured people would likely travel from their 
rural villages to the L’Aquila hospital, Pulsoni realised this would cause dangerous traffic 
congestion in the L’Aquila city centre. He suggested that the Lombardia DCP should establish 
their PMA in Monticchio, a gateway village 10 kms to the south-east of L’Aquila. The PMA 
would then be in a strategic position to filter survivors coming from the surrounding villages, thus 
avoiding congestion in L’Aquila city.  
 
Pulsoni also realised there was an urgent need for family doctor services to be re-established. He 
had observed that the PMAs were very efficient, but were limited in number and mainly dealt 
with emergency needs according to the classic medical triage system. This institutionalized 
method of patient care created many queues and led to long waiting times for people with non-
serious conditions. He realised that these people, although not ‘in danger’, often had other 
immediate needs not recognised by the triage system. For example, they may have to go back to 
their own destroyed homes to collect their pills for epilepsy, or their medicine for diabetes. There 
were those who needed crutches, or other necessities. Another issue was that many people had 
splinters or shards of glass or other building materials in their bodies that came from the 
disintegrating buildings at the time of the earthquake or from subsequent rescue operations. 
Although not life threatening and therefore not a priority in the triage system, these injuries could 
be distressing and painful, and they potentially limited people’s mobility. He realised there was 
a real need for more first aid care to be provided, especially for the many people with non-critical 
conditions. Pulsoni also realised that, for many people, the local family doctor was the only person 
they felt comfortable in talking about their medical concerns. Furthermore, local family doctors 
with their own databases and personal knowledge often knew each person’s problems and 
medical history. This was especially important because the regional online medical database 
managed by the hospital was no longer functioning and therefore there was little medical history 
available. Therefore, on the morning of the 7 April, Pulsoni asked the DCP for a tent so that he 
could re-establish his own medical practice. He also phoned most of the doctors in L’Aquila to 
ask them to join him in going back to work.  
 
Word got around and within one day many volunteer doctors came from all over Italy to ask 
Pulsoni how they could help. Pulsoni was able to commandeer 10 ambulances. He divided the 
volunteers into 10 teams to which he assigned a map with a specific route they had to follow to 
service the many villages in the region. The first issue he had the teams address was to monitor 
the conditions under which the survivors in each community were organizing themselves – to 
identify their needs and analyse the sanitary conditions of each self-organised camp that people 
everywhere had established close to their destroyed villages. He provided each team with a survey 
they had to complete with specific questions related to: camp conditions (number of people, 
number of volunteers, number of tents, presence/absence of a PMA, distance from the nearest 
hospital, technical needs concerning water, electricity, children’s needs, showers, and so on); 
health services (presence/absence of a doctor, number of hours covered by the health care service, 
other doctors and shift details, and any health care needs that were detected); and the availability 
of pharmaceutical supplies (presence/absence of a pharmacy, and specific requirements for any 
drugs). He also required them to provide a brief hygiene-sanitation assessment of each camp in 
terms of the adequacy of drinking water supply; the functioning of septic tanks; the maintenance 
(cleaning and disinfecting) of toilets; food storage conditions; and related matters. They would 
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also address any immediate medical and practical issues they came across. After several days, 
Pulsoni had a comprehensive overview of the health context of all the local communities around 
L’Aquila. From this he could coordinate the aid being provided by the various humanitarian 
organizations.  
 
When the DCP learned of Pulsoni’s activities, they attempted to restrict his functions, but 
recognising his value they also made him responsible for some tasks. In his now official role, 
Pulsoni accomplished many things. He recalled all employees of the local public health service 
and fully re-established its activities. He was able to fully reactivate the regional medical 
database. By determining official protocols, Pulsoni outlined the healthcare and hygiene rules 
each camp chief had to follow. He established a roster system for family doctor and healthcare 
assistance in the camps of the rural villages. He organized local health staff to provide adult 
education courses on food safety (HACCP) to DCP staff who were working in the camp kitchens. 
Later on, he asked the Vice-Prefect to issue a decree to prevent the field medical centres (PMAs) 
from operating in the tent camps after 25 July 2009 in order to reduce the activities of external 
organizations and thereby enable local professionals and agencies to become fully re-established. 
Finally, during the 2009 Ramadan (20 August to 19 September), he ordered the DCP to respect 
the cultural traditions of Muslims living in the camps, explaining to them the significance of 
Ramadan, and asking them to respect the rights of Muslims and accommodate their religious 
needs (e.g. by changing mealtimes so as to meet the fasting requirements of Ramadan).  
 
 
Understanding resilience in social terms  
 
The stories of people who lived for a time in the self-organised camps near the rural villages 
around L’Aquila as well as the stories of the professionals in responding to the call to duty reveal 
the vast extent of underlying capacity and resources that exist within communities. When these 
latent assets are activated, community resilience comes into action. Analysing our stories and the 
conditions that gave rise to the activation of these capacities helps to understand what community 
resilience in action actually is. Below, we use the four critical issues Davoudi (2012) identified 
(introduced earlier in our paper) as a framework for discussing how community resilience comes 
into action. We note that community resilience is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, and that its 
different components are intertwined and interconnected.  
 
1. The intentionality of human actions (how can resilience be built and counter-productive 
actions avoided?) 
 
Community resilience occurs through and is influenced by the willingness of people to take action 
(Davoudi, 2012). We observed that the actions of people in resilient communities are driven by 
strong feelings such as empathy, solidarity, and a sense of social responsibility and public duty. 
These driving emotions are triggered and reinforced through cooperative actions and the social 
interactions among members of a community. No longer having a place to live and being aware 
of the collective tragedy brings people to reflect on their overall community wellbeing, the 
immediate need to have a place to live (together), and the need for them to organize their social 
and community life to protect, support, nourish and encourage each other. Post-disaster situations 
and other crises provide community members with opportunities to identify the problems they 
collectively have to address. Rather than any counter-productive action or anti-social behaviour, 
we observed that the shared need to find solutions to common problems brought about positive, 
cooperative behaviour. We consider that this working together for the common good is indicative 
of the intentionality of human actions in resilient communities, and we argue it will naturally 
emerge in periods of crisis as community resilience in action. Thus, in stark contrast to the disaster 
myths, there was no wide-scale perverse behaviour or counter-productive actions, except perhaps 
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by elite groups (Alexander, 2010; OECD 2013; Søndergaard, 2013; Venturini and Verlinghieri, 
2014).  
 
2. The goals and outcomes of resilience for local communities (resilience to what ends?) 
 
Reflecting on our stories, it was apparent that the desirable outcomes created by having greater 
community resilience would primarily be increased social sustainability – a broad concept which 
includes increased community wellbeing and having rural development opportunities (Magis and 
Shinn 2009). However, like resilience, social sustainability also lacks definitional clarity (Vifell 
and Soneryd 2012). Based on a thorough review of the literature on social sustainability, Murphy 
(2012) identified four key concepts – equity, public awareness of sustainability, participation, and 
social cohesion – that are and should be policy goals. From our field observations in L’Aquila, it 
was evident that these four concepts were embedded in community resilience in action, especially 
as outcomes that arose from the actions of people in post-disaster situations. 
 

• Equity (sharing) – aftershock economies emerged in that people selflessly shared 
whatever resources they had. They shared what they had in their own pantries, 
shopkeepers shared their stocks, and village café owners provided food for free to anyone 
who needed it. Spontaneous networks of solidarity were created distributing first aid 
supplies and useful equipment according to the needs of each group. There was no place 
for, or point in, surplus accumulation or hoarding – people shared generously and 
equitably, knowing that each person’s survival (including their own) depended on this 
sharing.  

• Public awareness of sustainability (knowing what to do) – aftershock communication 
emerged at all levels. People shared stories and strategies through all forms of media and 
in person, and in the process they strengthened their sense of place, sense of community, 
their sense of public duty and social responsibility, and increased their awareness of the 
social risks and vulnerabilities they faced. Resilience was built through the sharing of the 
extraordinary stories of ordinary people, as well as through the learning by doing that 
occurred in everyday activities (Berkes 2007).  

• Participation (being involved in decision making and action) – aftershock engagement 
occurred in that there was a widespread will to participate and share in the work that 
needed to be done in the camps, with many people making considerable contributions to 
initial relief operations and to how life in the camps was organized. People shared their 
thoughts and ideas, and came to collective solutions which they implemented together. 
Despite the top-down, command and control tactics of the DCP, people in the camps 
implemented a caring environment where participation and inclusion were valued and 
taken as serious components of disaster emergency management and post-disaster 
survival.  

• Social cohesion (community wellbeing) – aftershock societies emerged in that people 
created a social environment of purposefulness, cooperation, naturalness, candour and 
joyfulness in planning shared solutions for the overall community wellbeing. People had 
fun in being together and doing things together. People learned to tolerate each other and 
to respect each other.  

 
3. Defining the system boundary (resilience of what to what?)  
 
The identification of system boundaries is a political question, not one that can be answered by 
the ontological theories of the natural sciences or systems theory (Porter and Davoudi, 2012). 
This is arguably true irrespective of the nature of the system under consideration, but it is 
especially true for social systems. We consider that discourses about resilience in social contexts 
should be about the resilience of local communities, especially vulnerable communities, those in 
crisis, those that have experienced a disaster, and/or those that experience in their daily lives the 
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negative social and economic impacts that come from living at the frontline of, or that interface 
with, undesirable or unwanted change – irrespective of whether this change is induced by climate, 
advancing capitalism, green-grabbing, or development ostensibly in the public interest (Vanclay 
2002, 2012; Vanclay et al., 2015). However, the dramatic context of a post-disaster situation 
makes the issue of defining resilience ‘of what to what’ extremely real and particularly pertinent 
– it is local communities (and often rural communities in the so-called less-favoured regions) that 
are on the frontline and have to deal with the tragedy and the multidimensionality of disasters and 
other unwanted changes.  
 
In European rural development policy, “places are defined though the policy process from a 
functional perspective as regions in which a set of conditions conducive to development apply 
more than they do in larger or smaller areas” (Barca, 2009, p.XI). Social systems are nested 
systems in that they exist at multiple levels, with outer systems influencing (but not controlling) 
inner systems (Binder et al., 2013). Individuals, families, villages, communities, even regions and 
nation states are systems. Thus, in this paper, we considered the resilience of systems at local 
levels, the resilience of individuals, families and communities. We found that at these local levels, 
there were strong elements of resilience that existed as valuable resources to be called upon in 
times of need. However, at outer levels, the systems seemed to lack resilience as demonstrated 
by the slow progress in post-disaster reconstruction and redevelopment (Alexander, 2010; OECD 
2013; Søndergaard, 2013; Venturini and Verlinghieri, 2014; Forino, 2015). 
 
In terms of the ‘to what’, the resilience of local communities means their ability to cope with and 
positively transform in response to change from any source. In our case, the perturbation to the 
social system was first a disaster in the form of the earthquake itself. Later, people found that they 
had to cope with the ongoing experience of the aftermath of the disaster and the recovery, 
reconstruction and redevelopment efforts. At the time this paper was being finalised more than 
seven years after the earthquake, the majority of people were still not back in their houses. There 
still is considerable hardship being experienced. Furthermore, local people have also had to cope 
with the prying eyes of disaster tourism (Wright and Sharpley, 2016). While most of our research 
participants considered that living together in the tent community was a positive experience, the 
ongoing burden of being homeless (albeit with a place to live) was (and still is) wearing. By living 
in rural and mountain territories and/or in disaster-prone areas, local people have to be able to 
cope with the normal disturbances that arise from typical social change processes (see Vanclay, 
2002) that affect these areas, for example regional decline, out-migration, coastalisation, land 
abandonment, land degradation, rural ageing, social fragmentation, etc. Thus, in general terms, 
‘to what’ means any perturbation that may be faced by a community, whether of a short or 
protracted duration; whether intense or mild; whether familiar or novel.  
 
4. Issues of justice and fairness (defining resilience for whom?) 
 
Community resilience leads to better outcomes for everyone. It comes into action through the 
cooperative behaviour of individuals, bringing benefits to all people. As noted above, an 
immediate concern was for the children, the elderly and other vulnerable people. Very quickly, 
an aftershock economy developed, not based on narrow self-interest or capitalistic accumulation, 
but on enlightened self-interest and collective wellbeing. However, communities, especially the 
larger towns and cities, also include local elites who can often be extremely resilient in 
perpetuating ‘business as usual’, including in post-disaster places. Good governance, policing and 
vigilance are necessary, not so much to stop the very rare situations of looting by individuals that 
occur, but rather to control the massive exploitation wrought by corrupt leaders and unethical 
large firms. Resilience is about enhancing the wellbeing of all people, especially the worse-off 
members of society – it is not about protecting the financial interests of the rich and powerful.  
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Conclusion 
 
Recognising and understanding community resilience in action requires a cognitive and 
epistemological switch away from an ontological intellectual speculation about how resilience 
might be defined in social or other terms, to a phenomenological observation of the social reality 
of resilience as it emerges and is activated in real situations where it is called upon, such as in 
post-disaster situations. The post-earthquake situation in the rural villages around L’Aquila was 
an ideal context in which to experience and witness how community resilience actually occurs. 
Although we told only a few of the many hundreds of stories we could have told, from our stories 
of ordinary people in the camps as well as those of professionals who, as a matter of course, went 
well beyond the normal expectations of their role, it is clear that there are tremendous reserves of 
resilience in communities that are called upon in times of duress.  
 
Observing community resilience in action helps in understanding what community resilience 
actually is and how it occurs. It also helps in considering through what kinds of social 
relationships and settings resilience comes into action, and what capacities and skills people need 
to develop in order to cope better with the challenges they face when disaster strikes. We 
discovered that sharing pain and sorrow, experiencing a common fate, realising that we must all 
be “our brothers’ keepers” (Solnit, 2009), and rediscovering the joy and human need of being 
together were all feelings that were widespread and strongly held by survivors. Where people had 
the opportunity to organize themselves (rather than to be organised by a dis-empowering external 
agency), collective reflections on common problems and shared solutions emerged. Local people 
also constantly improved on the top-down solutions imposed on them. 
 
We discovered that in post-disaster situations, community resilience leads to the emergence of 
aftershock economies and aftershock societies. People in resilient communities share resources 
and put in place their own knowledge and capacities to collectively cope with change. They also 
share strategies and stories (aftershock communication) that strengthen their sense of social 
responsibility, their sense of public duty, their sense of place and the extent of their participation 
(aftershock engagement). Solidaristic behaviour, cooperation and mutual aid emerge, leading to 
the creation of a wonderful atmosphere of purposefulness, candour and joyfulness, which helps 
in strengthening people’s sense of community, social cohesion and social capital. 
 
Acknowledging the existence of community resilience in action leads to a rejection of the myths 
about community behaviour in post-disaster contexts. Instead of the panic myth and the helpless 
victim myth, we observed people consciously organising to help themselves and each other. 
Instead of amoral behaviour and social disorganisation, there was a strengthening of moral 
behaviour as people became much more community-oriented. Instead of looting and lawlessness, 
people selflessly shared scarce resources. Instead of abandonment of duties, public officials went 
to great lengths to help others, putting their public duties well ahead of their personal interests.  
 
We define community resilience as the social survival processes that occur within a place that are 
put into action by local communities in order to address the negative social and economic impacts 
they perceive as common problems during crises. We discovered that resilient strategies are 
shared and put into action by people through their feelings of empathy and solidarity, social 
responsibility, sense of public duty, and through their local knowledge and capacities that lead to 
awareness of the commonality of problems and the realization of cooperative actions that are 
accomplished within a place. Public interventions that seek to develop and empower community 
resilience among people living in vulnerable areas may be able to help in building social and 
territorial cohesion around a shared vision. They can also help in re-establishing a public ethic, 
renewing local public services, and in re-imaging, re-designing and re-inspiring community-led 
action for sustainable social change.  
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Chapter 4 
How can Social Impact Assessment  

enhance community resilience? 
 
 
Building community resilience is an important topic in the current debate about achieving positive 
community development outcomes from sustainable place-based policies, especially in mountain regions 
and less-favored areas. At the practical, grass-roots level, however, it remains unclear how community 
resilience can be effectively included and assessed in local development efforts. We argue that social 
impact assessment (SIA) can and should play a key role in assessing regional development strategies 
and proposals and in building community resilience. We present the SIA Framework for Action as a tool 
to enhance policies, plans, programs, and projects and to assist in attaining appropriate social 
development outcomes, including community resilience. We demonstrate the value of the Framework by 
discussing its application in a development project in rural Italy—the restoration of the Tratturo Magno, 
an ancient path used by shepherds and flocks for transhumance over centuries. The project, Vie e Civiltà 
della Transumanza, patrimonio dell’Umanità (Routes and Civilization of Transhumance World 
Heritage), inter alia, sought to promote rural tourism by restoring parts of the Tratturo Magno in the 
area damaged by the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake. 
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Using Social Impact Assessment to Strengthen Community Resilience  
in Sustainable Rural Development in Mountain Areas 

 
 
Introduction 
 
From before their inception to after completion, all development interventions create social 
changes and changes in power relations, with intended and unintended, positive and negative 
social consequences (Vanclay 2015). These impacts are perceived and experienced by local 
communities living in the area of the intervention (Vanclay 2012). Therefore, before, during, and 
after the design, construction, operation, and completion of each development policy, plan, 
program, and project, the social impacts (both negative and positive) of the intervention need to 
be predicted, assessed, mitigated, monitored, managed, and understood in their local social 
context. Acknowledging how the social issues are perceived, experienced, and interpreted by 
local communities, and addressing their concerns, are crucial to ensure that development 
interventions become more effective in achieving positive development outcomes and more 
socially sustainable—in effect, to gain a “social licence to operate” (Dare et al., 2014; Jijelava 
and Vanclay 2014a, 2014b).  
 
Sustainable development requires much more than technical innovation (Mahmoudi et al., 2013); 
it also requires careful consideration of the social issues (Vanclay 2012). It must facilitate 
cooperative discourses (Webler et al., 1995) with affected local communities, and be able to 
coproduce transformational knowledge (Pahl et al., 2010; Future Earth 2014; Patterson et al., 
2015) that can:  

(1)  identify and mitigate the social risks and vulnerabilities that characterize the social 
context;  

(2)  address the negative social impacts and human rights issues that may be created by 
the project at the community level;  

(3)  acknowledge local needs and desires for, and perceptions of, past, present and future 
development;  

(4)  recognise the local knowledge and local capacities that need to be engaged and 
strengthened;  

(5)  build deliberative spaces and facilitate deliberativeness in order to enhance social 
development (Vanclay et al., 2015).  

 
Building community resilience (eg Adger 2000; Pfefferbaum et al., 2007; Norris et al., 2008; 
Magis 2010; Davoudi 2012; Wilson 2013; Kelly et al., 2015) is considered key to enhancing 
community development outcomes, especially in mountains and other vulnerable areas (FAO 
2011; UNFCCC, COP 2015). Community resilience can be understood as “the social survival 
processes that occur within a place that are put into action by local communities in order to 
address the negative social and economic impacts they perceive as common problems during 
crises” (Imperiale and Vanclay 2016: 216). Planning and implementing sustainable interventions 
requires skills in understanding, managing, and enhancing community resilience. We argue that 
social impact assessment (SIA) can assist the project team and the planning process in this task. 
 
SIA is a field of research and practice that is concerned with the processes of identifying and 
managing all the social issues associated with project development, including the effective 
engagement of affected communities (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay et al., 2015). Its primary 
purpose is to bring about a more sustainable and equitable biophysical and human environment 
(Vanclay 2003). SIA is an interdisciplinary discourse and practice that has been developing since 
the early 1970s (Vanclay 2014). It can assist in the adaptive management of sustainable 
development projects and can help achieve positive social development outcomes (João et al., 
2011).  
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In this paper we demonstrate how SIA can be applied in development projects in mountain areas 
through the SIA Framework for Action—an innovative adaption of the standard SIA approach 
(Vanclay et al., 2015) to have a greater focus on enhancing positive outcomes, including local 
community resilience. We developed the Framework as a result of the involvement of the lead 
author as a paid consultant in the rural development project, Vie e Civiltà della Transumanza, 
patrimonio dell’Umanità (Routes and Civilization of Transhumance World Heritage), in the 
Abruzzo Region of central Italy, which, inter alia, sought to promote rural tourism by restoring 
the Tratturo Magno, an ancient shepherds’ path.  
 
 
SIA as a way to improve community development outcomes 
 
SIA includes processes for analyzing, monitoring, and managing the social consequences of 
planned interventions (Esteves et al., 2012). It is codified in the 2003 International Principles for 
Social Impact Assessment (Vanclay 2003); the core literature on SIA (eg Vanclay 2002, 2003, 
2006, 2012, 2014; Vanclay and Esteves 2011; Esteves et al., 2012); and an international guidance 
document (Vanclay et al., 2015). Vanclay (2002: 184) distinguished social impacts from social 
change processes, arguing that the “social impacts likely to be significant will vary from place to 
place, from project to project, and the weighting assigned to each social impact will vary from 
community to community and between different groups within a given community.” Thus, it is 
essential to involve affected people and other stakeholders in the analysis of impacts and the 
planning of mitigation and benefit strategies (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay et al., 2015).  
 
Although widely established in many contexts, especially with large infrastructure projects such 
as mines, dams, airports, highways, and pipelines (Vanclay 2014), SIA has not typically been 
used with sustainable development projects in mountain regions. We argue that SIA should be 
used in sustainable development projects and rural development programs to enhance the 
achievement of positive community development outcomes. Drawing on our action research in 
the mountain area hit by the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake, we developed the SIA Framework for 
Action. Use of the Framework will contribute to building community resilience, empowering 
local communities, and making transformations toward social sustainability. Drawing on recent 
theoretical and practical advances in SIA at the international level (Vanclay 2014; Vanclay et al., 
2015) and on our experiences with the Tratturo Magno project, in this paper we demonstrate how 
SIA, as a philosophy and a process, can be applied to sustainable development policies, plans, 
programs, and projects in mountain and rural areas to help decision-makers, project teams, and 
local communities achieve positive social development outcomes. 
 
Over the last few decades, mountain regions have experienced an increase in simultaneous and 
interacting global stresses (Homer-Dixon et al., 2015), including climate change (eg Nelson et 
al., 2009; Pelling 2010; IPCC 2015), resource scarcity (eg Haas 2015; 2002; Brown et al., 2014; 
Pirages and Cousins 2008), and financial crises (eg OECD 2011), and they have been 
disproportionately affected by local social transformations induced by these global trends (FAO 
2011). There have also been local change processes—notably urbanization, coastalization, land 
abandonment, land degradation, and depopulation. Local communities need to develop greater 
capacity to manage the negative impacts of these changes, while exploring new opportunities for 
healthy transformation and social change that can lead to positive social development (Imperiale 
and Vanclay 2016). 
 
Because of increasing local community concerns about sustainable development projects in 
vulnerable areas, we suggest there is a key role for SIA. SIA can enhance the participatory 
approaches used to promote a sustainable development project by providing information about 
the social risks, vulnerabilities, and social change processes affecting the area in which the project 
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takes place, clarifying the desired outcomes of the project, and identifying appropriate strategies 
to mitigate potential negative impacts and maximize social development outcomes. In this paper, 
we demonstrate how this was done in the restoration of the Tratturo Magno. 
 
 
Restoring the Tratturo Magno 
 
Tratturi (singular tratturo) are public, grassy paths across which thousands of shepherds have 
moved their flocks, practicing transhumance, for centuries. Transhumance can be vertical, from 
highland to lowland pastures in the same region, or horizontal, across regions (Montero et al., 
2009). Southern Italy contains an intricate network of tratturi that converge in the province of 
Foggia in the Puglia Region. The tratturi cross 6 Italian regions: Abruzzo, Molise, Puglia, Lazio, 
Campania, and Basilicata (Figure 4.1). The 5 most significant tracks are called the regi (royal) 
tratturi. By ancient decree, the regi tratturi are precisely 111 meters wide and are inalienable 
public lands (Marino 1988). At 244 km, the Tratturo Magno (Figure 4.2) is the longest. Although 
the tratturi remain common land, the practice of transhumance has changed over time, and the 
pathways have frequently been used for other purposes, such as railways and roads.  
 

 
 

Figure 4.1: The network of tratturi in southern Italy, and location of the 5 royal tratturi. 
 (Map provided by the Regional Office of Tratturi, Foggia, and adapted by the first author) 

 
The rich cultural and natural landscape associated with transhumance has decayed over time with 
the decline of this rural tradition. Much of the cultural heritage along the Tratturo Magno has 
been degraded, and parts have become overgrown. The restoration of the Tratturo Magno in the 
mountain province of L’Aquila was a key component of the Vie e Civiltà della Transumanza 
project, the primary objectives of which were to rehabilitate 500 km of paths and to erect route 
markers and signage with digital QR codes providing information about the surrounding natural 
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and cultural heritage. The goal was to promote rural tourism in the region by organizing events, 
marketing, and producing maps, smart phone apps, and a website  
(http://tratturiecammini.galgransassovelino.it). The project was initiated by the Local Action 
Group Gran Sasso-Velino, and was co-financed by the Abruzzo Region and the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development.  
 
A subproject of Vie e Civiltà della Transumanza focused on improving a section of the Tratturo 
Magno from the city of L’Aquila (42°20'34.40"N; 13°24'15.26"E) to the locality of Valico Forca 
di Penne near the village of Capestrano in the province of L’Aquila (42°16'55.00"N; 
13°50'15.28"E) and a minor branch, the Regio Tratturo Cinturelli-Montesecco, which together 
total 62 km in length. Hereafter, activities related to restoring this section of the Tratturo Magno 
and the Regio Tratturo Cinturelli-Montesecco are referred to as the Tratturo Magno project. These 
paths traverse 10 municipalities that were badly affected by the April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake. 
The lead author of this paper, an Italian social research consultant, was engaged by the Local 
Action Group Gran Sasso-Velino to support the Tratturo Magno project by gathering tourism 
data and assisting with community engagement activities. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.2: Trekkers along the Tratturo Magno.  
(Photo by Angelo J. Imperiale) 
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establishing the appropriate boundaries around this area of influence requires identifying the 
conditions conducive to development (Barca 2009). Understanding a project’s biophysical, 
social, and institutional context helps clarify the specific needs and social development goals for 
an appropriate intervention, and helps decision-makers comprehend the ‘place’ of the 
intervention (Slootweg et al., 2001). 
 
In this phase, SIA helps identify and conceptualize specific local biophysical and social change 
processes (eg demographic, economic, geographical, and sociocultural processes; see Vanclay 
2002) that result from past regional development projects or from any related higher-order 
changes or impacts that may influence local community perspectives on development or their 
levels of trust. A demographic trends analysis helps to understand the structure and dynamics of 
the local population and its demographic and social change processes. A landscape analysis helps 
identify natural and cultural heritage resources and their state of conservation by contributing an 
understanding of the influence of past social change processes on the patterns of land use, e.g. 
urbanization, coastalization (see Vanclay 2002).  
 
Another key action during this phase is assessing the vulnerabilities and related social risks 
affecting the project site and surrounding communities, including those associated with or likely 
to be exacerbated by disasters. Reference to regional and national demographic trends can help 
identify these. Typically, a regional development project needs to be framed within the regional 
social perspective and in terms of broader national and international strategies for sustainable 
development. Data collected during this phase help clarify and contextualize the specific area to 
be included in the process; the most relevant social issues associated with the policy, plan, or 
project being evaluated; and the social development goals. This can improve the design of local 
development projects. 
 
For the Tratturo Magno project, the social area of influence was identified as being the 10 rural 
municipalities in the L’Aquila mountain area that are traversed by the Tratturo Magno and the 
Regio Tratturo Cinturelli-Montesecco. The demographic trends analysis revealed population 
decline, ageing and outmigration from the 1950s on as having had a large influence on population 
structure and dynamics. Our field research and the secondary data we considered indicated that 
accountability associated with past rural development actions, most of which have been 
abandoned, was poor. This legacy has negatively influenced local trust and attitudes towards 
future development projects. The risks and vulnerabilities of the local area, which primarily relate 
to regional decline (OECD 2013), were much affected by the 2009 earthquake, especially because 
subsequent recovery and reconstruction activities were undertaken in a hasty and ill-considered 
way (Alexander 2010, 2013; Imperiale and Vanclay 2016).  
 
The landscape analysis revealed underdeveloped potential relating to local natural and cultural 
heritage. For example, project activities led to the detection of fortified settlements from the Iron 
Age (10th to 5th centuries BC), historic shepherds’ refuges (Figure 4.4), and historic milestone 
markers along the Tratturo Magno. The landscape analysis also revealed that most cultural 
heritage along the path was overgrown or in disrepair. A Geographic Information System was 
used to geo-reference any identified heritage resources. This process supported the participatory 
visualization and community mapping processes during the “engaging” phase, which helped 
facilitate a shared vision of local cultural and natural heritage resources.  

 
Reference to international policies and the academic literature on sustainable mountain 
development (Price and Kim 1999; Price 2003; Barkin 2010; 2012; Gurung et al., 2012; FAO 
2011) as well as to the Italian National Strategy for Inner Areas (Barca et al., 2014) helped the 
Tratturo Magno project management team clarify the community development goals that needed 
to be reached together with ‘restoring the path’ and ‘promoting rural tourism’. The identified 
community development goals were (and will continue to be) reviewed over time according to 
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The SIA Framework for Action 
 
The SIA Framework for Action (Figure 4.3) was developed during action research on the Tratturo 
Magno project. An adaptation of the SIA model (Vanclay et al., 2015), it is a set of actions that 
social practitioners can implement together with local communities to help decision-makers, 
development agencies, and local communities achieve improved social outcomes through 
enhanced understanding and better management of the social issues associated with development 
projects. 
 
Use of the SIA Framework helps in co-designing “transformations towards sustainability,” as 
specified in Theme 3 of the Future Earth Strategic Research Agenda (Future Earth 2014), and 
specifically in enhancing outcomes through building community resilience and empowering local 
communities. The Framework’s 4 phases – understanding the local context, recognising local 
concerns and capacities, engaging local communities, and empowering sustainable 
transformations – are discussed below.  
 

 
 

Figuree 4.3: The 4 phases of the SIA Framework for Action.  
(Adapted from Vanclay et al., 2015) 

 
 
A solid understanding of local social issues should guide the design of a sustainable development 
plan and its projects. The “understanding” phase includes identifying the social area of 
influence—the people potentially affected by the project, including the “communities of place” 
and “communities of interest” (Vanclay et al., 2015). For place-based interventions, this is 
typically the people living near the development site. Rather than being a political process, 
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establishing the appropriate boundaries around this area of influence requires identifying the 
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used to geo-reference any identified heritage resources. This process supported the participatory 
visualization and community mapping processes during the “engaging” phase, which helped 
facilitate a shared vision of local cultural and natural heritage resources.  

 
Reference to international policies and the academic literature on sustainable mountain 
development (Price and Kim 1999; Price 2003; Barkin 2010; 2012; Gurung et al., 2012; FAO 
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development agencies, and local communities achieve improved social outcomes through 
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typically the people living near the development site. Rather than being a political process, 
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new international policy guidelines that emerge(d) during the life of the project. For example, 
“building the resilience of socioeconomic and ecological systems, including through economic 
diversification and sustainable management of natural resources” (UNFCCC, COP 2015: 25) and 
“handing back to local communities the management of and access to local resources” (Barca et 
al., 2014: 42) were added as key community development goals. These goals were subsequently 
redefined and better contextualized in discussions with local key actors, stakeholders, and other 
members of the public in subsequent phases of the SIA Framework for Action. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.4: An ancient shepherds’ refuge.  
(Photo by Angelo J. Imperiale) 

 
The research steps undertaken during the “understanding” phase contributed to knowledge of the 
social area of influence and of local stakeholders. This helped the project management team 
clarify the community development goals, identify potential social risks and vulnerabilities that 
might undermine the project, and identify ways to mitigate them.  
 
Key local actors and stakeholders were identified by various means. They included people living 
and working along the Tratturo Magno who could be directly affected by the proposed actions—
especially local entrepreneurs who cater to visitors hiking the Tratturo Magno. For each of the 10 
municipalities involved in the project, 1 local nongovernmental organization (NGO) was selected 
by analysing local NGOs activities through social networks and through field discussions with 
local people in each village. The NGOs were selected using the criteria of: (1) the likelihood of 
the NGO developing social activities compatible with the Tratturo Magno project; and (2) the 
representativeness and legitimacy of the NGO with the wider population. Often, the local Pro 
Loco group was selected. The mayors of the municipalities were also considered to be key 
stakeholders. 
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Phase 2: Recognising local concerns and capacities 
 
The “recognising” phase involves predicting, analysing, and assessing the likely impacts of the 
proposed intervention and helps development agencies refine their proposals to better address 
local needs and perceptions and to recognise resilient capacities (Esteves and Barclay 2011; 
Esteves et al., 2013). In the Tratturo Magno project, the first step in this phase was informing key 
actors and stakeholders about the proposed intervention. By interviewing local entrepreneurs and 
members of local community groups, this became a listening process that recorded people’s 
perspectives and reflections about the main problems in the area and people’s capacity to address 
them.  
 
Between September and December 2014, interviews were undertaken with 55 local business 
people and 10 representatives of local community groups who had been selected during the 
“understanding” phase. Representatives of all businesses located on the Tratturo Magno were 
also interviewed. A survey used with local entrepreneurs provided information about the Tratturo 
Magno project and asked the entrepreneurs about the nature of their businesses, their problems 
and needs, and what they could do to contribute to the success of the project.  
 
The survey used with local NGOs requested an account of their goals and activities, especially in 
relation to any local cultural events that could be supported or promoted by the Tratturo Magno 
project. It also requested information about the natural and cultural heritage in the region the 
NGOs considered to be significant, as well as about their perceptions of the main issues in 
implementing sustainable development in the region. Following completion of the survey, in-
depth interviews were conducted to gain a better understanding of these issues and to collect 
anecdotes related to the traditional use of the Tratturo Magno. 
 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the mayors of the 10 municipalities traversed by 
the paths. They were asked about how institutional support for the Tratturo Magno project might 
be gained, and about any cumulative impacts that might arise from other planned interventions in 
the region. 
 
This process of listening was crucial to recognise and acknowledge local perceptions of past and 
future development interventions—and to identify and acknowledge local knowledge and 
abilities, which were then used to enrich the planned intervention. Interviews with the mayors 
helped to clarify the local institutional perspective and identify additional interventions that had 
the potential to influence the project. For example, a badly planned highway and the construction 
of the TransAdriatic Pipeline emerged as key threats to the Tratturo Magno project.  
 
The problems and needs mentioned by participants included: the poor management of local 
natural and cultural resources; low levels of awareness of these resources; a lack of tourist 
information; poor public governance of local development interventions; lack of transparency; 
limited opportunities for public participation; unfairness in development policies; lack of 
cooperation among local entrepreneurs; and limited local expertise in place branding and 
marketing. The social and cultural polarization between urban and rural areas was also mentioned, 
especially by local NGOs. There was also a general feeling of marginalization and exclusion from 
the main development policies influencing transformation within Italy. 
 
To be as inclusive as possible, the “recognising” process has to identify all the subgroups in the 
local communities, especially the most marginalized and vulnerable. For example, in sustainable 
mountain development, while attention is often given to tourism, it is also crucial to recognise 
and empower the role of local shepherds in maintaining and preserving the landscape, to minimize 
the risk that the tourism industry (which is often externally owned) might displace rather than 
sustaining local livelihoods.  
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In the Tratturo Magno project, to take the role of shepherds into account, with the help of the 
provincial Animal Health Service we identified 21 local farmers. They were grazing 5368 sheep, 
255 beef cows, 248 dairy cows, and 36 goats, with an estimated annual production value of over 
€1 million. Implementing integrated strategies that would promote rural tourism in a way that 
strengthens the primary sector of the local economy is vital in the L’Aquila mountain area and 
elsewhere. 
 
 
Phase 3: Engaging local communities 
 
The “engaging” phase supports the development of mitigation and social development strategies 
and helps development agencies achieve social development outcomes, such as enhanced 
community resilience. The “engaging” phase is effective when it promotes positive collective 
feelings such as empathy, solidarity, social responsibility, and a sense of public duty. In resilient 
communities, these feelings motivate people to work together towards addressing common 
problems and finding shared solutions (Imperiale and Vanclay 2016). The “engaging” phase helps 
develop these feelings through publicly discussing individual concerns registered during the 
“recognising” phase. This process helps local communities to progress from the mere collection 
of individual complaints into a community vision about common problems, common 
potentialities and shared solutions, and it helps build a social environment of cooperation and 
mutual aid around these issues. Overall, the engaging process helps strengthen the social feelings 
and interactions that underlie community resilience and collective trust, and assist local 
communities in identifying the shared measures they need to implement in order to mitigate 
negative social impacts and maximize the social benefits likely to derive from the planned 
intervention. 
 
In the Tratturo Magno project, this phase comprised 3 participatory field visits, 4 public meetings, 
and 3 cultural events undertaken between January and July 2015. An open invitation to these 
events was extended to all local residents and the broader interested public. The events were 
designed to identify potential ways to mitigate the problems and needs identified during the 
previous phase, such as poor awareness of the local natural and cultural heritage, lack of 
cooperation and trust, lack of a shared vision for future development, and social marginalization.  
 
The main objectives of these activities were building a community vision of shared problems and 
strategies; increasing awareness of local cultural and natural heritage; building local capacities; 
and promoting greater use of local resources. Publicly discussing the “understanding” and 
“recognising” phases through focus groups and public meetings helped discuss and reflect on the 
perceived common problems and needs. Collectively visualizing the data about natural and 
cultural heritage resources that were gathered during the “understanding” phase, as well as the 
engagement of local experts and the participatory nature of field inspections, helped local 
communities understand existing vulnerabilities and underdeveloped potential.  
 
Through the use of an online reflection tool, this process also helped local entrepreneurs develop 
a formal network agreement (Contratto di Rete, described below) by explicating the conditions 
necessary for their social and cultural sustainability (Mercer 2002; Murphy 2012) and in the 
determination of the social impacts and expected benefits of rural tourism (see UNESCO 2010, 
2012; McCombes et al., 2015).  
 
The reflection tool was a precursor to the “empowering” phase and to the building of the network 
agreement. It required local entrepreneurs to reflect on the criteria for social sustainability and 
consider how these criteria could be achieved and respected in their partnership in the future. It 
encouraged them to consider the likely impacts (both positive and negative) that the development 



 128 

of tourism might have on the daily lives of local people (ie their habits, health, business, and 
culture) and on the area in which they live (ie the environment, community life, cultural heritage, 
and economy). Mass tourism did not yet exist in the area, and participants’ responses revealed 
that they considered benefits much more likely than negative impacts. The reflection tool helped 
develop the necessary awareness to ensure the sustainable management of the partnership and of 
tourism development, and raised local awareness of the likely negative impacts of poorly 
managed tourism development. 
 
The “engaging” phase gained institutional support for the Tratturo Magno project from some 
local municipalities. For example, one municipality contributed to restoring public access to a 
portion of the Tratturo Magno that had been inaccessible for over a decade. The process fostered 
additional local actions that enhanced the project’s outcomes. For example, one local NGO, using 
its own resources, engaged a local carpenter to improve tourist signage along the Tratturo Magno 
(Figure 5). These actions helped build a broad community vision that focused attention on 
common problems, shared solutions, and a shared perspective on sustainable development. This 
process gained formal legitimacy with the development of a collective agreement established in 
the final phase. 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.5: Building more resilience landscapes together.  
 
 

Members of a local community group erecting hand-made wooden signs outside the mountain village of San 
Demetrio Ne’ Vestini on the Tratturo Magno path. The village mayor is second from left. The shorter post displays 
a QR code to access information about the site.  
(Photo by Angelo J. Imperiale) 
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Phase 4: Empowering socially sustainable transformations 
 
The “empowering” phase places SIA monitoring programs and tools in the hands of local 
communities and strengthens their collective sense of social responsibility and commitment to 
maintain project outcomes. It also helps establish collective agreements to create legitimacy, 
build deliberative spaces and facilitate deliberativeness in order to enhance social development 
around the shared vision developed during the previous phases. The development of community 
agreements offers an improved approach to sustainable rural development by “balancing the costs 
of projects with desired community benefits; incorporating local knowledge and concerns; 
feeding back and responding to information about ongoing impacts; defining the local 
community’s economic participation in the development; and securing the significance 
continuing involvement of communities in determining their futures relative to the development 
process” (Nish and Bice 2011: 59).  
 
To be as inclusive as possible, agreements must be established among local entrepreneurs, as well 
as between local entrepreneurs and local municipalities and NGOs. The “empowering” phase 
helps development agencies and local communities co-design and implement monitoring 
strategies by providing tools to collectively evaluate the social sustainability of the 
transformations evoked by current and future development actions. Due to the ecological fragility 
of mountain areas, having mandatory commitments to protect and respect natural and cultural 
heritage in the local action plans of these collective agreements is crucial to enhance the resilience 
of local people and the area as a whole.  
 
For the Tratturo Magno project, the “empowering” phase consisted of 10 group discussions with 
local entrepreneurs, conducted between July and September 2015. These discussions were held 
to ensure that an effective network agreement between them could be reached, one that reflected 
their desires and priorities and acknowledged their fears and concerns. The network agreement 
so reached also consolidated the commitment of the local entrepreneurs to maintain the Tratturo 
Magno project outcomes, especially in relation to the need to better manage the restored path and 
local cultural and natural heritage. These discussions, which were continued in the fourth phase 
of the SIA Framework for Action, resulted in the creation of a legal entity, the network agreement 
“Landscapes in Transhumance”.  
 
Aspects of the community vision developed during the “engaging” phase were carried forward in 
a sustainable mountain development project proposed by Landscapes in Transhumance called 
Vestini Transhumance Route: Building an Ecomuseum in the L’Aquila Mountain Province. An 
ecomuseum can be understood as a philosophy, approach, and the expression of the commitment 
of local communities to value their local heritage (Maggi and Falletti 2000; Perella et al., 2010). 
Ecomuseums celebrate the natural and cultural heritage of specific regions, and can be considered 
as both a community-based museum and a museum-oriented community (Davis 2011). They are 
characterised by their embeddedness within their regional communities and are often described 
as museums without walls (Vanclay et al., 2008; Davis 2011).  
 
One of the project’s expected outcomes is increased social and territorial cohesion and a more 
proactive role for local communities in natural and cultural heritage management. Through 
participatory design and implementation, the ecomuseum project aims to strengthen local 
environmental and cultural education by enhancing knowledge of local resources and providing 
opportunities for universities and research centers to carry out fieldwork in the region in order to 
promote a culture of sustainability and sustainable mountain development. 
 
Landscape in Transhumance plans to develop an Impacts and Benefits Agreement (specifying the 
expected impacts and benefits of the project) and a Social Impact Management Plan (which 
identifies strategies to mitigate potential negative impacts and maximize community benefits) 



 130 

(Franks and Vanclay 2013). These tools will use data obtained during the “recognising” and 
“engaging” phases and will be revised periodically. Including these documents in agreements 
with development agencies and local governments will help make local peoples’ voices fully 
heard, improve transparency, mitigate the risk of planned interventions being captured by the 
self-interest of local elites, and orient decision-makers toward effective ways to build community 
resilience.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Mountain environments are fragile (FAO 2011), and interventions undertaken there need to 
facilitate transformations toward sustainability (Future Earth 2014). What does this mean in social 
terms for people living in these areas? We suggest that all possible social issues can be 
encompassed in the broader process of building community resilience, since community 
resilience implies healthy and socially sustainable transformative changes at the community level, 
including improving local governance and local decision-making processes. The wider use of 
SIA would increase the potential of sustainable-development projects to achieve resilience and 
other desired outcomes. 
 
Significant areas of inland Italy, including the area traversed by the Tratturo Magno in L’Aquila 
Province, have become increasingly marginalized through population decline, job cutbacks, land 
abandonment, reduction in public and private services, and degradation of cultural and natural 
heritage (Barca et al., 2014). Public and private efforts to extract resources from these inland 
areas (eg quarries, transmission lines, landfills, logging, and power plants) have had severe 
negative environmental and social impacts, and have failed to provide social benefits or generate 
local innovation (Barca et al., 2014). Local administrations have given the go-ahead to these 
projects largely because of their weak negotiating power due to their lack of funding and other 
capacity deficits (Barca et al., 2014). Strengthening community resilience and institutional 
capacity is therefore crucial to reverse this ongoing degradation. All along the Tratturo Magno, 
many badly managed interventions—such as quarrying, the unplanned and uncontrolled 
construction of private buildings, and the construction of industrial warehouses, factories, and 
transport infrastructure—have contributed to increased land abandonment, land degradation, and 
cultural, ecological, and economic decline.  
 
To reverse these negative trends, it is crucial to build community resilience by collectively 
understanding and evaluating transformations towards sustainability, identifying and promoting 
sustainable behaviour, and transforming development pathways (Future Earth 2014). This paper 
demonstrated the potential of the SIA Framework for Action to promote sustainable development 
and community resilience. At all points along the project cycle, SIA can promote constructive 
dialogue and collective deliberation through which researchers and community stakeholders can 
coproduce knowledge about what is locally needed in the present and for the future. This 
cooperative discourse can encourage decision-makers and project managers to codesign, with 
residents, shared strategies for mitigating negative impacts and enhancing positive community-
development outcomes. Exploring “effective methodologies of social impact assessment to better 
understand the role local communities can play in reversing negative trends in mountain areas” 
and evaluating “social platforms for sustainable models and value generation in order to 
encourage the proactive role of communities in natural and cultural heritage management, 
promote territorial and social cohesion for more ‘inclusive growth,’ and strengthen community 
resilience through strategic development” are now considered key research activities needed to 
build sustainable socio-ecological systems within mountain regions (Drexler et al., 2016: 39).  
 
 



 131 

The SIA community must work harder to establish the relevance and effectiveness of SIA on the 
European and world stages. The SIA Framework for Action showed that the new development 
trends described above can be considered by SIA and included within its processes and practices, 
as also showed by previous studies (eg Esteves and Vanclay 2009). The SIA Framework for 
Action helps local communities, social practitioners, project managers, development agencies, 
and decision-makers to better understand and conceptualize the actions needed to enhance social 
development outcomes, such as enhanced local community resilience. It helps rural and mountain 
development policies, plans, programs, and projects take a community-oriented approach to 
planning and project implementation.  
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Chapter 5 
  

“Understanding risk in all its dimensions” 
(key priority 1, UNISDR, 2015) 

  
 
 
 
We reflect on what can be learned about disaster risk reduction from the L’Aquila trial of scientists. The 
court case was initiated because of a controversial meeting on 31 March 2009 of the Major Risks 
Committee (MRC), held under the auspices of the Italian Department of Civil Protection. The purpose of 
the meeting was to consider (prior to the fatal earthquake of 6 April 2009) disaster risk in the L’Aquila 
area, which was being affected by an earthquake swarm since October 2008. We undertook a document 
analysis of trial materials, and a review of academic and mediacommentary about the trial. The legal 
process revealed that disaster governance was inadequate and not informed by the Disaster Risk 
Reduction paradigm or international guidelines. Risk assessment was carried out only in a techno-
scientific manner, with little acknowledgement of the social issues influencing risks at the local 
community level. There was no inclusion of local knowledge or engagement of local people in 
transformative disaster risk reduction strategies. Most previous commentary on the trial is inadequate 
or misinformed. This paper is unique in that it considers the contents of the MRC meeting as well as all 
trial documents. It provides a comprehensive reflection on the implications of this case for disaster risk 
reduction and the resilience of peoples and places at risk. It highlights that a switch from civil protection 
to community empowerment is needed to achieve sustainable outcomes at the local level.  
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Reflections on the L’Aquila Trial and the social dimensions of disaster risk 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy, drew the attention of scientists all over the world 
for various reasons. One was that the earthquake and its aftermath “triggered an unprecedented 
series of legal consequences” (Benessia and De Marchi, 2017, p.35). Over 200 legal inquiries 
were initiated, primarily relating to the collapse of public buildings or to the concrete buildings 
where most fatalities occurred (Alexander and Magni, 2010). Other court cases related to 
corruption and fraud in post disaster recovery and reconstruction (Lewis, 2011; Fidone, 2017). 
Various international reports (e.g. Sondergaard, 2013) and legal inquiries (DNA, 2016; Bindi, 
2018) have revealed that there was Mafia infiltration as well as many other irregularities. 
However, what gained most international attention and has come to be known as ‘the L’Aquila 
Trial’ was the prosecution of 6 scientists and 1 government official. Initially accused of 
negligence, carelessness and malpractice, at the conclusion of a lengthy trial, they were initially 
found guilty of manslaughter, bodily harm and conspiracy, and were sentenced to 6 years prison 
and faced massive costs (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012). Following a successful Court of Appeal 
hearing, a counter appeal led to a hearing by the Supreme Court of Cassation (Corte Suprema di 
Cassazione) (SCC). The total legal process lasted more than 5 years, ending in November 2015 
with the SCC decision that the 6 scientists were acquitted. The government official, however, was 
found guilty, and sentenced to 2 years jail. 
 
Following public announcement of the indictments in June 2010, an unpleasant debate arose in 
the international scientific community (e.g. Nosengo, 2010; Hall, 2011; INGV, 2012; Cartlidge, 
2012; Alexander, 2013; Alexander, 2014; Gabrielli and Di Bucci, 2015; Alexander, 2015). The 
debate was characterised by misleading information, a misunderstanding of the exact terms of the 
indictments and sentencing decisions, and a failure to appreciate the broader social and political 
context (Alexander, 2014; Yeo, 2014; Bretton et al., 2015). Broadly speaking, we concur with 
Stucchi et al. (2016, p.591) that for “varied reasons, among which certainly was the fact that all 
official documentation related to the L’Aquila trial was in Italian language, much of the 
international discussion was based on second hand sources and thus inevitably susceptible to be 
easily influenced by the spreading of imprecise information”. Many articles were published while 
the legal process was still underway (e.g. Nosengo, 2010; Hall, 2011; Nosengo, 2012; Cartlidge, 
2012; Notaro, 2014; Alexander, 2014; Fioritto, 2014; Simoncini, 2014; Lauta, 2014; Scolobig et 
al., 2014; Bretton et al., 2015, Cocco et al., 2015), however only a few analyses have been 
published since the definitive sentence was issued on 20 November 2015 (e.g. Pietrucci, 2016; 
Ciccozzi, 2016; Stucchi et al., 2016; Benessia and De Marchi, 2017).  
 
The L’Aquila trial and the meeting of the Italian Major Risks Committee (MRC), which was the 
reason for the trial, is not just a story of a trial of scientists or about how information was 
disseminated by the Italian Department of Civil Protection (DCP). It is a story that revealed 
multiple failures, especially a failure to implement disaster risk reduction (DRR) and to enhance 
resilience at the local community level. A social understanding of disaster means acknowledging 
that disasters result from socially-produced vulnerabilities and failures (Quarantelli, 1998; Perry 
and Quarantelli, 2005; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017). Disasters and related risks result from many 
factors, especially the social dimensions of an area, including people’s hazard exposure, their 
vulnerabilities, and capacities to manage risks and be prepared. Risk is usually understood as the 
interplay between the (negative) consequences of a realized hazard and their likelihood (Coppola, 
2015). The likelihood and consequence are directly influenced by the physical, social, economic 
and environmental vulnerabilities and by the resilience of a community (Coppola, 2015; 
Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a).  
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The negative social impacts (i.e. consequences) of a realized hazard vary from disaster to disaster, 
and are unequally dispersed between regions of the world and within an affected region and local 
community (Cottrell and King, 2011; Coppola, 2015). While all residents are at some level of 
risk from the negative social impacts of a disaster, certain groups of people are more at risk. In 
the context of disaster, vulnerability is generally defined as “a measure of the propensity of an 
object, area, individual, group, community, country, or other entity to incur the consequences of 
a hazard” (Coppola, 2015, p.33). In social terms, vulnerability can be understood as the propensity 
of certain dimensions of local communities’ wellbeing (e.g. housing and infrastructures) to be 
affected by the (negative) social impacts of an external event or intervention (e.g. a realized 
hazard). While potentially all people can be vulnerable, some groups of people are more 
vulnerable than others. The extent of vulnerability influences the level of risk local communities 
have to cope with (i.e. the intensity of likely social impacts and their likelihood). The greater the 
vulnerability, the more people experience the risk. 
 
The widespread recognition of this means that disasters are domains of potential injustice and do 
not provide dispensation to those who are guilty of professional neglect (Lauta, 2014). Rather 
than being blame games or witch hunts (e.g. Nosengo, 2010; Boschi, 2013; Clark, 2012; Yeo, 
2014), disaster trials can be transformative opportunities (Benadusi and Revet, 2016). Reflections 
on trials following a disaster are opportunities to understand local disaster governance and 
recognise the drivers and constraints to social and institutional learning about DRR and resilience 
(Simoncini, 2014; Bretton et al., 2015).  
 
The L’Aquila trial exposed the structure and functioning of the Italian civil protection system 
through which the Italian State organized disaster governance. It also revealed the specifics of the 
knowledge system through which the Italian disaster governance oriented its actions and the 
knowledge production processes concerning disaster risks. Adapting the definition of van 
Kerkhoff and Slezák (2016), we define a knowledge system in disaster governance as the network 
of actors who are connected by social relationships, both formal and informal, which dynamically 
combines knowing, doing and learning to bring about specific DRR actions at all levels of society. 
 
The L’Aquila trial has been much commented on. Many papers were published while the legal 
process was underway (e.g. Alexander, 2010, 2013, 2014; Nosengo, 2010, 2012; Hall, 2011; 
Cartlidge, 2012; Notaro, 2014; Fioritto, 2014; Simoncini, 2014; Lauta, 2014; Scolobig et al., 
2014; Bretton et al., 2015), however only a few have been published since the definitive sentence 
in November 2015 (e.g. Ciccozzi, 2016; Pietrucci, 2016; Stucchi et al., 2016; Benessia and De 
Marchi, 2017). Nothing has been said about the discussion of the MRC meeting itself, or the way 
the Italian Civil Protection system, as exposed by the L’Aquila trial, perceives the role of science 
in DRR and organizes its knowledge system concerning disaster risk.  
 
Since the UN declaration of the 1990s as the Decade of Natural Disaster Reduction, the Yokohama 
Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World (IDNDR, 1994), the International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction, and the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 (UNISDR, 2005), 
enhancing DRR has become understood as a strategy that should be fully interlinked with social 
and environmental development. Consequently, disaster management thinking has expanded 
from mitigating disaster impacts after disasters to also considering the reduction of social and 
environmental vulnerabilities and risks, and enhancing local community resilience. For more than 
three decades now, understanding disaster risk has meant understanding the vulnerabilities 
associated with the multiple dimensions of local people’s wellbeing and understanding the likely 
negative impacts disasters might create at the local level. Recognising the local knowledge and 
capacity to engage in mitigation and monitoring, and enhancing the resilience of local people so 
that they can reduce their vulnerabilities and better manage risk, became to be considered crucial 
to achieve DRR outcomes.  
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At the international level, enhancing DRR and community resilience came to be recognised as a 
sustainable development goal that should be pursued at all levels of society. As with every 
sustainable development goal, enhancing DRR requires a closer link between knowledge and 
action, which demands that scientific practices become more oriented towards the societal arenas 
in which sustainability problems, including disaster risks and impacts, are tackled (Cornell et al., 
2013, Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). Understanding knowledge systems helps in visualising 
how science can support societies to address sustainability. Knowledge systems are “made up of 
agents, practices and institutions that organize the production, transfer and use of knowledge” 
(Cornell et al., 2013, p.61). The kind of knowledge required by the DRR paradigm is therefore a 
kind of transformative knowledge which should be produced within an open and participatory 
knowledge system able to engage local knowledge and capacities, co-design strategies addressed 
to locally reduce vulnerability and transform towards enhanced resilience of people and places at 
risk and a better disaster risk governance (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). 
 
There is yet to be a comprehensive reflection on the L’Aquila trial in terms of international 
policies and recommendations concerning enhancing disaster risk reduction (DRR) and 
community resilience as a sustainable development goal intended to enhance local people’s 
wellbeing. This is what we seek to do in this paper. Some of the key questions and issues we 
consider are: Was the MRC meeting case only a problem about how disaster risk was 
communicated to the public? Were the scientific contents emerged during the MRC meeting 
sufficient to understand the multidimensionality and the root causes of disaster risk at the local 
level and the likely negative impacts local people were overexposed to? Was the knowledge 
produced able to engage the local community and bring about positive sustainable transformation 
at the local level? Was the way through which the DCP organized its knowledge system 
concerning disaster risk adequate and coherent with the DRR paradigm and with the 
transformative approach suggested by the international literature in disaster studies? 
 
Ten years after the 6 April 2009 earthquake, and 4 years after the SCC’s definitive sentence, we 
believe it is now time to make a sober analysis of the L’Aquila trial, especially in relation to the 
knowledge production through which disaster governance understands risks and the knowledge 
system through which it orients action towards DRR at all levels. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This paper is part of a larger research project investigating the social dimensions surrounding the 
2009 L’Aquila earthquake (Imperiale and Vanclay 2016a, 2016b). Its purpose is to reflect on the 
L’Aquila trial and consider what the trial reveals about Italian disaster management. This paper 
primarily draws on a document analysis of trial materials, which amounted to over 1,100 pages 
(Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012; Corte di Appello dell’Aquila, 2014; Corte di Cassazione, 2016).  
 
The research for this paper is part of a larger research project investigating the social dimensions 
surrounding the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake disaster (Imperiale and Vanclay 2016a, 2016b). The 
purpose of this specific paper is to reflect on the L’Aquila trial and consider what the trial reveals 
about the Italian disaster governance knowledge system. Our analysis of the trial provides insights 
concerning how disaster governance and its knowledge system are designed and organized in the 
top-down, emergency-centred approach of the Italian DCP. The data for this specific research, 
however, is primarily from a document analysis of the trial materials, which amounted to over 
1,100 pages. In particular, the 169 page SCC sentence provided an effective synthesis of the initial 
trial and the appeal highlighting the main arguments used. We also considered all commentary in 
academic journals, the international, national and local media, and we did a rapid assessment of 
social media accounts of the trial. We also did an analysis of the various phone calls between 
officials, which were made available to the public by the newspaper, La Repubblica.  
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Finally, a small number of key informants who were significant identities in L’Aquila and/or the 
trial were interviewed specifically for this paper. It was not possible (or arguably appropriate) to 
interview the scientists on trial, their legal counsel, the prosecution, or any of the judges involved. 
We note that the lead author is an Italian national, who was present in L’Aquila on the night of 
the earthquake, and was based in the Abruzzo region for most of the time the legal process was 
taking place. The analysis of Italian documents and phone calls was done by the lead author in 
Italian. For this paper, key extracts were selected, being translated into English by the authors. In 
doing the translations, we attempted to convey the intended meaning rather than provide a strict 
literal translation. Nevertheless, we believe we have faithfully represented the statements in a way 
that maintains the integrity of what was intended, while at the same time enabling readers to fully 
understand the points being made. 
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Chronology of relevant events 
October 2008 to March 

2009 

An earthquake swarm plagued the L’Aquila mountain area: October: 34 tremors (max 3.1); November: 
30 tremors (max 2.0); December: 31 tremors (max 2.4); January: 88 tremors (max 2.7); February: 100 
tremors (max 2.7); March: 115 tremors (max 4.1). 

February-March 2009 
The maverick scientist, Giuliani, was making predictions, informing the public, and attracting the 
attention of the national media. He was in contact with the L’Aquila Mayor, who frequently closed 
public schools. 

March 2009 Body corporate meetings received requests for building inspections because of newly-emerging cracks. 
Some people requested to see civil protection plans. 

12 March 2009 A phone call at 21.46 between Guido Bertolaso (DCP Chief) and Fabrizio Curcio (member of DCP) 
revealed official concern about Giuliani and his predictions. 

30 March 2009 
(morning) The Abruzzo Region Civil Protection issues a press release saying that no more shocks are foreseen. 

30 March 2009  
(mid afternoon) 

A 4.1 earthquake (at 15.38 local time) creates further concern. Students in a public student dormitory ask 
for technical inspection. 

30 March 2009 
(evening) 

Bertolaso phones Stati (Abruzzo Region Councillor) instructing her to host a meeting of the Major Risks 
Committee in L’Aquila to show that the authorities were taking action. 

30 March 2009 
(evening) DCP issues a press release announcing that an MRC meeting will be held in L’Aquila. 

30 March 2009 
(evening) DCP sends a convening letter to some MRC members via fax. Some other scientists also invited. 

31 March 2009 
(afternoon) 

(before the MRC meeting) De Bernardinis (Deputy DCP Chief) interviewed by a local TV station stating 
that rather than worry, better to drink a glass of Montepulciano D’Abruzzo wine. 

31 March 2009 
(evening) The MRC meeting is held at the Abruzzo Region headquarters (18.30-19.30). 

31 March 2009 
(evening) 

After the MRC meeting, De Bernardinis, Barberi (Deputy President of MRC), Stati and Cialente 
(L’Aquila Mayor) give a press conference. 

31 March 2009 
(late evening) Barberi phones Bertolaso and briefs him about the meeting saying that the meeting went as instructed. 

31 March 2009 
(late evening) 

Dolce (invited scientist) phones Bertolaso to inform him that the meeting went well and that they made 
the Abruzzo councillor (Stati) happy by saying that there were no tools for earthquake forecasting. 

1 to 5 April 2009 A total of 76 earthquakes, the highest being magnitude 3.9. 

2 April 2009 A 2 page draft minutes of the MRC meeting was circulated to the MRC members for comment. These 
draft minutes were later published on the website of La Repubblica.  

6 April 2009  
(early morning) The fatal earthquake occurs at 3.32 am local time, killing 309 people. 

6 April 2009 
(afternoon) 

The 5 page formal version of the minutes of the MRC meeting is finalised and signed by most of the 
people present at the meeting. It was not intended that these minutes would be made public, but they 
were released during the trial.  

7 April 2009 
Bertolaso phones Gianni Letta (State Secretary of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, hereinafter 
Presidency) asking him to influence the way the national newspapers were reporting the MRC meeting to 
“ensure that polemics would calm down”. 

9 April 2009 

Bertolaso convenes another MRC meeting in Rome ostensibly to assess the post-earthquake situation and 
the likelihood of another earthquake. However, before the meeting Bertolaso phoned Boschi (MRC 
member) instructing him to not reveal to the media the true reason for the meeting, with Boschi 
responding in a sycophantic way. 

August 2009 Local lawyer, Antonio Valentini, files a suit at the local prosecutor’s office. 
3 June 2010 Local prosecutor, Alfredo Rossini, announces indictments against the 6 scientists and one civil servant. 

25 May 2011 Investigating judge, Romano Gargarella, confirms the trial. 
20 September 2011 to 

16 October 2012 30 days of court hearings. 
18 January 2012 La Repubblica publishes the 30 March phonecall between Bertolaso and Stati. 

20 January 2012 After hearing the Bertolaso-Stati phonecall, Valentini files a suit at the local Prosecutor’s office 
denouncing Bertolaso for manslaughter. 

25 January 2012 During the L’Aquila trial, the judge announces indictments have been brought against Bertolaso. 

22 October 2012 Judge Marco Billi finds the defendants guilty and sentences them to 6 years in jail. He also holds the 
State (in the form of the Presidency and the DCP) responsible for civil damages. 

Within 30 days of the 
final decision The 7 defendants, the Presidency, the DCP, the Attorney General and 7 citizens appeal the decision. 

10 November 2014 The Court of Appeal acquits the 6 scientists but confirms the guilty verdict of the government official, 
De Bernardinis, but reducing his jail sentence to 2 years. The State was also found liable for damages. 

Within 60 days after the 
Court of Appeal 

decision 

Appeals against the Court of Appeal decision are made to the Italian Supreme Court of Cassation by 
several parties, including: (1) the Presidency; (2) the DCP; (3) the Attorney General; (4) De Bernardinis; 
(5) 44 persons (the families of victims) represented by 7 lawyers. 

29 October 2015 Following a 3 year legal inquiry, Judge Guendalina Buccella announces the trial against Bertolaso would 
proceed. 

20 November 2015 The Italian Supreme Court of Cassation confirms the decision of the Court of Appeal concerning the 
L’Aquila trial. 

30 September 2016 Judge Giuseppe Grieco acquits Bertolaso on the basis of a lack of evidence. 
 

Table 5.1: Chronology of events 
Source: this paper, compiled from a wide range of documents, including the trial documents and news reports.  
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The social, political and seismological context 
 
The 6 April 2009 earthquake was preceded by much seismic activity starting in October 2008. 
This activity increased in frequency and intensity, alarming residents, local administrators and 
the DCP. In March 2009 alone, over 100 tremors occurred in the vicinity of L’Aquila, with one 
on 30 March registering 4.1 on the Richter scale (Sentenza di I Grado, 2012). The local anxiety 
was arguably increased because of predictions being made by Giampaolo Giuliani, a somewhat 
unorthodox amateur seismologist, who considered that radon emissions could predict an 
imminent earthquake, something not yet accepted by orthodox science (Alexander, 2014; Stucchi 
et al., 2016). Due to this seismic ‘swarm’, many buildings began to crack. Prior to the fatal 
earthquake and the MRC meeting, public schools were often closed as a precaution. According 
to our interviewees, L’Aquila city and surrounding area were unprepared for any disaster and no 
civil protection plans existed. The L’Aquila hospital and other key public buildings were known 
to be vulnerable to seismic hazards, and many residential buildings were badly constructed. The 
poor state of buildings and the risks associated with this were known for at least 20 years (Boschi, 
1995; Barberi et al., 2007). As a key informant reported, local awareness of the increasing 
vulnerability was evident in comments made at body corporate meetings by some residents about 
cracks appearing in buildings (many of which collapsed during the earthquake) and by their 
demands for building inspections and to see civil protection plans. During March, as a key 
informant reported, some local inhabitants tried to contact the Abruzzo Region Councillor 
responsible for local civil protection, Daniela Stati, to ask whether there were civil protection 
plans should there be a severe earthquake. The growing anxiety in the local population at the time 
of the MRC meeting was accompanied by an emerging awareness of increasing local 
vulnerabilities that characterised the local context and that amplified local community perceptions 
about their hazard exposure. A press release from the Abruzzo Region Civil Protection (ARCP) 
on the morning of 30 March 2009 stated that no more shocks were foreseen – paradoxically, there 
was a 4.1 earthquake that very afternoon. During the trial, the chief of the DCP, Guido Bertolaso, 
declared that this press release and the Giuliani predictions were the reasons for calling the MRC 
meeting on 31 March. After reading the press release, Bertolaso phoned Daniela Stati (Abruzzo 
Region Councillor responsible for civil protection and the ARCP) stating: “you must tell your 
staff not to write press releases that say other earthquakes will not happen, because this is bullshit 
and when talking about earthquakes these things must not been said” (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 
2012, p.150). He went on: 
 

“Listen, De Bernardinis, my deputy, will call you shortly. A meeting [of the MRC] about this 
earthquake swarm will be held in L’Aquila in order to shut up any imbecile, calm down any 
conjectures, worries etc. … I will make them [the members of the MRC] come to L’Aquila to the 
Abruzzo region’s headquarters, or to the local prefecture, you choose, I do not care, so that it will be 
more of a media move [strategy]. Understand? … In this way, they, who are the best in earthquakes, 
will say: in a normal situation, they [the tremors] are phenomena that happen, and better that there be 
100 tremors of 4 on the Richter scale rather than silence, because 100 earthquakes serve to release 
energy, and therefore there will never be the big one, the one that really hurts. … Now, talk with De 
Bernardinis and decide where to hold this meeting tomorrow and make it known that there will be a 
meeting, and that this is not because we are afraid or worried, but because we want to reassure and 
calm people. Instead of us talking, we will let the best scientists in the field of seismology talk” 
(Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012, p.152, author translation). 

 
The meeting was scheduled for 18.30 on 31 March at the Abruzzo Region Headquarters in 
L’Aquila. It was convened by sending a faxed letter in the evening of 30 March to the MRC 
members. The letter stated that the discussion topic was “to carefully analyse the scientific and 
civil protection issues related to the seismic sequence occurring in L’Aquila Province over the 
last four months and which culminated in the 4.0 earthquake on 30 March 2009 at 15.38 local 
time” (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012, p.94). The DCP also issued a press release stating that an 
MRC meeting was convened for 31 March to provide information from the scientific community 
about the recent seismic activity and that there would be a press conference following the meeting. 
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The meeting of the Italian Major Risks Committee  
 
The trial documents (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012, pp.99-103) indicate that the MRC meeting 
began at 18.30 and ended at 19.30. The 2-page draft minutes (dated 2 April 2009) and the 5-page 
formal minutes (dated 6 April 2009) were reproduced in the trial documents (Tribunale 
dell’Aquila, 2012). They indicate that 19 named people and a few unnamed people were present. 
Although there is no verbatim transcript or audio recording, because the trial primarily related to 
the conduct and content of this meeting, the discussion in that meeting was reasonably re-
constructed through the trial process. Now, after the trial, there is little doubt or debate about the 
content of the meeting. According to the trial documents, handwritten notes about the meeting 
were taken by Lorella Salvatori, an employee of the DCP. She produced the draft minutes, which 
she distributed on 2 April. The final formal version of the minutes was only signed off by most 
attendees after the fatal earthquake, on 6 April 2009. Curiously, the formal minutes were also 
signed by Carlo Gizzi, the press officer for the Abruzzo Region, even though he was not named 
as being present. The people present at the meeting (with their role at the time) were: 
The senior government official 

1. Bernardo De Bernardinis, Deputy Technical Head, Department of Civil Protection; 
 
Full members of the MRC:  

2. Franco Barberi, MRC Deputy President, professor of volcanology at Roma Tre 
University;  

3. Enzo Boschi, President of the Italian National Institute of Geophysics and Volcanology 
and professor of terrestrial physics at the University of Bologna;  

4. Gian Michele Calvi, Director of the European Centre for Training and Research in 
Earthquake Engineering and professor of planning in seismic zones at the University of 
Pavia;  

5. Claudio Eva, professor of terrestrial physics at the University of Genoa. 
 
Other invited scientists: 

6. Mauro Dolce, Director of the DCP Seismic Risk Office and professor of construction 
technology at the University of Naples Federico II;  

7. Giulio Selvaggi, Director of the Italian National Centre for Earthquakes. 
 
People present in a formal capacity: 

8. Leone Altero, Technical Head of ARCP; 
9. Gianluca Braga, L’Aquila Prefecture Office; 
10. Massimo Cialente, Mayor of L’Aquila; 
11. Attilio D’Annibale, DCP Communication Service; 
12. Antonio Lucantoni, DCP Seismic Office; 
13. Marinello Mastrogiuseppe, ARCP; 
14. Graziella Patrizi, L’Aquila Prefecture Office; 
15. Rinaldo Pezzoli, L’Aquila Prefecture Office; 
16. Roberto Riga, L’Aquila Councillor, responsible for civil protection; 
17. Lorella Salvatori, DCP employee (produced the minutes); 
18. Daniela Stati, Abruzzo Region Councillor in charge of civil protection; 
19. Carlo Visca, ARCP. 

 
People not named in the minutes, but can be deduced as being present because they signed the 
document, were mentioned in the trial, or were indicated by our sources as being present: 

20. Christian Del Pinto, seismologist for the Molise Region Civil Protection; 
21. Carlo Gizzi, press officer for the Abruzzo Region; 
22. Two or three members of the local fire service. 
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Curiously, the President of the MRC, Giuseppe Zamberletti, was not present. No explanation was 
given for this, and there was little mention of him in the trial. The trial did not raise any issues 
relating to the integrity of the formal minutes, and one of our interviewees (who was present) 
indicated that the formal minutes were congruent with what transpired at the meeting. Drawing 
on the formal minutes and the court discussion, the general outline of the meeting can be 
reconstructed (see below). 
 
Although Barberi was ostensibly the Chair, De Bernardinis opened the meeting, passed on the 
greetings of the DCP Chief (Bertalaso, who could not attend), and then introduced the people 
present. He quickly explained why the meeting was convened and invited the discussion to start. 
As evident in the minutes, there were two main topics of discussion: making an objective 
evaluation of the on-going seismic events, especially in relation to what could be forecasted; and 
providing advice concerning the increasing alarm in the local population.  
 
Dolce spoke first. He gave an overview of the seismic activity and then stated that panic was 
being created because of unfounded rumours, by which he probably meant Giuliani, although 
there were reports of other people creating alarm. Leone Altero (representing ARCP) said that 
the local police special branch had identified these people. The minutes give no information about 
what was going to be done about this. Curiously, this was the only remark made by him or other 
ARCP officials during the whole meeting. Despite a stated purpose of the meeting being civil 
protection issues, Altero was not asked to provide any information concerning DRR strategies, 
civil protection plans or local preparedness, nor did he elaborate on this at any time. The focus 
only on the local police action revealed that the main concern for the ARCP and DCP was 
alarmism rather than DRR, and indicates unease by these agencies. 
 
Discussion of the scientific risk assessment took the majority of the meeting. All scientists agreed 
that: it was not possible to predict earthquakes; given the earthquake swarm, it was unlikely the 
magnitude of the tremors would increase; and that, in their opinion, little damage had been caused 
as a result of the seismic activity to date.  
 
Discussion of the second agenda item was initiated by Stati who thanked the scientists for their 
explanation (that a serious earthquake was unlikely), but noted that she and the mayor were in 
positions in which they must give political answers. She asked the scientists whether she and the 
mayor should pay attention to the people who were creating alarm. Barberi responded by saying 
there was someone who was forecasting earthquakes by measuring gas emissions, but in his view 
there was no measurement tool that could predict earthquakes and therefore the MRC should not 
waste its time discussing this topic because earthquake forecasting has no scientific basis. Barberi 
also said that the on-going earthquake swarm does not predict anything but reminds us that 
L’Aquila is in a seismic area and that sooner or later, a big event would occur. Then, he remarked 
that the only defence possible is for the DCP and Abruzzo Region to invest in strengthening 
buildings and better planning. Closing discussion on this topic, somewhat surprisingly, Mauro 
Dolce highlighted that future technical assessments of school buildings should pay more attention 
to the vulnerability of the non-supporting structures (e.g. chimneys, false ceilings, cornices, 
balconies, etc) rather than to the supporting structures (walls etc), which almost surely were not 
damaged by the earthquake swarm. Daniela Stati concluded the meeting by saying: “thank you 
for your statements which will allow me to reassure the public through the media we will meet at 
the press conference”. The meeting closed at 19.30. 
 
The press conference with national and regional press followed immediately in the same building, 
being attended by Stati, Cialente, De Bernardinis, and Barberi. It was organised by DCP staff 
member, Simona Bernacchi, together with the Abruzzo Region press officer, Carlo Gizzi. Rather 
than the information presented at the press conference, what was broadcast on local and national 
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media was an interview De Bernardinis had given to a local TV station earlier in the day, in which 
he said the earthquake swarm was normal, there was no danger, and the scientific community 
confirmed that the situation was favourable in that there was a continuous discharge of energy 
and that, rather than worry, it was better to drink a glass of Montepulciano D’Abruzzo wine (Corte 
di Appello dell’Aquila, 2014). The trial established that late in the evening of 30 March, Barberi 
and Dolce independently phoned Bertolaso to inform him how the meeting went, each saying that 
it “went as instructed” and that they made the Abruzzo councillor (Stati) happy by saying that 
there were no tools for earthquake forecasting (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012). This suggests that 
the meeting was a political stunt involving stooges rather than professional advice from 
independent scientists. 
 
 
The earthquake, trial, appeal and final outcome 
 
As is now well documented, at 3.32 in the morning of 6 April 2009, a devastating earthquake 
(Mw 6.3) struck L’Aquila, and 309 people died. In the hours and days before the fatal earthquake, 
there had been further tremors, which led to much concern. It appears that the reassuring message 
of the MRC meeting had permeated the local civil protection representatives. This was evident in 
the village of Paganica where, shortly after midnight on 6 April and after an unusually-large 
tremor, the local civil protection representatives decided to advise people by loudspeakers to calm 
down and return indoors (Alexander, 2010, 2014, 2015).  
 
A local lawyer, Valentini, began acting on behalf of people seeking justice and/or to sue for 
damages. He began investigating the issues behind the earthquake. In late August 2009, Valentini 
filed a suit (denuncia penale) with the local prosecutor alleging that the DCP and MRC had failed 
in its duty to ensure adequate prevention and preparedness, noting that the inability to predict 
earthquakes did not mean that a serious earthquake would not occur and did not exempt the DCP 
and MRC from their duty of care. Following extensive investigations, on 3 June 2010 the local 
prosecutor, Alfredo Rossini, issued indictments against Barberi, Boschi, Calvi, De Bernardinis, 
Dolce, Eva and Selvaggi for negligence (negligenza), carelessness (imprudenza) and malpractice 
(imperizia) with respect to their public duty of precaution and prevention (Law 225 of 24 
February 1992), and for violating their responsibilities regarding public communication by a 
public institution (Law 150 of 7 June 2000). On 25 May 2011, the investigating judge, Romano 
Gargarella, confirmed that the trial would proceed.  
 
The trial formally commenced on 20 September 2011. On the first day of hearings, it was 
announced that additional legal actions had been initiated by the Municipality of L’Aquila and 
by 67 individuals (mostly in a class action), 53 of who were claiming damages from the State. 
The presiding judge, Marco Billi, announced that the court would hear all actions together, with 
the State (in the form of the Presidency and the DCP) being added to the list of defendants. 
Following a trial spanning 13 months (with 31 days of court hearings), on 22 October 2012 Judge 
Billi delivered a guilty verdict and sentenced the accused persons to 6 years in jail (Tribunale di 
L’Aquila, 2012). They were found guilty of multiple manslaughter (omicidio colposo plurimo), 
bodily harm (lesioni colpose) and conspiracy (cooperazione colposa). Billi stated that the accused 
had conducted an assessment of risks that was ‘too approximate, generic and ineffective’ and 
omitted relevant factors. This led to ‘incomplete, inaccurate and contradictory information’ that 
had an inappropriate reassuring effect on the behaviour of many people. In addition to finding the 
7 defendants guilty, Judge Billi held them, together with the State, responsible for the court costs 
and compensation for loss of life or injury for the vast majority of claims.  
 
The State and the 7 defendants appealed. Following a lengthy process, on 10 November 2014, 
the Court of Appeal announced it had overturned the conviction. It ruled that no blame should be 
assigned to the 6 scientists. The civil servant, De Bernardinis, however, was not absolved from 
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responsibility, but his sentence was reduced from 6 to 2 years jail and the financial liability was 
reduced to payment of legal costs, with no compensation to be paid for loss of life or injury.  
 
De Bernardinis and the State were still not happy and appealed this decision. Conversely, the 
claimants were also dissatisfied, especially given the loss of compensation, and also appealed. 
These appeals meant the case had to be considered by the Supreme Court of Cassation. In its 
definitive decision of 20 November 2015, the SCC upheld the decision of the Court of Appeal. 
The 169 page decision statement (Corte di Cassazione, 2016) repeated key facts and articulated 
various high level principles, some of which are discussed below.  
 
A critical aspect to understanding this story relates how jail sentences are served in Italy. Unlike 
other countries where a jail sentence must be served immediately irrespective of the length of the 
jail time sentenced, in Italy the serving of a jail term is postponed until a person has amassed at 
least 5 years of jail time. Thus, the two year jail sentence of De Bernardinis has no immediate 
implication. Furthermore, it should be noted that the Presidency of the Council of Ministers 
appointed De Bernadinis to be President of the Institute for Environmental Protection (ISPRA) 
in October 2010. ISPRA was then nominated the main public body responsible to control disaster 
rubble management in the L’Aquila area and in the Abruzzo region during the State of 
Emergency. As this was after the commencement of legal proceedings, some people interpreted 
this as the Italian State snubbing the trial. At no time was De Bernadinis suspended or asked to 
stand down from this position, and he completed his presidential position unchallenged. 
 
 
Key issues in the legal process 
 
The various phases of the legal process identified many issues and had differing interpretations 
of them. These related to the status of the meeting held in L’Aquila, the public duty the DCP and 
MRC had for precaution and prevention of disaster risks, the risk assessment conducted, and the 
communication implemented. A major difference of legal opinion emerged between the initial 
trial and the Court of Appeal, with the Court of Appeal’s interpretation being endorsed by the 
SCC. In Table 1, we summarise these key points. 
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First Trial 
22 October 2012 

Appeal Court 
10 November 2014 

The meeting of 31 March 2009 was a 
proper meeting of the MRC and all 
participants were aware of its public role 
(due to the press release issued by the 
DCP). They shared with the DCP a duty of 
precaution and prevention, and of fairly 
informing the public.  

The meeting was not an official MRC meeting 
since it was not convened through normal 
procedure and was inquorate. The meeting was 
closed to the public. There is no proof the 
scientists knew of the DCP press release or the 
intention to make a public statement. By being 
convened through emergency procedures, the 
scientists were only providing advice to the 
DCP. 

The public duty of precaution and 
prevention required that the risk assessment 
be complete and adequate, and that there be 
proper assessment of all factors influencing 
disaster risk, including vulnerability and 
hazard exposure. 

Even if it was an official MRC meeting, no 
regulation established what would comprise a 
proper risk assessment. 

The risk assessment done by the MRC was 
inadequate because it did not consider the 
vulnerability of housing and the built 
environment, or hazard exposure in relation 
to population density and distribution.  

The scientists provided a scientifically-correct 
analysis of the risks associated with the 
earthquake swarm. Assessment of 
vulnerability or hazard exposure was irrelevant 
for the intended purposes of the meeting. 

The scientists were aware of the public role 
of the meeting. They should have ensured 
that all information provided to the public 
was adequate. They were expected to 
correct any misleading information that 
might have been provided by the DCP.  

Only the DCP had responsibility in relation to 
information provided to the public. The DCP 
and De Bernardinis were negligent because 
they should have considered the influence 
institutional communication had on the public. 

 
Table 5.2: Comparison of interpretations between the First Trial and the Appeal Court  
Source: extracted from Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012 and Corte di Appello dell’Aquila, 2014 

 
 
A key issue relates to the status of the meeting held in L’Aquila. This was significant because of 
the obligations potentially imposed on the participants. The SCC determined that the MRC 
meeting was not a conventional meeting because it was convened using emergency procedures 
and was inquorate. It also considered that whether it was a formal meeting or not was irrelevant 
because the scientists were nevertheless required to fulfil their duty of providing “techno-
scientific and proactive advisory activities pertaining to precaution and prevention” (Corte di 
Cassazione, 2016, p.131). However, the SCC ruled that the MRC and DCP have differing 
responsibilities. The only task the MRC scientists had was to provide techno-scientific advice, 
while responsibility for implementing precaution and prevention was up to the Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers operating through the DCP and the various local civil protection authorities. 
Because the duties of the MRC scientists were different to the obligations of the DCP, the 
scientists were exonerated, while the senior public servant (De Bernardinis) representing the DCP 
and the Presidency was guilty of inappropriate public communication. The SCC explicitly 
criticised De Bernardinis and the institutions for inappropriate public communication. 
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The first trial judge determined the scientists were culpable by arguing they were negligent 
because they should have observed the principles of precaution and prevention in the risk 
assessment. Conversely, the SCC ruled that, while the principles of precaution and prevention 
establish what the DCP and MRC should do (i.e. the duty of diligence), they do not establish how 
this should be done (i.e. the diligence due), therefore the scientists could not be held individually 
accountable. The SCC ruled there was no specific action the scientists had to follow, except to 
utilise the best available scientific knowledge. The SCC considered there was nothing the 
scientists could have done that would have reduced the risk of an earthquake occurring. The SCC 
determined that the scientists did utilise the best available scientific knowledge and that they 
adequately discussed what the earthquake swarm meant regarding whether or not it was a 
precursor to more severe earthquakes. Evidently, risk was understood in the legal process as 
likelihood of an earthquake, not the interplay between the hazard itself, hazard exposure, the 
extent of vulnerability and resilience, and likely negative social consequences. The SCC 
judgement revealed that the regulations governing Italian civil protection do not establish any 
particular measures that must be adopted to implement DRR other than “generic cautions that the 
institutional bodies have to adopt in general” (Corte di Cassazione, 2016, p.130). Furthermore, in 
current law on civil protection, there is no definition of disaster risk, nor a prescribed 
methodology to follow to analyse and assess disaster risk. Another issue concerned whether the 
scientific risk assessment should have considered the vulnerability of buildings and hazard 
exposure of local people. This was a key basis by which the original judge determined the risk 
assessment was inadequate and the scientists negligent. The Court of Appeal and SCC, however, 
said that the poor state of buildings was already known for at least 20 years by the people at the 
MRC meeting (Boschi, 1995; Barberi et al., 2007) and therefore was irrelevant in terms of 
whether it should have been explicitly discussed. This also reveals limited framing in how disaster 
risks were conceived. 
 
 
The wider implications of the trial 
 
The L’Aquila trial exposed many things, which are mostly too complicated to discuss in one short 
paper. Primarily, the trial revealed the narrowness of the techno-scientific approach towards 
disaster risk that was applied by the DCP and the members of the MRC, all of whom apparently 
had little understanding of the social dimensions of disaster risk. In asking the scientists to 
“carefully analyse the scientific and civil protection issues related to the seismic sequence 
occurring in L’Aquila Province” (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012, p.94), the DCP expected that there 
be a risk assessment only in terms of the likelihood of a strong earthquake in the short term. The 
focus of the risk assessment was not on local people’s wellbeing, their vulnerabilities, resilience, 
or transformative change processes, but strictly only on the hazard phenomenon. What the MRC 
scientists and DCP understood as ‘civil protection issues’ were actually matters of public control 
rather than DRR.  
 
Such a limited perspective is odd, because at the time of the 2009 earthquake, the DRR paradigm 
had been well-established for over 15 years, and was embedded in international declarations such 
as the Yokohama Strategy (IDNDR, 1994) and the Hyogo Framework for Action (UNISDR, 
2005) – and subsequently in the Sendai Framework (UNISDR, 2015). The DRR paradigm 
requires a proper risk assessment that considers the multiple dimensions of local people’s 
wellbeing. This means, for each dimension, understanding which assets are more vulnerable to 
the negative consequences of disasters, and which capacities local communities activate to 
manage risks and convert them into opportunities for development and enhanced resilience. 
Managing disaster risk demands transformative knowledge co-production processes that are 
capable of understanding, recognising, engaging and empowering the driving forces that reduce 
vulnerabilities and enhance local people’s wellbeing and resilience (Future Earth, 2014; Gall et 
al., 2014a; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b; Patterson et al., 2015).  
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The MRC discussion was seen as confidential advice to the DCP rather than being an opportunity 
for place-based transformative knowledge co-production. Had they been engaged, the local public 
health system, municipal services, professional associations, building firms, NGOs, and other 
formal and informal groups and individuals could have helped to better understand and identify 
local risks and vulnerabilities. Their potential role in contributing to prevention and preparedness, 
adding to knowledge concerning local disaster risk, and recognising the increasing vulnerability 
of buildings and local people’s hazard exposure, should have been valued and utilised. Overall, 
the DCP knowledge system was impervious to public input and resistant to public use, and did 
not engage with the local driving forces of transformation. By having a closed knowledge system, 
the DCP failed to allow learning and transformation to take place. In the years preceding the 
earthquake, many reports about structural vulnerabilities in the L’Aquila area had been provided 
to key decision makers (DCP, the Abruzzo region and the local mayors). However, these reports 
were not shared with the broader public and there is no evidence that any action had been taken 
in response to any of them (Cocco et al., 2015; Stucchi et al., 2016).  
 
Over-reliance on the techno-scientific approach demonstrates there is still a lack of understanding 
about how social vulnerability, risk and impacts are theoretically and practically related and about 
how science can contribute to enhancing local sustainable transformation (Future Earth, 2014; 
Patterson et al., 2015; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). This lack of understanding of the social 
dimensions of disaster (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016) results in disaster risks being narrowly 
defined in regulatory frameworks and in inadequate procedures for managing disaster risk, 
conducting proper risk assessments, and pursuing sustainable transformation. As other studies 
have also noticed (Simoncini, 2014; Scolobig et al., 2014), the L’Aquila trial shows that the 
relationship between policy and science within risk governance led by top-down emergency-
centred civil protection agencies is still confused and does not contribute to transformative 
knowledge. The assessment and management of disaster risk should not be considered as 
separate, different and autonomous spheres, but rather as an integrated whole. How the 
management of disaster risk influences its assessment and viceversa should be part of a risk 
governance process with a shared public goal (i.e. enhancing DRR and community resilience).  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
It was not science that was on trial in L’Aquila, arguably it was patronage, political cronyism and 
the top-down, command-and-control system of disaster management. The trial was not about 
whether the fatal earthquake could have been predicted or not, it was about whether the relevant 
public bodies (the Major Risk Committee and the Department of Civil Protection) adequately 
fulfilled their duty of care by conducting a proper risk assessment and whether they adequately 
communicated with the public. The key issue in the trial related to the responsibilities and duties 
of scientists and the inadequacies of the MRC’s risk assessment, especially the lack of 
consideration of local vulnerabilities and hazard exposure. Although the scientists were 
eventually exonerated by the Supreme Court of Cassation, this was only possible because of 
inadequacies in the Italian regulations about how risk is defined and how risk should be assessed 
and managed. In contrast, the State, DCP and government official (De Bernardinis) were found 
guilty of inadequate information dissemination. We consider that, despite the not guilty decision, 
the trial process suggests that some scientists at the MRC meeting displayed callousness and 
sycophancy, suggesting their complicity and/or naiveté in deceptive strategic action intended to 
suppress concern in the community, subdue alarmism, and demonstrate institutional action.  
 
The academic debate about the trial focused mainly on issues such as earthquake forecasting, how 
uncertainty should be addressed, and how risks should be communicated. There was strong 
sympathy for the scientists, who were generally seen as being inappropriately accused. In our 
view, much of the academic analysis failed to consider the institutional, scientific and social 
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responsibilities to implement DRR at all levels. The technical perspective that framed most of 
this academic discussion failed to appreciate the social dimensions of disaster and disaster risk. 
In the academic and popular discussion, there was little reflection on the responsibilities of the 
public institutions or on the transformational role the DRR paradigm demands of science. Our 
analysis revealed multiples failures by all relevant institutions at all levels. At the theoretical 
level, there was an over-reliance on techno-scientific analysis, which failed to understand the 
social dimensions of disaster risks and failed to engage local communities in knowledge co-
production and sustainable transformation. At the practical level, there was a lack of planning and 
an over-reliance on a top-down system of command-and-control that centralised responsibility 
and stifled local action. It was clear that the meeting of MRC scientists was only a political stunt 
intended to harness their status to make a statement that could be used by politicians to calm the 
public, and to legitimise the lack of institutional (and social) preparedness.  
 
Ideally, the MRC should have taken sufficient time to conduct a proper risk assessment that would 
have appreciated the multiple dimensions of disaster risk, focussed on local people’s wellbeing, 
their vulnerabilities, and resilience, and be a transformative change process that engaged all 
relevant local actors. Notwithstanding many reports highlighting vulnerabilities in the local built 
environment, the local authorities took no action, nor were any civil protection plans or 
emergency/evacuation plans shared with the public before the earthquake. This lack of 
preparedness was not considered a relevant matter to discuss in the MRC meeting. As our 
document analysis revealed, there is still a lack of understanding about how to conduct a proper 
disaster risk assessment and fully respect the duty of care concerning DRR.  
 
While the trial established that the only responsibility the scientists had was to refer to the best 
available scientific knowledge, now, ten years after the L’Aquila disaster, it is high time to 
consider the questions: Does the best available scientific knowledge concerning DRR only relate 
to seismological analysis of physical hazards?; and Should there be an interdisciplinary risk 
assessment protocol the MRC should follow to consider the multiple dimensions of disaster risk? 
The political patronage system in Italy has led to elite capture and distortion in the allocation of 
funds, and to poor planning practice and culture. The regulations governing Italian civil protection 
do not establish any particular measures that must be adopted to implement DRR other than 
“generic cautions that the institutional bodies have to adopt in general”. According to the legal 
framework underpinning Italian disaster governance and to the trial documents, responsibility for 
implementing DRR strategies is up to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers operating 
through the national DCP and the local civil protection authorities. Although the Italian State 
issues laws, provides recommendations, establishes building codes, and commissions technical 
reports and information campaigns, there is little in this system that protects against elite capture 
or ensures adequate implementation. Because of restrictions on funding for prevention, and a 
belief that DRR is a constraint to development, local political authorities are often unwilling and 
ill-prepared to implement DRR. Consequently, in L’Aquila there was a lack of prevention and 
preparedness.  
 
Overall, what emerged from our analysis was that there was: a widespread lack of understanding 
in the DCP-MRC system of the interplay between social vulnerability, risk and impacts; a lack of 
definition of risk in all its dimensions and lack of procedure for proper disaster risk assessment 
and management in regulatory frameworks; a lack of awareness about the transformative role of 
science for DRR purposes; and a consequent lack of planning and monitoring of DRR strategies 
and of acknowledgement of the role local communities must have in planning. Despite the 
thorough analysis of DRR throughout the legal process (especially in the first trial), it was 
surprising there wasn’t any reference to the international DRR and resilience paradigm (e.g. 
Yokohama Strategy, the Hyogo Framework for Action, and the concept of community resilience). 
This lack of awareness of the international discourse is odd and arguably reveals: a lack of 
influence by United Nations bodies; disconnection between national bureaucracies (at least in 
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Italy) and international thinking; the dominance of the command-and-control approach of the 
Italian DCP (and of civil protection systems in general); and resistance to transformative learning 
and approach, and to the innovations promoted by the sustainability thinking which advocate for 
transformative knowledge co-production processes addressed to enhance local people’s 
capacities in understanding vulnerabilities and better managing risk at the local community level. 
 
In the Italian political system, political leaders are shrewd masters of buck-passing and blame 
diversion to avoid responsibility for critical issues, while being adept at claiming credit for 
successes whether or not they are deserved. The L’Aquila trial revealed many instances of such 
behaviour. Arguably, there was an attempt made by some political leaders to shift responsibility 
for their lack of consideration of DRR issues to the scientists. When the trial started, the scientists 
provided a convenient scapegoat, although we are convinced that this was not the original 
motivation for the trial. When the trial ended, with the scientists being exonerated, the 
government official provided a further convenient scapegoat for institutional failure. The fact that 
he was subsequently given a high-level top job is suggestive. According to the current legal 
framework that rules the Italian disaster governance, reducing the vulnerabilities that existed in 
L’Aquila was not the task of the scientists who attended the MRC meeting, who only had the 
modest obligation to analyse the earthquake swarm and its implications for the likelihood of 
future earthquakes. Reducing the vulnerabilities is the task of the Italian civil protection 
authorities. Although the State issues laws, provides recommendations, establishes building 
codes, and commissions technical reports, there was nothing within this system that protects 
against elite capture or that ensures adequate implementation at the local level and social learning 
and transformation. As it is understood now, responsibility for implementing DRR strategies is 
up to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers operating through the national DCP and the 
various local civil protection authorities and a rigid chain of command. Because of restrictions 
on funding for prevention, and a belief that DRR is a constraint to development, local authorities 
are often not willing to implement DRR and/or are unsupported in this task. 
 
Reflections on disaster trials are opportunities for learning and transformation. Our analysis of 
the L’Aquila trial gave rise to several suggestions. First, opening-up the knowledge system of 
disaster governance allows a broader social constituency to gain access and to have shared 
responsibility for knowing, doing and learning DRR. Second, DRR and resilience, like the other 
sustainable development goals, must not be seen only as the responsibility of the civil protection 
authorities or of a group of scientists convened in a meeting, it must be a shared goal creating a 
more collaborative, inclusive and sustainable disaster governance at all levels. Third, DRR and 
resilience require transformative knowledge and community place-based assessment capable of 
engaging with the local driving forces of transformation (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). 
According to the international DRR and resilience paradigm, understanding disaster risk in all its 
dimensions means understanding that disaster risks are part of all societies. Disasters and disaster 
risks are not external forces from which society must be protected. Rather than protecting 
societies from risks, DRR requires effective transformational knowledge to empower societies to 
better manage risks and achieve social development. A radical shift from civil protection systems 
to community empowering systems is needed so that disasters (and disaster risks) are no longer 
seen as external forces from which societies must be protected, but as potential threats originating 
from the vulnerabilities of a society, which must be understood and reduced at the local level. 
These threats should be managed by understanding and reducing local vulnerabilities and risks, 
and by recognising, engaging and strengthening local people’s assets and capacities in order to 
better design, implement and monitor participatory mitigation strategies, thus enabling the 
conversion of risks into opportunities for the enhancement of wellbeing and resilience at the local 
community level.  
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Chapter 6 
  

“Strengthening disaster risk governance 
to reduce disaster risk” 

(key priority 2, UNISDR, 2015) 
  
 

 
 
Using the disaster risk reduction paradigm and United Nations principles for post-disaster 
interventions, we analyse the actions of the Italian civil protection agency following the April 2009 
earthquake in L’Aquila (Abruzzo, Italy), especially the use of a command-and-control approach and 
emergency powers. We consider the immediate response, the militarization of the emergency area, the 
establishment of red zones, the provision of emergency shelter and temporary housing, and the 
utilisation of disaster myths. We discuss the failure of the command-and-control approach to respect 
internationally-agreed principles of disaster risk reduction. The tragedy and multidimensionality of 
disaster impacts should induce disaster agencies to carefully consider the social dimensions of disaster 
in planning interventions. We found, however, that decision makers often adopt a ‘command-and-
control’ approach and rely on emergency powers. These institutional arrangements mean disaster 
agencies implement top-down planning without transparency or accountability. There is no systematic 
approach to disaster risk reduction, community empowerment or resilience building. Post-disaster 
interventions are influenced by myths and misconceptions, and do not acknowledge the social 
dimensions of disasters. They increase dependency on external support, annihilate the potentialities of 
local communities, create further environmental and social impacts, violate human rights, while 
worsening vulnerabilities and risks. All this facilitates disaster capitalism and corruption, ultimately 
resulting into a second disaster.  
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Command-and-control, emergency powers, and the failure to observe United 
Nations disaster management principles following the 2009 L’Aquila 

earthquake  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Various international declarations (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015) have 
contributed to the evolution of a disaster risk reduction (DRR) paradigm that should be the basis 
of disaster management in all countries. As currently understood, this paradigm advocates 
building community resilience and supporting local communities to reduce local vulnerabilities 
and enhance capacities to better manage disaster risks and impacts before and after disasters. 
Good governance, the inclusive non-discriminatory participation of affected peoples, respect for 
human rights, consideration of environmental and social impacts of disaster interventions, and 
accountability and transparency, are all required to achieve desired DRR outcomes (UNISDR, 
2005, 2007, 2015; Benson and Twigg, 2007). While this is widely accepted in disaster studies, 
there is little awareness of the DRR paradigm in much current disaster management practice 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2018). As we discuss in this paper, post-disaster interventions continue 
to be implemented by national disaster agencies and international organizations using emergency 
powers, the command-and-control approach, and top-down planning. These institutional 
arrangements are controversial and undermine achievement of DRR outcomes. We discuss how 
these institutional arrangements played out following the April 2009 L’Aquila (Abruzzo, Italy) 
earthquake, and establish that DRR principles were not observed during recovery operations.  
 
In order to support local communities affected by disaster, local and national governments (or 
their disaster response organisations) and international disaster management organizations have 
the critical task of planning, implementing and managing post-disaster interventions. However, 
instead of conforming with the DRR paradigm and United Nations (UN) recommendations, the 
complexities involved often lead them to take a command-and-control approach to disaster 
management. The command-and-control approach has its roots in military theory (Neal and 
Phillips, 1995; Quarantelli, 1995; 1998; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; Rodríguez et al., 2018; 
Coppola, 2015; Wolbers et al., 2016). In essence, it means the exercise of authority through a 
hierarchical chain of command emanating from a commanding officer (US Marine Corps, 1996). 
In disaster management circles, it means more than this, it is an overarching worldview (or way 
of thinking) about post-disaster contexts and how disaster management should be implemented. 
Drawing on a range of official sources (US Marine Corps, 1996; Galanti, 1997; Alberts and 
Hayes, 2003, 2006), the key elements of this worldview can be described as follows. The 
complexity and chaos of disaster mean that regimented action is needed. Time is of the essence. 
A strong commander must take charge, and have a clear and unswaying vision of what needs to 
be done. To avoid decision paralysis, pre-defined schema and pre-determined action plans are 
implemented. The commander’s plan must be clear and simple and effectively communicated 
down the ranks. Compliance must be enforced and there is no room for dissention. The affected 
community are overly-emotional, unprepared and untrained, and their autonomous behaviour is 
a threat to themselves and the wider community. They are not capable of providing useful 
knowledge or contributing to recovery operations. Feedback is unreliable and therefore should be 
ignored, and no interference to the plan can be tolerated. The deprivation of the liberty of local 
people is justified by the situation. Disaster management officers and volunteers are heroes who 
are saving people and property.  
 
Although considered positively by many disaster management agencies, the command-and-
control approach has been described as ‘chaos-command-and-control’ to imply that disasters are 
perceived by many agencies as situations of chaos that need to be controlled (Quarantelli and 
Dynes, 1977; Quarantelli, 1998; Tierney et al., 2006; Wolbers et al., 2016). The approach has 



 162 

been criticized as being strict, rigid and centralized, with the potential to obliterate community 
resilience, extinguish community initiatives, and annihilate the capacities of local communities 
(Drabek and McEntire, 2003; Tierney et al., 2006; Wolbers et al., 2016; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016). It rests on a set of myths and misconceptions that support its worldview, and leads to 
distorted outcomes (Tierney et al., 2006; Alexander, 2007; Solnit, 2009). A key critique is the 
failure of the approach to recognise the social dimensions of disaster and of post-disaster 
interventions (e.g. Tierney and Oliver-Smith, 2012; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017). Drawing on the 
sociology of disasters (Quarantelli, 1995; 1998; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; Rodríguez et al., 
2018), we define the social dimensions of disaster as comprising: the local social conditions (i.e. 
social vulnerabilities and risks) that contribute to the disaster happening; the social impacts on 
affected local communities; the social development goals that should be addressed through post-
disaster interventions; and the social change processes that should be enacted in order to meet 
local people’s needs, perceptions, desires and capacities, and engage and strengthen local 
community resilience. 
 
Arguably, the command-and-control approach has taken hold in disaster agencies because most 
disaster management agencies have their origins in the military, and because of the ongoing high 
level of responsibility most countries accord for disaster management to military and para-
military forces (McEntire, 2007; Tierney, 2007). This has led to disasters being interpreted 
through a ‘war approach’ paradigm and it being commonplace to use military concepts to discuss 
disasters (Gilbert, 1998). This has led to the externalisation of disasters, with disasters being 
considered as external events and even as animistic, supra-natural forces (Dombrowski, 1981). A 
disaster is conceived as an enemy that is threatening community wellbeing and must be defeated, 
and from which local communities must be defended or protected. Thus, disaster response and 
emergency management must be organised through a precise chain of command that guarantees 
rapid response, efficiency, and success in defeating the enemy. 
 
Over time, the command-and-control approach has been transferred to other domains including 
coalitions of governments (e.g. NATO), the expropriation of land for large infrastructure projects, 
and civil protection, humanitarian and peacekeeping operations (Houck, 1993; Alberts and 
Hayes, 2003 UNDPKO, 2008; Guéhenno and Sherman, 2009; Ford, 2012). New word 
constructions have been introduced, including ‘consultation, command and control’, and the 
scope of the approach has been expanded to include the role of political, military and civil 
authorities in political strategizing, crisis management, civil emergency planning, and in 
implementing critical infrastructure (Alberts and Hayes, 2006). In general, the switch from civil 
defence to civil protection arrangements was not accompanied by any real intention to meet 
international DRR guidelines or develop effective community empowerment strategies to 
enhance the resilience of people and places at risk (Alexander, 2002). Despite these 
developments, the fundamental nature of the command-and-control approach adopted also by 
civil protection systems has not changed.  
 
In a disaster context, the command-and-control approach is enacted and legitimated by the 
declaration of a ‘State of Emergency’. In most countries, including Italy, once a State of 
Emergency is declared, disaster management agencies operate as agents (surrogates, delegates) 
of the state (i.e. the national government), are granted emergency powers, and are typically 
covered by state secrecy provisions. Emergency powers are “special prerogatives that a 
government or a president can resort to in extraordinary situations such as war, insurgency, 
terrorist attacks, or other severe threats to the state, environmental calamities, serious industrial 
accidents, pandemics or similar situations that threaten a great number of lives” (Khakee, 2009, 
p.6). With many countries having minimal specification of the conditions governing emergency 
rule in their legal frameworks, various concerns have arisen in relation to the exercise of 
emergency powers (Venice Commission, 1995; Khakee, 2009). This is especially because a State 
of Emergency allows for “derogations from both human rights standards and alterations in the 
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distribution of functions and powers among the different organs of the State” (Venice 
Commission, 1995, p.3). The suspension of proper procedure and governance oversight means 
that there is high potential for improper actions (rent seeking, elite capture and corruption) in 
post-disaster contexts (Saharan, 2015).  
 
By reviewing international DRR principles and guidelines (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; 
UNISDR, 2005; Benson and Twigg, 2007), we critique the use of emergency powers, the 
command-and-control approach and top-down planning used by the Italian Department of Civil 
Protection (DCP) in the recovery operations following the 6 April 2009 earthquake in the Abruzzo 
Region of Italy. We specifically consider how the command-and-control approach was applied 
in relation to the control of looting (jackals), the implementation of restricted areas (red zones), 
and in the provision of emergency shelter and temporary housing. We analyse how the top-down 
planning implemented by the Italian Civil Protection through the use of emergency powers and 
the adoption of the command-and-control approach facilitated elite capture and disaster 
capitalism (Klein, 2007; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Loewenstein, 2015) at national level, 
did not reflect local people’s needs, priorities and desires, and ultimately represented for local 
communities a second disaster in the mid and long-term.  
 
 
International principles and guidelines for disaster management 
 
Although the Office of the United Nations Disaster Relief Co-ordinator (UNDRO) was founded 
in the early 1970s, arguably the DRR paradigm emerged with a 1982 report, Shelter After 
Disaster: Guidelines for Assistance (UNDRO, 1982) and became firmly established with the UN 
Decade of Natural Disaster Reduction in the 1990s. The 1982 UNDRO report was a policy and 
guideline about emergency shelter and post-disaster housing. It sought to address the mistakes of 
past interventions, especially those reported in relation to the 1976 earthquake in Guatemala, 
which UNDRO considered were typical of many post-disaster interventions: “too much aid was 
given away; too many of the houses constructed were merely of an emergency type; some 
organizations used large numbers of foreign volunteers; too much was done under pressure and 
without proper consultation so that the victims became mere spectators of the work carried out 
rather than participants; a lot of reconstruction work was undertaken without first consulting” 
(UNDRO, 1982:1). The report identified 14 principles that should be observed in post-disaster 
interventions (see Table 1). Later revisions of the report largely maintained the original advice 
from 1982 (DfID, 2010; IFRC and OCHA, 2015). 
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The 14 basic principles of disaster management  
 

Principles Description 

1. Avoid anything best 
undertaken by survivors 
themselves. 

The primary resource in the provision of post-disaster shelter is the grass-
roots motivation of survivors, their friends and their families. Disaster 
relief agencies must avoid duplicating anything best undertaken by the 
survivors themselves.  

2. Support and strengthen local 
governance and capacities. 

The correct and logical distribution of roles is crucial. Local authorities 
are the best qualified to decide who should do what, where and when. 
Rather than to usurp the role of local bodies, the priority should be to 
support and strengthen local capacity. 

3. The assessment of human 
needs is more important than any 
damage assessment. 

The rapid accurate assessment of survivors’ needs is more important than 
a detailed assessment of property damage. 

4. The compulsory evacuation of 
survivors should be avoided. 

The compulsory evacuation of disaster survivors can retard the recovery 
process and cause resentment, while facilitating the voluntary movement 
of survivors according to their own needs, can result in positive outcomes. 

5. Local content in building 
emergency shelters should be 
encouraged. 

Disaster relief agencies tend to give an excessive priority to the need for 
imported shelter as a result of mistaken assumptions regarding the 
capacity of survivors, their resources and priorities. 

6. Reconstruction of damaged 
buildings should be a priority 
rather than a focus only on 
temporary solutions. 

The earlier the reconstruction process begins, the lower the ultimate 
social, economic and capital costs of the disaster. 

7. Preparedness is crucial to 
reduce post-disaster impacts. 

Post-disaster needs, including shelter requirements, can be anticipated 
with some accuracy. Effective contingency planning can help to reduce 
distress and homelessness. 

8. Reconstruction is an 
opportunity for risk reduction 
and reform. 

A disaster offers opportunities to reduce the risks of future disasters by 
introducing improved land-use planning, building methods, and building 
regulations based on hazard, vulnerability and risk analyses. 

9. The relocation of 
communities, whether temporary 
or permanent, should be avoided. 

The relocation of people is rarely feasible or appropriate. Services may be 
missing, it exacerbates harm and suffering, and prolongs recovery. If 
relocation is to be considered, it must only be undertaken with the 
informed consent of the community, is close by, the conditions are safe, 
the cost is reasonable, proximity to jobs, and services and utilities are 
available.  

10. Success in reconstruction is 
closely linked to issues of land 
tenure, government land policy, 
and all aspects of land-use and 
infrastructure planning. 

The land issue must be recognised as an integral part of post-disaster 
housing programmes. Social, environmental and economic goals must be 
respected in post-disaster interventions. 

11. Cash donations and the 
creation of dependency should be 
avoided. 

Cash grants are only effective in the short-term, and can create a 
dependency relationship between survivor and disaster relief agencies. It 
is advantageous for individuals and their community to participate in the 
financing of their own reconstruction. 

12. Avoid raising the 
expectations of affected local 
communities. 

It is important for disaster relief agencies not to exacerbate social and 
economic tensions by raising expectations in relation to the type of 
replacement housing that is provided. 

13. The success of post-disaster 
interventions strictly depends on 
accountability and the 
participation of local people. 

The most effective post-disaster interventions results from the 
participation of survivors in determining their own needs and planning 
accordingly. The successful performance of disaster relief agencies is thus 
dependent on their accountability to the recipients of their aid. 

14. Guidelines should be 
developed at the local level, by 
local people, modelled on 
international guidelines. 

Guidelines for post-disaster interventions should be developed at the local 
community level, formulated by local personnel according to local 
conditions (types of risk, culture, knowledge, economic base, social 
system). Such guidelines should be modelled on international guidelines. 

 
Table 6.1. The 14 basic principles of disaster management 

(synthesised from UNDRO, 1982). 
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Principle 7 of the 1982 UNDRO report recommended promoting awareness of the need for more 
focus on reducing the risk of future disasters and enhancing local preparedness. In response to 
this principle, the UN declared the 1990s, the ‘Decade of Natural Disaster Reduction’. Since then, 
disaster management thinking has been evolving from a response-based war paradigm (Fritz, 
1969; Dombrowski, 1981; Gilbert, 1998) to a theoretical approach that focusses on the social pre-
conditions of disaster and on building community resilience (Benson and Twigg, 2007; UNISDR 
and UNDP, 2007). This shift was further promoted by the 1994 Yokohama Strategy and Plan of 
Action for a Safer World. Two key messages of the Yokohama strategy were that “disaster 
response alone is not sufficient, as it yields temporary results at a very high cost” and that “disaster 
prevention, mitigation and preparedness are better than disaster response” to achieve DRR and 
community resilience outcomes at the local community level (IDNDR, 1994, p.4).  
 
Since the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction in 1999, the United Nations has advocated 
that DRR must be fully interlinked with social and environmental development (Coppola, 2015). 
Disaster management thinking expanded from mitigating disaster impacts after disasters, to also 
considering the reduction of social and environmental vulnerabilities and risks, and enhancing 
local community resilience. Effective local community involvement became a key component of 
DRR and disaster risk governance. International DRR thinking considered that it was crucial that 
local communities play a pro-active role in enhancing DRR at the local level. 
 
The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 (UNISDR, 2005) argued that strenghtening 
community resilience was crucial to enhance DRR and preparedness, and that resilience should 
be integrated as a social development goal in each disaster management phase, both before and 
after disasters occur. The Hyogo report emphasised the need for more “proactive measures, 
bearing in mind that the phases of relief, rehabilitation and reconstruction following a disaster are 
windows of opportunity for the rebuilding of livelihoods and for the planning and the 
reconstruction of physical and socio-economic structures, in a way that will build community 
resilience and reduce vulnerability to future disaster risks” (UNISDR, 2005, p.5). 
 
The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2015) remarked on 
the need for empowerment and inclusive, accessible and non-discriminatory participation of all 
relevant stakeholders, including local communities, academia, business and professional 
associations, and financial institutions. It acknowledged that DRR can only be achieved by paying 
special attention to people disproportionately affected by disaster. It emphasised the need for 
“investing in the economic, social, health, cultural and educational resilience of persons, 
communities and countries and the environment” (UNISDR, 2015, p.11). The Sendai Framework 
considered the key priority areas to be: understanding risks; strengthening disaster risk 
governance; investing in DRR for resilience; and enhancing disaster preparedness for effective 
response and to build back better in recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction. The Sendai 
Framework indicated that the recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction phases are opportunities 
to ‘Build Back Better’ through integrating disaster risk reduction into development measures. 
Together with enhancing the resilience of communities, the United Nations recommends that 
post-disaster operations be better incorporated into the sustainable development of affected areas 
(UNISDR, 2015). 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This paper is part of a larger research project looking at the social dimensions of the L’Aquila 
earthquake at each disaster management phase. The overall project used a wide range of methods, 
including action research, auto-ethnography, ethnography, participant observation, fieldwork 
discussions, fieldnotes, blogging, surveys immediately following the 2009 earthquake, document 
analysis of all relevant documents, a media analysis of reporting about the earthquake and its 
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aftermath; 37 in-depth interviews with key informants; and over 250 interviews with people in 
local communities undertaken between 2009 and 2018. This paper is primarily about the response 
and recovery phases. It draws on participant observation in the tent camps in 2009, the media 
analysis of reporting during the recovery and reconstruction periods, and 14 formal, in-depth, 
retrospective interviews with key informants conducted in 2017.  
 
The primary author is an Italian citizen who was resident in the L’Aquila region for most of his 
life. He was present in L’Aquila city on the night of the earthquake and lived in the L’Aquila 
mountain province for the following seven years. As a young professional, he was well integrated 
in the L’Aquila community. In the days after the earthquake, as a reflexive scholar and 
practitioner, he began taking notes of his experiences and of what he witnessed.  
 
The retrospective interviews were conducted in 2017 with a range of key local people who were 
ideal ‘key informants’ in that were knowledgeable about what happened in the L’Aquila region 
after the earthquake, and were willing to speak frankly with us. They included a councillor from 
L’Aquila City Council, the Mayors of two mountain villages, a lawyer representing the families 
of victims, three seismologists, and seven people who emerged as spokespersons for their various 
communities. All had been affected by the command-and-control approach. They were identified 
by using the lead author’s networks, and by approaching people cited in the media. To avoid 
formulaic responses and to focus on the consequences of disaster management on local 
communities, it was deliberately decided not to interview people who were highly associated 
with: the leading political parties; the key protest movements; or the disaster management 
agencies. The interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed. Informed consent was 
obtained for all formal interviews and general principles of ethical social research were observed 
(Vanclay et al., 2013). Information was cross-checked (triangulated) with other sources where 
possible. All interviews were done in Italian. For this paper, extracts from the interviews were 
translated into English by the primary author, with some adaptation by the native English 
speaking co-author. In our translations, we have reflected the intended or implied meaning as 
would be said in English, rather than providing the exact literal translation. 
 
 
The L’Aquila earthquake of 6 april 2009 
 
The earthquake (6.3 Mw) devastated the regional capital, L’Aquila, and 56 surrounding 
municipalities, killing 309 persons, injuring some 1,500 and rendering some 70,000 people 
homeless in the affected area, which became known as ‘the crater’. The extent of damage meant 
that a massive recovery operation was arguably necessary, and many elaborate schemes were 
implemented in the recovery, reconstruction and development phases (Alexander, 2010; 2013).  
 
A State of Emergency was declared immediately after the earthquake, and remained in force for 
three years, an extraordinary long period (Venice Commission 1995; Khakee, 2009; Alexander, 
2010; 2013). A large number of emergency and military personnel was deployed. A huge 
contingent of the world’s media arrived and stayed for months. The government played to the 
media, including by orchestrating a State Funeral on 10 April 2009, which was broadcast 
nationally and internationally. The holding of the G8 summit in L’Aquila in July 2009, which 
had been relocated by Berlusconi from La Maddalena (Sardinia region) to L’Aquila at short 
notice, was another act of mediatization (Farinosi and Trerè, 2010), and intensified militarization 
in the crater. Restricted areas (red zones) were established almost immediately and were still in 
force after ten years, excluding people from the centres of L’Aquila and surrounding villages. 
The recovery process has been severely criticised (Frisch, 2010; Alexander, 2010; 2013; 
Calandra, 2012; OECD, 2013; Ozerdem and Rufini, 2013; Fois and Forino, 2014; Forino, 2015; 
Contreras et al., 2017), including by an European Parliament inquiry (Søndergaard, 2013), which 
was concerned about the misuse of the €493 million provided by the European Union. The 
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L’Aquila Prosecutor’s Office, the National Anti-Mafia Department (Direzione Nazionale Anti-
Mafia, DNA) (DNA, 2016), and the Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry into the Mafia (Bindi, 
2018) have also conducted inquiries into financial irregularities and mafia involvement. These 
reports confirmed the infiltration of mafia in post-disaster reconstruction in both public and 
private works. Since the earthquake, there have been many legal actions relating to allegations of 
fraud, corruption, bribery, inadequate public administration and mafia infiltration (Alexander, 
2013; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2018). Ten years after the earthquake, L’Aquila is still a crater. The 
red zones are still in place, and over 10,000 people still live in temporary accommodation.  
 
 
The immediate response 
 
The earthquake happened at 3.32 in the early morning of Monday 6 April 2009. Immediately, 
local people helped each other. The devastation was extensive. Many buildings were damaged 
and public utilities and services were disrupted. Local service personnel (fire, police, ambulance) 
spontaneously went to their command posts. Given the extent of devastation, it did not take long 
for the authorities to realise there was a major problem and a significant response would be 
needed. The situation room of the Department of Civil Protection (DCP) in Rome went into 
action, with the leaders of Italy’s multiple police forces, army, fire and other emergency services 
being called up (at 4.17), and the emergency coordinating body, Unitá di Crisi S3, enacted. 
Emergency services personnel from all over Italy were called up and sprang into action. The 
timing of their arrival in L’Aquila largely depended on their travel distance, which in many cases 
was within an hour or two.  
 
At 7.17, it was announced that a State of Emergency would be declared, and at 8.43 Prime 
Minister Silvio Berlusconi signed the official statement, which was subsequently formalised 
(DPCM, 2009). Guido Bertolaso, the Chief of the DCP, was appointed Delegated Commissioner 
of the Italian Government (Commissario Delegato) and charged with providing all forms of 
assistance and protection of the primary interests of the affected population (ogni forma di 
assistenza e di tutela degli interessi pubblici primari delle popolazioni interessate), as well as 
appropriate measures to bring the emergency to an end (idonea al superamento del contesto 
emergenziale) and to safeguard human lives (salvaguardia delle vite umane) (art.1, subpara.2, 
DPCM 6-4-2009). Later that day, Berlusconi appointed the Chief of the Italian Secret Services, 
Franco Gabrielli, as the new Prefect (representative of the national government) for the Province 
of L’Aquila (replacing Aurelio Cozzani who had retired a few days earlier). The Chief of the 
National Police, Antonio Manganelli, was also given the responsibilities of Chief of the local 
police. 
 
Because most official buildings in L’Aquila were severely damaged, some senior DCP staff did 
a quick aerial survey by helicopter shortly after dawn (around 6.15) to assess which buildings 
were intact and could be used to house a local coordination centre. They decided that the most 
suitable building to use was the Italian Finance Police (IFP) school in Coppito, a suburb 5 kms 
from the centre. The local radio station played an important role in local communications. Local 
public officials and civic-minded individuals realised that they would need to coordinate and 
travelled to L’Aquila, being informed by radio that they should go to the IFP building (Imperiale 
and Vanclay, 2016).  
 
The Minister for the Interior, who was also responsible for emergency services, Roberto Maroni, 
together with Manganelli, travelled to L’Aquila from Milan, arriving around midday. As soon as 
they arrived, Maroni announced that 1,500 fire officers and 200 police officers had been 
dispatched and that, in order to ensure efficient rostering, around 12,000 fire officers would be 
utilised. That evening on TV, the Minister for Defence, Ignazio La Russa, declared that 
arrangements had been made to ensure 1,000 military personnel would be present in L’Aquila at 
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any time, and that over 3,000 would be deployed to ensure adequate rostering. Within 48 hours 
of the earthquake, over 10,000 rescuers had registered as being present in L’Aquila, including 
volunteers and personnel from the fire service, police and army. By the end of April, a total of 
17,000 external service persons had visited L’Aquila (Mantini, 2010). By the end of August, the 
number had reached over 100,000 volunteers, primarily coming from other regions of Italy (Il 
Centro, 7 July 2009).  
 
To facilitate coordination of the emergency, the DCP established a command unit called 
Direzione di Comando e Controllo (DICOMAC) (Directorate of Command and Control). 
According to DCP’s online glossary (DCP, 2018), DICOMAC is a coordination unit for the 
operational components and structures necessary for civil protection, which is enacted in an 
affected area when considered necessary by the DCP in situations of a national emergency. 
Although DICOMAC was mentioned in Italian Disaster Management manual, which is known 
as Il Metodo Augustus (the Augustus Method) (Galanti, 1997), it was likely first implemented 
with the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake. However, rather than being a coordination mechanism 
addressed to restore and support local governance functions, DICOMAC replaces or substitutes 
them. In this way, DICOMAC became the extraordinary government of the crater (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016). In L’Aquila, DICOMAC was internally structured according to its operational 
functions and by 7 geographically-dispersed centres of command called COMs. The COMs were 
led by civil protection personnel with the primary objective of managing emergency shelter. By 
11 April 2009, some 170 tent camps had been established.  
 
The rapid response of the emergency services is a feature of the command-and-control approach, 
and arguably one of its strengths (FEMA, 2011). However, the success of emergency response 
largely depends on and responds to bottom-up information from local people about what actions 
are needed and where assistance is required. The disaster studies literature reports that, even in 
times of extreme urgency, “average citizens, victims’ friends, family, and neighbors perform the 
majority of search and rescue in the initial minutes and hours of a disaster. These people locate 
victims by listening for calls for help, watching for other signs of life, and using information to 
estimate where the trapped person may be” (Coppola, 2015:328). In L’Aquila, the many people 
who escaped unscathed went around providing help wherever they could, locating victims, 
helping each other and organizing themselves to rescue other people (Spila, 2010; Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016). These collective actions were a major part of the search and rescue effort.  
 
The State of Emergency accorded the DCP with emergency powers, specifically the power of 
injunction (i.e. to issue ordinances on behalf of the government) and the power of exception (i.e. 
derogation of ordinary rules and requirements, in effect giving the DCP the ability to act 
unilaterally). All actions, including emergency shelter and temporary housing provision, were 
carried out in the absence of ordinary restrictions and controls, and in disregard of all norms 
usually applied to public administration, including those relating to contracts, outsourcing, public 
procurement and prevention from mafia infiltration (art.3, OPCM n.3753). The DCP also had 
access to the Civil Protection Fund, giving it relatively unrestricted access to funding. 
 
 
The Jackals Alert and other looters 
 
During the morning of 6 April 2009, a SkyTG24 journalist interviewed the National Police Chief 
Manganelli by phone while he was travelling by car to L’Aquila. Even before arriving in 
L’Aquila, he said that he was already thinking about what measures to implement against 
‘jackals’. By jackals, he meant looters, which in his mind was a typical occurrence following 
disasters. 
 



 169 

Technically, jackals are opportunistic omnivores of the dog family (genus Canis), which roam in 
groups and survive by scavenging. Although there is much classic mythology about jackals, 
(especially Egyptian mythology, for example the god, Anubis, who is the protector of graves and 
the guide of souls), in contemporary times jackals are associated with roving gangs of thieves or 
louts. In Italian, the word, sciacallo (jackal), means an unscrupulous person who steals goods 
from other people’s properties and/or turns other people’s tragedies into their own advantage. 
Sciacallaggio (jackalism, looting) refers to this opportunistic behaviour.  
 
Soon after his arrival in L’Aquila, Manganelli immediately issued a press release to say that the 
first thing he saw on his arrival to the new temporary police station was the first people to be 
arrested for looting. This message was released by the national press agency (ANSA) at 15.09 
(La Repubblica 2009), and it was published online by several national newspapers. At 15.47, this 
news was amplified by the President of the L’Aquila Province, Stefania Pezzopane, who said: 
“There are jackals around, even within a few minutes of the earthquake they were already looting” 
(Il Messaggero, 6 April 2009).  
 
The next morning (7 April), in a clear snub to Manganelli, the Finance Police, which had 
responsibility for night-time monitoring of the city centre, issued a press release saying there had 
been no looting during the night (Il Sole 24 Ore, 2009a). Despite this, and notwithstanding that 
there had been no mention of looting in any news or police report during 7 April, the DCP issued 
a press release at 10.19 on 8 April saying: “Jackals are arriving from all over Italy” (La 
Repubblica, 2009). Later that day, two men were arrested for looting, which was widely 
publicised. At 18.43, however, they were declared innocent and it was accepted that they were 
inhabitants going back to their own houses to extract their own possessions from the rubble. 
Messages in the media were misleading: they rarely acknowledged the two people were innocent. 
 
The position of the Italian government was that looting was a matter of major concern. It 
promulgated alarm about looting in order to introduce a suite of measures including: the 
militarisation of the emergency area, with a large deployment of soldiers; the establishment of 
red zones; the coordination of ‘hunting packs’, i.e. squads of police who patrol the emergency 
area (with over 500 police being deployed for this purpose, in squads of 30, see Ponte, 2009); the 
introduction of a new crime, sciacallaggio (looting), with severe penalties; a fast track procedure 
to hear alleged looting offences; and new powers to the DCP so that they could expel people from 
the crater. It was considered that all this was justifiable in order to make people feel comfortable 
while leaving their homes and belongings behind when they were sent to emergency 
accommodation.  
 
Immediately after the State Funeral (10 April), Prime Minister Berlusconi gave an interview in 
which he said, amongst other things, that 4 people were arrested that day for looting and that they 
would stand trial the same day as a result of the new fast track procedure. He also said that 700 
police officers had already been deployed to prevent further looting (Il Sole 24 Ore, 2009b). As 
it happened, at the fast-track trial, these four people were declared innocent.  
 
In DRR circles, looting is regarded as one of the disaster myths rather than being a reality. While 
instances of looting are frequently reported in the media, considered analysis generally finds that 
instances of looting are rare, especially in the immediate aftermath of a disaster, and that those 
charged with looting are usually ordinary people legitimately going about their own business 
(Tierney, 2003; Heide, 2004; Tierney et al., 2006; Alexander, 2007; Constable, 2008; Nogami 
and Yoshida, 2014; Baker and Ludwig, 2018; Lorenz et al., 2018; Nogami, 2018).  
 
We interviewed two police officers (in 2017) who had been based in L’Aquila in 2009. In stark 
contrast to the official story about looting, these police officers told us that there were no jackals 
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during the night of the earthquake, nor during the days afterwards. Even in the months following 
the disaster, only a few cases of looting were registered, most of which were false alarms.  
 
A journalist with the newspaper, La Repubblica, Meo Ponte, accompanied the Carabinieri police 
while they were supposedly hunting jackals. From his accounts (Ponte, 2009, online), we can 
read that the city centre was a ‘ghost city’, that there were no jackals, and that the only people 
stopped were local inhabitants going to their own homes. The police officer coordinating the 
hunting pack said: “We have never had a major problem with crime … this is a city with a low 
crime index, some problems related to drug use by the university students, some robberies made 
by itinerant criminals, some family quarrels, that’s all, nothing more. The local population has 
always cooperated with us. Here, they all know each other and a new face is easily recognisable.” 
Ponte concluded his story saying that there was not even a shadow of a jackal. 
 
Actually, on the morning of the earthquake there were many unscrupulous characters ready to 
turn the L’Aquila tragedy to their own advantage. They were not that kind of jackal conceived by 
the DCP, they were influential entrepreneurs in the building industry. The night of the earthquake, 
they were not digging in the rubble to steal goods from damaged houses, they were lying 
comfortably in their beds in their mansions, hundreds of kilometres away, laughing and thinking 
about the great business opportunities the earthquake presented, certain they would be appointed 
to reconstruct the crater. This was clearly illustrated in a phone call at 15.34 on the day of the 
earthquake between two construction entrepreneurs, Pierfrancesco Gagliardi and his brother-in-
law, Francesco Piscicelli, who had links to the government taskforce for the management of big 
events (Struttura di Missione per gli anniversari di interessi nazionali, which is known in Italy 
as the Ferratella). This phone call was published online by the national newspaper, Libero, on 11 
February 2010 (slightly modified, author translation and interpretation) (the audio recording is 
available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WPyzHIP5huA).  
 

Gagliardi: You, in the Ferratella, should be interested in this earthquake, because [to get full benefit 
out of this opportunity] we need to start in top gear immediately. There is not an earthquake 
everyday!  

Piscicelli: [laughing] No. There isn’t, I know.  
Gagliardi: [laughing] Oh, for heaven’s sake, poor people. 
Piscicelli: Okay, bye. 
Gagliardi: [laughing] You understand, don’t you? [what needs to be done to cash in] 
Piscicelli: [laughing] Yeah, sure, I was laughing this morning at 3.30 in bed.  
Gagliardi: [laughing] Yeah, me too. Okay, ciao.  
Piscicelli: Ciao. 

 
This recording was important in that it led to the uncovering of a network of criminal 
entrepreneurs with strong links to the government and the DCP. With this recording, prosecutors 
examining the awarding of contracts associated with the G8 summit could apply leverage to 
Gagliardi and Piscicelli, which led to them giving evidence about others in the ring. Significant 
identities were subsequently charged for crimes against the public administration, including: 
Guido Bertolaso (the DCP Chief), Diego and Daniele Anemone (noted entrepreneurs), Angelo 
Balducci (President of the Public Works Superior Council), Francesco Pittorru (retired General 
of the Finance Police, and former intelligence agent), Fabio De Santis (Superintendent of Public 
Works for the Tuscany Region), Riccardo Fusi (a building entrepreneur from Prato, Tuscany 
region) and Denis Verdini (politician). Although, Bertolaso was acquitted, and the legal action 
against Verdini and Daniele Anemone expired (statue-barred), the others were sentenced to 
several years in jail. Despite Bertolaso’s acquittal, evidence of his association with Anemone was 
well established (Sarzanini, 2010).  
 
With the publication of the phone call, a Facebook group called Quelli che a L’Aquila alle 3.32 
non ridevano (those who were in L’Aquila at 3.32 did not laugh) was established as a protest of 
indignation, with over 3,000 people signing up within 24 hours. The group functioned as a sharing 
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space where local people wrote about what they were doing on the night of the earthquake and 
about their concerns regarding the ongoing saga of the recovery process. It also worked as a 
platform for sharing news and information about events. For example, a demonstration was held 
in the L’Aquila city centre on 14 February 2010 to protest about the exclusion of people from the 
city centre and the slow process of reconstruction. About 300 people participated in the rally and 
the symbolic act of breaking-through the barriers of the red zone. As a way to advocate for 
participatory reconstruction, each protestor symbolically took a stone or brick from the rubble. 
The rally gained a lot of media exposure, including a YouTube video by a local filmmaker, Luca 
Cococetta, called L’Aquila è nostra (L’Aquila is ours) (Cococetta, 2010). This protest led to 
further demonstrations, including one held two weeks later, which attracted 2,000 participants, 
and to a movement called Il popolo delle carriole (People of the Wheelbarrows) (Farinosi and 
Treré, 2010). The expression, Io non ridevo (‘I was not laughing’ or ‘I did not laugh’) became 
the battle cry of a wider thinking that criticizes opportunism and corruption in post-disaster 
situations (Farinosi and Trerè, 2010).  
 
 
Militarization and the creation of Red Zones 
 
The deployment of thousands of fire, police, emergency and military personnel in the immediate 
aftermath of the earthquake reflected the Italian Government’s strategy to ensure and demonstrate 
the response would be a success (Alexander, 2010). During the days and months following the 
earthquake, the L’Aquila landscape was dominated by the presence of a large number of people 
in uniform or hi-vis clothing, as well as a large number of emergency, police and military 
vehicles. The presence of military and para-military forces drastically increased during the G8, 
when even more severe restrictions and surveillance mechanisms were imposed. Many local 
people felt that they had been besieged, and this feeling was exacerbated by the militaristic 
approach implemented by the DCP in the tent camps. The DCP initially called the tent camps 
‘aree di ricovero’ (recovery areas), although ‘campi base’ (basecamp), a military term, became 
widely used. They were renamed ‘aree di accoglienza’ (i.e. welcome areas) for the G8 summit, 
although this term was seldom used by the inhabitants. 
 
The militarization of the crater contributed to creating an unbearable environment. As one local 
person said: 
 

“The most terrifying feeling I had … was that L’Aquila absolutely seemed like a post-war setting 
rather than a post-earthquake territory. The most devastating characteristic was the total militarization 
– in that it dominated everything, the continued demand for identification documents, the very strong 
limitations on the movement of local people, and a very extensive control over the whole territory. 
These measures did not have any justifiable reason given that there was just an earthquake. I do not 
want to diminish the event, but I ask: Why should an earthquake generate such a mass control 
mechanism on the local affected population? ... There were continued identification checks, and police 
and military checkpoints everywhere … They asked you thousands of questions … They did not allow 
you to get in the basecamps where your friends were. … While the DCP’s written ordinances … were 
raining down, many non-written ordinances were raining down too, … such as, you can’t go there, you 
can’t do this, you can’t bring that. In such a situation, you would often experience their arbitrariness. 
You could ask: Who said that? Where is it written? To whom can I object? [but you would never get 
an answer.] The pervasiveness of all this control left me stunned. As I said before, there was an 
earthquake, there wasn’t a civil war such that you had to make some of the population responsible for 
the conflict and put them in open air prison camps!” 

 
On 8 April 2009, the L’Aquila Mayor declared that, for public safety reasons, he had decided to 
shut down the city centre because of the risk of building collapse and looting. By creating 
exclusion zones (known as ‘red zones’), the Mayor’s ordinance n.73 banned public access to the 
L’Aquila city centre. Other ordinances established red zones in all villages in the crater. The red 
zones were implemented promptly. Initially, military personnel patrolled the perimeters, but 
within a few days, high fences were erected. For several years, platoons of armed soldiers 
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maintained constant vigil in the red zones. No unauthorized persons were permitted to enter 
without being accompanied. Officers were available to accompany people who needed to go to 
their houses to obtain essential belongings. However, all this contributed to the worsening 
disaffection of local inhabitants and their sense of alienation and disenfranchisement. 
 
While people were locked out from the historical city centres, many private building firms were 
carrying out interventions on public and private buildings in the red zones, including demolitions 
and shoring-up solutions. These measures were implemented under emergency procedures, 
without any engagement of local homeowners, and through direct assignments rather than 
following ordinary procedures. They were directly managed by the mayors and the technical 
directors of the local municipalities, who had been assigned the same extraordinary powers as the 
DCP. The State of Emergency lasted for three years, but certain decisions taken under this regime 
(e.g. about demolitions and safety measures) continued to be implemented for years afterwards 
through the same extraordinary procedures. Notwithstanding the militarization of the crater, there 
was a lack of monitoring of the implementation of safety measures, widespread corruption, and 
scandals around the shoring-up solutions and direct assignments.  
 
The presence of the military was justified by the apparent need to make local people feel protected 
from the supposed risk of jackals. Among the first statements Prime Minister Berlusconi made 
after the earthquake was a paternalistic message that the State sympathized with the earthquake 
victims, that local people could leave the area and go on holidays to hotels along the Adriatic 
coast, with the army being present to protect their houses and belongings (AbruzzoLiveTV, 
2009).  
 
Politicians often consider that deploying the army is a way to display that they are taking charge 
in complex situations. However, by all accounts, the extent of the presence of the army in 
L’Aquila was excessive (Alexander, 2010; Venturini and Verlinghieri, 2011; Alexander, 2013; 
Bock, 2017) and visitors to L’Aquila considered that the military presence was absurd. Why were 
they there? They were certainly not there to protect people or property from jackals, but only as 
a display of power for political advantage. Arguably, the high visibility of state intervention in 
the immediate response functioned to disguise the lack of effort in preparedness and to thwart 
demands for reflection on institutional responsibilities. The heavy-handed use of military troops 
together with other command-and-control tactics meant that local people were locked out of their 
homes and their city or village for years, leading to homelessness and a loss of their sense of 
place. Conversely, building firms were left to conduct their business in the red zones unchecked 
and unsupervised. 
 
 
Emergency shelter, evacuation, eviction  
 
The extent of devastation quickly became apparent after sunrise on the morning of the earthquake. 
Over 30,000 buildings had been damaged, and around 70,000 people were homeless. By the 
afternoon of the 6 April, the DCP had identified a number of places (including sporting fields) 
where people could find refuge. The DCP started establishing tent camps at these locations, but 
the demand was great. On the night of 6 April (the evening after the earthquake) and for several 
nights following many people slept in their cars, caravans or other makeshift arrangements. Some 
600 people slept in train carriages, which were made available by the Italian Railway Network at 
the nearby railway station. Some people with second houses or relatives elsewhere left the crater. 
In rural areas, many local communities made their own accommodation arrangements (Imperiale 
and Vanclay, 2016).  
 
By the evening of the 6 April, the DCP decided that they would commence an evacuation of the 
crater, which they publicly announced by radio on the morning of 7 April. The local hotel 
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association was contracted to arrange thousands of hotel rooms. The DCP established information 
points at various places around L’Aquila where people could obtain information about the 
housing options. At these information points, people who wanted to be rehoused were allocated 
to locations, sometimes up to 170 kms away. Busses were available for people who needed 
transport. To be assigned a hotel room, people had to go to the police station in the town to which 
they were allocated.  
 
The DCP’s radio message was intended primarily as an encouragement to leave. With people 
fearful of further earthquakes, many accepted this invitation, perhaps without regard to the 
consequences of this decision. People were then forced to stay in emergency hotel 
accommodation for periods ranging from six months to over a year, something they did not expect 
and for which they were unprepared.  
 
By the end of April, the crater population had become split between the tent camps near L’Aquila 
and the hotels along the Abruzzo coast. A local newspaper (Il Centro, 30 April 2009) reported 
that, of the 70,000 people displaced by the earthquake, 65,988 were assisted by the DCP, 
including: 23,168 accommodated in hotels; 6,956 in private accommodation in the other cities in 
Abruzzo; and 35,864 located in 170 tent camps across the crater.  
 
The length of time people had to stay in hotels varied, with some being moved into the new 
temporary houses (from 29 September 2009 on), while others had to remain in hotel 
accommodation until May 2010 when sufficient housing became available. The people who had 
established themselves in the tent camps were evicted in September 2009, with the government 
having declared during the G8 that no one would remain in the tent camps after this date. 
 
The cost of all this accommodation was phenomenal. The Abruzzo Region agreed with the 
regional association of hotels (Federalberghi) that the government would provide €47 per person 
per day (Il Centro, 22 August 2009). One report (DCP, 2011) indicated that the total cost of the 
hotel accommodation was €180 million. We estimated that for the first few months after the 
earthquake, the cost of hotel accommodation was over €1.2 million per day. This was a huge 
financial benefit to the tourism industry, as a local councillor explained in an interview with us 
in 2017: 
 

“With the L’Aquila earthquake, hotel businesses that were usually only open 4 to 5 months per year – 
from May/June to September/October – instead were kept open for 24 months consecutively hosting 
displaced people from L’Aquila for two years. All rooms were full! Everyday, lunches and dinners, 
lunches and dinners … For hotel managers, this was a business that wouldn’t happen twice in their 
life!”  
 

The 170 tent camps required 5,643 tents, 101 field kitchens and 37 field medical centres (Il 
Centro, 30 April 2009). Some tents were for 4 people, others were for up to 15 people. Within 
each camp, there was an eating area, kitchen, toilet block, and a recreational area. The DCP also 
provided food and water, health care, psychological support and social activities. The DCP 
directly engaged with service providers for the provision of equipment and consumables, and 
paid all costs. DCP contracts for food supply were mostly with non-local companies. Local 
produce was rarely utilised. Thus local agricultural production was affected, first by the 
earthquake and then by the lack of sales. Despite protest by some local producers, even milk and 
bread was imported. Consequently, after some months, the local cooperative milk factory went 
bankrupt with flow-on consequences for local farmers.  
 
All DCP arrangements were arguably subject to state secrecy provisions. As a long-serving local 
councillor said: 
 

I perfectly remember the discussions we [the Council] had the first years after the earthquake when, 
several times, we asked the DCP and its Chief, Bertolaso, to provide us with financial statements or a 
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fair account of the money spent and decisions taken. I always heard the same formulaic answer, that 
“the DCP’s work is not subject to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers’ control, much less to the 
local council’s control”, just like in the Secret Services! 

 
An exposé by the antimafia NGO, Libera (2010), revealed that there was gross mismanagement 
in the provision of services in the tent camps. For example, it determined that there was a surplus 
of around 1600 portable toilets. The cost of the tent camps was around €1 million per day (Libera, 
2010). A DCP report to the European Commission indicated that the total cost of the tent camps 
was €140 million and that the total cost of all emergency assistance for the first 6 months was 
€430 million (DCP, 2011). 
 
The division of the population into basecamps and hotels along the coast created social 
relationship difficulties for the affected people. People lodging in hotels said they were living as 
‘earthquake victims’ in a place they did not feel was their own, far away from their hometown, 
relatives and work. While arguably this was comfortable for the first few days, as the months 
went by, they could not hide the discomfort, alienation and the discrimination they experienced, 
especially during summer when the service they received was different to that of the tourists 
staying in the hotels. Many felt as if they had been deported.  
 
The situation in the basecamps was also unpleasant. They were perceived by some as being 
‘concentration camps’ due to the high level of control. Some basecamps were very rigid, run by 
strict military personnel, some of which even conducted flag ceremonies twice a day. In many 
cases, access was denied to non-residents, and to gain entry inhabitants had to carry identity 
papers and present them on demand. There were differences between the DCP camps and the 
camps led by local communities. People living in self-organized camps in the mountain villages 
felt more joyful, happy, and proud (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016). An interviewee said: “We did 
not agree with the military management of the basecamps because you were forced to be like you 
were in a military barracks … there were a lot of people that had to control and manage 
everything, and this prevented the earthquake victims from cooperating with each other”. Another 
participant asked rhetorically: “How would it be possible to help in the kitchen if there were 
already 20 DCP volunteers working there? The problem was that there were too many volunteers 
from outside, and even if you wanted to help, it was not possible!” 
 
Any public meeting that local groups wanted to organize in the camps were subject to DCP 
control. While there were DCP-led camp assemblies that provided information to residents, these 
were top-down information sessions, and people who made critical comments were often 
harassed and intimidated. Although there were social activities arranged by residents and by some 
cultural associations, around the end of May 2009, it was decided that all cultural activities had 
to be authorized by DCP staff. As a local councillor said: 
 

“They were really quick to immediately censor whatever private initiative you wanted to organize in 
the basecamp. For example, even if you wanted to organize movie nights in the basecamp where you 
were living, the DCP officer-in-charge would tell you to go to DICOMAC to ask permission … If they 
agreed, they then took over your initiative”. 

 
Life in the tent camps became institutionalized and was subject to routine, with a strict time 
schedule. The command-and-control approach heavily influenced people’s emotions, attitudes 
and behaviours. An atmosphere of fear was created, especially through the ‘jackals alert’, which 
led local people to think and act as if there were enemies about. As explained by one interviewee: 
 

“All these restrictions of a military kind in the basecamps, such as: getting in without leaving an 
identity document at the entrance was forbidden; getting out after 10 pm was forbidden; at 10.30 pm 
private tents had to be closed up. … [These restrictions] were somehow supported by the population: 
people thought that it was right that the basecamps had to be closed at 10 pm because there were 
‘dangers’, and then you discover that these ‘dangers’ were absolutely fictional. For example, in one 
mountain suburb … in the little basecamp of 40 tents, residents got the absurd idea of establishing 
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surveillance patrols to watch the basecamp at night. Thus, in a little basecamp of 40 tents with only 
local people, where nothing would go except only some wolves occasionally, at 4 am there would be 
a surveillance patrol of four to five local inhabitants patrolling their village. And this attitude, of course, 
was influenced by the climate the DCP had created”. 

 
Over time, the command-and-control approach contributed to changing residents’ feelings, 
attitudes and behaviours. An interviewee from a remote mountain village provided an interesting 
account. Due to the remoteness of her village, the DCP only arrived some weeks after the 
earthquake. Before they arrived, local people were self-organizing. When the DCP arrived, 
something radically changed, and the community-mindedness of the first weeks was 
extinguished: 
 

“I remember that in the basecamp where I lived immediately after the earthquake, there was a 
wonderful climate until the DCP arrived. … There was a climate of brotherhood. But with the arrival 
of the DCP assistance, everything changed. I perfectly remember the switch that happened. I don’t 
know, perhaps people did not feel responsible anymore for the commons, and it began to be a rush to 
get the most from the DCP, a gold rush! Instead of cooperating, they began to look at each other with 
suspicion and jealousy”. 
 

The over-assistance of the DCP not only changed local people’s feelings, attitudes and behaviours 
increasing their dependence, it served to encourage acceptance of DCP’s rules and plans. A sense 
of totalisation was reported by one interviewee: 
 

“[life in the tent camps] was like in a concentration camp … I mean, they created a structure in which 
it was forbidden to discuss, it was forbidden to contest, it was necessary to obey. The DCP thought 
about everything: Do you want a pair of shoes? Tomorrow, the temporary outlet in the basecamp 
would open and you could get whatever kind of shoes you wanted. Do you want wholemeal bread? 
Tomorrow, the temporary outlet in the basecamp would open and you could get wholemeal bread. It 
was for free, everything was for free! All we ask of you in return is that you must accept our rules! 
Then we put in a bit of fear of the jackals, we say they can loot, and the population obviously feels the 
need to be protected and empathizes and adapts to this situation.” 

 
Building acceptance through providing assistance and creating dependency also helped build an 
uncritical “divinization” of the commander and his heroic actions. As the local councillor told us: 
“I remember when Bertolaso begun to tour around the tent camps … to make people feel the 
State’s presence, he was welcomed like a hero. People were waiting 15 minutes in a queue to kiss 
his hand”. 
 
The DCP did not contribute to enhancing social cohesion, to the capacity of local people to 
autonomously build a common vision for their own future, or to develop a shared plan for their 
recovery. The vision that was mainstreamed was the DCP’s vision, and the plan that was decided 
upon and implemented was the plan that the DCP had already decided to implement. The only 
decision the local population had to make was to accept or oppose the DCP’s plan. This created 
conflict between those who agreed and those who opposed the plan. In contrast to the building of 
social cohesion that is a feature of place-based policies, inevitably the top-down imposition of 
plans always creates division (Barca et al., 2012; OECD, 2013). 
 
With the Italian government’s battle cry that was promulgated during the G8, “From tents to 
homes within 6 months!”, when the 6 months were up and the temporary housing policies had 
failed to achieve the targets, the DCP evicted the people living in the tent camps. The tent 
residents were ordered to leave their tents for accommodation in hotels (most around 60 kms 
away) or to relocate to the modular buildings that had been established in the nearby military 
compound. This forced relocation created much resentment and protest, especially given that 
many people had made themselves quite at home in the tents by furnishing them with their 
personal belongings from their destroyed homes. For people sent to hotels, major concerns were 
the distance from their workplace and the breakdown of their social networks. 
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Temporary housing provision: The CASE Project 
 
It was obvious from the first day that reconstruction would be a long-term process and that a 
temporary housing solution would be needed to accommodate people for some years while 
reconstruction took place. While this is perhaps normal following major earthquakes, what was 
surprising in the L’Aquila case was the hastiness of decision making, the lack of community 
engagement, the lack of any impact assessment or needs assessment, the nature of the solutions, 
how they were implemented, and their high cost. One of the options was called the CASE project, 
being an acronym for Complessi Antisismici Sostenibili ed Ecocompatibili (i.e. anti-seismic, 
sustainable and eco-compatible complexes). The concept of this project was that it would provide 
temporary housing for the earthquake victims while reconstruction occurred, but be a permanent 
facility to enable future use. The buildings were intended to be durable, sustainable, comfortable, 
homely, and safe (Calvi and Spaziante, 2009). Superficially, this sounds like a good idea, but the 
project was highly controversial and problematic (Alexander, 2010; Özerdem and Rufini, 2013). 
 
The project ultimately resulted in 5,736 apartments in 185 buildings on 19 locations, providing 
housing for some 15,500 people. The European Union contributed €350 million (42% of the total 
cost, Søndergaard, 2013), with the remainder paid by the Italian Civil Protection Fund. The 
project was conceived, approved and implemented at great speed. It was the brainchild of Gian 
Michele Calvi (who incidentally was a member of the Major Risk Commission, see Imperiale 
and Vanclay, 2018), the then President and founder of the research foundation, Eucentre, a not-
for-profit organisation that promotes seismic risk mitigation from an engineering perspective. 
Calvi launched the idea on the national intellectual TV talkshow, AnnoZero, on 9 April 2009, i.e. 
only a few days after the earthquake. Within one week, his idea was politically endorsed. 
Ordinance OPCM n.3755 of 15 April allocated €300,000 to the Eucentre to develop the idea 
(OPCM n.3755, art.12). A public announcement that the DCP would proceed with Calvi’s plan 
was made on 23 April, and was implemented in law on 28 April (art. 2 of the law decree 39). 
Construction started at the end of May and the first houses were ready for occupation on 29 
September 2009.  
 
The L’Aquila Council was excluded from decision-making around the CASE project and its 
implementation. All decisions around the project and its locations were made by the DCP together 
with the L’Aquila Mayor and two professionals the Mayor had appointed through the use of 
emergency procedures. It was only by reading the local daily newspaper that the local councillors 
learnt the CASE project was being implemented. As soon as they could, the local councillors 
convened a council meeting, their first formal meeting after the earthquake, with the intention to 
reclaim their right to have a say in decision-making, especially regarding the disaster management 
activities being carried out by the DCP. As a local councillor explained:  
 

“In June 2009 when we learned from the newspaper about the decision concerning the CASE project, 
we convened the first Council meeting after the earthquake. It was held in the presence of the DCP 
Chief, Bertolaso, who had been formally invited by the council to attend. The councillors who 
convened the meeting had the objective to say to Bertolaso: Look, there is a local council! The 
management of the territory should not be taken away from the council. There were many local 
committees being established and claiming that the city should have a say in the decision making 
process, especially about the temporary housing solutions in general, and the CASE project and its 
locations in particular. However, Bertolaso did not come to hear this, he came to the council meeting 
only to tell us about what he did, what he was doing, and what he was going to do. His message was 
clear, his communication was efficient. There was no possibility for the local council to discuss and 
decide with the DCP, or even to be heard about what local people’s needs and perspectives were, not 
at all! To summarise, Bertolaso came to that meeting with an attitude of: I decide, I command, and I 
am now kindly informing you about what I have already decided to do in the coming weeks”. 
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The local councillors convened a second council meeting in August in order to have a say about 
the allocation criteria for the CASE apartments, but again with no result. As the local councillor 
explained: 
 

“In August, … we convened the second council meeting with the objective to discuss the allocation 
criteria in order to decide about the families who would be accommodated [in the CASE project] … 
However, the Council’s final resolution was discarded by the DCP. We never did find out why. First, 
they had an algorithm called ‘Corallo’, then one called ‘Bizantino’ for the selection of beneficiaries. 
When we asked the DCP through a formal freedom-of-information request what the allocation criteria 
adopted by the DCP were, Bertolaso answered me verbatim, once again: The DCP’s work is 
autonomous, from the Presidency of the Council of Ministers’ control, even more so from the L’Aquila 
Council, therefore we do not need to provide you any document with criteria”. 

 
The CASE buildings had anti-seismic foundations, using seismic isolators and cement 525 (a kind 
of cement normally used for dams). The massive size of these foundations was criticized as being 
excessive in relation to the comparative light-weight nature of the buildings (Gatti, 2009). Despite 
the over-engineering, many of the isolators turned out to be faulty. Given concerns about potential 
mafia involvement and misuse of public funds, there was some monitoring of contracts, which 
led to some isolators being tested and found to be faulty: 
 

“On request of the Aquila Prosecutor's office, the seismic isolators were tested by a laboratory in San 
Diego (California). The seismic isolators produced by the company ALGA Spa failed the test. The 
seismic isolators had previously been tested by the laboratory Eucenter of Pavia G. Calvi. Mr. Calvi 
was also the director of CASE in the DPC. Hence, this is a classic case of controlled-controller and of 
conflict of interests.” (Søndergaard, 2013, p.9, sic, errors in original) 

 
There were also other concerns with the CASE project. Works to the value of €560 million were 
commissioned by directly engaging contractors rather than going through formal public tenders 
(European Parliament, 2004/18/EC). Several building firms linked to the mafia were appointed 
(Libera, 2010; Søndergaard, 2013). The cost of the CASE project was excessive. However, 
establishing the exact costs is very difficult, with inconsistent reporting across sources. The 
European Court of Audits (ECA, 2012) reported that the total cost was €597 million, equivalent 
to over €1,648 per square metre. This would be 158% more than normal market cost for a 
prefabricated apartment (ECA, 2012). Søndergaard (2013) reported that the total cost was €809 
million. In an official report about the costs of post-disaster interventions, the Italian Minister for 
Territorial Cohesion from 2011 to 2013, Fabrizio Barca, indicated that the total cost was €833 
million (Barca, 2012). 
 
The CASE project transformed the landscape. Most CASE buildings were built in mountainous 
and rural areas around L’Aquila City, creating urban sprawl, some in clear contradiction to the 
European Landscape Convention (Ciccozzi, 2016; Contreras et al., 2017). In some cases, the 
buildings were erected near farms creating hygiene issues and conflict between farmers and the 
new residents. Land for the buildings was expropriated, causing much resentment and ill-feeling 
amongst the original landowners and conflict because of differences in compensation and 
perceptions of fairness. Some 6,000 land parcels were expropriated, including over 100 hectares 
of farmland, causing irreversible damage to local agriculture (Frisch, 2010; Forino, 2015). No 
rural livelihood restoration plan was implemented. Although owners of urban land allotments 
were compensated adequately, it was reported to us that some farmers were not satisfied with the 
compensation amounts and/or that they experienced delays in being paid. 
 
Some CASE buildings were not connected to the sewerage system and discharged raw sewage 
from approximately 3,500 people directly into the Aterno, Vera and Raiale rivers (Alexander, 
2010; Puliafito, 2010). This created impacts for water quality, local agricultural production, and 
on local people’s health (Tronca, 2016; Nardecchia, 2018).  
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Implementation of the CASE project began before any needs assessment was conducted. The 
implication of this was that, even though they were originally planning to construct around 4,000 
apartments, it was later established that this was nowhere near enough, catering for less than one 
third of the displaced population. Another 1,700 apartments were then added to the plan. A survey 
concerning housing needs was only conducted in August 2009, well after all temporary housing 
solutions were already being implemented. The survey sought to identify the needs and 
preferences of people concerning the various accommodation options: including several 
temporary housing projects; apartments rented by the State; and State contributions to 
autonomous accommodation. The survey revealed that the CASE project was insufficient and 
that 8,000 people would have to continue to live in hotels until other housing solutions would be 
ready (Il Centro, 31 August 2009). Because other forms of transitional housing (e.g. prefabs, 
container homes, caravans) were not considered, the CASE project had the consequence of 
prolonging people’s stay in emergency accommodation.  
 
There was much concern about how the locations for the CASE buildings were selected 
(Ciccozzi, 2012; 2016). The locations were primarily chosen by the two technicians appointed by 
the L’Aquila Mayor. Given the lack of input into location decisions by other stakeholders, it is 
not surprising that many problems arose with the locations selected. We were told by various 
professionals that the locations were inappropriate because: (1) the buildings were not close to 
shopping centres and other public facilities; (2) they created transport problems by shifting the 
loci of populations creating traffic bottlenecks because of changes in traffic flows; (3) public 
transport routes became over-extended; (4) the supply of electricity, gas, water and sewerage was 
problematic because of the shift in population centres; and (5) the potential future reuse of the 
buildings was limited because they were not close to public institutions like the university or the 
hospital.  
 
The allocation criteria used to select people for CASE apartments were not transparent. There 
was no attempt to preserve previous neighbourhood relationships and the social disintegration 
produced by the emergency accommodation was exacerbated. Due to the lack of stated criteria, 
many people had a sense of injustice. The majority of people did not like living in the CASE 
apartments and experienced feelings of anomie, homelessness, loss of sense of place, and 
depression (Calandra, 2016). People described life in the CASE buildings as living in a permanent 
state of temporariness, living in a cemetery, in a shoe box, or in impersonal apartments all in a 
row. 
 
The dis-functioning of the CASE buildings has been regularly reported in various media sources. 
Of particular note was the collapsing of balconies in several buildings, with potential risk to 
occupants. In 2014, the use of the balconies in 800 apartments was banned (AbruzzoWeb, 2016). 
Consequently, a court case was commenced in 2017 against 37 builders (ongoing at the time of 
writing). Other reported problems include: the poor quality of construction materials; leaking 
pipes and water seepage; numerous deficiencies creating dangerous situations; fires due to faulty 
electric systems; and the improper use of flammable materials (Søndergaard, 2013). Construction 
deficiencies in some buildings were so great that between April and December 2013 residents 
submitted 1,200 requests for maintenance (PdN, 2016). To date, 500 apartments have been 
declared unfit for habitation, and several buildings will be demolished (Valentini, 2017). In one 
mountain community, Arischia, construction of its buildings was so poor that in 2015 all residents 
had to be relocated elsewhere, leading to hardship, stress, and psychological trauma (Taranta, 
2015). In 2017, a further 70 families in L’Aquila had to be relocated (Baglioni, 2017).  
 
Despite claiming to be sustainable and eco-compatible, the CASE apartments had many 
shortcomings, not only in construction but also in energy use. The DCP initially paid the bills for 
energy and water. From March 2010, the L’Aquila municipality had to pay these costs. For 
various reasons, including an upcoming election, the Mayor neglected to act on the bills received, 
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thus accumulating a massive debt for the municipality. In 2011, the electricity provider, Enel, 
considered the municipality to be in arrears and increased the unit cost of electricity as a penalty 
and to cover the increased risk. After the 2012 election, the municipality issued bills for past 
consumption to all inhabitants, with some individual bills exceeding €5,500. There was a huge 
protest by residents regarding the lack of transparency in the billing arrangements, and the unjust 
way in which the bills were calculated (Marinucci, 2013).  
 
Although originally called an ‘Italian Miracle’ (Forino, 2015), the CASE project was a disaster 
in its own right. This project was not based on any community needs assessment and did not 
reflect the actual housing demand. The CASE buildings were realised without any consideration 
of environmental or social impacts or their future sustainability. Thus, far from being a temporary 
housing solution, the CASE project became a permanent liability for the local communities who 
have to carry the burden of its environmental, health and social impacts. Within 10 years of their 
construction, some 10 percent of the CASE buildings have been declared unsafe. On 10 June 
2017, the outgoing local Mayor, Massimo Cialente, who in the beginning agreed with the DCP 
plan, declared that it was better to demolish all the CASE buildings due to their high maintenance 
costs and structural deficiencies. There has been ongoing discussion of this idea (Valentini, 2017). 
 
 
Comparing the Command-and-Control approach in L’Aquila against 
International Principles 
 
In the stories above, we highlighted how emergency powers were used, how the command-and-
control approach was applied, and how top-down planning was implemented by the DCP in the 
post-disaster response and recovery in L’Aquila, specifically in relation to the control of looting 
(jackals), the implementation of restricted areas (red zones), and in the provision of emergency 
shelter and temporary housing (the CASE project). We argue that it is reasonable to expect that 
the Italian DCP should have been familiar and complied with international DRR principles and 
guidelines that were applicable at that time. Therefore, it is appropriate to assess their recovery 
operations against the DRR paradigm, and specifically against the principles highlighted in the 
UNDRO report, Shelter After Disaster: Guidelines for Assistance (UNDRO, 1982), which we 
outlined at the beginning of our paper (see Table 1). Based on our analysis, it is obvious that none 
of the principles were respected in the L’Aquila situation (see Table 2). 
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Principle Review of the extent to which the principle was applied 

1. Avoid anything best 
undertaken by survivors 
themselves. 

INADEQUATE. In L’Aquila, emergency shelters were provided by relying on a massive 
amount of external resources both for the hotel and tent camp solutions. No initial 
assessment was conducted to consider the accommodation needs of affected local people or 
their capacity to autonomously find refuge. The management of the tent camps relied on a 
large number of external volunteers, whose efforts tended to suppress the involvement of 
local people. 

2. Support and strengthen 
local governance and 
capacities. 

INADEQUATE. Through the declaration of the State of Emergency, some local leaders 
were given emergency powers. However, this did not strengthen local governance. By 
giving emergency powers to them, local governance, which was already weak, was made 
worse, corruption arose, and local community participation was completely absent. 

3. The assessment of human 
needs is more important than 
any damage assessment. 

INADEQUATE. Damage assessment of public and private buildings began immediately. 
However, a community needs assessment was only conducted in August. 

4. The compulsory 
evacuation of survivors 
should be avoided. 

INADEQUATE. Although the DCP evacuation policy was allegedly only an 
encouragement for people to leave the crater, essentially it was compulsory in that anyone 
who left could not return because of delays in providing temporary housing and the lack of 
alternatives. Later, there were forced evictions when the government decided to close down 
the tent camps.  

5. Local content in building 
emergency shelters should be 
encouraged. 

INADEQUATE. There was only limited utilisation of local content, all of which was of 
dubious appropriateness, and was subject to elite capture, rent-seeking and misuse of funds.  

6. Reconstruction of 
damaged buildings should be 
a priority rather than a focus 
only on temporary solutions. 

INADEQUATE. There was a strong focus on temporary solutions, which obscured any 
ability to start reconstruction of people’s houses. Where reconstruction of buildings had 
commenced in the city centres, it was primarily on buildings with cultural heritage value 
rather than ordinary people’s houses. Furthermore the temporary solutions consumed most 
of the available funding to the tune of billions of euros. 

7. Preparedness is crucial to 
reduce post-disaster impacts. 

INADEQUATE. There was no evidence of any preparedness even despite the earthquake 
swarm affecting the area since October 2008.  

8. Reconstruction is an 
opportunity for risk 
reduction and reform. 

INADEQUATE. In the planning for reconstruction (which has largely not yet commenced) 
there has been very little consideration of building-in DRR. The temporary housing (CASE 
project) was intended to be sustainable and earthquake resistant, however this project was 
very poorly implemented and arguably its alleged positive features were little more than 
rent-seeking.  

9. The relocation of 
communities, whether 
temporary or permanent, 
should be avoided. 

INADEQUATE. People were relocated vast distances, with communities being fragmented. 
No attempt was made to allow social networks to be relocated together. For some villages, 
this resulted in total social disintegration, the destruction of village life, alienation and a loss 
of their sense of place. 

10. Success in reconstruction 
is closely linked to issues of 
land tenure, government 
land policy, and all aspects 
of land-use and 
infrastructure planning. 

INADEQUATE. Government ordinances became a means for overriding the ordinary 
regulatory framework for land use and infrastructure planning. The emergency powers were 
used to subvert good planning practice and policies. 

11. Cash donations and the 
creation of dependency 
should be avoided. 

COMPLEX. In Italy, people do not privately insure their houses and there is a social 
expectation that any loss is covered by the State. Thus, this principle is difficult to apply. 
However, the state solicited cash donations from the public, private sector and from other 
nations. This fund was badly managed. Furthermore, some of the collected monies were 
dispersed as loans with an interest of 4%, which created resentment among local people and 
many donors felt cheated.  

12. Avoid raising the 
expectations of the affected 
local communities. 

INADEQUATE. Local people’s expectations were raised and not met in many ways, 
especially in relation to the reconstruction process. What was framed as reconstruction 
actually was either the construction of temporary housing or temporary safety measures. 
The hosting of the G8 also led to raising expectations with promises made by many 
countries not being met. 

13. The success of post-
disaster interventions strictly 
depends on accountability 
and the participation of local 
people. 

INADEQUATE. The arrangements established by the authorities abused emergency power 
provisions normally understood around the world. State secrecy was used to avoid 
accountability and transparency. No attempt was made to allow for the participation of local 
people. Decision making was centralised, and local governance arrangements were 
overthrown. 

14. Guidelines should be 
developed at the local level, 
by local people, modelled on 
international guidelines. 

INADEQUATE. Italy seems to be unaware of international understandings of DRR. There 
were no local guidelines. 

 
Table 2. The extent to which international disaster management principles  

were followed after the L’Aquila earthquake.  
Source: this paper 
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The UNDRO (1982) report was partly based on an analysis of the 1976 Guatemala earthquake. 
It identified many mistakes in how disaster response and recovery were implemented. Sadly, all 
the mistakes mentioned in the 1982 UNDRO report were repeated in L’Aquila in 2009. 
Specifically:  

• too much aid was given, mostly to the detriment of local people;  
• too many of the houses constructed were of an emergency or temporary type, with little 

consideration given to the reconstruction of local people’s houses;  
• large numbers of external volunteers were used, leading to a sense of invasion, and 

supressing the ability of local people to enact their own resilience;  
• too much was done under the guise of time pressure, without proper consultation with 

local people. This meant that the affected people became mere spectators of the work 
carried out rather than participants in the process of recovery and reconstruction. It also 
meant that many of the interventions were a complete failure and/or totally inadequate for 
local needs;  

• a lot of work was undertaken without involving local people, which meant that 
opportunities for re-development were lost, many local businesses became bankrupt, and 
people felt excluded.  

 
Instead of being informed by international DRR guidelines, Italian disaster management is 
informed by its Augustus Method (Galanti, 1997), which embodies the command-and-control 
approach, and advocates that the commander-in-charge needs to formulate a disaster management 
plan that should be strongly communicated and quickly implemented. The Augustus Method also 
describes how community acquiescence must be acquired to create obedience and thwart 
unwanted behaviour from the affected people (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). Being focussed 
only on how the plan is to be executed, the Augustus Method and the command-and-control 
approach do not even consider that response and recovery actions might create social and 
environmental impacts, or violate human rights. Nor do they reflect on how response and recovery 
interventions can contribute to reducing vulnerability and disaster risk, or enhance local 
community resilience. In the Augustus Method, there is no reference to community resilience, 
the DRR paradigm, or the United Nations disaster management principles (despite the UNDRO 
report having been published in 1982). It is also surprising that it has not since been updated.  
 
The Augustus Method and the command-and-control approach are ridden with false assumptions, 
myths and misconceptions that hinder proper understanding of the social dimensions of disaster 
(Tierney and Oliver-Smith, 2012; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). These assumptions can be 
grouped into two sets. The first set concerns local affected communities: they are shocked victims 
who need assistance; recovery operations are complicated and local people do not have 
knowledge or capacities to contribute usefully; they are inclined to panic; any initiatives they take 
and any spontaneous behaviour are a potential threat to themselves and to the proper functioning 
of post-disaster operations; there will be lawlessness and looters; and people will abandon their 
public responsibilities and duties in favour of personal interests. All up, the people in the disaster 
zone must be carefully controlled and kept out of the way. The second set concerns time pressure: 
time in post-disaster operations is a matter of life and death, and, therefore, the quicker, the better; 
consideration of social and environmental impacts is a waste of precious time; the involvement 
of the public is time-consuming and pointless; normal laws, governance oversight and local 
democracy retard emergency operations; and to be efficient there needs to be a single ‘man in 
charge’ who has authority to make quick decisions.  
 
In L’Aquila, the playing-out of these disaster myths was highly evident in the mainstream media 
and in the way the DCP conducted its operations. The DCP clearly held onto the disaster myths, 
acted as if they were real, promulgated them in order to justify its interventions, and 
manipulatively used them in order to advance disaster capitalism at national and local levels. The 
jackals alert created a climate of fear and suspicion, rather than empathy. The local population 
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was framed as shocked and unable to cope, which led to over-assistance and paternalism creating 
rent-seeking opportunities and a gold rush, rather than promulgating social responsibility. The 
idea that people had nothing to contribute because recovery operations were perceived as being 
just technical facilitated elite capture rather than cooperation and capacity building. The State 
Funeral and other commemorative rites (e.g. those in front of the student dormitory where 8 
students died) were seized upon as opportunities to be orchestrated for mediatization and the 
outpouring of feigned grief (Il Fatto Quotidiano, 2013). They were hijacked to build the approval 
of the commander-in-charge, rather than to build trust and cohesion in the community. The 
militarization of the emergency area and the creation of red zones contributed to exclusion, 
homelessness, powerlessness, and social disarticulation. The DCP paraded their interventions 
with extensive propaganda, leading to the divinization of the DCP chief, and to building uncritical 
consent for its disaster management plan. Shortly after the earthquake, a plan for the provision of 
temporary housing (the CASE project) was designed and implemented without any engagement 
of the local affected population. The hastiness of its implementation was justified by the alleged 
need to act quickly. There was no consideration of environmental or social impacts and human 
rights issues, or concern for proper governance. All up, the recovery operations carried out during 
the State of Emergency, which lasted three years, represented a second disaster for local people. 
 
In the stories we analyse in this paper, it was evident that the DCP’s interventions during the 
response and recovery stages were implemented using specific institutional arrangements: the 
command-and-control approach, emergency powers, and top-down planning. Use of these 
arrangements was justified as being an efficient means to avoid delay in the implementation of 
post-disaster interventions. However, these arrangements were highly vulnerable to elite capture, 
and allowed implementation of recovery interventions without considering the needs or priorities 
of the local communities, or any systematic community resilience-building strategy. However, 
rather than efficiency, there were delays, wastage and massive social and environmental impacts. 
The post-disaster operations led to very poor outcomes in the short, medium and long term. They 
were opportunities for rent-seeking and elite capture by external suppliers and influential building 
firms, which led to over-engineered solutions reflecting their interests rather than the needs of 
affected local people. Although around €22 billion was spent on post-disaster interventions in the 
L’Aquila crater (Finocchiaro, 2017), ten years after the earthquake, the red zones still exist, and 
over 10,000 people still live in temporary accommodation.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The international DRR paradigm, which is supported by several United Nations agreements, 
spells out the key principles that should be followed in disaster management. It advocates for a 
community empowerment approach to disaster management and development, in which the 
capacities of local communities to manage disaster risk, learn from past failures, reduce 
vulnerability, and enhance resilience are strengthened. In this paradigm, disaster management 
must not only be the business of the commander, it is primarily the business of local communities 
who suffer the negative social impacts of disasters. Local people must be engaged and empowered 
in every phase of disaster management so that they can better manage disaster risks and impacts, 
and enhance their resilience and wellbeing.  
 
Rather than compliance with the international DRR paradigm, the disaster management practice 
of the DCP in the aftermath of the L’Aquila earthquake reflected a command-and-control 
approach. Although the command-and-control approach was widely rebuked well before the 2009 
earthquake, the Italian DCP claimed the approach was effective and kept on applying it. The 
command-and-control approach together with the promulgation of disaster myths, the use of 
emergency powers and the implementation of top-down planning, constituted the mechanism 
through which the DCP implemented its disaster management operations. 
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The promulgation of the disaster myths by the DCP undermined their and wider community 
understanding of the social dimensions of disaster. The use of the command-and-control approach 
led to elite capture, which undermined recognition of local community needs, priorities and 
desires. The implementation of top-down planning did not take into account the social and 
environmental impacts created by the planned interventions, nor their mid to long-term 
sustainability. It was negatively influenced by rent-seeking and over-engineered solutions, and 
undermined any effective engagement of local people in the design and implementation of 
recovery operations. Finally, the emergency powers granted by the state allowed post-disaster 
interventions to be carried out in the suspension of normal laws of democratic governance, and 
in the absence of transparency, accountability or proper public procurement procedures. Overall, 
the promulgation of disaster myths, the command-and-control approach, top-down planning, and 
the use of emergency powers were the belief system and institutional arrangements that 
constituted the mechanism through which the DCP’s disaster management operations 
resoundingly failed to meet international principles of disaster management. 
 
Many questions are raised by this paper. Why is there ignorance of United Nations 
recommendations and the international DRR paradigm? Why does the command-and-control 
approach have such a strong foothold in disaster management agencies? How can the disaster 
myths be counterbalanced? How can a better understanding of the social dimensions of disaster 
be mainstreamed in disaster management practice? How can disaster management agencies 
become more willing to accept bottom-up and participatory approaches? How can community 
resilience be harnessed in post-disaster operations?  
 
In post-disaster situations, there are no enemies to defeat and only in emergency rescue activities 
is time truly a matter of life and death. Even in rescue situations, the best way to implement 
effective action is by engaging and supporting local people already helping their family, friends 
or neighbours trapped in the rubble. There is no justification for disaster management practice to 
be conducted on the basis of a command-and-control approach and not be accountable, 
transparent, reflect the needs and priorities of local communities, or to carefully consider the 
social and environmental impacts and human rights concerns associated with post-disaster 
interventions. Alternatives to command-and-control must be developed to enable empowerment 
of local affected communities, enhancement of their wellbeing and resilience, and to respect 
international DRR principles.  
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Chapter 7 
Investing in DRR for resilience  
(key priority 3, UNISDR, 2015) 

 
 
We	reflect	on	what	happened	in	L’Aquila,	Italy,	in	the	recovery	operations	following	the	6	April	2009	
earthquake.	Previous	critiques	have	focused	on	the	actions	of	the	Italian	government	and	
Department	of	Civil	Protection,	with	little	research	on	the	role	of	local	authorities.	We	shed	light	on	
how	local	authorities	used	emergency	powers,	command-and-control,	and	top-down	planning	to	
manage	disaster	rubble,	implement	safety	measures,	and	allocate	temporary	accommodation.	We	
discuss	how	these	arrangements	constituted	the	mechanism	by	which	disaster	capitalism	took	hold	at	
local	and	national	levels.	We	describe	how	this	mechanism	violated	human	rights,	created	
environmental	and	social	impacts,	hindered	local	communities	from	learning,	transforming,	and	
building	resilience,	and	facilitated	rent-seeking,	elite	capture,	organised	crime	infiltration	and	
disaster	capitalism.	To	make	the	Disaster	Risk	Reduction	and	resilience	paradigm	more	effective,	a	
shift	from	centralised	civil	protection	to	de-centralised,	inclusive	community	empowerment	systems	is	
needed.	
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Chapter 7

“Investing in Disaster Risk 
Reduction for resilience”

We reflect on what happened in L’Aquila, Italy, in the recovery operations following the 
6 April 2009 earthquake. Previous critiques have focused on the actions of the Italian 
government and Department of Civil Protection, with little research on the role of local 

authorities. We shed light on how local authorities used emergency powers, command-and-
control, and top-down planning to manage disaster rubble, implement safety measures, and 

allocate temporary accommodation. We discuss how these arrangements constituted the 
mechanism by which disaster capitalism took hold at local and national levels. We describe 

how this mechanism violated human rights, created environmental and social impacts, 
hindered local communities from learning, transforming, and building resilience, and facilitated 

rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration and disaster capitalism. To make the 
Disaster Risk Reduction and resilience paradigm more effective, a shift from centralised civil 

protection to de-centralised, inclusive community empowerment systems is needed.

(Key Priority 3, UNISDR, 2015)
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The mechanism of disaster capitalism and the failure to build community 
resilience in post-disaster situations: Learning from the L’Aquila earthquake  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Since the 1980s, various international declarations have promulgated a disaster risk reduction 
(DRR) and resilience paradigm that should be the basis of disaster agencies in all countries 
(UNDRO, 1982; INDNR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005; 2015). The DRR and resilience paradigm 
advocates reducing vulnerabilities and risks and building community resilience at all phases of 
disaster management (IFRC and RCS, 2004; UNISDR, 2007; Benson and Twigg, 2007; UNISDR 
and UNDP, 2007; DfID, 2010; UNDP, 2014). Post-disaster interventions should be windows of 
opportunity to enhance resilience and build back better not only damaged housing and 
infrastructure, but also local communities (Quarantelli, 1998; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; 
Benson and Twigg, 2007; World Bank, 2009; Hallegatte et al., 2017, 2018). Understanding how 
to include community resilience-building strategies in the design and implementation of post-
disaster interventions should be a key priority of disaster management agencies.  
 
For effective DRR and resilience outcomes, there must be transformative, co-produced 
knowledge concerning the multiple dimensions of disaster risks and impacts (Tierney and Oliver-
Smith, 2012; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a). To build community resilience and enhance 
inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable transformation, such knowledge should be 
capable of accompanying planned interventions from before conception (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b). There must be transparency and accountability, genuine community engagement and 
empowerment, effective coordination of multiple stakeholders, with the role, needs and priorities 
of local communities being fully recognized and respected (DfID, 2010). Social and 
environmental impacts of post-disaster interventions, and harms to the human rights of affected 
communities must be avoided. The individual and collective capacities, emotions (e.g. empathy), 
attitudes (e.g. social responsibility), actions and behaviours (e.g. mutual aid) conducive to social 
learning and transformation must be engaged and strengthened (IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 
2015; Benson and Twigg, 2007; Jha, 2010; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 2016b). Over 30 years, 
social science literature in disaster studies has underlined that post-disaster interventions 
exacerbate the inequities that characterise affected local communities worsening social exclusion 
and failing to enhance social learning and transformation (e.g. Oliver-Smith, 1977, 1990; Bates, 
1982; Bolin and Bolton, 1983; Cutter et al., 2006; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008). Too often, 
the way post-disaster interventions are carried out by states, disaster management agencies 
exacerbates pre-disaster vulnerabilities, the root causes of disasters, and associated disaster risks 
and impacts, with disasters being seized upon as opportunities for disaster capitalism (Klein, 
2007; Escaleras et al., 2007, 2016; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Owen, 2011; Faas, 2016; 
Schuller and Maldonado, 2016; Pyles et al., 2017; Lewis, 2018; Lowenstein, 2018).  
 
Naomi Klein (2005) coined the term ‘disaster capitalism’ to explain the deviant behaviour of the 
unscrupulous individuals and organisations that extract private advantage in disaster situations. 
This adverse behaviour is condoned and often facilitated by institutional arrangements and 
neoliberal logic (Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008). The term is widely used and frequently 
invoked in analyses of disaster interventions (e.g. Loewenstein, 2015; Yamada et al., 2018; Yee, 
2018). Schuller and Maldonado (2016, p. 62) considered disaster capitalism was the “instrumental 
use of catastrophe … to promote and empower a range of private, neoliberal capitalist interests”. 
However, little effort has been made to describe and analyse: (i) the institutional mechanism by 
which states enable disaster capitalism to become implemented at the local level; (ii) the social 
risks that enable it to emerge at all levels of society; (iii) the worldview that accompanies it; and 
(iv) the consequences it has on local communities’ capacities to collectively learn, transform and 
build community resilience. 
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In this paper, we analyse the disaster recovery following the 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila 
(Italy), and more specifically, how the command-and-control approach, emergency powers and 
top-down planning were used by local authorities. These were the institutional and financial 
strategies (in other words, the mechanism) used by the Italian state to organise post-disaster 
interventions in the L’Aquila affected area. This mechanism distorted the normal physical 
planning, community participation and risk management approaches of democratic governance. 
We reflect on how this mechanism enabled disaster capitalism to emerge at all levels of society, 
rather than facilitating inclusive social learning, transformation and building resilience. In 
contradiction to the international DRR paradigm, top-down, military-type arrangements were 
implemented after the L’Aquila earthquake, disrupting local governance, exacerbating local 
vulnerability to future disasters and endemic risks (e.g. rent-seeking, elite capture, corruption, 
inequity, social exclusion, public debt, organised crime infiltration), and led to a failure to build 
local community resilience. We describe how this happened by looking at three topics: disaster 
governance arrangements; the business of safety and rubble; and the establishment of a housing 
fund called the AQ fund. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This paper is part of a larger research project that examined the social dimensions of the 6 April 
2009 L’Aquila earthquake and the post-disaster interventions carried out by the state and civil 
protection authorities at each disaster management phase. The primary author is an Italian citizen 
who was born in L’Aquila and was resident in the L’Aquila region for most of his life. He was 
present in L’Aquila city on the night of the earthquake and lived in the L’Aquila mountain 
province for seven years following the earthquake. The larger project used a wide range of 
methods including: action research; auto-ethnography; ethnography; participant observation; 
fieldwork discussions; fieldnotes; field interviews; focus groups; public forums; blogging; 
surveys immediately following the 2009 earthquake; document analysis of all relevant 
documents; a media analysis of reporting about the earthquake and its aftermath; 37 retrospective 
in-depth interviews with key informants; and over 250 interviews with people in local 
communities undertaken between 2009 and 2018. This paper draws on these methods, especially 
on 20 in-depth interviews that specifically addressed the topics discussed in this paper. 
 
The 20 interviews were conducted in 2013 (5) and 2017(15) with local people who were 
knowledgeable about what happened in the L’Aquila region after the earthquake, and were 
willing to speak frankly about their experiences. They included a councillor from L’Aquila City 
Council; the Mayors of two mountain villages; six local experts, including three seismologists 
with key roles in local DRR strategies, a lawyer representing the families of victims, an engineer 
in charge of the vulnerability reports made before the April 2009 earthquake, a local technician 
in charge of various rural development programs in the region; and 11 people who emerged as 
spokespersons for their various communities. These interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
Informed consent was obtained and other principles of ethical social research were observed 
(Vanclay et al., 2013). Including the perspectives of these interviewees helped us to consider the 
multiple points of view of key local actors. To avoid formulaic responses, it was decided not to 
interview people who were strongly associated with: the leading political parties; key protest 
movements; or disaster management agencies. We also analysed government and civil protection 
ordinances and decrees issued by the then President of the Council of Ministers, Silvio 
Berlusconi, and the then Chief of the national Civil Protection Service, Guido Bertolaso. We 
focused on how these ordinances provided local authorities with emergency powers and 
derogation from ordinary laws and anti-mafia controls. We also analysed mayoral ordinances and 
decrees related to safety measure implementation and demolitions, and the initial post-disaster 
reconstruction policies and interventions.  
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The L’Aquila earthquake of 6 April 2009 
 
At 3.32 in the early morning of 6 April 2009, a 6.3 Mw earthquake devastated the City of L’Aquila 
and more than 80 villages in 57 municipalities, killing 309 persons, injuring 1,500, and rendering 
70,000 people homeless in the affected area, which became known as ‘the crater’. A massive 
recovery operation was effected, and many elaborate schemes were implemented. Restricted 
areas (red zones) patrolled by the military were established almost immediately, excluding people 
from the town centres. By the evening of the 6 April, the Italian Department of Civil Protection 
(DCP) decided they would evacuate the crater, which was publicly announced by radio early 7 
April. In a few weeks, the population became split between the tent camps near L’Aquila (35,856 
people) and hotels and other accommodation along the Abruzzo coast and other cities of Abruzzo 
(30,124 people). While people were locked out of the historical city centres and scattered along 
the Adriatic coast and tent camps across the crater, the temporary housing scheme (the CASE 
project) was implemented, disaster rubble was managed, and many private building firms carried 
out interventions on public and private buildings, including demolition and shoring-up solutions, 
without gaining the consent of homeowners or inhabitants and violating the human right to 
property and people’s right to participate in the reconstruction of their homes, villages and 
landscapes (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b).  
 
The recovery process has been severely criticised (Frisch, 2010; Alexander, 2010, 2013, 2019; 
Calandra, 2012; Ozerdem and Rufini, 2013; Contreras et al., 2017; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2019b), including by an European Parliament inquiry (Søndergaard, 2013), which considered the 
misuse of the €493 million provided by the European Union. Eleven years after the earthquake, 
L’Aquila is still a crater, the red zones are still in place, and over 10,000 people still live in 
temporary accommodation (Barabino and Sansa, 2019). 
 
 
Declaration of a state of emergency, emergency powers, and the new 
governance of the crater 
 
The L’Aquila earthquake occurred in the early morning of Monday 6 April 2009. Within hours 
of the earthquake, Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi declared a State of Emergency, which 
provided the DCP with emergency powers, specifically the power of injunction (i.e. to issue 
ordinances on behalf of the government) and the power of exception (i.e. the derogation of 
ordinary rules and requirements). Shortly after dawn, the DCP established their local headquarters 
in L’Aquila (at the Finance Police building in Coppito) and created a Directorate of Command 
and Control (DICOMAC) to manage the emergency. Through various legal measures – including 
Ordinances of the Presidency of the State, Ordinances of the Presidency of the Council of 
Ministers (OPCM), Law Decrees, and Civil Protection Decrees – emergency powers were 
deployed without any need for review by Parliament. The DCP had access to the Civil Protection 
Fund, an emergency fund that can be drawn upon whenever a State of Emergency is declared. 
There was very little control over use of the fund, and it was automatically topped-up (Law n.225, 
February 24, 1992, art.5). In effect, this gave the DCP relatively unrestricted access to funding. 
For the three years the State of Emergency remained in place, all disaster-related actions and 
many other actions implemented under the guise of the disaster, including attempts to initiate 
reconstruction and stimulate the economy, were conducted in the absence of normal restrictions 
and controls, in complete disregard of the norms usually applied to public administration, 
contracts, outsourcing and public procurement, and with a complete lack of accountability and 
transparency. The command-and-control approach used by the DCP did not require any 
engagement of local communities or their elected councils, and only the local mayors and their 
trusted technicians were consulted, by-passing the elected local councils.  
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As the councillor said: 
 

“The Italian Constitution … substantially became waste paper, in that … the whole structure of 
government of the L’Aquila territory was completely overridden. … The municipality’s Board was 
never convened, the local council was rendered invisible, was irrelevant, it was cancelled. And this 
also relates to the relationships local councillors had with DICOMAC. When a local councillor or 
Board Member would introduce oneself to a DCP official, the DCP official would not acknowledge 
any role for that person because the territory was managed only by DICOMAC”. 

 
The elections for the L’Aquila provincial government and other councils of the crater (which 
would have been held on 6 June 2009) were initially postponed to late 2009 and then to March 
2010. An ordinance of 15 April 2009 (OPCM n.3755, art.7, subpar.1 and 2) gave the President of 
L’Aquila Province, Stefania Pezzopane, authority to executively implement urgent measures. 
What comprised an urgent measure was not well defined, and this power was applied to a wide 
range of activities, including what the Province is responsible for in normal situations. For 
example, this power was used to push through construction of a controversial bridge (Alexander, 
2010). The Law Decree n.39 allocated €200 million to ANAS spa, a state-owned road 
construction company under the control of the Italian Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport, 
and €100 million to the Italian Railway Network (RFI) to implement actions considered 
necessary for the regional reconstruction process that were within the framework previously 
established by Program Agreements signed before the earthquake. Surprisingly, ANAS spa 
obtained the same emergency powers ‘to restore with maximum urgency the ANAS offices in 
L’Aquila’ (OPCM n.3755, art.14). 
 
In contrast to the elected councillors, the President of the Abruzzo Region, Gianni Chiodi, and 
the mayors of the affected municipalities were given enlarged powers. Providing that they 
deferred to the DCP, they were entitled to (OPCM n.3753, 6 April 2009): 
(i) commandeer those movable and immovable assets needed to provide refuge and recovery 

to local inhabitants and purchase all assets and materials needed for local people’s 
sustenance and initial provisional interventions (art.1, subpar.1);  

(ii) identify those structures that could provide adequate refuge to earthquake victims (art.1, 
subpar.2); 

(iii) implement any urgent or necessary activities to remove situations of danger and to ensure 
essential assistance to the affected local population (art.1, subpar.3); 

(iv) establish groups of technicians in each municipality to assess the structural vulnerability 
of public and private buildings that are totally or partially uninhabitable, or that are not 
restorable and to be demolished (art.2, subpar.1); and 

(v) gather the building damage assessments and issue ordinances for demolishment (art.2, 
subpar.2). 

 
In Law Decree n.39 (28 April 2009), the authority of the President of the Abruzzo Region, Gianni 
Chiodi, was further expanded and he was appointed Delegated Commissioner (Commissario 
Delegato) and was in charge of implementing urgent interventions (art.4, subpara.2), especially 
concerning the identification of landfill sites for rubble disposal (art.9 subpar.8) and the 
reconstruction of public buildings, including churches and other cultural heritage properties (art.4 
subpar.1b). He was supported by the Office of Public Works of the Ministry of Infrastructure and 
Transport (Provveditorato Interregionale alle Opere pubbliche). The local mayors were given 
responsibility to coordinate and implement the removal, transport and disposal of rubble, and to 
identify new disposal sites.  
 
Although intended to be an entity to provide coordination only for the period of an emergency, 
DICOMAC continued to operate until February 2010 (i.e. 10 months after the earthquake) at 
which time its responsibilities and authority were taken over by the Abruzzo Region President, 
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Gianni Chiodi, and the L’Aquila Mayor, Massimo Cialente, who respectively became Delegated 
Commissioner and Deputy Delegated Commissioner for reconstruction (OPCM n.3833, art.1 and 
2). A Strategic Technical Office (Struttura Tecnica di Missione) (STM) was created to provide 
technical support and institutional coordination to continue the activities initiated by the DCP and 
to respond to the on-going needs associated with reconstruction. Gaetano Fontana, who was 
President of the National Association of Building Firms (ANCE), was controversially appointed 
STM coordinator (Abruzzo24Ore.TV, 2009). STM came into force in February 2010, and was 
supported by: an office for the management of the emergency (STGE, Struttura Tecnica per la 
Gestione dell’Emergenza); a techno-scientific committee; an office for external coordination; and 
the Office of Public Works of the Ministry of Public Infrastructure and Transport.  
 
The STM structure raised many concerns about its cost and lack of transparency (Orsini, 2011). 
Polemics arose because the STM imposed the design and implementation of reconstruction plans 
on local municipalities. These plans were mostly developed by various Italian universities directly 
appointed by the mayors under controversial circumstances. Because of suspicions of bribes and 
corruption, this led to a legal inquiry, with Fontana resigning in January 2012 (Nardecchia, 2012). 
From the perspective of local people, the shift from DICOMAC to STM did not lead to any 
fundamental change. During the period STM was in charge, the views of the L’Aquila council 
were still not considered, as the councillor explained: 
 

“The local council produced urban planning documents that were separate and different to those produced 
by Fontana’s office. Nevertheless, those produced by Fontana, STM or DICOMAC were adopted by 
national decrees issued by Prime Minister Berlusconi or the President of the State, but those produced by 
our Council were not even taken into account”. 

 
The State of Emergency lasted for three years, an extraordinary long period (Venice Commission 
1995; Khakee, 2009; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b), but many decisions taken under this regime 
(e.g. about demolitions, safety measures, and construction of infrastructure) continued to be 
implemented for years afterwards, usually under emergency procedures. The actions of the 
regional and provincial leaders, and the day-to-day operations of the municipal governments were 
not publicly disclosed or monitored, and were covered by state secrecy provisions. As the local 
councillor explained: 
 

“After 2009, the municipality of L’Aquila stopped producing any financial statements. At the end of every 
year, the State simply covered any deficit. The local council would say to the State something like ‘this year 
we had costs of €30 million for wages, maintenance etc’. Without needing to provide a formal budget, the 
Council would produce a summary of the money spent, and ask the money from the State. Up until last year 
[2016], the government has always written off our shortfall”. 

 
A controversial aspect about declaration of a State of Emergency in Italy is that it also leads to 
the suspension of procedures relating to control of mafia organisations. Italy has a long history of 
trying to control the mafia, with the National Anti-Mafia Department (DNA) being established 
in 1991. Over time, anti-mafia controls have become stricter and since 1991, any firm wishing to 
tender for public works required an Anti-Mafia Certificate (Ferraro, 2012; Europol, 2013). There 
were stiff penalties for engaging firms associated with the mafia. Since the mafia had a high 
presence in the construction industry, the controls were especially (but not exclusively) directed 
towards the building sector. The controls required that no employee have any affiliation with the 
mafia and that the names of all employees and their possible links to mafia organisations be 
provided to the authorities. 
 
With the implementation of the State of Emergency, the anti-mafia requirements were initially 
suspended. In response to journalist questioning, a decree (Number 39, art.16) was issued on 28 
April 2009 to reinstate the anti-mafia provisions. However, unlike all other decrees which applied 
immediately, the anti-mafia provisions only came into force three months later. This was too late, 
safety measures, shoring-up, demolitions, temporary housing solutions and rubble removal, 
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transport and disposal were already being implemented. At least five firms with known mafia 
connections had already been engaged (Galullo, 2009; Postiglione, 2010; Libera, 2010). The 
European Parliament inquiry (Søndergaard, 2013), the National Anti-Mafia Department 
(Direzione Nazionale Anti-Mafia, DNA) (DNA, 2016), the Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry 
into the Mafia (Bindi, 2018), and many other legal inquiries conducted by the L’Aquila 
Prosecutor’s Office confirmed that there was extensive mafia infiltration, as well as many 
irregularities and crimes against public administration, including fraud, corruption and bribery 
(Alexander, 2013; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). 
 
 
The business of safety and rubble 
 
The earthquake damaged over 34,000 buildings to some extent, while some 37,000 buildings had 
no damage of consequence. The damage ranged from minor to severe. In some cases, buildings 
were reduced to piles of rubble, or were damaged to such an extent it was considered not 
practicable for them to be repaired. Some buildings arguably posed a safety threat, which 
ostensibly was the reason for the creation of red zones. Immediately after the earthquake, quick 
decisions had to be made about whether each building could be used or not. Severely-damaged 
buildings that posed a safety risk were slated for demolition. The process of demolition or 
shoring-up buildings took place over many years, but was heavily concentrated in the first 
months.  
 
The first demolitions were made within days of the earthquake. They were made under rather 
unusual circumstances. On the day of the State Funeral (10 April), it was announced that a legal 
inquiry would be commenced to identify the contribution of building failure in relation to each 
of the 309 deaths. Almost immediately demolition teams moved into the red zone to remove any 
incriminating evidence. The rubble was transferred to Piazza d’Armi, an underutilised military 
area close to the city centre, where a rubble pit had been established. Here, two gravel crushers 
were at work destroying the evidence (Libera, 2010). It took several days before the prosecutor 
became aware of this rubble removal and issued an injunction to stop it. The buildings already 
under legal inquiry were taped off to protect the evidence within. It might be rhetorically asked: 
Why did the military patrolling the red zone allow access to the demolition teams to demolish 
buildings and remove rubble? Did an official give them legitimate authority? And if so, who and 
why?  
 
The extent of damage from the earthquake meant that there was a mountain of rubble that had to 
be managed, perhaps 3 million tonnes (Gabrielli et al., 2018). Streets had to be cleared, and 
damaged buildings needed to be restored. Rubble was a significant issue in many ways. Rubble 
management creates environmental and social impacts, therefore disaster waste should be 
carefully managed to protect public health and the environment (USEPA, 1995, 2008). In Italy, 
however, waste management is highly problematic due to infiltration of organized crime, and 
because there is no disaster rubble management protocol (Gabrielli et al., 2018). Law Decree n.39 
(art.9) allowed disaster rubble management to be conducted in Abruzzo without regard to the 
environmental management procedures normally required, such as environmental impact 
assessment, assessment and monitoring of risk, safety measures, protection of groundwater at 
waste disposal sites, and public health and safety standards. Law Decree n.39 (art.9, subpara.1, 
1-bis) established that all rubble would be considered normal urban waste, including 
biohazardous sewage from the portable toilets in the tent camps and the rubble from collapsed 
buildings, even though the rubble would have contained high levels of asbestos and other 
contaminants (Gabrielli et al., 2018). Law Decree n.39 (art.9 subpara.5) also allowed effectively 
anyone to open new waste disposal sites, in contrast to the normal procedures governing fitness 
of an operator as defined by the national registry of environmental professionals, which, among 
other things, seeks to prevent mafia infiltration. It suspended the ability of the Region and 
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Province to require mitigation of risk, implement monitoring, or shut down dangerous operations. 
Furthermore, Law Decree n.39 (art.6 subpara.4-bis) suspended mitigation and monitoring 
requirements for water basin and river protection for the whole of the Abruzzo region.  
 
It might be considered that the presence of rubble would be a vivid reminder of the earthquake, 
and that a first step in return to normalcy would be the removal of rubble. However, an alternative 
perspective is that the rubble is potentially useful for reconstruction. Given the historic nature of 
some houses, the rubble was potentially valuable. The rubble that might be regarded as rubbish 
or hazard by some can be prized possessions full of sentiment for local people. People’s 
attachment to their houses and the materials that comprised their houses is a driver for 
participatory reconstruction and for enacting inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable 
transformations towards reducing vulnerabilities and enhancing DRR and community resilience. 
Elsewhere, resident involvement in the selection and storage of building materials that could be 
reused have led to community building in the reconstruction process (Denhart, 2009). A recent 
application of the Social Impact Assessment Framework for Action (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b) showed how participatory waste management strengthens local community resilience 
(Little, 2017).  
 
In the crater, however, the risk of mafia infiltration in waste management was high, even before 
the earthquake (Saviano, 2009; Galullo, 2009). The derogations to normal requirements 
transformed rubble into an avenue for rent-seeking, organised crime infiltration and disaster 
capitalism, rather than for participatory reconstruction or building back better more sustainable 
and resilient societies. The demolition firms were paid for the removal of rubble, and they also 
benefitted from sale of the rubble. Demolitions were carried out without adequate care regarding 
the private belongings of inhabitants, including building materials that could be reused (e.g. 
historic stones and planks). For example, in one interview, an old woman lamented that, while 
the demolition firm was demolishing her house without her knowledge, her historic door, which 
had been handmade by her grandfather, was taken away. According to eye-witness accounts, the 
haste at which demolitions were conducted and rubble removed was evident in the extent to which 
personal effects were present amongst the rubble. 
 
In May 2009, the L’Aquila Mayor nominated a site for rubble storage, a quarry owned by local 
construction firm, Teges and Palmerini. The Mayor agreed to pay €10 million (Libera, 2010). 
However, other firms contested this agreement and a legal inquiry was initiated, which led to it 
being rescinded. The DCP intervened and restored the contract (Libera, 2010). The contract was 
surprising because of the amount of money involved, the lack of transparency about the 
arrangements, a lack of proper procedure in relation to the awarding of the contract, and because 
of the building firm’s alleged links to the mafia (Libera, 2010).  
 
The first actions in relation to buildings in the red zones concerned technical surveys for 
evaluating the agibilitá (habitability/liveability) of damaged buildings. The criteria for assessing 
habitability, which were established as a consequence of previous earthquakes, were reiterated in 
Ordinance n.3753 of 6 April 2009. Thousands of professionals coming from all over Italy 
registered as DCP volunteers, organized themselves into teams, and began to conduct DCP 
surveys assessing habitability. Separately to the habitability assessments, the local mayors 
established technical teams to identify the buildings that needed safety measures. The mayors and 
their technical managers directly appointed firms to design and implement safety measures. In 
less than 6 months after the earthquake, the whole red zone of L’Aquila city was put into safety. 
The red zone was carved-up into districts and assigned to various influential building firms. As a 
key informant told us: 
 

“In the L’Aquila red zone, in the first 6 months after the earthquake, shoring-up solutions were 
implemented on almost all buildings ... They [the technical teams] determined the buildings that 
needed to be put into safety, but, practically, it was … almost all buildings … Then, the local 
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municipality assigned a different zone of the city centre to each of its ‘friends’. Yes! The city was 
literally split up into different zones so that, if one had to make a map of the city, it would have shown 
the city divided into these different zones, enabling the construction firms to work comfortably [said 
with a laugh to imply without interference or oversight].”. 

 
The L’Aquila red zone was put into safety with impressive quickness and in the form of a 
reward or gift to influential local building firms, as the local councillor said: 
 

“When the process of reconstruction was about to start, the Civil Protection decided to make the big 
local building firms happy because [in the temporary housing scheme the beneficiaries mostly were 
external building firms]. … it was clearly time to give something to the local entrepreneurs, building 
firms etc., who obviously were pressuring the local political representatives”. 

 
Safety measures were implemented through mayoral ordinances, and were managed by the 
technical directors of the councils. As the councillor stated: 
 

“[the Director of Public Works] could appoint private companies just with a phone call. … After a 
while, this system created suspicions so he decided to establish a ‘white list’ of acceptable building 
firms. Every firm that wanted to be included had to present an anti-mafia certificate … he established 
a time schedule for each assignment. This was true, but, the problem was that, for example, to 
<Company A> he gave an assignment for €80,000, to <Company B> an assignment for €160,000, 
and to <Company C> an assignment for €3 million. He would contact <Company C> again for another 
intervention. If you tried to say, Look, Company C already got the money for the last job, he replied, 
Yes, but Company D refused and I know that Company C can do a good job, so I appointed them. It 
was clear that this was improper conduct [un mercato indecente], however it was a business accepted 
by everyone. So much so that, during the trial, to defend himself, he said: in front of my office door 
there were queues of local councillors who were there to ask me to put this or that building firm on 
our short list”.  

 
Legitimised by mayoral ordinances, the building firms were in control and could design and 
implement safety measures without community engagement or public oversight, something 
which enabled excessive interventions to be applied. As a key informant confirmed: 
 

“That there was a general misuse of the safety measures applied to public and private buildings in the whole 
crater is a matter of fact. Shoring-up solutions and demolitions were disproportionate, some were totally 
wrong. They destroyed people’s houses that were supposed to be put into safety. They broke the interior of 
the buildings even their furniture. They stole everything they could from inside the homes. And this was the 
result of the lack of control over the whole operation. Or the intentional lack of control. …  
Interviewer: How did the building firms get appointed? 
Interviewee: Do you want a true answer? Friends of friends, this was the way it worked”. 

 
Building firms could get access to buildings while the owners were locked out of their homes and 
forced to live in emergency conditions hundreds of kilometres away. The red zones of all villages 
were delivered into the hands of private building firms, and work on private buildings was 
implemented without any engagement with inhabitants, without allowing inhabitants to access 
their buildings, or to exercise decisions relating to their property and its future. As an inhabitant 
said: 
 

The big damage to our village was caused by the building firm that carried out shoring-up solutions 
… Our problems began when the building firm arrived … I had to come back from the Adriatic coast 
to monitor what they were doing, because from the hotel [on the coast] I could not monitor the 
situation. … It was only pure coincidence that one day I came back to my house and found a worker 
putting seals across the entrance – the door to my home, you understand? With all my stuff inside! … 
I asked, Excuse me, who can explain what is going on? One person told me: We are implementing 
shoring-up solutions on the houses, we are making the buildings safe. And I told him: Sorry, that is 
my home, I have many things inside and you are now closing off the entrance so that I cannot get in 
anymore! ... He asked me how my home was classified. When I replied ‘E’ [uninhabitable], he said to 
me: ‘E’; then sorry, but you cannot do anything’. I answered back, ‘E’ does not mean expropriated, 
you cannot expropriate my home. The house is mine, you must contact me. I left my telephone number 
on the door!” 
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Concerning the way in which the building firms implemented shoring-up solutions, she reported: 
 

“Once, I hid under a crane, they could not see me but I could see them. I could see how they were 
conducting their operations implementing their shoring-up solutions. I saw how they put tie-rods on 
the damaged houses of our village. They used to make, not holes, but chasms inside walls, and while 
one worker was saying ‘Take care!’, the other one, who was leading the operation, was screaming to 
him ‘Who cares? Come on! Pull!’ I could see how they carried out these operations, the violence, the 
aggression, and the hatred they used to further destroy the houses. Such vandals, vandals! Believe me, 
it was horrible … They wanted to get themselves more work, beyond what they already had. Thus, 
day by day, they got themselves more work on private buildings that did not need any safety measures, 
but they did shoring-up solutions anyway. … This building firm occupied our village for two long 
years. They were donkeys amongst us, they behaved like animals, they mocked us, they laughed in our 
faces. They were the owners of the village. When they finally went away, only then did I feel safe”.  

 
Over time, many scandals emerged from the safety implementation. There was no monitoring of 
design or implementation, as well as over how the contracts and sub-contracts were assigned. As 
confirmed by a senior police detective: 
 

“During the six months following the disaster, we clearly made a mistake. All our efforts were focussed 
on the inspections we were instructed to do regarding likely criminal organization infiltration in the 
new CASE buildings. We did not take into account that there were entire city centres that were declared 
red zones in which building firms and sub-contractors were at work undertaking demolition and 
implementation of safety measures and shoring-up solutions … All our efforts and inquiries focussed 
on the CASE project, that’s why our inquiries about crimes against public administration concerning 
safety measure implementation only emerged years later”. 

 
A local online newspaper reported that a legal inquiry into the implementation of safety measures, 
Do ut des, had identified an intricate system of corruption involving ad hoc consulting firms to 
which building companies made payments (Orsini, 2016). Rather than the classic overnight bag 
stuffed full of cash, the bribes of the new millennium were electronic payments to personal firms 
for alleged consulting advice. It was evident from the inquiry that unrestricted access to funding 
and a complete lack of monitoring were ideal conditions in which corruption could flourish. In 
L’Aquila, the extent to which safety measures were implemented and the quickness of these 
operations were phenomenal. As the councillor told us: 
 

“Corruption also happened in Umbria. If one talks with those building entrepreneurs who were there, 
they understand that safety measures implementation was a system of corruption. Here [in L’Aquila], 
it was the same. The difference was in the amount of money spent, because in Umbria they spent little 
money, while here the cost of safety measures was extreme, also because the whole of L’Aquila city 
centre was put into safety. This was without any oversight. Thus, if this apartment had to be put into 
safety, and €20,000 of building materials were sufficient, the building firm would put in €40,000 of 
materials and no one controlled it or asked why €40,000 of building materials were put in, while 
€20,000 was sufficient”. 

 
Up to August 2012 when the State of Emergency ended (and even afterwards), local 
municipalities considered demolition and safety measures urgent actions that could be carried out 
without informing the homeowners. Far from putting buildings into safety, the process of 
implementing safety measures caused considerable delay to the start of reconstruction, further 
marginalizing local communities from their properties and right to decide about their future, and 
exacerbating local social risks and vulnerabilities. In January 2018, two local building firms were 
convicted of crimes against public administration relating to the work they undertook in the local 
barracks during the State of Emergency. The verdict declared that there was no reason for the 
work to be done under conditions of urgency, and that the emergency procedures enabled the 
building firms to undertake irregular subcontracting, false invoicing, and fraud. These two firms 
were amongst the first to be contracted to implement safety measures, which led to much public 
discussion and eventually to a parliamentary inquiry. This inquiry was conducted because, 
immediately after the earthquake, the L’Aquila Mayor and other notable figures had been hosted 
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for several months in a resort owned by one of these entrepreneurs (Faz, 2010). As a result of the 
inquiry, this resort was confiscated (Redazione, 2015). 
 
 
The AQ ethical fund, and the allocation of apartments 
 
Prior to the earthquake, there were approximately 3,000 unoccupied apartments in the City of 
L’Aquila. A 1975 urban development plan had a population estimate for L’Aquila of around 
160,000 people by 2010. This plan, the only one the city ever developed, encouraged local 
building firms to build speculative housing. Before the earthquake, there were enough houses for 
100,000 people, even though there were only some 70,000 residents. Sometime after the 
earthquake, the local branch of the National Association of Building Entrepreneurs (ANCE) 
indicated to the DCP that the 3,000 empty apartments, which were largely undamaged by the 
earthquake and more-or-less ready for occupation, could be used for temporary housing. A 
government ordinance of 15 May 2009 (OPCM n.3769) gave the authorities power to expropriate 
buildings for temporary housing purposes. However, this ordinance provoked polemical outrage 
from the local building entrepreneurs who lobbied heavily leading to new arrangements, which 
we describe below.  On 18 May 2009, a local businessman, Antonio Napoleone, was appointed 
as an advisor on the issue of housing and expropriation to DICOMAC, L’Aquila municipality, 
and the local prefecture. Napoleone negotiated a complex arrangement involving the 
establishment of a “real estate ethical fund for reconstruction” or AQ Fund. The AQ Fund would 
purchase the vacant apartments and rent them out to people displaced by the earthquake, with the 
rent being subsidised by the State, at least for some years, when the apartments would be sold 
off, potentially to the people who rented them. The fund would be guaranteed by the State, and 
the proposal began with promised capital of €100 million, 40% of which would come from two 
State-owned companies (Fintecna and Fimit), with the remaining 60% coming from a consortium 
of banks. The arrangement was facilitated by OPCM n.3789 of 9 July 2009 (art.5) which provided 
a State contribution of €30,000 per incomplete apartment to enable it to be made ready for use, 
and an additional €2,000 for furniture. The initial proposal would have seen 500 apartments 
bought (presumably at €200,000 each) and made available to displaced people. However, 
difficulties in gaining the capital meant that only 392 apartments were allegedly made available, 
although a subsequent inquiry revealed that only 350 were actually provided (Gianforte, 2018). 
The scheme drew a lot of criticism in the Italian media. As discussed by the councillor, the 
contentious issues included: 

• lack of transparency and accountability around the whole operation, including financial 
arrangements; 

• lack of a community housing assessment; 
• the procedure by which people were chosen to participate;  
• a perception that this scheme was capturing public funds to benefit local private firms and 

individuals. 
 

“This so-called ethical real estate fund was supposed to have an ethical form. In reality, it was only a 
scam to utilise the many unsold buildings of some local building entrepreneurs. … The proposal of 
this real estate fund actually came from local building entrepreneurs, but this was kept hidden for 
months. I say kept hidden, because you could not hear anyone talking about this fund. You could hear 
along the corridors of the local administration that ‘they are doing this real estate fund’, but no one 
really knew at that time what it really meant. When the first beneficiaries of this temporary housing 
scheme were announced, you could recognize that they were all the people in the city who had or have 
had power, obviously because having a proper home was more comfortable than sleeping in a hotel or 
a tent. The L’Aquila municipality – if we mean by it, its local council – did not know anything about 
the financial operation of this scheme. Only the local mayor knew about it and approved it. Because 
the AQ fund benefitted from a public contribution, and thus the monies it spent were public money, 
the local mayor should have said something. … There wasn’t any public ballot [or fair selection 
criteria] and when the names of the first beneficiaries came out, as I already said, they were all people 
of the high bourgeois of the city, or that had or have had power in the city”. 
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Discussion: How disaster capitalism gets implemented 
 
Above, we analysed how the Italian government provided local authorities with emergency 
powers to manage disaster rubble, make damaged buildings safe, and determine temporary 
housing arrangements. Extrapolating from our findings, below we reflect on how the top-down, 
military-type arrangements (emergency powers, command-and-control, and top-down planning) 
adopted by local and national authorities were the mechanism that facilitated rent-seeking, elite 
capture, organised crime infiltration and corruption, while enabled disaster capitalism to take 
hold.  
 
The use of emergency powers  
 
The emergency powers allowed national and local authorities to directly appoint suppliers to 
provide the goods and services needed for the emergency accommodation (food, portable toilets, 
etc). It also allowed them to directly appoint staff, consultancies and building firms to construct 
temporary accommodation, restore public buildings, implement safety measures and 
reconstruction plans, manage disaster rubble, and build new infrastructure. The use of emergency 
powers was deemed necessary because of perceived urgency and the intention to quickly end the 
emergency. However, instead of ending it, the use of emergency powers extended the emergency, 
allowing the elite to exploit the post-earthquake situation. This resulted in delaying reconstruction 
of the local physical and social fabric, and in extending the time people were compelled to live 
in emergency conditions, thus increasing harm in the short, medium and long term. Local 
communities were excluded from the reconstruction process, and their right to decide about the 
future of their properties, their villages, their city, and their affected landscape was disrespected.  
 
The emergency powers granted national and local authorities with state secrecy provisions and 
derogations from ordinary law, including public procurement, anti-mafia controls, public health, 
and environmental safeguard regulations. Although no-bid contracts in previous disaster contexts 
were already criticised as avenues for disaster capitalism (Klein, 2007; Button and Oliver-Smith, 
2008; Damiani, 2008), in L’Aquila the emergency powers enabled local and national authorities 
to make considerable use of no-bid contracts that facilitated the interests of influential building 
firms and entrepreneurs, exacerbated inequalities, and enabled elite capture and disaster 
capitalism to flourish. Many decisions taken under the regime of emergency powers continued to 
be implemented for years afterwards creating second disasters. The secrecy provisions, lack of 
disclosure, and derogations associated with the State of Emergency have served to hide dubious 
arrangements, disguise fraud and corruption, and further facilitated organised crime infiltration 
and disaster capitalism. As evident in the L’Aquila situation, it is clear that the use of emergency 
powers undermines transparency, accountability and effective community resilience-building 
strategies, leading to elite capture and disaster capitalism. 
 
The command-and-control approach  
 
In L’Aquila, use of emergency powers was accompanied by a command-and-control approach to 
resources, which led to suspension of the democratic functioning of local councils, with only the 
mayors, their trusted technicians and technical directors having a say in post-disaster 
interventions. The Presidents of the Abruzzo Region and L’Aquila Province, and the local 
mayors, embodied the command-and-control approach in the way they implemented their tasks, 
including the management of rubble, implementation of safety measures and demolitions, initial 
reconstruction, and infrastructure project implementation. A rigid command chain was 
considered necessary at the local level to decide how to spend money efficiently. However, rather 
than making the interventions and expenditure of public money more efficient, it facilitated 
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limited public oversight and participation, rent-seeking, elite capture, corruption, and organized 
crime infiltration. Instead of enabling inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable 
transformation, such a command-and-control approach failed to respect international disaster 
management principles, enabled disaster capitalism to take hold, and worsened local social risks, 
including inequity and social exclusion. By promulgating disaster myths, creating perverse 
opportunities, and failing to have adequate oversight mechanisms, the command-and-control 
worldview led to building a culture of disaster capitalism, with local people’s positive emotions, 
attitudes, and behaviours being subverted. Empathy was turned into fear and suspicion; social 
responsibility into a gold rush and divinization of the commander-in-charge; and mutual aid into 
rent-seeking and elite capture (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b).  
 
Top-down planning 
 
The design of recovery operations in L’Aquila was led by a top-down approach to physical 
planning that was negatively influenced by the economic interests of national and local elites and 
did not acknowledge the social dimensions of these interventions. The top-down planning relating 
to emergency shelters, temporary housing, safety measures, rubble management, restoration of 
key public buildings, and the construction of infrastructure was accompanied by techno-scientific 
assessments and resulted in over-engineered actions that, rather than being solutions, created 
further problems, worsened local vulnerability to endemic risks, violated human rights, created 
social and environmental impacts, and further public debt. This top-down planning did not take 
into account the environmental and social impacts of the interventions or the human rights that 
had to be respected, further marginalising and fragmenting local communities, creating 
widespread conflict and discontent, while supporting the interests of national and local elites, and 
failing to build resilience. There was nothing in this system to prevent disaster capitalism from 
flourishing, instead there seemed to be very good knowledge how to enable the elites to hijack 
the interventions and allow disaster capitalism to flourish. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The response and recovery operations following the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake were carried out 
in a regime of command-and-control, emergency powers and top-down planning. These 
arrangements were the institutional and financial strategies that constituted the mechanism 
adopted by local and national authorities to implement post-disaster interventions. The authorities 
asserted that this mechanism was needed to avoid delays and ensure efficient outcomes. However, 
despite expenditure of around €22 billion (Finocchiaro, 2017), eleven years after the earthquake, 
the red zones still exist, and over 10,000 people still live in temporary housing (Barabino and 
Sansa, 2019). Reflecting on the L’Aquila case, and drawing on Klein (2005) and others 
(Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Loewenstein, 2015; Faas, 2016; Schuller and Maldonado, 
2016), we define disaster capitalism as a broad multidimensional concept that relates to the 
deliberate perverse actions of self-interested elites to extract private advantage from disasters, as 
well as the mechanisms that facilitate these actions and protect the elites. Disaster capitalism 
happens at all levels of society and at all disaster management phases. The mechanism of disaster 
capitalism is constituted by cultural and institutional dimensions and includes: the deliberate 
distortion of information; the promulgation of disaster myths, particularly concerning local 
communities and matters of urgency; the use of emergency powers, command-and-control and 
top-down planning; police action and militarization; and the hijacking of post-disaster 
interventions. Disaster capitalism emerges from the pre-existing social risks and vulnerabilities, 
and facilitates rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration and corruption, creating 
environmental and social impacts and human rights violations, further worsening local social 
risks (e.g. local inequity and social exclusion) and vulnerabilities in a downward spiral, while 
undermining the positive feelings, attitudes, and behaviours that enable members of affected local 
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communities to collectively learn, transform and build resilience (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 
2019b). 
 
The main lesson learned from the L’Aquila disaster is that crucial shifts are required in the way 
states typically conceive their institutional and financial strategies, and their approaches to 
physical planning, risk management and community participation. Following the paradigm shift 
from a war approach to considering the social dimensions of disasters (Quarantelli, 1998; Perry 
and Quarantelli, 2005; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017), there has been a switch from civil defense to 
civil protection arrangements (Alexander, 2002). However, as the L’Aquila case shows, this shift 
was not accompanied by any substantial change in the institutional arrangements or in the 
management and planning models. Even under a civil protection regime, disaster myths keep 
accompanying disaster management interventions, and emergency powers, command-and-
control, and top-down planning keep being the mechanism used for disaster recovery and 
reconstruction operations. This mechanism facilitates disaster capitalism to take hold, instead 
than enhancing inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable transformation and building 
community resilience. 
 
To enable the various United Nations principles and declarations about DRR and resilience to be 
more effectively respected and implemented in practice, the international community must pay 
more attention to the mechanism by which states conceive, decide, design and implement disaster 
management interventions. The DRR and resilience paradigm demands a paradigm shift from 
protecting vulnerable, affected communities to engaging and empowering their capacities to learn 
and transform; and thus from centralized, civil protection systems to inclusive, decentralized 
community empowerment systems capable of orienting investments and interventions towards 
reducing local vulnerabilities, and environmental and social risks and impacts; enabling and 
empowering social learning and socially-sustainable transformations; and building resilience at 
all levels of society before and after disasters. 
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Chapter 8 
(key priority 4) 

 ‘Building back better’ in recovery, rehabilitation, and 
reconstruction and main constraints: 

Top-down physical planning 
 

 
 
We consider what happened in L’Aquila (Italy) following the 6 April 2009 earthquake in terms of the 
initial reconstruction interventions. Using the disaster risk reduction and resilience paradigm, we 
discuss the cognitive and interactional failures of top-down approaches, and we analyse the main 
constraints to social learning, transformation and building back better more resilient communities in 
post-disaster reconstruction. Our evidence comes from participant observation, action anthropology and 
analytic auto-ethnography conducted during the reconstruction phase following the L’Aquila 
earthquake. Findings were triangulated with document analysis, media analysis and retrospective 
interviewing conducted in 2013 and 2017. The findings revealed that the shift from civil defence to civil 
protection did not bring any advance in disaster management and development practice in terms of DRR 
and resilience. The militaristic command-and-control approach, which is still in vogue among civil 
protection systems, means that local political leaders become the civil protection authorities in a 
disaster area. As in the L’Aquila case, this exacerbates local social and environmental risks and 
impacts, inhibits local communities from learning, and restricts them from participating in post-disaster 
interventions. Most previous commentary on disaster recovery and reconstruction following the 
L’Aquila earthquake has focussed on the top-down approach carried out by the national government 
and the Italian Department of Civil Protection. This paper is unique in that it sheds light on how the 
command-and-control approach was also implemented by local authority figures and on how all this 
undermined building back better more resilient communities. 
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Chapter 8

“Building back better in 
recovery, rehabilitation, 

and reconstruction”

(Key Priority 4, UNISDR, 2015)

We consider what happened in L’Aquila (Italy) following the 6 April 2009 earthquake in terms 
of the initial reconstruction interventions. Using the disaster risk reduction and resilience 
paradigm, we discuss the cognitive and interactional failures of top-down approaches, and 
we analyse the main constraints to social learning, transformation and building back better 

more resilient communities in post-disaster reconstruction. Our evidence comes from 
participant observation, action anthropology and analytic auto-ethnography conducted during 

the reconstruction phase following the L’Aquila earthquake. Findings were triangulated with 
document analysis, media analysis and retrospective interviewing conducted in 2013 and 

2017. The findings revealed that the shift from civil defence to civil protection did not bring 
any advance in disaster management and development practice in terms of DRR and resilience. 

The militaristic command-and-control approach, which is still in vogue among civil protection 
systems, means that local political leaders become the civil protection authorities in a disaster 

area. As in the L’Aquila case, this exacerbates local social and environmental risks and impacts, 
inhibits local communities from learning, and restricts them from participating in post-disaster 

interventions.Most previous commentary on disaster recovery and reconstruction following 
the L’Aquila earthquake has focussed on the top-down approach carried out by the national 

government and the Italian Department of Civil Protection. This paper is unique in that it sheds 
light on how the command-and-control approach was also implemented by local authority 

figures and on how all this undermined building back better more resilient communities.
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Top-down reconstruction and the failure to ‘build back better’  
resilient communities after disaster:  

Lessons from the 2009 L’Aquila Italy earthquake  
 
 
Introduction 
 
The reconstruction phase in the disaster management cycle includes the management and 
processes related to restoration of damaged buildings and the construction of new permanent 
housing (and thus resettlement), and the social dimensions of these activities (Quarantelli, 1982, 
1998; Oliver-Smith, 1990; Chang et al., 2010; Sadiqi et al., 2017). In addition to local 
communities, there is a wide range of actors involved in reconstruction, both local and external, 
including disaster management agencies, governments at all levels, housing organizations, 
building firms, NGOs, private investors, universities and research foundations, and local and 
national professionals (Jha et al., 2010). Any disaster management intervention, including 
reconstruction practice, has five components: (i) an institutional strategy; (ii) a financial strategy; 
(iii) a community participation approach; (iv) physical planning (e.g. disaster rubble 
management, local infrastructure implementation, reconstruction); and (v) risk management (Jha 
et al., 2010). Decisions made and actions carried out in relation to these different components 
will have positive and negative impacts on local communities in that they can reduce or 
exacerbate pre-disaster vulnerabilities and social risks (e.g. inequity, social exclusion, elite 
capture), as well as mitigate or worsen the social impacts of disasters (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2019a, 2020; Finucane et al., 2020).  
 
Housing is a sector that tends to experience major losses from disasters, especially earthquakes 
(Amin and Goldestein, 2008). Reconstruction is a key activity to undertake in any post-disaster 
situation (UNDRO, 1982; Jha et al., 2010). Community marginalization from the reconstruction 
process can worsen local social risks, such as inequities and social exclusion, exacerbating local 
vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks and impacts (Fan, 2012; Sadiqi et al., 2017). Since 
the 1980s, various international declarations have promulgated a DRR and resilience paradigm 
that should be the basis of disaster management and development agencies in all countries 
(UNDRO, 1982; INDNR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005; 2015). The DRR and resilience paradigm 
advocates reducing vulnerabilities and risks, enacting genuine community engagement and 
empowerment, and building local community resilience at all phases of disaster management, 
including in post-disaster reconstruction and development (IFRC and RCS, 2004; UNISDR, 
2004; Benson and Twigg, 2007; UNISDR and UNDP, 2007; Jha et al., 2010; UNDP, 2014). 
 
The resilience construct has multiple definitions and a long history across many scientific 
disciplines (Adger, 2000; Folke et al., 2002; Berkes et al., 2003; Folke, 2006; Norris et al., 2008; 
Davidson, 2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Brown, 2014; Darnhofer et al., 2016; Twigg and 
Calderone, 2019), and strengthening the resilience of local communities before and after disasters 
was first advocated by the United Nations in the Yokohama Strategy (IDNDR, 1994). The Hyogo 
Framework for Action 2005 emphasised the need for proactive measures, and argued that the 
response, recovery, and reconstruction phases are windows of opportunity to build back better 
livelihoods and physical and socio-economic structures in ways that will build community 
resilience and reduce vulnerability to future disaster risks (UNISDR, 2005).  
 
In previous work (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a), we defined local community resilience as the 
agency (i.e. a set of social, cognitive and interactional capacities and processes) that enables 
members of local communities to collectively learn from crises, disasters and other unwanted 
changes, and positively transform towards reducing local vulnerabilities, social risks, and 
associated disaster risks and impacts, thus enhancing the wellbeing of all members of a 
community, especially the most vulnerable. To build back better more resilient and sustainable 
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landscapes and communities, especially during the reconstruction process, understanding, 
recognising, engaging, and empowering the individual and collective capacities of local people 
(e.g. feelings, attitudes, values, narratives, actions and behaviours) to collectively learn and 
transform towards enhanced disaster risk reduction (DRR) and community wellbeing (i.e. local 
community resilience) is crucial (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). 
 
Too often, disaster management interventions become structural failures that ignore, exclude, or 
weaken resilience at the local community level through ‘counterproductive help’, i.e. increased 
dependency on external support (Illich, 1976, 1978; Esman and Uphoff, 1984; Ellerman, 2006), 
thus failing to build community resilience at the cognitive (i.e. counterproductive learning) and 
interactional levels (i.e. counterproductive transformation). These failures reproduce and 
exacerbate local vulnerabilities, risks and the root causes of disaster (e.g. poor governance, elite 
capture, organised crime infiltration, inequity, social exclusion, poverty), often resulting in 
second disasters (Oliver-Smith, 1990; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017). In the context of disasters, we 
define counterproductive learning as failures at the cognitive level induced by counterproductive 
help that inhibits people from learning from local vulnerabilities, the root causes of disasters, and 
disaster risks and impacts. Counterproductive learning worsens the local social risks, including 
rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration, and corruption. Counterproductive 
transformations result in worsening local inequities, social exclusion, lack of capacity, and 
exacerbate local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks and impacts. Unfortunately, before 
and after disasters, business-as-usual and a lack of clarity about how resilience works at the local 
community level enable traditional top-down models of planning and management to be 
perpetuated, and the international principles and recommendations to be ignored (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019a).  
 
In previous work, we conceptualised the mechanism that states with centralised, top-down civil 
protection systems enact to facilitate disaster capitalism and protect the private interests of local 
and national elites. We showed that such a mechanism has cognitive (i.e. promulgation of disaster 
myths, over-reliance on techno-scientific knowledge) and interactional dimensions (i.e. 
emergency powers, command-and-control and top-down planning). From a DRR and resilience 
perspective, we previously analysed the main failures of: (a) promulgating disaster myths; (b) 
relying on techno-scientific knowledge and police action; and (c) using emergency powers, 
militarizing the affected area, and adopting a command-and-control approach to disaster risks and 
impacts and resources (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 2019a, 2019b, 2020). In this paper, we 
expand our analysis to encompass another component of the mechanism of disaster capitalism: 
the top-down approach to physical planning. Again using the DRR and resilience paradigm, we 
analyse the top-down approach to post-disaster reconstruction that was applied by the national 
and local civil protection entities after the 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy. We reflect 
on the initial reconstruction interventions that were implemented, and on how the approach used 
facilitated elite capture and rent-seeking, and led to failures at the cognitive and interactional 
levels. We argue that, to build back better resilient communities, the mechanism enacted by states, 
which facilitates disaster capitalism and protects the private interests of local and national elites, 
must be abolished (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). To do so, a crucial shift in disaster management 
thinking and practice is needed, from the typical centralised civil protection approach to a 
decentralised community empowerment approach that must be able to reduce local 
vulnerabilities, social risks and the root causes of disasters, and build community resilience before 
and after disasters.  
 
 
  



 217 

The 6 April 2009 earthquake, the red zones, and the L’Aquila crater 
 
On 6 April 2009, a 6.3 Mw earthquake devastated the regional capital, L’Aquila, and 56 
surrounding municipalities. Some 309 persons were killed, 1,500 injured, and 70,000 people were 
rendered homeless in the affected area, which became known as ‘the crater’. Shortly after the 
earthquake, a State of Emergency was declared and remained in force for three years, an 
extraordinarily long period (Venice Commission, 1995; Khakee, 2009; Alexander, 2013). 
Exclusion areas (i.e. red zones) were established to exclude local people from the severely-
affected city centres across the crater. The State of Emergency provided national and local 
authority figures with emergency powers, led to the suspension of democratic governance, 
enabled derogation from ordinary public procurement and oversight procedures, anti-mafia 
controls, and environmental and public health safeguard policies. Also, all recovery and 
reconstruction activities were covered by state secrecy provisions (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 
2020).  
 
To coordinate the emergency, the national Department of Civil Protection (DCP) established a 
Directorate of Command and Control (DICOMAC). The powers of the various local authority 
figures – including the President of the Abruzzo Region, Gianni Chiodi; the President of the 
L’Aquila Province, Stefania Pezzopane; and the mayors of the local municipalities – were 
expanded, while local councils were suspended. Providing that they deferred to the DCP, the local 
authority figures were granted emergency powers and expected to implement key disaster 
management activities, including safety measure implementation (i.e. red zones, shoring-up 
solutions and demolitions), and disaster rubble management (OPCM n.3753, 6 April 2009) 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). 
 
The recovery process has been severely criticised (Alexander, 2013; OECD, 2013; Özerdem and 
Rufini, 2013; Calandra, 2016), including by a European Parliament inquiry (Søndergaard, 2013), 
which was concerned about the misuse of the €493 million provided by the European Union. 
There was also proof of organised crime infiltration (Galullo, 2009; Postiglione, 2010; Libera, 
2010; Søndergaard, 2013; DNA, 2016; Bindi, 2018). Since the earthquake, there have been many 
legal actions relating to allegations of fraud, corruption, bribery, inadequate public 
administration, and mafia infiltration, which implicated national and local public officers and 
building firms (Galullo, 2009; Postiglione, 2010; Libera, 2010; Søndergaard, 2013; Alexander, 
2013; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 2020). Most academic research related to the recovery 
process following the L’Aquila earthquake primarily focused on how the Italian government and 
the DCP carried out disaster recovery. There has been little research on the actions local authority 
figures undertook, the emergency powers they were given, how their actions were implemented, 
or the negative consequences created.  
 
The actions undertaken on damaged buildings immediately following the L’Aquila earthquake 
included: (i) technical surveys for assessing the habitability of damaged buildings; (ii) 
demolitions and safety measure design and implementation; and (iii) private reconstruction 
design and implementation. For each of these actions, we consider how they were done and the 
consequences, and we discuss how local and national authority figures failed to build back better 
more sustainable and resilient communities. We specifically consider the extent to which 
exclusion of local communities was evident in how the top-down planning approach was 
implemented, and how such approach led to counterproductive learning, and to building a culture 
of disaster capitalism rather than of community wellbeing and resilience. Ten years after the 
earthquake, the red zones are still officially in force, and many buildings are still crammed with 
temporary shoring-up solutions, overgrown and deteriorating. However, there are also many 
empty apartments now owned by the local administrations because the original owners have 
decided to move away and have surrendered ownership. This is an increasing burden on these 
administrations. Despite this, some 10,000 people still live in temporary accommodation.   
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Methodology 
 
The primary author is an Italian citizen who was resident in the L’Aquila region for most of his 
life. He was present in L’Aquila city on the night of the earthquake and lived in the L’Aquila 
mountain province for the subsequent seven years. As a reflexive scholar and practitioner, in the 
days after the earthquake, he began taking notes of his experiences and of what he witnessed. In 
January 2010, he became engaged in an international participatory reconstruction project 
proposal, which enabled him to undertake a year of ethnographic fieldwork in the L’Aquila 
region.  
 
This paper is part of a larger research project looking at the social dimensions of the L’Aquila 
earthquake at each disaster management phase (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 2019a, 2019b, 
2020). The overall project used a wide range of methods, including: action anthropology 
(Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014); analytic auto-ethnography (Anderson, 2006; Ellis et al., 
2011); ethnography; participant observation; fieldwork discussions; fieldnotes; blogging; 
surveys; document analysis of all relevant documents; a media and photo analysis about the 
earthquake and its aftermath; 37 retrospective, in-depth interviews with key informants across a 
number of years; and over 250 interviews with people in local communities undertaken between 
2009 and 2018. The evidence used in this paper primarily comes from participant observation in 
the L’Aquila crater, action anthropology and analytic auto-ethnography conducted during the 
reconstruction phase, and from systematic document analysis and media analysis and 
retrospective in-depth interviewing. Between January 2010 and June 2012, the first author applied 
Social Impact Assessment (Benson and Twigg, 2007; Jha et al. 2010; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b) to enhance the social development outcomes of two groupings of houses and 
reconstruction project proposals in the L’Aquila municipality.  
 
This paper especially draws on 20 retrospective, in-depth interviews, 5 done in 2013 and 15 done 
in 2017. The 2013 interviews were with 3 local homeowners whose houses had been demolished, 
and 2 people who closely knew people whose houses had been demolished. These interviews 
were primarily about their experiences of demolition. The 2017 interviews were with key local 
people who were ideal ‘key informants’ in that were knowledgeable about what happened in the 
L’Aquila region after the earthquake, and were willing to speak frankly. They were identified by 
using the lead author’s networks, and by approaching people cited in the media.  
 
The 2013 and 2017 interviews were recorded. Informed consent was obtained for these interviews 
and general principles of ethical social research were observed (Vanclay et al., 2013). All 
interviews were done in Italian. For this paper, extracts from the interviews were translated into 
English by the primary author, with some adaptation by the native English speaking co-author. 
In our translations, we have reflected the intended or implied meaning as would be said in English, 
rather than providing an exact literal translation. A draft version of the paper was provided to the 
interviewees who were quoted, and they were invited to reconfirm their approval of our use of 
the information they provided and to check that we had quoted them correctly. 
 
 
The top-down approach in how habitability was assessed 
 
As a result of the earthquake, over 34,000 buildings were damaged to some extent, while some 
37,000 buildings had no damage of consequence (DCP, 2018). Less than a month after the 
earthquake, technical surveys were conducted to evaluate the agibilitá (habitability/liveability) 
of damaged buildings all over the crater. The criteria for assessing habitability, which were 
established as a consequence of previous earthquakes, were reiterated in Ordinance n.3753 of 6 
April 2009. Thousands of professionals who came from all over Italy registered as DCP 
volunteers and together with local professionals were organized and coordinated by the DCP into 
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teams to complete the DCP surveys to assess habitability. By October 2009, 73,521 buildings 
across the crater had been assessed (DCP 2018), with around 37,000 (52%) classified ‘A’ 
(habitable); 11,000 (16%) classified either ‘B’ or ‘C’ (temporarily uninhabitable); while 23,000 
(32%) were classified ‘E’ (uninhabitable) or ‘F’ (adjacent to an E building). Some 1,800 heritage 
buildings (including 1045 churches) were assessed separately.  
 
In other post-earthquake interventions in Italy (even those with more damage than L’Aquila), 
public sector technicians were recruited, first those who were local, then from other regions. Only 
if more assessors would be needed, would private sector professionals be engaged, and then they 
were only allowed to support public officers in the assessments. In those cases, the professionals 
were technically subpoenaed to serve the State, and as such they were obligated to serve and to 
observe public duties and procedures. In the L’Aquila situation, the DCP made an agreement with 
all the national professional associations so that thousands of freelance professionals could come 
to the L’Aquila crater. This created problems in relation to the many volunteers who did not have 
technical competence or professional qualifications. An engineer, who had a key role in the design 
of the habitability assessments, told us: 

 
These professionals were not adequately prepared at all. The technical sheets they had to fill in were 
not overly complicated, but they usually require at least 2 to 3 days of full-time training. In the 
L’Aquila case, however, freelance professionals were given instruction for a couple of hours at the 
DICOMAC offices and then sent to do technical inspections, often creating confusion. Fortunately, 
there were also fire service staff who had completed ad-hoc educational programs on the methodology 
of damage assessment and on the criteria for compliance with safety standards, and some technicians 
coming from other regions who had completed ad hoc educational programs and had obtained the 
professional qualification of ‘habitabilitators’ [for assessing compliance with safety standards and the 
habitability of buildings], but the majority were absolutely not prepared and received only poor 
training. 

 
The inspections led to initial identification of groupings of houses for planning future 
reconstruction. These groups were detected through an automated system the DCP directly 
applied to cadastral data. As the engineer explained: 
 

The identification of the groups of houses … was made by the DCP in an automated way. The DCP 
has a set of maps based on cadastral data through which it could automatically design groups of houses 
for proposed reconstruction interventions. However, reality is totally different to cadastral data, which, 
for example, is not always updated. 

 
Subsequently, private technicians were not required to follow the groups of houses identified by 
the DCP. In May 2010, the L’Aquila municipality invited local technicians to submit nominations 
for new groupings of houses. These nominations had to outline how conducive they were to future 
reconstruction projects. Thousands of nominations (often overlapping) were submitted and 
considered by the local administration. In October 2010, approved private technicians were 
invited to submit preliminary proposals. Initially, these proposals were developed only by 
considering technical matters, such as the structural integrity of the specific grouping and 
feasibility of the proposed interventions, without any consent or consultation with the residents. 
It took two years before a L’Aquila mayoral ordinance finally clarified the procedures by which 
local homeowners and inhabitants could establish inhabitants’ consortia to get access to the state 
contribution (i.e. public money for reconstruction of private housing) and decide on any planned 
intervention in relation to their homes, common spaces, services and infrastructure. However, in 
many villages, the formal legal process that ensured respect of local inhabitants’ right to 
participate in the reconstruction of their own properties took many more years before being 
implemented.  
 
When local inhabitants were finally officially able to decide on the reconstruction process of their 
own homes, they often found it was too late – private building firms had already been directly 
appointed by local municipalities and had already undertaken activities on their properties, 
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including: habitability assessments, shoring-up solutions, demolitions, defining groupings of 
houses for reconstruction, and designing preliminary reconstruction project proposals. Thus, the 
initial reconstruction interventions were techno-driven and business-led, with local people being 
kept in the dark. There was no procedure to ensure equity and inclusion, which allowed the 
process to be affected by people seeking individual gain. As the engineer explained: 
 

How many inhabitants do you think saw the reconstruction project proposal of their own home [before 
it was implemented]? [implication is only a few] The inhabitants delegated everything to the convenors 
of the inhabitants’ consortia who very often were in cahoots with the technicians and building firms. 
In this way, the convenors could do whatever they wanted. There were people who were the convenor 
of more than 20 consortia related to the reconstruction of more than 20 groups of houses. In some 
mountain rural suburbs, there was one person who was the convenor of all groups of houses identified 
within the village. The local administration’s fault was that they did not provide any proper information 
to the broader public, and at that time it only interacted with local technicians. 

 
 
Top-down shoring-up and demolition 
 
Since the very first disaster management interventions, through the government ordinance issued 
by Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi (OPCM n.3753, 6 April 2009), the local mayors were 
entitled, among other things, to: (i) establish technical teams to identify the buildings that needed 
safety measures; (ii) implement shoring-up solutions and demolitions, and (iii) manage disaster 
rubble. Almost immediately, demolition teams moved uninhibited into the red zone to remove 
rubble, especially from those destroyed buildings that were likely to be the subject of legal 
inquiries (Libera, 2010; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). Surprisingly, the process of safety 
measure implementation (i.e. shoring-up solutions and demolitions) was completely separated 
from the habitability assessments and the identification of groupings of houses for future 
reconstruction. As the engineer explained: 
 

Safety measure implementation, in theory, should have been designed and implemented according to the 
technical surveys that were carried out within the crater. In the survey form that was designed [for the rapid 
habitability assessment], there was much data that could have been immediately used for this purpose. But 
they didn’t even read it! In that form, there was everything: for example, if a building resulted in B ‘partially 
habitable’, it was also expected that ‘suggested safety interventions to be implemented’ also be completed 
[with blank space to be fulfilled by the technician]. Furthermore, there were already some pre-defined 
standard intervention options, which you simply had to put a cross against. However, this information was 
not normally used. 

 
Without following the DCP’s habitability assessment, but using the advice coming from the 
technical surveys and inspections conducted separately, given the emergency powers they had 
been granted, the local mayors and their technical managers could directly appoint building firms 
to demolish buildings or to design and implement shoring-up solutions (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2020). Safety measure implementation and disaster rubble management activities took place over 
many years, but were heavily concentrated in the first months. During the three years the State of 
Emergency was in force, these interventions were conducted using no-bid contracts and with 
derogation of the normal procedures of public procurement, anti-mafia controls, environmental 
and health safeguard procedures, and in the total absence of any public oversight. All this resulted 
in a lack of strategic programming and no consideration of the longer-term sustainability of the 
activities conducted, facilitating elite capture, rent-seeking, disaster capitalism, mafia infiltration 
and corruption at local and national levels, creating further environmental and social impacts 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020).  
 
Demolitions were carried out without engaging local homeowners, nor with any care regarding 
materials that could have been reused (e.g. historic stones and planks) or regarding the private 
belongings of inhabitants, which is a breach of decency and dignity, and is a violation of the 
human right to property (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 2020). In one story similar to that of 
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many other local people, a local homeowner reported in a 2013 interview that their house was 
demolished without their consent in 2012, three years after the earthquake: 
 

They did not let me know anything, and only by chance a villager told me that they had demolished 
my house. I was not called, not even to assist: nothing. That was not fair, was it? What do you think? 
What if I needed to collect things from home? I did not know anything! I did not see anything. I could 
not see any draft or project design about the pre-demolition state of my home, or about the executive 
demolition procedure they carried out, nothing!  

 
In less than 6 months after the earthquake, the whole red zone of L’Aquila city was ‘put into 
safety’ (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). The red zone was carved-up into districts and assigned to 
various influential local and national building firms. De Berardinis and De Gregorio (2014) 
claimed that in L’Aquila city alone, approximately 40,000 cubic meters of wood, 400,000 
polyester strap ratchet clamps, 10,000 tonnes of steel, and 2 million segments of tubular 
scaffolding were used in the temporary safety measures. However, far from putting buildings into 
safety or being conducive to the effective physical reconstruction of damaged buildings, the safety 
measure implementation was disproportionate and damaging to the property. The attention given 
to safety measure implementation caused considerable delay to the start of reconstruction, further 
marginalizing and alienating local communities from their properties and their right to decide 
about their future. It prolonged the collective sense of precariousness, temporariness, uncertainty, 
and lack of a shared vision for the future reconstruction of the damaged city and villages. 
Concerning the ‘forced temporariness’ of these safety measures, the engineer (and inhabitant of 
a mountain village in the crater) stated: 

 
For a clever professional, most safety measures implemented could have immediately been provisional 
work for the reconstruction of the damaged buildings. For each damaged building, one could have 
implemented permanent safety measures which would have permanently maintained the building in a 
safe condition, and enhanced the outcomes of the restoration process. Think about the amount of public 
money that could have been saved! In my case, fortunately, I already knew the professional of the 
building firm that got appointed by the L’Aquila Municipality to implement safety measures in my 
building … With him, we designed a project in which 60 to 70% of the safety materials could be used 
permanently and left inside the building, thus improving the overall outcomes of its restoration. The 
cost of this material could have been deducted from the total cost of the future reconstruction of the 
building. Thus, just imagine what a saving of money would have been achieved! However, the 
technical commission in charge of approving the design of safety measure implementation rejected 
our proposal because the safety measures could not be permanent, but had to be temporary! This was 
crazy! Imagine, on the contrary, how many money could have been saved! 

 
Although safety measure implementation did not function as provisional works for the future 
reconstruction of damaged buildings, for the building firms they acted as a sort of pre-emptive 
option over buildings in relation to the likely future reconstruction. The work required to remove 
the safety measures was complicated, and many homeowners considered it would be quicker to 
appoint the same building firm that installed the safety measures to do the reconstruction work. 
Furthermore, by having already worked on their buildings, the building firms could easily contact 
the inhabitants and they used these arguments as leverage to get appointed to do the permanent 
reconstruction. As the engineer confirmed: 
 

In most cases, the private building firms appointed for the implementation of the shoring-up solutions 
were the same as those that became appointed for the reconstruction project and works. … In my case, 
however, I kicked the private building firm that implemented the shoring-up solution out from my 
house after he completed that preliminary work. I told him: I even know you, sorry, but I will let another 
building firm, one I want, to do the work on the proper reconstruction design and implementation of 
my house and the group of houses in which my house has been included. 

 
Safety measure implementation was not accompanied by any mid to long-term planning, or by 
any consideration of the social-ecological lifecycle of shoring-up solutions, nor of how these 
interventions could have been considered in relation to the physical reconstruction of the 
buildings (De Berardinis and De Gregorio, 2014). Furthermore, at the time of writing (early 
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2020), effective and sustainable procedures for dismantling, transporting, storing and re-using (or 
disposing) the safety measures are still unclear. One issue was that there was no plan for the reuse 
of the temporary safety measures. This issue is complicated because the building firms doing the 
reconstruction had to dismantle them and return them to the municipality. As reported by De 
Beradinis and De Gregorio (2014) argue the cost of dismantling and disposal of the temporary 
safety measures is a significant burden. Using steel, which is the material that has greatest 
potential resale value, as an example, the income from its sale as used steel is less than the cost 
of dismantling and transporting it to the recycling facility, and it is cheaper to dispose of it in 
nearby landfill site. In addition to the economic cost and numerous logistic difficulties of 
disposing of a large amount of material in only a few years, the environmental impacts are 
considerable.  
 
The process of dismantling these safety measure solutions and finding adequate arrangements for 
their storage and reuse is complicated. As the engineer explained: 
 

When the proper physical reconstruction of the buildings began, because of their temporariness, the 
safety bracings had to be removed … We proposed that these safety bracings should have been left in 
the hands of the building firm … as removing them is not an easy task, especially after 7 to 8 years. 
Thus, leaving these materials to the building firms … – so they could sell them back to the market – 
would have been a counter-balancing measure to not create further bureaucracy. But, no, the local 
municipality invented a system in which someone had to remove them, measure their weight, and 
deliver them back to the local municipality. I told the local municipality that, if we do this, we risk 
sending many people to jail because, if one is meticulous in this procedure, they would reveal that, 
based on the original cost estimate, the building firm had claimed the cost of 100 joints at the price of 
€28 each – when actually they cost €6 and this was another big source of profit. Then, when one 
dismantles them, and instead of 100, they find only 60 joints, what should one do? Should one have to 
denounce the implementing building firm? Should one have to send them, the building firm and the 
local municipality [who approved this implementation] to jail? [laughs] It is pointless to deal with this 
shit. Let’s do a rough compensation and that’s it. And instead, one has to dismantle them, measure 
them, and bring them to the municipality. The municipality then does not have sufficient area to store 
these things, so the building firms have to bear a double cost, also the cost of renting an area to store 
them till the municipality has the possibility to take them back. … The impressive cost of the temporary 
measures implemented in this way were thus doubled: the state first paid to implement them, then now 
is paying to remove them, while delays in the physical reconstruction are unbearable. 

 
Overall, the total cost of the shoring-up solutions and demolitions implemented by private firms 
appointed by the local municipalities by direct assignment was €628 million (GSSI, 2018). The 
costs were managed by the directors of the municipal technical offices and the local mayors who 
had access to the Civil Protection Fund. There was no public disclosure or monitoring of these 
actions, which were covered by state secrecy provisions. The local municipalities were not 
required to produce any official financial statement (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). The safety 
measures delayed the proper reconstruction process, prolonging the collective sense of 
precariousness, temporariness, uncertainty, and lack of a shared vision for the future 
reconstruction of the L’Aquila city and mountain villages in the crater. After 10 years, all city 
centres of the crater still have red zones, access to which is still formally restricted. As an 
inhabitant of a mountain village (interviewed in 2017) told us: 
 

Safety measures perhaps should be implemented immediately after the disaster, but they should not 
remain after almost ten years … My village is a red zone, substantially it is still a red zone! … I 
remember, after 5 years, I was going to my house, which is in the red zone, and some personnel in 
uniform, probably from the DCP, who just happened to be there, stopped me, looked at me and asked: 
Where are you going? I know that these people were acting in a good faith, but you come and say to 
me ‘Where are you going?’ To me? In my village? … thus, ‘Please, get out of my place!’ Can’t I go 
to my home, or do I have to call the Fire Service to go to my home? After 5 years! Really? I might 
accept this after one or two months, or even after six months! But you, after 5 years, come to me and 
ask me Where are you going? I asked them ‘Where were they going?’ [laughs] and Where did they 
come from [laughs]. … Now, after nine, ten years, access to our village is still formally denied and this 
is totally unacceptable. 
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Top-down reconstruction design and implementation 
 
In the L’Aquila case, the habitability assessments carried out were used for different purposes 
than in previous post-disaster situations, such as the Umbria (1997) and Molise (2002) 
earthquakes. Rather than providing general information that could have supported a coherent 
assessment of the public need for temporary housing, the amount of public money needed for 
reconstruction, or the design of a coherent reconstruction policy, the primary purpose of the quick 
habitability assessment was to support requests by individuals for a state contribution to 
reconstruction of their dwelling.  
 
One issue of concern was that the government ordinances that enabled the state contribution 
(OPCM n.3779 on 6 June 2009, and OPCM n.3790 on 7 July 2009) were issued while the 
technical surveys were still being conducted. This meant that the technicians doing the 
assessments realised that there would be little scrutiny of their assessments, and that they were in 
a prime position to exaggerate the damage, inflate the estimated cost of reconstruction, and 
subsequently benefit from future reconstruction works. The engineer we interviewed stated: 
 

Issuing these ordinances while the habitability assessment was still going on allowed many of these 
assessments to be distorted by private interests, so that many technicians conducting the assessments 
made the habitability results worse than they were in reality. Another contradiction created was that 
the habitability assessment results say little about the real damage to each building produced by the 
earthquake that the State contribution was supposed to address. Many buildings could get a habitability 
assessment result of ‘E’, thus not ‘habitable’, yet have little damage that was directly due to the 
earthquake. This could result from the fact that a non-habitability rating ‘E’ could be given by noting 
that the building was not accessible because there were unstable buildings around it, or there were 
unstable buildings threatening it. Furthermore, even if there was only a precarious chimney that 
threatened the main entrance of a building, this would render the building as ‘not habitable’ [even if it 
was in otherwise fine condition]. In one study … it was determined that in the whole crater, 10% of 
the damaged buildings declared E actually had little damage or no damage at all. Even if they had only 
little damage, they were considered the same as ‘not habitable’ so that they could get the maximum 
amount of money possible. 

 
The engineer further explained: 
 

In the case of the Umbria and Marche earthquakes in 1997, and in the case of the Molise earthquake 
in 2002, the state contribution [to owners] was strictly tied to the assessment of the damage created by 
the earthquake, to the specific dimensions of the damaged building, and to its structural vulnerability, 
up to a defined maximum amount of money that could claimed from the State. However, in the case 
of L’Aquila, before the introduction of the survey sheet [scheda parametrica] that was issued in 2012, 
there was no established maximum amount that could be requested. The State contribution was not 
tied to any damage assessment, but could be approved only according to the habitability results and 
the amount of money that was estimated by the private reconstruction project. Only when the survey 
sheet was introduced in 2012 could we establish that the State contribution had to be directly 
proportional to the damages created by the earthquake and to the intrinsic vulnerability of the building 
itself, up to an established maximum.  

 
Before the survey sheet was introduced, there was massive proliferation of reconstruction projects 
and much inflation in the proposed cost of projects, many of which were approved and funded by 
the state. As the engineer explained (slightly modified for clarity):  

 
Another nonsense was that, before the introduction of the survey, for a building with 10 apartments 
you had to present 11 projects: 1 project for each apartment and 1 project for the common parts. This 
was an absurd thing, technically speaking. It brought … a proliferation in the number of assignments 
for reconstruction projects. The splintering of the whole building into different sub-projects for each 
single apartment within the same building increased the cost of the projects. This was especially 
because the discretionary overhead (or mark-up) of a project is inversely proportional to the cost of 
the whole project: to simplify with an example, on a reconstruction of 50,000 euros, the mark-up is 
15%, whereas on a reconstruction of 300,000 euros, the mark-up is 7%. [so if you chop a project up 
into little pieces, the total cost is increased, and also the more money the technicians get].  
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Another controversial issue is related to how public funds for heritage reconstruction were 
managed. A separate procedure to access the state contribution for the reconstruction of buildings 
designated as heritage was established, with approval of requests being conducted by the local 
heritage authority. This was quicker than the normal procedure. Furthermore, the owners of 
heritage buildings benefitted from an additional top-up allowance equivalent to the reconstruction 
cost estimate made by the reconstruction project (in other words, they received double 
compensation) (OPCM n.3917, 2010, Article 21, subpara.2). The rationale for this double 
payment ostensibly was that the heritage building owners were expected to use the extra funds to 
conduct additional works to ensure greater seismic resistance in the future. However, there was 
no requirement that the heritage status had been determined prior to the earthquake, and 
consequently there was distortion in claims under this mechanism. After the earthquake, some 
people were able to get their building declared heritage so they could benefit from the quicker 
process and extra payment. As our engineer informant explained:  
 

Buildings considered heritage could get access to an amount of money that was double what ordinary 
buildings could get. This was totally wrong, simply because of the fact that many buildings could be 
considered heritage only because a small portion of them was old, or because they had one window 
frame from the 14th century. However, no matter how little the detail was, … the building would be 
considered heritage in its totality, and could get double the state contribution for reconstruction. Only 
after the survey sheet was implemented could we introduce a criterion that the state contribution be 
directly proportional to the heritage elements.  

 
 
Building back better more resilient communities? 
 
To build back better more resilient communities, any planned intervention should engage and 
empower local communities and build a community culture of wellbeing, DRR and resilience 
that enhances inclusive learning and socially sustainable transformation (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b; Alaniz, 2017; Imperiale, 2019). To develop such a community culture, knowledge about 
community wellbeing, vulnerabilities, risks and impacts must be co-produced with affected local 
communities and be transformative (Pohl et al., 2010; Jerneck et al., 2011; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b; Patterson et al., 2017). Such co-produced and transformative knowledge should be 
embodied in each component of planned interventions (i.e. the institutional strategy, financial 
strategy, physical planning, and community participation) and must encourage empathy, caring, 
social responsibility, and strengthen cooperation and mutual aid. These positive feelings, attitudes 
and behaviours enable local people to collectively understand disaster risks and impacts, 
recognise the vulnerable members of their community, and enhance local knowledge, capacities 
and assets to co-design and co-develop, together with the disaster and development agencies, 
mitigation strategies to enhance DRR, community wellbeing and resilience (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016a, 2016b).  
 
Recent advances in disaster studies emphasize the need for social impact assessment to 
accompany disaster management and development interventions, including post-disaster 
reconstruction (Benson and Twigg, 2007; Jha et al., 2010, UNISDR, 2015; Finucane et al., 2020). 
Recent application of social impact assessment has expanded from its traditional domain to now 
co-producing transformative knowledge with affected local communities, and to influencing the 
conception, decision, design and implementation of planned interventions to enhance social 
learning and transformation, DRR and community wellbeing and resilience (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016b; Little, 2017; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018; Kruger et al., 2020; Finucane et al., 
2020). However, states rely on institutional and financial strategies that are negatively influenced 
by institutional arrangements that facilitate disaster capitalism, protect the interests of local and 
national elites, and create counterproductive learning, undermining any genuine community 
engagement, empowerment or community resilience-building approach (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2020).  
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As revealed here and in our previous work (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020), the institutional 
strategy enacted by the Italian state gave local political leaders emergency powers to implement 
‘urgent measures’, a term that was applied to a wide range of tasks, including: the identification 
of new and existing landfill sites for rubble disposal; the removal, transport and disposal of rubble; 
the establishment of technical teams to identify buildings to be put into safety or demolished; the 
management and implementation of safety measures and demolitions; the design of local 
reconstruction strategies; the reconstruction of public buildings, including schools, churches and 
other heritage properties; and other tasks local authority figures were responsible for in the normal 
situation, such as the building of a bridge, and the enhancement of local roads and the railway. 
The institutional strategy, up to 2012 at least when the Monti government took office, was to 
provide emergency powers which enabled interventions to be carried out without complying with 
the environmental management procedures normally required, such as environmental impact 
assessment, assessment and monitoring of risk, safety measures, protection of groundwater at 
waste disposal sites, and with derogation of public procurement, anti-mafia controls, public 
health, and environmental safeguard regulations (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). The institutional 
strategy was to regulate the reconstruction process and the state contribution via a large number 
of government, civil protection, regional and mayoral ordinances and decrees. Changes in these 
arrangements created differences in treatment, and confusion and alienation for most people, 
especially the most vulnerable. Derogations transformed rubble, safety measure implementation, 
demolitions, and initial reconstruction design and interventions into avenues for rent seeking, 
disaster capitalism, and organized crime infiltration (Galullo, 2009; Postiglione, 2010; Libera, 
2010; Søndergaard, 2013; DNA, 2016; Bindi, 2018; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020). 
 
During the 3 years of the State of Emergency, the DCP and local authority figures adopted a top-
down, command-and-control approach to allocating financial resources for post-disaster 
interventions. Financial resources were made available by the state through the Civil Protection 
Fund and other financial arrangements. National and local authority figures had unlimited access 
to this fund, and used this money through emergency powers and state secrecy provisions, with 
the state covering any deficit for many years following the earthquake. Local authority figures 
used no-bid contracts to appoint building firms to demolish buildings, design and implement 
shoring-up solutions, manage disaster rubble, and design reconstruction of public buildings, 
including schools, churches and other heritage properties. All activities lacked transparency and 
accountability, something that undermined inclusive and participatory social learning and 
transformation. The state secrecy provisions, lack of disclosure, and derogations associated with 
the State of Emergency, served to hide dubious arrangements, disguise fraud and corruption, and 
facilitate disaster capitalism and organized crime infiltration (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 
2020).  
 
The procedures used by the state did not require any engagement of local communities or their 
elected councils during conception, decision, design, or implementation of post-disaster 
interventions. The command-and-control approach meant that the local political leaders gained 
autocratic powers, while the local elected councils and local communities were excluded from 
any role in decision making. No participatory community needs assessment was done. Local 
people’s ideas about likely alternative solutions were not taken into consideration. Similarly, in 
the actions implemented by local authority figures relating to initial reconstruction, only the 
Directors of their technical offices, DICOMAC, and/or the state-owned companies were 
consulted, at the expense of the local democratic governance of the crater, and further 
marginalizing local communities from the reconstruction of their own future (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019a, 2020).  
 
Before and after the L’Aquila earthquake, vulnerabilities, risks, and impact reduction activities 
were considered as the responsibility of national and local authority figures. The knowledge that 
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accompanied initial reconstruction interventions was deemed to be only techno-scientific 
knowledge relating to the vulnerabilities of the built environment, rather than being co-produced, 
transformative, and related to the multiple dimensions of community wellbeing. There was no 
requirement to consider how to preserve and strengthen neighbourhood relationships, or reduce 
the environmental, social, and human rights impact that disaster management and development 
interventions created at the local level. Nor was there any requirement to ensure the mid to long-
term sustainability of these interventions, or prevent exacerbation of local social risks, 
vulnerabilities, and the root causes of disaster (Calandra, 2016; Alexander, 2013; Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019a, 2019b, 2020).  
 
The only social risks considered were looting and other behaviours considered deviant by the 
authorities (e.g. anxiety, alarmism, and unsafe actions). To address these social risks, the city 
centres of the crater were evacuated, and red zones were established. Moreover, an impressive 
number of military personnel and people in uniform or hi-vis clothing, as well as a large number 
of emergency, police, and military vehicles were deployed, and the crater was ridiculously 
militarised creating unbearable impacts on affected local communities. All this further 
exacerbated the exclusion and marginalization of local homeowners and inhabitants from the 
reconstruction of their homes and neighbourhoods. There was nothing in the system to assess 
and/or avoid the risks of rent-seeking, elite capture, weak local governance, disaster capitalism, 
or organised crime infiltration (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 2020).  
 
Overall, the L’Aquila case has shown that civil protection systems have a very poor risk 
management approach that is totally biased by disaster myths, techno-scientific knowledge, and 
has poor acknowledgement of the social dimensions of disasters. All this, together with the 
institutional strategy (i.e. emergency powers), financial strategy (i.e. command-and-control) and 
top-down planning constitute the mechanism of centralised civil protection systems (Imperiale 
and Vanclay, 2020). In times of crises or disasters, such a mechanism undermines genuine 
community engagement and empowerment strategies, and limits effective co-production of 
transformative knowledge about local vulnerabilities, social risks and the impacts of disasters and 
post-disaster interventions. Rather than building a community culture of wellbeing and resilience, 
this mechanism enables the building of a culture of disaster capitalism. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The L’Aquila disaster is not just an Italian story of corruption and organized crime infiltration, 
but it reveals much more. Consistent with the paradigm shift from a war approach to considering 
disasters in the context of socially-produced vulnerability (i.e. the DRR and resilience paradigm), 
around the world, including Italy, there has been a change from civil defence to civil protection 
(Alexander, 2002). Unfortunately, this change has not been accompanied by any change in the 
traditional military, top-down, command-and-control approach, or in the institutional 
arrangements or management models. There has been no real attempt to meet international DRR 
guidelines or to develop effective community empowerment strategies to enhance the resilience 
of people and places at risk. The L’Aquila disaster shows that the switch from civil defence to 
civil protection was not sufficient to ensure that adequate strategies and practices were in place 
to enhance DRR and social learning, build sustainable transformation and strengthen resilience. 
Within local communities, there can be resilience as well as counter-productive actions, such as 
elite capture, rent-seeking, infiltration of organized crime, disaster capitalism, and corruption. 
The way disaster management and development interventions are conceived, decided, designed 
and implemented can facilitate both negative and positive trends in local communities. Beyond 
being the result of endemic vulnerabilities and social risks, disasters are also the product of the 
top-down planning approach that produces structural failures at all levels of society (i.e. 
counterproductive learning and counterproductive transformation).  
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We argue that, in order to avoid such structural failures, the switch from the war approach to 
considering disasters in the context of socially produced phenomena requires much more than 
switching from civil defence to civil protection systems. To build back better more sustainable 
and resilient communities, the mechanism enacted by states adopting centralised civil protection 
systems must be abolished. A crucial shift in disaster management thinking and practice from 
protecting vulnerable, affected communities to empowering their capacities to learn and 
transform, and from top-down, centralised civil protection systems to decentralised, socially-
sustainable community empowerment systems is needed. This shift should be embodied within 
each of the five components of disaster management and development interventions. Such 
decentralised, socially-sustainable community empowerment systems must enable inclusive 
learning and transformation towards DRR and resilience at all levels of society. Such systems 
should: (1) enhance respect and recognition of the most vulnerable and those most in danger, 
rather than only of the elite; (2) enable the building of mutual aid and cooperation rather than 
rent-seeking and elite capture; and (3) facilitate equity, social inclusion, cohesion, and awareness 
for community wellbeing and sustainability rather than disaster capitalism, organised crime 
infiltration and corruption. Such decentralised, socially-sustainable community empowerment 
systems should contribute to building a community culture of wellbeing and resilience, rather 
than of disaster capitalism, and to turning affected landscapes into landscapes of affect, rather 
than carcasses to exploit. 
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Chapter 9 
Lessons learned from the disaster front  
for disaster management, development  

and impact assessment  
 
 
Enhancing disaster risk reduction (DRR) and building resilience are cross-cutting issues that affect 
progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Several constraints limit 
the integration of DRR and resilience into disaster management and development. Drawing on previous 
research, we reflect on how top-down approaches in disaster management fail to address DRR and 
resilience, and worsen social risks and the root causes of disasters, including rent-seeking, elite capture, 
organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption. We discuss DRR and resilience, and the 
paradigm shift it prompted in disaster management thinking, from ‘managing disasters’ to ‘reducing the 
risks of disasters’. We argue that, to integrate DRR and resilience into development, a similar paradigm 
shift is needed in the field of Impact Assessment from ‘assessing the impacts’ to ‘reducing the risks’ arising 
from development, especially if the goals of the 2030 Agenda are to be met. This shift should be supported 
by changes in how the impact assessment community perceives the scientific, institutional, and socio-
cultural roles Impact Assessment has (and should have) to foster sustainable development and achieve the 
SDGs. 
 
 
  

234

Chapter 9

What can be learned 
from the disaster front?

Enhancing disaster risk reduction (DRR) and building resilience are cross-cutting 
issues that affect progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). Several constraints limit the integration of DRR and resilience into 
disaster management and development. Drawing on previous research, we reflect on 

how top-down approaches in disaster management fail to address DRR and resilience, 
and worsen social risks and the root causes of disasters, including rent-seeking, elite 

capture, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption. We discuss 
DRR and resilience, and the paradigm shift it prompted in disaster management 

thinking, from ‘managing disasters’ to ‘reducing the risks of disasters’. We argue that, 
to integrate DRR and resilience into development, a similar paradigm shift is needed 

in the field of Impact Assessment from ‘assessing the impacts’ to ‘reducing the risks’ 
arising from development, especially if the goals of the 2030 Agenda are to be met. 
This shift should be supported by changes in how the impact assessment community 

perceives the scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural roles Impact Assessment 
has (and should have) to foster sustainable development and achieve the SDGs.
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From assessing impacts to reducing risks and building resilience:  
Revolutionizing Impact Assessment to reduce the risk of disaster and  

to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The risk of disasters is ever increasing in terms of extent, intensity, and frequency, 
disproportionately affecting the regions and people that are most vulnerable (Hallegatte et al., 
2017, 2018; Wallemacq and House, 2018; UNDRR, 2019). The growing human cost of disasters 
has led the international disaster studies community to develop global strategies to reduce disaster 
risk and build the resilience of people and places at risk. Since the 1980s, various international 
declarations, principles, and guidelines have contributed to the establishment of a disaster risk 
reduction (DRR) and resilience paradigm that should be the basis of all disaster management 
phases and sustainable development in all countries (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 
2005; UNISDR, 2015). In these documents, the United Nations has advocated for integrating 
DRR and resilience into all development policies, plans and projects, and called upon all countries 
to express their commitment to reduce vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks, and better 
strengthen capacity and resilience at all levels of society before and after disasters (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019a, 2019b). The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015) reaffirmed 
the need to enhance DRR and build resilience, concepts that are embedded in the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and corresponding targets. Enhancing DRR and building sustainable 
and resilient societies are cross-cutting issues that will impact progress towards the SDGs (Aitsi-
Selmi et al., 2015; Kelman, 2017; UNECOSOC, 2018; Mizutori, 2019). 
 
We consider that a disaster is a multidimensional phenomenon that comprises: (1) the 
characteristics of the hazard (e.g. climatic, geo-physical, environmental, hydrogeological, human, 
technological); (2) the multiple dimensions of risks and impacts, including how they are 
perceived, experienced and distributed; (3) the social pre-conditions of disasters (i.e. the local 
root causes of disaster, local vulnerabilities and social risks, hazard exposure and insufficient risk 
reduction); (4) the capacities of local people to learn from past failures and disasters, and to 
transform towards reducing the social pre-conditions of disasters and enhancing resilience at the 
local community level (i.e. community resilience) and other levels of society (i.e. social 
resilience); (5) the principles, goals, priorities, and methods reflected in disaster risk management 
and post-disaster interventions; and (6) the effectiveness of the social processes, services and 
support available to the community before and after disaster. 
 
Although not yet fully implemented in practice (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 2019b), DRR and 
resilience have prompted a shift in disaster management thinking from ‘managing disasters’ to 
‘reducing disaster risks’ (IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015; Coppola, 2015). This shift has 
led to two major changes in the meta-discourses about the way disaster management should be 
perceived: from ‘top-down command-and-control’ to ‘social learning and transformation’; and 
from a ‘top-down culture of social protection’ to a ‘glocal culture of resilience’.  
 
Using our research following the 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016a, 2016b, 2019a, 2019b, 2020) and the disaster studies literature (e.g. Oliver-Smith, 1990; 
Oliver-Smith and Hoffman, 1999; Cutter et al., 2006; Klein, 2007; Gunewardena and Schuller, 
2008; Lowenstein, 2015; Schuller and Maldonado, 2016; Harvey, 2017), in this reflection paper, 
we discuss DRR and community resilience thinking and recommended practices, and the 
structural failures of top-down approaches in relation to: respecting the United Nations disaster 
management principles; integrating the DRR and resilience paradigm into disaster management 
practice; and enhancing social development outcomes in disaster management interventions. 
More specifically, we discuss how the mythology of top-down, military-type, command-and-
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control approaches, and the top-down social protection attitude accompanying such approaches, 
creates structural failures in understanding, recognising, engaging, and empowering the capacity 
of local communities to learn, transform and build resilience.  
 
Drawing on United Nations declarations (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015), 
which for over three decades have advocated integration of DRR and resilience into development 
policies, plans and projects (4Ps), we ask what the lessons learned in disaster management can 
suggest to development thinking and practice. We conclude that what is advocated by the DRR 
and resilience paradigm will only be incorporated if there is a similar shift in impact assessment 
from ‘assessing the impacts’ to ‘reducing the risks’ of planned interventions. We reflect on how 
this paradigm shift might happen, especially in terms of how the Impact Assessment community 
produces knowledge, and perceives its institutional, social and cultural roles. Impact assessment 
should stop producing confidential technical reports that fail to contribute to sustainable 
transformative action, and should start developing and testing innovative approaches that can turn 
impact assessment methods into effective tools for transformative knowledge co-production. 
Knowledge co-production processes should be capable of enhancing mutual understanding of the 
multiple dimensions of risks and impacts, acknowledging local people’s perceptions, needs, 
desires, vulnerabilities, knowledge, values, and capacities, and should orient planned 
interventions into building transformation towards sustainability. 
 
 
Understanding the social dimensions of disasters  
 
The sociology of disasters field has established that disasters are not fatalistic external events 
from which people must be defended, protected or saved, rather they are socially-produced 
phenomena deriving from pre-disaster vulnerabilities (Quarantelli, 1995, 1998; Rodriguez et al., 
2007; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017). Disaster risk is commonly understood as the interaction between 
the consequence (severity) and likelihood (probability) of a hazard (Coppola, 2015). Hazards are 
events, agents, or physical conditions that have the potential to cause fatalities, injuries and affect 
the multiple dimensions of community wellbeing (Coppola, 2015). Although there is a social 
dimension associated with all hazards (Mahmoudi et al., 2013; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 
2019a), hazards can be classified as natural (e.g. earthquakes, floods, typhoons), socio-natural 
(e.g. bushfires, droughts, landslips, famine, climate change), medical/health (e.g. epidemics), 
industrial (e.g. explosions, collisions, leakages), infrastructural (e.g. collapse of buildings or 
bridges, power outages, building fires), technological (e.g. exposure to radiation or carcinogenic 
substances from the use of technology), and socio-political (e.g. war, terrorism, ethnic conflict).  
 
The risk associated with a hazard is determined by the characteristics of the hazard itself, hazard 
exposure and susceptibility. Hazard exposure and susceptibility are exacerbated by local 
vulnerability, and are reduced by community resilience and local people’s capacity to learn and 
transform towards reducing the root causes of disasters (i.e. local vulnerabilities and social risks, 
see Oliver-Smith et al., 2017). Overall, what determines whether a hazard is experienced and/or 
becomes perceived as a disaster (realised actuality or impact) are risk (i.e. hazard exposure and 
susceptibility) and vulnerability (Coppola, 2015). The intensity and extent of risk is influenced 
by the physical, social, economic and environmental vulnerabilities of a community, which 
worsen the social impacts from and likelihood of disaster (Coppola, 2015; Oliver-Smith et al., 
2017; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 2019a).  
 
The more vulnerable local communities are and the more incapable they are of reducing risks in 
advance (i.e. prevention), or reacting positively in the immediate aftermath (i.e. preparedness), 
the more likely a hazard will turn into a disaster. Conversely, the more capable communities are 
of learning, transforming and being resilient, the less likely a hazard will become a disaster.  
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By definition, disasters always have severe social impacts on local communities. Drawing on the 
Social Framework for Projects (Smyth and Vanclay, 2017), these impacts can be categorised as 
being impacts on (see Figure 1):  

• people (e.g. their lives, health and wellbeing, needs, capacities, and perceptions);  
• community (e.g. local social, political networks and on local social cohesion, institutions 

and governance);  
• culture (e.g. local cultural and religious structures and shrines; local customs, beliefs, 

language and ceremonies; tangible and intangible cultural heritage);  
• livelihoods (e.g. assets, jobs and occupations, and access to-credit);  
• infrastructure (e.g. roads, bridges, factories, public facilities, utilities and social services);  
• housing (e.g. family homes, buildings for farms or other business activities)  
• environment (e.g. the quality of the environment); and  
• land (e.g. natural resource assets; natural heritage; ecosystem services; protected areas).  

 
 

 
Figure 1: The social impacts of disasters 

Source: this paper (modified from Smyth and Vanclay 2017) 
 
 
The social impacts that are experienced vary from disaster to disaster, and are unequally dispersed 
between the regions of the world and within local communities, depending on the local social 
pre-conditions (Coppola, 2015). Understanding vulnerability in social terms is crucial to 
appreciating the unequal distribution of risk among different places and communities, and within 
the same community. Vulnerability is commonly defined as “a measure of the propensity of an 
object, area, individual, group, community, country, or other entity to incur the consequences of 
a hazard” (Coppola, 2015, p.33). While, potentially, all people can be vulnerable to disasters, 
some groups of people are more vulnerable than others. Local vulnerabilities include the cognitive 
(e.g. psychological susceptibility to fear, anxiety; lack of sense of community; lack of sense of 
place; lack of sense of risk) and interactional weaknesses (e.g. lack of social inclusion; lack of 
social cohesion; weak local governance; poor housing; poor land use) that affect the multiple 
dimensions of local people’s wellbeing, and that increase their exposure to, and experience of, 
the negative social impacts of disasters.  
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These weaknesses are the product of the local history of past development processes and 
associated social changes and impacts, and can exacerbate or be exacerbated by social risk 
processes (i.e. rent-seeking, elite capture, inequity, social exclusion, organised crime infiltration) 
and outcomes (e.g. impoverishment risks, institutional risks, economy risks) (see Cernea, 1997; 
Vanclay, 2002). Social risks are both impacts and processes. They are the likely undesirable 
impacts on the multiple dimensions of community wellbeing at the individual and collective level. 
Social risks are also the negative social processes that affect individuals or the social sustainability 
of a planned intervention and of a community as a whole. Social risk processes and outcomes 
negatively influence each other, they are produced by local vulnerabilities, and can exacerbate 
them. Overall, the history of past development and associated social change processes and 
impacts, and the local vulnerabilities and social risk processes and outcomes that emerge over 
time, are the local root causes of disasters. Together with insufficient capacity to reduce local 
vulnerabilities, risks and hazard exposure, they represent the social pre-conditions of disasters 
(see Figure 2). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2: The social pre-conditions of disasters 
Source: this Paper 

 
 

There are positive and negative social processes and trends within local communities. There can 
be local vulnerabilities and social pre-conditions of disasters, including social risk processes and 
outcomes, such as rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration, or corruption 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020), but there can also be community resilience (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016a, 2016b). Community resilience is the agency (i.e. a set of social, cognitive and 
interactional processes) that enables members of local communities to collectively learn from 
crises, disasters and other unwanted changes, and to positively transform towards reducing local 
vulnerabilities, social risks, and associated disaster risks and impacts, thus enhancing the 
wellbeing of all members of a community, especially the most vulnerable (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016a).  
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Identifying, recognising, engaging, and empowering the positive social processes that enable and 
strengthen local people’s capacities to learn from disasters and past failures and transform 
towards: (1) reducing local vulnerabilities and social risks; (2) enhancing the multiple dimensions 
of local wellbeing and capacities; and (3) building resilience at all levels of society, are crucial to 
strengthen resilience at all levels of society (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). Social resilience 
refers to the general ability of local communities and external actors to mitigate the risks and 
impacts of unexpected changes, and to learn and transform at all levels of social organization 
(Berkes and Ross, 2003, 2016; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2017). Thus, turning risks into 
opportunities for social development (Vanclay, 2017) and building resilience before and after 
disasters requires activating inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable transformations 
towards reducing local vulnerabilities and the root causes of disaster. 
 
We define social learning as the cognitive processes that enable individuals, communities and 
external actors to learn from the most vulnerable and from local vulnerabilities, and thereby to 
pro-actively change their feelings, attitudes and behaviours towards reducing the social pre-
conditions of disasters. This learning reinforces and is reinforced by the creation of shared 
knowledge, beliefs, values, and narratives. Social transformation can only occur with social 
learning and is the set of social and institutional processes that enable individuals and societies to 
learn and change in cognitive and interactional ways in order to reduce local vulnerabilities, 
enhance wellbeing and capacities, and build resilience. Cognitive changes include changes in the 
perception of shared needs, vulnerabilities and desires, individual and collective feelings and 
attitudes, knowledge, beliefs, values and myths, while interactional changes are in the nested 
interactions people have with each other, and in the institutional and financial strategies, physical 
planning, community participation, and risk management approaches that external actors adopt 
in their disaster management interventions.  
 
Social learning and transformation can be activated in each of the eight dimensions of community 
wellbeing (see Figure 1). They are essential components of resilience at all levels of society 
(Kelman et al., 2016; Sharpe et al., 2016; Berkes and Ross, 2016; Cavaye and Ross, 2019) and 
ideally bring external actors and local communities to better reduce local vulnerabilities, risks 
and the root causes of disasters, thus enhancing local community wellbeing. In Figure 3, we 
provide a conceptualization of the multiple dimensions of risk, which are composed of hazard, 
hazard exposure, susceptibility, and which are negatively influenced by local vulnerability and 
the local root causes of disasters. We also provide a conceptualisation of the agency of local 
communities and external actors that can perpetuate business as usual, or can enact, enable, 
engage and empower inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable transformation towards 
reducing local vulnerabilities and social risks. 
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Figure 3: The multiple dimensions of risk  
Source: this Paper 

 
 
Recognising local community resilience and building resilience at all levels of 
society 
 
In social terms, resilience is the agency that individuals, communities and societies have to build 
and put into action the processes needed to reduce the negative impacts of undesirable events and 
enhance local wellbeing (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). At the local community level, this is 
called ‘community resilience’ (Davidson, 2010; Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Berkes and Ross, 
2013, 2016; Cavaye and Ross, 2019). Community resilience is the set of social survival processes 
that occur within places and are put into action by local people, before and after disaster. It 
includes the capacities to collectively learn and transform to reduce disaster risks and impacts 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). Community resilience has cognitive (e.g. intersubjective 
intentionality) and interactional dimensions (e.g. mutual aid, cooperation), which individuals and 
communities use to learn, transform, and reduce disaster risks and impacts (Davoudi, 2012). 
Intentionality is a person’s cognitive processes of identifying a purpose, emerging from and 
orienting their feelings, attitudes and behaviours towards that purpose (Searle, 1980). In resilient 
communities, shared intentionality emerges among people living in an environment of perceived 
and/or experienced crisis (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). Local people reflect on their 
environment and community at risk, and develop a shared intentionality that feeds and is fed by:  

(i) a feeling of empathy towards the most vulnerable and those most in danger; 
(ii) a perception of shared local vulnerabilities; 
(iii) a perception of shared local needs, desires and capacities related to enhance local 

wellbeing; 
(iv) an attitude of individual and collective responsibility towards reducing local 

vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks and impacts; and 
(v) a culture of resilience.  
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These components of intentionality comprise the cognitive dimension of community resilience 
and they orient members of a resilient community towards perceiving disaster impacts and risks 
as common problems that need to be addressed. They also orient local people’s intentionality to 
perceive the reduction of local vulnerabilities and the enhancement of wellbeing and capacities 
as collective strategies to address common problems (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). The 
building of a culture of resilience through the production of shared knowledge, beliefs, values 
and narratives reinforces the perception among members of a resilient community of the shared 
needs and desires they have to reduce local vulnerabilities and enhance local wellbeing and 
capacities. The building of a culture of resilience strengthens local people’s sense of community, 
sense of place, and sense of risk, all of which are cognitive factors that are crucial to building and 
strengthening community resilience (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016a, 2016b). All this orients local people’s intentionality, behaviours and social interactions 
towards meaningful social learning and transformation.  
 
As the L’Aquila case demonstrated, before disasters local people learn from the perception and 
experience of disaster risks. They develop empathy and caring for those most exposed, and 
develop social responsibility towards reducing (or demanding reduction of) local vulnerabilities 
and enhancing local preparedness (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a). After disasters, local 
communities learn from disaster impacts and immediately develop empathy and caring for those 
most affected or most in danger, and develop social responsibility towards reducing disaster 
impacts and enhancing the wellbeing of people, especially the most vulnerable (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016a). Before and after disasters, local communities also develop local knowledge, 
beliefs, values and narratives, contributing to local people perceiving disaster risks and impacts 
as common problems that require shared solutions, thus strengthening the individual and 
collective perception of shared needs, priorities, desires and capacities to reduce local 
vulnerabilities, risks and impacts (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a; 2019b). 
 
The individual and collective actions and behaviours of members of a resilient community 
represent the interactional dimension through which resilience comes into action. In a crisis, the 
underlying feelings (especially empathy), attitudes (especially social responsibility and caring), 
and shared local needs, desires and capacities activate local people to help each other (mutual aid 
and cooperation) (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). Living in an environment at risk or in a post-
disaster situation provides community members with opportunities to perceive the disaster risks 
and impacts as common problems they collectively have to address. Before disasters, the 
perception and experience of disaster risk induce local people to learn about the interconnections 
between the worsening of local vulnerabilities and disaster risks, and to transform towards taking 
individual and collective actions to reduce (or demand reduction of) local vulnerabilities and 
risks, and to enhance local wellbeing and preparedness. After disasters, local people are able to 
learn from disaster impacts and, driven by empathy, caring and social responsibility, to re-orient 
their individual and collective actions towards addressing the negative impacts they perceive and 
experience as common problems (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a). Before and after disasters, 
rather than any counter-productive action or anti-social behaviour, the shared need to find 
solutions to common problems brings about positive, cooperative behaviour. Cooperation and 
mutual aid are the social behaviours on which the interactional dimension of local community 
resilience is grounded. Before and after disasters, these behaviours bring local people to build 
collective actions that are primarily addressed towards the most vulnerable and towards 
addressing the vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts that bring them into danger. Overall, mutual aid 
and social inclusion (equity, participation, appreciation of diversity, social sustainability) 
comprise the interactional dimension of local community resilience (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016a).  
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Together, the cognitive and interactional dimensions represent the ways in which people in 
resilient communities collectively learn and transform towards enhancing (or demanding 
enhancement of) their wellbeing and capacities to reduce local vulnerabilities and the root causes 
of disaster. Through these dimensions, local people in resilient communities learn and interact 
with the place where they live and with whom they live, making the needs of the most vulnerable 
their shared priority, and putting local wellbeing, vulnerabilities and capacities at the core of their 
collective actions.  
 
Social resilience (as opposed to community resilience) is the capacity of external actors (together 
with local communities) to build resilience and a culture of resilience. This requires that external 
actors learn and transform. When external actors intervene in an attempt to help local 
communities, they bring their own knowledge, beliefs, values, myths, feelings and attitudes 
towards local people (in other words, prejudices). This cognitive dimension influences their 
perceptions about local people’s vulnerabilities, wellbeing, needs, desires, and capacities to cope 
with disasters. The institutional and financial mechanisms they use, and the physical planning, 
community participation and risk management approaches they adopt influence the way external 
actors plan disaster management interventions and interact with local communities (i.e. the 
interactional dimension). When external actors intervene, these cognitive and interactional 
dimensions influence the way external actors recognise or ignore, engage or exclude, strengthen 
or weaken local community resilience.  
 
Within local communities, there are positive and negative social processes and trends. There can 
be resilience, but counter-productive actions – such as elite capture, rent-seeking, infiltration of 
organised crime, and corruption – can also occur (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b, 2020). The 
internal social dynamics that created local inequity, vulnerability and associated disaster risks 
must be carefully recognised, understood and prevented. The way disaster management and 
development interventions are conceived, decided, designed, and implemented facilitate negative 
and positive trends in local communities. Unless properly managed, planned interventions can 
lead to a worsening of local social risks, including rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, 
organised crime infiltration, corruption, inequity and social exclusion, thus exacerbating local 
vulnerabilities, the lack of capacity, hazard exposure and associated disaster risks and impacts 
(Oliver-Smith, 1990; Cutter et al., 2006; Elliot and Pais, 2006; Klein, 2007; Gunewardena and 
Schuller, 2008; Lowenstein, 2015; Schuller and Maldonado, 2016; Harvey, 2017; Yamada et al., 
2018; Yee, 2018; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). Conversely, planned interventions can lead to: 
enabling positive individual and collective feelings, attitudes, actions and behaviours; enhancing 
empathy, caring, mutual aid, equity and social inclusion; strengthening social responsibility, local 
knowledge, sense of community, sense of place, sense of risk, and local people’s awareness of 
shared needs, desires and capacities. Understanding, recognizing, engaging and empowering 
these positive social processes and driving forces can enable social learning, build socially-
sustainable transformations and strengthen resilience (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). 
 
Too often, intentionally or unintentionally, external interventions are implemented through 
leveraging the same local processes and structural dynamics that created pre-disaster local 
vulnerabilities (i.e. the local root causes of disaster) (Oliver-Smith, 1990; Gunewardena and 
Schuller, 2008). One risk associated with top-down approaches in development interventions is 
that paternalism can prevail, with interventions and their objectives being planned externally to 
the location where they will be deployed, often with little connection to local needs (Barca, 2009; 
Barca et al., 2012; Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Local elites can use interventions to promote their 
own interests, increasing inequity rather than inclusivity (Barca, 2009). Top-down disaster 
management interventions are also planned external to the affected area and can be captured by 
international, national and local elites, thus not reflecting local needs, creating further 
environmental and social impacts, worsening local inequity, social exclusion, poverty and, 
therefore, local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks and impacts. This ultimately 
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represents a structural failure, which facilitates disaster capitalism and consequently produces a 
second disaster for affected local communities (Oliver-Smith, 1990; Klein, 2007; Gunewardena 
and Schuller, 2008). 
 
We define a ‘structural failure’ in planned interventions as the cognitive and interactional 
disability to recognise, engage or empower the main local drivers of social learning and 
transformation at the local level (i.e. community resilience), while reproducing or exacerbating 
the local structural dynamics of pre-disaster vulnerability (i.e. the local root causes of disasters). 
In disasters, this leads external actors to provide counterproductive help (Illich, 1972, 1976, 1978; 
Esman and Uphoff, 1984; Ellerman, 2006) that, rather than looking at disasters as windows of 
opportunity to build back better, creates dependency on external support and worsens the local 
social risks, including rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration and corruption (i.e. 
counterproductive learning), exacerbating local inequity, vulnerability, the local root causes of 
disaster and associated disaster risks and impacts (i.e. counterproductive transformation). 
 
In previous research (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020), we defined disaster capitalism as being a 
broad multidimensional concept that relates to the deliberate perverse actions of self-interested 
elites to extract private advantage from disasters, as well as the mechanisms that facilitate these 
actions and protect the elites. We conceptualized the mechanism that is enacted by states relying 
on top-down, centralised civil protection systems. We demonstrated that such a mechanism 
creates cognitive and interactional failures at the local community level, facilitating disaster 
capitalism and protecting the private interests of local and national elites, failing to build 
community resilience. We showed that this mechanism has cognitive (i.e. promulgation of 
disaster myths, over-reliance on techno-scientific knowledge) and interactional dimensions (i.e. 
emergency powers, command-and-control and top-down planning). 
 
 
Lessons for disaster management practice 
 
Drawing on our previous research on the L’Aquila disaster (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016a, 
2016b, 2019a, 2019b, 2020) and other literature in disaster studies, we argue there are two main 
reasons why disaster management agencies keep enacting the mechanism (described above) that 
facilitates disaster capitalism and fails to address DRR and build back better more sustainable and 
resilient communities. First, disaster management agencies that use top-down, centralised civil 
protection systems are still negatively influenced by a military-type command-and-control 
approach to communities, resources and disaster risks and impacts. To overcome the negative 
consequences created by such an approach, a shift is needed from command-and-control to 
inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable transformations. Second, a top-down culture of 
social protection accompanies and reinforces this command-and-control approach, leading 
disaster management agencies to consider affected communities as vulnerable people that need 
assistance and are unable to learn, transform or cope with disaster risks and impacts. Therefore, 
we argue that a shift is needed from the top-down social protection culture to a glocal culture of 
resilience.  
 
Lesson 1: From a top-down, command-and-control approach to social learning and 
transformation  
 
Before and after disasters, states using centralised civil protection systems tend to adopt a top-
down, military-type, command-and-control approach, which considers crises and disasters as 
situations of chaos that need to be controlled. Such an approach also considers that, to be quick 
and efficient, a rigid command chain in the management of financial resources and interventions 
is essential. This approach is accompanied by a mythology that leads external actors to consider 
the behaviours of affected people as being a threat to themselves and to the proper functioning of 
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disaster management actions. Also, local communities must be controlled and kept out of the way 
while conceiving, deciding, designing, and implementing planned interventions (Quarantelli, 
1998; Drabek and McEntire, 2003; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b; Finucane et al., 2020).  
 
Before disasters, such a command-and-control mythology leads external actors to consider the 
sharing of knowledge concerning local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks as being just 
a source of collective anxiety. This also leads external actors to consider local knowledge to be 
unreliable, not scientific, not trustworthy, and something that can lead to alarmism, and that, 
therefore, must be ignored. Furthermore, any collective action undertaken by local people is 
considered as being the result of unjustified concern and a source of social and political disorder 
that must be controlled (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a).  
 
After disasters, such a command-and-control mythology leads external actors to consider local 
people as being inclined to panic. Any initiatives or spontaneous behaviour local people take are 
considered to be a potential threat to themselves and to the proper functioning of disaster 
operations. This mythology is accompanied and reinforced by a set of false axioms, including: 
(1) in post-disaster operations, time is a matter of life and death, therefore, the quicker, the better; 
(2) consideration of human rights and social and environmental impacts is a waste of precious 
time; (3) normal laws, governance oversight and local democracy retard emergency operations; 
(4) the involvement of the public is time-consuming and pointless; and (5) to be efficient, there 
needs to be ‘a single man in charge’ who has authority to make quick decisions (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019b).  
 
Before and after disasters, the command-and-control approach leads states to provide their 
disaster management agencies with emergency powers, derogation of normal procedures and 
regulations, and state secrecy provisions (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). Interventions are 
designed and implemented through institutional arrangements that thwart any effort to recognise, 
engage and empower local inclusive social learning and transformation. Worse, these 
arrangements facilitate elite capture, corruption and the infiltration of organized crime. Instead of 
a culture of resilience, they facilitate a culture of disaster capitalism (Klein, 2007; Gunewardena 
and Schuller, 2008; Tierney and Oliver-Smith, 2012; Lowenstein, 2015; Escaleras and Register, 
2016; Harvey, 2017; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2020).  
 
In L’Aquila, the civil protection authorities and local authority figures adopted a command-and-
control approach, which led them to consider that there would be lawlessness and looting, that 
local people would abandon their public responsibilities in favour of personal interests, and that 
extraordinary powers, militarization of the emergency area, and creation of exclusion zones were 
needed to control the affected population and overcome the emergency. The use of emergency 
powers and procedures was deemed necessary because of perceived urgency and the intention to 
quickly end the emergency. However, instead of ending it, the use of emergency powers extended 
the emergency, allowing the elite to exploit the post-earthquake situation. The State of Emergency 
allowed suspension of governance oversight and derogation of normal procedures and regulations 
(e.g. public procurement, environmental assessment, waste management). By giving emergency 
powers to authorities and allowing no-bid contracts, the institutional arrangements facilitated 
rent-seeking, elite capture and corruption, and inhibited community participation. Thus, post-
disaster interventions became transformed into avenues for disaster capitalism and the infiltration 
of organized crime (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b, 2020).  
 
Lesson 2: From a top-down culture of social protection to a glocal culture of resilience 
 
For over 30 years, the United Nations has recommended that local communities should be 
engaged and empowered to reduce disaster risks and impacts, and that disaster management 
interventions should be seen as opportunities to build back better, enhance DRR, and strengthen 
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resilience (UNDRO, 1982; INDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005; 2015). Strengthening resilience means, 
first, and foremost, that the social learning and transformation processes enacted by local 
communities should be understood, recognised, engaged and empowered (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b). Too often, however, what accompanies the command-and-control approach is a top-
down social protection culture, which further undermines the capacities of external actors to 
recognise and strengthen local community resilience.  
 
The top-down social protection culture is based on two flawed assumptions: that disaster risks 
and impacts are external to local communities; and that local people must be protected from them. 
However, according to the international DRR and resilience paradigm, fully understanding 
disaster risks and impacts means realizing that risks and impacts are not external, but are part of 
all societies. The paradigm advocates empowering societies so that they themselves can learn and 
transform to better reduce the local root causes of disasters through effective co-production of 
transformative knowledge. This implies that the conception, design, and implementation of all 
disaster management actions should be seen as opportunities to enhance local inclusive social 
learning and transformation towards reducing the local social pre-conditions of disasters. 
However, how to engage and empower local communities, and how to enhance inclusive social 
learning and transformation during planned interventions should be carefully assessed, before and 
after disasters.  
 
However, external actors negatively influenced by such a top-down social protection culture tend 
to consider that disaster management should only be the responsibility of the civil protection 
authorities. This culture leads states to provide national and local authority figures with 
emergency powers, something that exacerbates local social risks and impacts, inhibits the sharing 
of responsibility for mitigation and monitoring activities, and restricts communities from learning 
and participating in disaster management. Furthermore, such a social protection culture leads 
external actors to rely only on techno-scientific knowledge that merely focuses on: the likelihood 
of the hazard; the physical impacts on the local built environment; the mitigation strategies that 
external actors have to design and implement; and how local people are to be informed and 
protected.  
 
Before disasters, this techno-scientific knowledge fails to appreciate the social dimensions of 
disasters, the local root causes of disaster, the ways in which local vulnerability and resilience 
arise, how this influences disaster risks and impacts, how local vulnerabilities can be reduced, 
and how the capacities of local people to learn and transform towards sustainability can be 
enhanced. After disasters, this techno-scientific knowledge is mostly about the engineering, 
organizational and construction measures that external actors consider are needed to mitigate 
disaster impacts and protect affected communities. Being focussed on techno-scientific and 
operational issues, their knowledge does not include a coherent understanding of the social and 
environmental impacts or human rights concerns associated with their interventions. It ignores 
shared needs, desires, capacities, priorities and collective actions, and the social risks (e.g. rent-
seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration, corruption) affecting the 
local context. Before and after disasters, this knowledge is not co-produced with local 
communities, nor intended to be transformative. It is not oriented towards understanding the 
social dimensions of disaster or the local root causes of disasters, and it fails to recognise the 
positive individual and collective capacities to learn and transform towards sustainability 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 2019b, 2020). 
 
As seen in L’Aquila, such a top-down social protection approach led to a risk management 
strategy that only considered the social risks that threatened the disaster management authorities 
and their plans. The only things considered were what the national and local authorities believed 
needed to be suppressed: e.g. panic, alarmism, looting and perceived deviant behavior. The 
authorities considered civil protection only to be matters of paternalistic communication, 
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assistance, and public control, which, before disasters, required police action, and after disasters, 
required militarization of the affected area. The idea that people had nothing to contribute – 
because they had to be assisted and protected and because recovery operations were perceived as 
being just technical – facilitated elite capture, rather than cooperation and capacity building. 
There was nothing in this mechanism that prevented other forms of social risks, e.g. rent-seeking, 
elite capture, organised crime infiltration, corruption, inequity, and social exclusion, all of which 
exacerbate the social pre-conditions of disasters (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b, 2020). 
 
DRR and resilience thinking advocates for a revolutionary shift from a top-down, centralised civil 
protection command-and-control approach to decentralised, socially-sustainable community 
empowerment systems, with disasters no longer being seen as external forces, but as threats 
originating within the vulnerabilities and local root causes of a society. This shift should be 
accompanied by sharing responsibility for reducing risks, vulnerabilities and the root causes of 
disasters with a broader constituency within local communities. Such decentralised community 
empowerment systems should put at the core of any planned intervention the multiple dimensions 
of local community wellbeing and greater appreciation of local people’s agency and capacity to 
learn and transform. These community empowerment systems should enable resilience and a 
glocal culture of resilience. Such a glocal culture should be built at all levels of society by local 
communities and external actors co-producing understanding about the capacities of local 
communities and the local social pre-conditions of disasters.  
 
 
Integrating DRR, resilience and the lessons learned into development 
 
In recent decades, many regions around the world have become increasingly marginalized 
through population decline, job cutbacks, land abandonment, reduction in public services, and 
degradation of economic, cultural and natural heritage (Barca, 2009; Barca et al., 2014). These 
negative trends are perceived and experienced as disasters by many people living in these regions. 
Since World War 2, top-down approaches in planning related to vulnerable regions have created 
‘under-development traps’, contributing to persistent poverty and social exclusion (Barca, 2009; 
Barca et al., 2014; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). This has made these regions particularly 
vulnerable to disaster risks and impacts, and economic crises. The risks and impacts produced by 
global stressors (e.g. climate change) disproportionally affect people who live in these regions. 
Therefore, strengthening community resilience and institutional capacity, and integrating DRR 
and resilience into the planning and implementation of 4P is crucial to reverse this ongoing 
degradation (Barca et al., 2014; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). Recognition that top-down 
approaches produce social pathologies has led the field of regional development to have an 
increasing interest in alternative approaches to development that promote sustainable place-based 
transformation and enhance social development outcomes, including integrating DRR and 
resilience into planned interventions (Barca, 2009; Esteves and Vanclay, 2009; Barca et al., 2012; 
UN, 2015; Vanclay, 2015; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b; EC, 2013, 2014, 2017; Esteves et al., 
2017; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018; Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). 
 
The adoption of Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
reaffirmed the urgent need to build resilience, with resilience being embedded in a wide range of 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) and targets (HLPF, 2018). Resilience is mentioned 
explicitly, for example, in SDG1, whose aim is to end poverty in all its forms everywhere, and, 
more specifically, in Target 1.5, which represents the core resilience target, aiming at building 
“the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations, and reduce their exposure and 
vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental 
shocks and disaster” (UN, GA, A/RES/70/1, p.15).  
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To fully integrate the DRR and resilience paradigm into the 4Ps, the lessons learned in disaster 
management should be taken into account and inspire development thinking and practice. These 
lessons advocate for a shift in the meta-discourses orienting disaster management practice from 
a command-and-control approach to social learning and transformation, and from a top-down 
social protection approach to a glocal culture of resilience. In order to integrate DRR and 
resilience into 4P, the shift from ‘managing disasters’ to ‘reducing disaster risks’ that has occurred 
in disaster management should inspire a similar shift in development thinking from ‘managing 
development’ to reducing the risks from any planned intervention and building resilience; and, 
correspondingly, in impact assessment from ‘assessing impacts’ to reducing the risks of planned 
interventions and building resilience. Too often, however, impact assessment is still implemented 
within a top-down social protection culture and is seen as techno-scientific advice that the 
practitioner provides only to investors, proponents or the state.  
 
These shifts should be fostered by a new approach to risk that would orient development and 
impact assessment thinking and practice towards co-producing a transformative knowledge 
capable of enhancing social learning and transformation and building a glocal culture of 
resilience, thus counteracting the social pathologies created by the top-down command-and-
control approach and social protection culture. The field of Impact Assessment can play a crucial 
role in building such understanding and supporting development to be more sustainable.  
 
 
Revolutionizing Impact Assessment to enhance development and achieve the 
SDGs 
 
Recent advances in Social Impact Assessment (SIA) (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay et al., 2015; 
Kruger et al., 2020; Vanclay, 2020), especially the SIA Framework for Action (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016b), have shown that SIA can improve social development outcomes of any planned 
intervention, enacting a transformative and co-produced knowledge with local communities that 
enables and strengthens inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable transformations, and 
builds resilience. To liberate its full potential in practice, such framework demands a radical 
change in the role impact assessment plays in society, from being a mere add-on to pre-
determined projects to being the process that drives sustainable development towards achieving 
social development outcomes and the SDGs. This change can only occur if Impact Assessment 
practitioners embrace the idea of switching from focusing on impacts to focusing on risks and 
resilience, and thus on enhancing inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable 
transformations. This paradigm shift requires changes in how the impact assessment field 
perceives and performs its: (1) scientific (i.e. knowledge production); (2) institutional; and (3) 
socio-cultural roles in society, and its contribution and commitment to sustainable development, 
DRR, resilience and the SDGs, which we elaborate on below.  
 
(1) Changing how scientific knowledge is produced 
 
Current approaches in risk assessment confine risk to simply being the relation between 
probability and consequence of a hazard, and only focus on the technical characteristics of the 
hazard (Hanna et al., 2016; Kemp et al., 2016; Esteves et al., 2017; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2019a). This approach fails to acknowledge the broader social context in which risk is 
constructed, and the differing values of people, especially between the local community and those 
assessing the risks. Traditional risk assessment does not adequately consider the costs to 
communities living with risks, which may be acceptable to the business but not to communities 
(Esteves et al., 2017). Conversely, social science approaches to risk do consider qualitative 
factors, such as individual perceptions about vulnerabilities, capacities, the hazard, its likelihood, 
and the social construction of risk (Mahmoudi et al., 2013; Vanclay, 2015; Hanna et al., 2016; 
Esteves et al., 2017; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a). However, there are still limitations in how 
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risks are conceptualised. The assessment of risks within impact assessment must be further 
enhanced to better understand and recognise how the vulnerabilities, capacities and resilience of 
local communities influence risk, and how social risks represent the local root causes of disasters 
and the structural dynamics of pre-disaster vulnerability. The multiple dimensions of risk 
illustrated in this paper (Figure 3) is a contribution towards advancing understanding in this field. 
 
From a DRR and resilience perspective, understanding the risks of development and how to 
reduce them at the local level should be a transformative knowledge co-production process that 
external actors enact together with local communities (IDNDR, 1994). Instead of being technical 
advice produced only by experts, the knowledge produced by Impact Assessment should be co-
produced with local communities and be transformative. It should include a new approach to risk, 
based on a better understanding of the multiple dimensions of risk, and of the cognitive (e.g. local 
knowledge, beliefs, values, narratives, vulnerabilities, needs, priorities and desires) and 
interactional capacities (e.g. mutual aid, equity, social inclusion, participation) to learn, transform 
and build resilience. This should lead external actors and local communities towards building a 
common vision about reducing the vulnerabilities and the root causes of disasters, and enhancing 
local wellbeing, inclusive learning, socially-sustainable transformation and resilience.  
 
Through the co-production of this knowledge, external actors gain a better understanding of the 
local vulnerabilities and associated risks and impacts that need to be reduced; and of the cognitive 
and interactional capacities that need to be engaged and empowered, while enabling local 
communities to fully participate in the development, mitigation and monitoring activities 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b). Overall, this knowledge co-production process should be 
transparent and accountable, ensure equity, inclusiveness and fairness, and enable 
deliberativeness. This leads external actors and local communities to build a glocal culture of 
wellbeing and resilience, which will inspire the co-design of 4P and contribute to achieving the 
SDGs. More efforts, however, should be made by the Impact Assessment community to better 
conceptualise the local vulnerabilities, social risks and capacities that characterise the multiple 
dimensions of community wellbeing. SIA and its recent advances can greatly contribute to this. 
 
(2) Changing the institutional role played by impact assessment 
 
A change in how Impact Assessment perceives and performs its institutional role is needed so 
that it is not merely a legitimation device for pre-determined projects, but a process that drives 
the conception, design, decision and implementation of development activities towards achieving 
the SDGs. By building such a transformative, coproduced understanding, Impact Assessment 
should be effectively enabled to contribute to the governance of development. Effective 
institutional arrangements should enable Impact Assessment to ensure that the co-production of 
knowledge occurs in a common social arena (i.e. community empowerment system) leading to a 
shared community vision and mutual agreement between the local community and external actors 
(i.e. decision-makers, investors, proponents) on: (i) the goals and priorities to establish and 
achieve; (ii) the local vulnerabilities and root causes to reduce; (iii) the capacities to enhance; and 
(iv) the methods, procedures and actions to implement. Effective institutional arrangements 
should also guarantee that this common arena is open to the whole of society, thus ensuring 
inclusive learning, transformation and deliberativeness (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b), and that 
empathy, social responsibility, caring, cooperation and mutual aid towards reducing local 
vulnerabilities and risks are strengthened. All this should also ensure that the risk of rent-seeking, 
elite capture, social exclusion, organised crime infiltration are avoided. 
 
Professing that SIA is a philosophy and a process has led to a fundamental switch in 
understanding SIA practice: changing SIA from predicting and mitigating the negative 
consequences of projects towards facilitating positive social development outcomes (Esteves and 
Vanclay, 2009; Esteves et al., 2012; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016b; Aucamp and Lombard, 2018; 
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Vanclay, 2020). This advance can greatly contribute to innovating the institutional role of Impact 
Assessment in society, thus making Impact Assessment a process and a tool capable of 
influencing the governance of development before any development 4P are conceived, decided, 
designed, and implemented. 
 
(3) Changing the social-cultural role 
 
A change should occur in how Impact Assessment perceives its social and cultural role in society. 
As noted by Esteves et al. (2017, p.75) “the dominant approach in risk assessment is to give 
priority to consequence to the business”. Such an approach considers vulnerable communities as 
mere recipients of the social protection measures enacted, and the analysis, management and 
reduction of local vulnerabilities and social risks irrelevant. The way Impact Assessment 
understands risks of development, and co-produces transformative knowledge should be oriented 
towards understanding the vulnerabilities and risks that development may produce on community 
wellbeing. Furthermore, understanding how Impact Assessment can integrate the DRR and 
resilience paradigm into its practice means understanding how Impact Assessment can enhance 
inclusive social learning, build socially-sustainable transformations, and strengthen resilience, 
while preventing local social risks and vulnerabilities from being reproduced or exacerbated. 
 
Among the social risks that are often neglected by Impact Assessment practice are inequity, social 
exclusion, elite capture, infiltration of organized crime, and corruption. The result of the lack of 
consideration of these social issues is that funds are often spent on poorly-planned interventions 
whose meaning and implementation are captured or distorted by national and/or local political 
and economic elites. Planned interventions funded by national or international funding schemes 
are often imposed on localities with limited accountability in relation to the money spent, the 
actors engaged, or the social and environmental impacts created. Because of the lack of a culture 
of sustainable development, participatory assessment, disaster management and development 
interventions often create widespread discontent and mistrust among local communities. They 
often increase inequities and social vulnerabilities within the area of intervention, and they fail to 
reduce disaster risk, or enhance cohesion and resilience (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). 
 
To address these challenges, Impact Assessment should elaborate new effective tools to enhance 
social learning and transformation, prevent elite capture, corruption, the infiltration of organized 
crime, and disaster capitalism. Impact Assessment should radically change its perception about 
the role it plays in society. By building a common vision and co-producing transformative 
knowledge with local communities, Impact Assessment can have the potential to contribute to 
building a glocal culture of resilience. It can bring the wellbeing of local communities, their 
vulnerabilities, needs, desires, capacities and resilience back to the core of any planned 
intervention and enhance social learning and transformation.  
 
This culture of resilience will ideally counter-act myths and prejudices, and strengthen the 
feelings (e.g. empathy), attitudes (e.g. social responsibility, caring), behaviours and collective 
actions (e.g. mutual aid, cooperation) towards reducing local vulnerabilities and associated 
disaster risks and impacts. All this will reinforce the processes of social learning and 
transformation and the building of a public ethic towards local vulnerabilities and the most 
vulnerable. By being focussed specifically on understanding, recognising, engaging and 
empowering the resilience of local communities, especially of the most vulnerable, SIA can 
greatly contribute to this change. 
 
 
  



 250 

Conclusion 
 
Revolution or evolution in Impact Assessment? is the kind of question that can only be genuinely 
answered if we are brave enough to ask, and have the integrity to answer honestly, questions like: 
Who are we?; What is our real mission?; and What can we do, individually and collectively, to 
make a real difference to the global risk landscape in the short and medium term?  
 
We live in an era in which each of us have witnessed that development activities have often 
become disasters, irreparably affecting the wellbeing of local communities and their environment, 
and that, no matter what efforts are made to mitigate the impacts, these mitigation measures are 
never enough. Fostering social learning from such failures, and building socially-sustainable 
transformation towards better enhancing local community wellbeing and achieving the SDGs, 
before the conception of any planned intervention are crucial processes to be enacted, enabled, 
engaged and empowered if any development is meant to be sustainable. Therefore, instead of 
being focussed on designing mitigation to minimise harm, more important is to enhance DRR, 
the capacities of local communities to learn and transform, and to build resilience. Integrating 
DRR and resilience into development demands a crucial paradigm shift in development thinking 
from managing development to reducing the risks of development in order to avoid development 
itself becoming a disaster. 
 
Impact Assessment can play a crucial role in this, if there is a revolutionary shift in its focus from 
managing the impacts to reducing the risks from development and building community resilience. 
This would require further research and theoretical efforts to conceptualise local vulnerabilities 
and risks, and the cognitive and interactional capacities of local communities to collectively learn 
and transform in each of the multiple dimensions of community wellbeing.  
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Response to the research questions 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The primary aim of this PhD was to enlarge the theoretical and practical domain of SIA, 
especially to better conceptualize the cognitive and interactional dimensions of local community 
resilience, and to consider how to build resilience at all levels of society. Achieving this would 
increase understanding of the social processes (i.e. individual and collective agency) that enable 
social learning and transformation at the local community level and that make external actors 
capable of engaging and strengthening learning and transformation at all levels of society. To 
achieve this research aim, three research objectives were developed: (i) to understand resilience 
and how it comes into action at the local community level; (ii) to improve SIA theory and practice 
and explore how it can enhance local community resilience; and (iii) to identify and address the 
main constraints that undermine resilience-building at the local community level and other levels 
of society. In this Chapter, I describe and reflect on the key findings of this PhD research, and 
answer the main research question: What role should Social Impact Assessment play in disaster 
management and development interventions so that social development outcomes, such as 
community resilience, are achieved? 
 
This research project considered disasters, in all their tragedy, as opportunities for social 
scientists to understand and analyse basic social processes and structures in crisis conditions, 
during which adaptation, resilience and innovation are often more clearly revealed than in 
‘normal’ situations (Rodriguez et al., 2007, see Chapter 1). The whole PhD research was 
based on an analysis of the 6 April 2009 earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy. It encompassed the 
different phases of disaster management carried out by the Italian state and national and local 
civil protection authorities in L’Aquila (Abruzzo region, Italy), both before and after the 6 April 
2009 earthquake: preparedness (Chapter 5), emergency response and recovery (Chapters 3 and 
6), reconstruction (Chapters 7 and 8) and re-development (Chapter 4). This PhD research sits 
at the intersection between anthropological studies and sociological studies (see Chapter 2). 
It refers to the anthropology of disasters in that it is based on the qualitative and contextual data 
that came from the ethnographic methods I used during the three years the State of Emergency 
remained in force and beyond (see Chapter 2). It refers to the sociology of disasters in that it is 
also based on the data that came from analytic autoethnography, systematic, retrospective 
analysis of the findings of my ethnographic fieldwork, document and media analysis, and 
retrospective after-action interviewing, which are methods typically used by the sociology of 
disasters to cross-check and triangulate data coming from systematic observation in the field, and 
provide reliable evidence that can find general application (Mileti, 1987; Tierney et al., 2001; 
Quarantelli, 2005; Burger et al., 2019).  
 
The findings from my research lead to 3 main conclusions. First, both before and after disasters, 
local people (i.e. individuals, groups and communities), even the most vulnerable, develop 
positive cognitive and interactional capacities that enable them to individually and collectively 
learn, transform and be resilient in times of crises and disasters (see Chapter 3). Important for 
this PhD research was to appreciate that local communities living on the frontline of disaster risks 
and impacts, rather than experiencing anxiety, panic, collective hysteria or shock, and rather than 
creating unjustified alarmism, chaos or looting, develop individual and collective processes that 
lead their members to collectively learn from increasing local vulnerabilities and exposure to 
disaster risks and impacts, and to meaningfully transform: (1) before disasters, towards reducing 
(or demanding reduction of) local vulnerabilities and risks affecting especially the most 
vulnerable (see Chapter 5); and (2) after disasters, towards addressing disaster impacts, especially 
those affecting the most vulnerable member of a community or those most in danger; reducing or 
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demanding to reduce local vulnerabilities, risks and the root causes of disasters; and enhancing 
or demanding to enhance local DRR, wellbeing and resilience (see Chapter 3).  
 
Second, SIA can enhance and strengthen resilience at the local community level if it enlarges its 
theory and practice, and if it implements the specific actions suggested by the SIA Framework for 
Action which are oriented to co-produce with local communities a transformative knowledge 
oriented towards understanding, recognising, engaging and empowering the cognitive and 
interactional dimensions of resilience as it emerges at the local community level. Important to 
appreciate for this PhD research, was that enacting a transformative knowledge co-production 
process concerning local community wellbeing, vulnerabilities, risks and impacts and associated 
local needs, desires and capacities, leads members of local communities to learn that they have 
common problems, and to transform towards developing common solutions, thus strengthening 
resilience at the local community level and at other levels of society. It was also important to 
appreciate how establishing new forms of community agreements and social networks around 
this common vision can enhance cooperation and mutual aid towards reducing local 
vulnerabilities, risks and impacts affecting especially the most vulnerable and the commons, 
increasing equity, inclusion, transparency, and accountability, sharing priorities of intervention 
intended goals and desired outcomes, and empowering socially sustainable transformations (see 
Chapter 4). 
 
Third, there are 3 main sets of constraints at the scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural levels 
that undermine the ability of SIA and the SIA Framework for Action to be fully applied in post-
disaster and development interventions and that undermine social learning, sustainable 
transformation and resilience in times of crises and disasters. At the scientific level, for this PhD 
research it was important to learn that, both before and after disasters, the knowledge concerning 
local vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts arising from external interventions in times of crises and 
disasters is considered to be only techno-scientific advice addressed to serve national and local 
civil protection authorities, and other external and local actors (i.e. decision-makers, proponents 
and investors) and their purposes, rather than being inclusive, transformative and co-produced to 
support social learning and sustainable transformation at the local community level and other 
levels of society (see Chapter 5 and 8).  
 
At the political-institutional level, it was important to learn that the institutional and financial 
strategies that typically accompany external disaster management and development interventions 
(i.e. emergency powers, command-and-control and top-down planning) undermine accountability 
and transparency, disrupt the local democratic governance, allow derogations from ordinary laws, 
including public procurement, anti-organised crime controls, and environmental, social, and 
public health safeguard regulations. These institutional and financial arrangements are vulnerable 
to rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism and organised crime infiltration at the local, 
national, and international levels, and they lead external actors to ignoring and excluding local 
community resilience, rather than effectively engaging and empowering it. They reflect the 
political intent to command-and-control financial, economic, and local natural resources, the local 
built environment, and likely deviant behaviours of local communities, rather than reflecting the 
public intent to enhance DRR and build resilience at the local community level and at other levels 
of society (see Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8).  
 
At the socio-cultural level, for this PhD research, it was important to learn that, within affected 
local communities, while there is potential for resilience (see Chapter 3 and 5), there is also 
potential for the command-and-control, emergency powers (and derogations), top-down planning 
to be transferred on local authorities, for social risks processes to arise (e.g. inequity and social 
exclusion), and for empathy to be turned into fear and suspicion; for social responsibility to be 
turned into a gold rush; and for mutual aid to be turned into rent seeking, elite capture, disaster 
capitalism, mafia infiltration and corruption (see Chapter 6, 7 and 8). The ‘mechanism’, meaning 
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the way external interventions are decided, conceived, designed and implemented both at the 
cognitive (i.e. scientific knowledge, sets of beliefs, values and myths, culture and media 
communication) and interactional level (i.e. institutional and financial arrangements, 
management and planning models, and power geometries) can lead to strengthen positive inner 
local community social trends or negative ones, depending also on the culture they bring about.  
 
Overall, to build resilience, it is crucial that external interventions, and the scientific knowledge, 
institutional and financial arrangements, management and planning models through which they 
are conceived, decided, designed and implemented contribute to the building a glocal culture of 
resilience at the local community level and at other level of society, rather than reflecting the 
political intent to command-and-control, and facilitating (and protecting) a culture of disaster 
capitalism (see Chapter 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9). This glocal culture of resilience should nourish and be 
nourished by positive individual and collective feelings (empathy), attitudes (caring and social 
responsibilities), actions and behaviours (mutual aid and cooperation), knowledge, beliefs, 
values, narratives, needs, desires, and capacities conducive to: (i) strengthening the local sense of 
community, sense of place and sense of risk; (ii) reducing local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts, 
and the root causes of disaster; and (iii) enhancing the multiple dimensions of local community 
wellbeing, DRR and resilience at all levels of society.  
 
Disaster myths, prejudices, fear and suspicion; a paternalistic attitude of top-down protection; the 
military-like idea of the only man in charge; the power geometries established by the State of 
Emergency, the derogations and state secrecy provisions provided by emergency powers; the top-
down management and planning approaches (i.e. command-and-control and top-down planning); 
the techno-scientific knowledge; the political intent to command-and-control resources (e.g. 
financial resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land use, 
environmental, social protection and planning approaches); and the set of beliefs and values 
comprising its world-view (see Chapter 6, 7 and 8), facilitate rent-seeking, elite capture organised 
crime infiltration and corruption, and a culture of disaster capitalism rather than building a glocal 
culture of resilience and a public ethic towards local vulnerabilities and the most vulnerable. 
 
 
An overview of the contribution of this PhD research to the literature 
 
Part 1, Understanding local community resilience and how SIA can enhance it, provides 
empirical evidence about what is community resilience and how it comes into action 
(Chapter 3), and how SIA can strengthen it in sustainable rural development practice in 
mountain and disaster-prone regions (Chapter 4). This Part is a social scientific contribution 
to rural sociology, the anthropology of disasters, the sociology of disasters and the SES and 
sustainable natural resource management (NRM) fields  (e.g. Carpenter and Gunderson, 2001; 
Berkes et al., 2003; Bouwen and Taileu, 2004; Magis, 2010; Davidson, 2010; Armitage et al., 
2010; Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016; Patterson et al., 2015, 2017). It is also a contribution to 
development studies, and, more precisely, to the discourse of sustainable development and 
social development outcomes in development planning in vulnerable regions (e.g. mountain 
areas) (e.g. Price and Kim 1999; Price 2003; Barkin 2010; 2012; Pahl et al., 2010; FAO 2011; 
Gurung et al., 2012; Future Earth 2014; Patterson et al., 2015; Drexler et al., 2016) and to the 
SIA literature (e.g. Vanclay, 2002; Vanclay and Esteves, 2011; Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay 
et al., 2015). While knowledge concerning the local pre-conditions of resilience and the desirable 
outcomes increased (see Chapter 1), still little is said about the agency of resilient communities 
that makes them capable in times of crises and disasters to harness these pre-conditions and 
achieve desired outcomes through social learning and transformation (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 
016). Little is said also about which methodology can enhance social learning, empower 
sustainable transformation and strengthen resilience at the local community level and at other 
levels of society (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016). 
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Chapter 3, Experiencing local community resilience in action: Learning from post-disaster 
communities, by forming the empirical basis to answer the research questions: What is 
Community Resilience? How does it come into Action? it is oriented towards filling the gaps 
in rural sociology, the sociology of disasters, the anthropology of disasters, the social-
ecological system (SES) and the  natural resource managemenent (NRM) literature about 
local community resilience and its agency. Chapter 4, Using Social Impact Assessment to 
strengthen community resilience in sustainable rural development in mountain areas, by 
providing the empirical basis to answer the research question How can SIA enhance community 
resilience in practice? it is oriented towards filling the gaps in SIA theory and practice (see 
Chapter 1). 
 
Part 2, Understanding main scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural constraints, provides the 
empirical evidence of the structural failures produced by the top-down, command-and-control 
approach adopted by national and local civil protection authorities during the earthquake swarm 
preceeding the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake (Chapter 5, Reflections on the L’Aquila Trial 
and the social dimensions of disaster risks), and during the recovery (Chapter 6, Command-and-
control, emergency powers, and the failure to follow the United Nations disaster management 
principles after the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake) and reconstruction processes following 
the disaster (Chapter 7 Disaster capitalism and the failures to build community resilience in post-
disaster situations: Learning from the 2009 L’Aquila earthquake; and Chapter 8 The top-down 
approach in post-disaster reconstruction and the failure to ‘build back better’ resilient 
communities after disaster: Lessons learned from the 2009 L’Aquila Italy earthquake).  
 
This Part is a social scientific contribution to disaster studies. Previous social scientific 
contributions have contributed to a crucial shift in disaster management thinking from a ‘war 
approach’ paradigm, to understanding the ‘root causes’ of disasters and disaster risks (Oliver-
Smith et al., 2017), situating disasters in the context of socially-produced vulnerability (e.g. 
Oliver-Smith, 1977; Haas et al., 1977; Bates, 1982; Perry et al., 1983, 1990, 2002; Quarantelli, 
1995; Quarantelli, 1998; Perry and Quarantelli, 2005; Drabek McEntire, 2003; Perry and 
Quarantelli, 2005; Tierney et al., 2006; Alexander, 2007; Solnit, 2009; Oliver-Smith et al., 2017; 
Rodríguez et al., 2018). However, there is still a lack of understanding about what are the main 
drivers and constraints in disaster management and development that can lead to, or may 
undermine social (and institutional) learning and transformation and resilience-building at the 
local community level, and other levels of society, before and after disasters, and before, during, 
and after post-disaster and development interventions (Gall et al., 2014).  
 
While disaster research keeps providing evidence of how too often crises, disasters, and post-
disaster interventions, become windows of opportunities to facilitate (and protect) disaster 
capitalism (e.g. Klein, 2007; Escaleras et al., 2007, 2016; Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; 
Owen, 2011; Choudury and Haque, 2016; Pyles et al., 2017; Lewis, 2017; Lowenstein, 2018 
Loewenstein, 2015; Naseck, 2018), the disaster capitalism construct has been little defined, and 
the literature in this field has not conceptualised yet: (i) the precise mechanism through which 
disaster capitalism gets implemented (and protected) in disaster recovery and reconstruction 
activities following disasters; (ii) the culture that accompanies disaster capitalism and its local 
and external root causes; (iii) the structural failures that all this produces on local community 
resilience at the cognitive (i.e. counter-productive learning) and interactional level (i.e. 
counterproductive transformation) and (iv) the negative consequences of all this on local 
community wellbeing. Moreover, current conceptualization of disaster capitalism does not 
consider that, being associated with the history of development and local inequity and 
vulnerability-creation processes and with a broader set of social risks characterizing societies at 
all levels of social organization, disaster capitalism may emerge also at the local community level. 
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Furthermore, the findings and reflections provided in Part 2 also serve to enhance understanding 
of the agency of building resilience at multiple levels of social organization (i.e. social resilience), 
and of the main counterproductive actions that may occur at the cognitive and interactional levels, 
both within local communities and external actors and organizations. This Part enriches SES and 
NRM theories and approaches to resilience by providing insights on the mechanism (i.e. the 
cognitive and interactional dimensions) through which external and local actors fail to enhance 
social learning and transformation and build resilience at the local community level and other 
levels of social organization. While in SES and NRM studies, efforts have been made to 
understand the relevance of social learning and transformation for environmental management, 
and the pathologies created at the environmental level by top-down approaches, little has been 
said about the social pathologies created on local communities by top-down, command-and-
control approaches to local disaster risks and impacts, vulnerabilities, risks, capacities, and 
resources (e.g. financial resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land 
use, environmental, social protection and planning approaches). How such approaches create 
social pathologies within the multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing and resilience, 
and how they affect the local communities’ capacities to learn and transform, and build resilience 
across times and landscapes are still little conceptualised (see Chapter 1).  
 
Finally, most critiques related to the recovery process following the L’Aquila earthquake, 
primarily focussed on how the Italian government and the DCP carried out disaster recovery 
(Frisch, 2010; Alexander, 2010; 2013; OECD, 2013; Özerdem and Rufini, 2013; Fois and Forino, 
2014; Forino, 2015; Calandra, 2016; Contreras et al., 2017). Conversely, there has been little 
research on the role of local authorities in the first interventions, especially regarding safety 
measures and disaster rubble management, and specifically about how the local authorities 
conducted these activities, the institutional arrangements and power geometries that existed, and 
whether these activities enabled inclusive social learning, sustainable transformation, and 
community resilience building at the local level. Part 2 provides a unique contribution to the 
literature in that it sheds light on how the command-and-control approach was also implemented 
by local authorities and on how all this undermined building back better more resilient 
communities.  
 
Overall by providing empirical evidence of the structural failures of the Italian civil protection 
system at all levels of the state, including at the regional, provincial and municipal levels, the 
findings in Part 2 reveal that the shift from civil defence to civil protection (Alexander, 2002) did 
not bring any advance in disaster management and development practice in terms of DRR and 
resilience. The militaristic command-and-control approach, which is still in vogue among civil 
protection systems, means that national and local political leaders become the civil protection 
authorities of a disaster area. As the L’Aquila case shows, this facilitates (and protects) rent-
seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, corruption, inequity, and 
social exclusion at the local, regional, national, and international levels, exacerbates local social 
and environmental risks, and impacts, and inhibits local communities from learning, and from 
taking part in post-disaster interventions.  
 
Drawing from the L’Aquila case and reflecting on the structural failures produced at all levels of 
society by civil protection systems, Part 2 advocates for a paradigm shift in disaster management 
and development practice, from centralised civil protection systems to decentralised community 
empowerment systems to better reduce local vulnerabilities and the root causes of disasters, 
enhance social learning and transformation and local community wellbeing, and build resilience 
at all levels of society, including at the local community level. 
 
Part 3 of this PhD thesis it is called The role of local communities in a global risk landscape: 
What can be learned from the disaster front and what needs to be transformed? It draws from 
findings and evidence reported in Part 1 and 2, and provides conceptual advances to answer the 
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research questions about what can be learned in the fields of disaster studies, development studies, 
and impact assessment, and what needs to be transformed in these fields both at the theoretical 
and practical levels. Part 3 is a theoretical-practical scientific contribution to SES and NRM 
theory and approaches to resilience; disaster studies; regional development studies; and 
impact assessment generally. Chapter 9, From assessing impacts to reducing risks from planned 
interventions: Revolutionizing Impact Assessment to include Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Resilience to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals reflects on the implications that the 
DRR and resilience paradigm and the findings of this PhD research have in disaster management 
and in development and impact assessment thinking and practice. This Chapter reflects on the 
paradigm shift in disaster management thinking and practice that has been fostered by the DRR 
and resilience approach. It also reflects on the findings of Part 1 and Part 2 and outlines the social 
pathologies that top-down approaches adopted in disaster management, development, social 
protection and impact assessment practices produce on local communities, their wellbeing and 
resilience, and the main constraints that undermine these fields to fully integrate DRR and 
resilience-building strategies in their practices.  
 
More specifically, Chapter 9 enriches the current debate in sustainable development and impact 
assessment thinking, and outlines that integrating DRR and resilience into development policies, 
plans, programs, and projects (4P) to meet the 2030 Agenda, requires a paradigm shift in Impact 
Assessment theory and practice similar to the one prompted by the DRR and resilience 
thinking in disaster management from ‘managing disaster impacts’ to ‘reducing the risk of 
disasters’. This Chapter advocates for a paradigm shift in Impact Assessment from managing 
the impacts, to reducing the risks of any planned intervention. It suggests that such a shift 
should contribute to changes in how Impact Assessment produce its scientific knowledge 
concerning local vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts, in how it perceives its institutional role 
within the governance of disaster management and development, and in post-disaster 
interventions, and in how it perceives its socio-cultural role in society. Such a paradigm shift 
in Impact Assessment should contribute to the building of a Glocal Culture of Resilience and 
help decision-makers, proponents, investors, and local communities better integrate the DRR 
and resilience paradigm in any planned intervention to build resilience at all levels of society 
and achieve the SDGs.  
 
Chapter 10, Final conclusion, response to the research questions, and recommendations, draws 
from the findings and reflections in Part 1, Chapter 3, and, adopting an integrated SES approach 
to resilience (Berkes and Ross, 2013, 2016, see Chapter 1), it responds to the research question 
What is resilience? And related research sub-questions. Drawing from the findings and reflections 
in Part 1, Chapter 4, and enlarging the theoretical and practical domain of SIA (Vanclay et al., 
2015, see Chapter 1), it responds to the research question How can SIA enhance community 
resilience in practice? And related research sub-questions. Furthermore, drawing from the 
findings and reflections, in Part 2, Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8, and using the DRR and resilience 
paradigm it responds to the research question What are the main constraints that undermine 
the effective enhancement of resilience at the local community level and other levels of 
society? And related sub-questions. Finally, drawing from findings in Part 1 and Part 2, and 
theoretically exploring how DRR and resilience can be fully integrated in development and 
impact assessment theories and practices to achieve the SDGs, it responds to the research question 
What can be learned by the fields of disaster studies, development studies, and impact assessment, 
and what needs to be transformed in these fields? And related sub-question. 
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What is community resilience?  
 
Community resilience is the set of the social survival processes that local communities put in 
action both at the cognitive and interactional level to learn, transform, and address the negative 
impacts they perceive as common problems in times of crises and disasters (see Chapter 3). 
Below, I summarize the findings and empirical evidence provided in Parts 1 and 2 of this thesis, 
and discuss how local community resilience came into action both before and after the 6 April 
2009 L’Aquila earthquake. Drawing from the findings and empirical evidence I discuss here 
below, I will thus provide analytical answers to the research questions to provide a clear 
conceptualisation of the issues investigated that can find general application to all contexts 
affected by crises and disasters. 
 
Community resilience in action before the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake 
 
Before the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake, by living in an environment at risk characterized 
by an earthquake swarm lasting for more than 8 months and increasing in frequency and intensity 
(see Chapter 5), local people learned to recognise how the vulnerability of buildings was putting 
their lives at risk, especially the lives of the most vulnerable. While perceiving and experiencing 
local disaster risks, local people felt empathy towards the living conditions of the most vulnerable, 
particularly the elderly, students, and children. They started to care about their safety, and local 
schools were often closed for precaution. This local social learning process fed, and was fed by, 
an underlying feeling of empathy towards the most vulnerable and a shared attitude of caring and 
social responsibility in relation to local vulnerabilities and risks. Through these changes in their 
feelings and attitudes, local people re-oriented their individual and collective actions and 
behaviours towards positive learning and socially sustainable transformations. Local people 
learned from perceiving and experiencing local disaster risks, and were able to transform towards 
undertaking meaningful individual and collective actions to reduce or demand reduction of local 
vulnerabilities; and to enhance, or demand enhancement of local wellbeing and capacities (e.g. 
preparedness). They made comments at body corporate meetings about cracks appearing in 
buildings and how they were worsening over time. They demanded building inspections and to 
see civil protection plans, asking for effective local vulnerability and risk-reduction activities, and 
for building local capacities and enhancing local preparedness and emergency plans (see Chapter 
5).  
 
Furthermore, within the local communities there were local scientists and experts who, well 
before the earthquake, played a key role in managing local seismic monitoring stations, and/or in 
producing reports about the hazard and the vulnerabilities of the local built environment in the 
L’Aquila crater (see Chapter 5 and 8). Since at least the end of the 1990s, local scientists shared 
with the broader local public, through all forms of media and in person, the scientific knowledge 
they were producing. These initiatives sought to increase the local knowledge and public 
awareness concerning the endemic high seismic risks, vulnerability and hazard exposure affecting 
the L’Aquila crater. Since at least the end of the 1990s, local, regional, and national authorities 
were all well aware about the existence of highly vulnerable public and private buildings that 
were threatening the lives and safety of local people living in the L’Aquila crater. The public 
initiatives organized by local scientists over time aimed to enhance individual and collective 
social learning concerning the multiple dimensions of the disaster risk affecting the wellbeing of 
local communities. They were targeted to the local administration to demand improvement in 
those public and private buildings that were highly vulnerable and were threatening the lives and 
wellbeing of local people. 
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Community resilience in action after the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake 
 
After the 6 April 2009 earthquake, by suffering the dramatic consequences of the disaster impacts, 
local people experienced changes in their needs concerning the mitigation of disaster impacts and 
changes in their feelings towards the most vulnerable. In the L’Aquila city and in the surrounding 
mountain and rural areas, local people learned from the disaster situation, and re-oriented their 
intentions towards saving the lives of those most in danger. This learning from the disaster 
situation fed, and was fed by, an instinctive feeling of empathy, solidarity, and an attitude of 
caring and social responsibility, which local people developed towards reducing local 
vulnerabilities, risk and impacts, and towards the most vulnerable and those most in danger (e.g. 
women, the elderly and children, irrespective of who they were). During the recovery activities, 
local people learned to recognise the needs of the most vulnerable and of those most in need. 
They produced and shared knowledge and narratives concerning disaster risks and impacts, and 
about how they disproportionally affected the most vulnerable and where they lived. Through 
multiple knowledge and communication platforms, they shared their collective need to mitigate 
disaster impacts and the likely strategies they developed to collectively reduce them (see Chapter 
3).  
 
Following the L’Aquila earthquake, local people also shared their local knowledge, their stories, 
and narratives about the place where they were living, their wellbeing, and their desire and 
capacity to mitigate disaster impacts and reduce the risk of future disasters (see Chapter 3). 
Through these narratives, they restored meaning to their destroyed places, better communicated 
their needs, coordinated their activities, and gained support from other social organizations, 
reinforcing their sense of community, sense of place and sense of risk (see Chapter 3). Through 
the production of this local knowledge and these collective narratives, local people learned to 
recognise vulnerabilities, risks and impacts, and how previous vulnerabilities contributed to 
making this disaster happen. They produced reports, enacted legal action, investigated and 
demanded investigations of the local root causes that made the disaster happen (see Chapter 5). 
They also developed ideas and project proposals alternative to the temporary housing scheme 
being implemented by the Italian Department of Civil Protection (DCP) and to the post-disaster 
reconstruction policies and interventions carried out by national and local authorities.  
 
The social learning process enacted by these changes in feelings and attitudes, therefore, led local 
people to enact socially sustainable transformations, and positively re-oriented local people’s 
actions and behaviours. Immediately after the earthquake, most local people individually and 
collectively transformed towards helping each other and organizing themselves to rescue other 
people from the rubble, to cope with grief and sorrow, to deal better with the tragedy and loss, 
and to survive and rebuild sociality, reducing disaster impacts for those most in danger, enhancing 
the wellbeing and capacities of local communities, especially of the most vulnerable (e.g. elderly, 
children and women) (see Chapter 3). In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, many people 
were rescued by the widespread, spontaneous, ordinary collective actions made by normal people 
who started digging through the rubble and pulling out injured people (see Chapter 3).  
 
The members of the local rural resilient communities we analysed first selflessly took care of the 
most vulnerable (e.g. the elderly and children), not only by feeding and assisting them, but also 
by including them and letting them develop their own capacities and participate in community 
recovery activities (see Chapter 3). Rural communities in the L’Aquila crater were capable of 
using the post-disaster situation as an opportunity to learn from identifying the problems they 
had, and to transform towards taking collective meaningful actions to reduce disaster impacts, 
mitigate vulnerabilities, and enhance community wellbeing and capacities (see Chapter 3). For 
example, the collective actions included: erecting tents, cleaning toilets, cooking, organizing 
shifts, doing the washing-up, sharing whatever resources they had, providing food to anyone who 
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needed it, sharing machinery or gravel, constructing temporary buildings, and identifying safer 
places to stay (see Chapter 3, Figures 3.1-3.6).  
 
In the longer-term redevelopment interventions, local people were capable of developing positive 
feelings and attitudes of empathy, caring and social responsibility towards their common land, 
heritage and local vulnerabilities, thus turning their affected landscape into a landscape of affect 
(see Chapter 4). In the context of the sustainable rural development project described in Chapter 
4, local people had the capacity of recognising that they had shared perceptions (and frustrations) 
about past development activities and their landscape, and that the abandonment and degradation 
of the local natural and cultural heritage was a common problem that needed shared solutions 
(see Chapter 4). In this process of social learning, local people learned from past development 
processes and failures, and transformed towards building new deliberative spaces and more 
sustainable development project proposals (see Chapter 4). 
 
 
Community resilience of what to what? 
 
Before the earthquake, the disturbance that was affecting the multiple dimensions of the wellbeing 
of people was a disaster risk characterized by several factors, both natural and social, including: 
(i) a natural hazard represented by an earthquake swarm, which lasted 8 months, increasing in 
extent and intensity; (ii) local vulnerabilities that were exacerbated by the earthquake swarm, and 
that were negatively influencing local people’s hazard exposure and perceptions and experiences 
of risks; and (iii) lack of capacity and preparedness at the local, regional and national levels (see 
Chapter 5). In addition to this, before the earthquake, the L’Aquila mountain area was already 
characterised by weak local governance and a weak culture of planning (OECD, 2012, 2013). 
 
Between the 1950s and the late 1990s, urban areas surrounding L’Aquila expanded greatly, and 
this was a deregulated urbanization process with the L’Aquila area only being considered of 
‘moderate seismicity’ (Zone 2) by the national seismic classifications issued in 1984 and 2003 
(Alexander, 2010). In 1951 there were 54,633 inhabitants on 500 hectares; whereas in 2001 there 
were 68,503 inhabitants on 3,100 hectares (Frisch, 2010; Bazzucchi, 2012). While the population 
increased by around 25%, urban land consumption increased sixfold (Frisch, 2010). This growth 
was the result of the general laissez-faire approach of the L’Aquila municipality, which promoted 
urban development that over-exceeded the actual demand for housing. This growth was 
accompanied by the rising of a local elite in the cement and building industries and by the 
increasing pressure of speculative builders on urban planning policies in the L’Aquila province 
(Alexander, 2010, see Chapter 7). Thus, at the time of the 2009 earthquake, there were some 
4,000 unoccupied apartments in the City of L’Aquila. 
 
In the L’Aquila area, the poor state of buildings and related disaster risk was well known before 
the earthquake (Boschi, 1995; Barberi et al., 2007, see Chapter 5). The history of L’Aquila as a 
region marked by earthquakes killing thousands of people (e.g. 1349, 1461, 1703, 1984) 
(Guidoboni et al., 2012) was well known (see Chapter 5). Furthermore, the Barberi report (or 
LSU project) revealed in 1999 that L’Aquila had a high proportion of vulnerable buildings, with 
many modern buildings being especially vulnerable (Di Pasquale et al, 1999). The 2004 national 
seismic risk map (INGV, 2004) revealed that the whole province of L’Aquila had extreme seismic 
risk. The high seismic risk was already known thanks to research conducted by the chief of the 
Abruzzo regional seismic monitoring network of the National Seismic Service (NSS), Gaetano 
De Luca (e.g. De Luca et al, 2005, see Chapter 5). Furthermore, in 2005, the conclusion of the 
Barberi report (1999) was reconfirmed by the SAVE project (seismic vulnerability evaluation) 
(Dolce, 2005). As indicated to me by several people, in 2005 the Abruzzo Region commissioned 
a vulnerability assessment of public buildings that was undertaken by the local public/private 
consultancy firm, Collabora Engineering (later called Abruzzo Engineering). Unfortunately, only 
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a few copies of their report were made available and it appears that it is no longer available. 
People familiar with the report told me that there were many severe structural vulnerabilities, 
especially affecting public schools and the hospital. 
 
Although these reports cost millions of euros each, they have been effectively ignored by 
governments at all levels. It was not intended that the process of development of these reports 
engage local communities or be transformative. According to Cherubini et al. (1998), L’Aquila 
had the oldest seismic classification in the Abruzzo region, and many modern concrete buildings 
were highly vulnerable. The city of L’Aquila has continued to be recognized as one of the most 
vulnerable cities in Italy (Boschi, 1995; Barberi et al., 2007, see Chapter 5).  
 
Before the earthquake, the risk of mafia infiltration, especially in waste management, was already 
high in the Abruzzo region (Saviano, 2009; Galullo, 2009). During the national legal inquiry in 
1992, Tangentopoli, the Abruzzo region was the first region to be investigated. By the time the 
inquiry had finished, the Abruzzo region had the highest number (300) of public managers and 
entrepreneurs under investigation, with 116 arrested for public administration crimes linked to 
tenders, frauds and bribes (Libera, 2010). These social risk factors characterizing the L’Aquila 
crater negatively contributed to the increasing of vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks, and 
became amplified by the negative impacts of the 6 April 2009 earthquake (see Chapter 5), and 
the recovery, reconstruction and re-development interventions carried out by the Italian state and 
the national and local civil protection authorities (see Chapter 6 and 7).  
 
When the earthquake occurred, disturbance to the local social system was represented by the 
negative impacts of the disaster. Analyses of damage (Augenti and Parisi, 2010) and deaths 
(Alexander and Magni, 2013) from the disaster revealed poor design, poor-quality building 
materials, and shoddy workmanship. One of the major contributing factors was the inadequacy 
of the prevailing building codes, including how they have changed over time and the extent to 
which they were enforced. The (sadly not) surprising outcome was that the newer reinforced 
concrete frame (RCF) buildings accounted for 79% of deaths, with just 7 RCF buildings 
accounting for a quarter of all fatalities (Alexander and Magni, 2013).  
 
After the earthquake, the affected area was politically called ‘the crater’ and encompassed the 
City of L’Aquila, and more than 80 villages in 57 municipalities in the surrounding rural and 
mountain area. However, many measures initially addressed to support local communities 
affected by the earthquake, such as those addressed to support local farmers and the primary 
sector, were distributed among the whole Abruzzo region thus scattering the financial benefits 
across the different areas of the region and among also those people who were not affected by the 
disaster. The same occurred with the derogations allowed by the State of Emergency, especially 
those concerning the suspension of ordinary rules regulating waste management and 
environmental, public health and water safeguard activities (see Chapter 7). 
 
People found that they had to cope with the ongoing experience of the aftermath of the disaster 
and the recovery, reconstruction, and redevelopment efforts (see Chapter 3, 6 and 7). By living 
in rural and mountain territories and in disaster-prone areas, local people found that they also had 
to be able to cope with the disturbances that arose from past development and its associated social 
and environmental risks and impacts. These risks and impacts were similar to those characterizing 
many other significant areas of inland Italy (Barca et al., 2014), and other ‘less-favoured regions’, 
such as increasing marginalization through population decline, job cutbacks, land abandonment 
and degradation, reduction in public and private services, persistent social exclusion and 
degradation of cultural and natural heritage (see Chapter 3 and 4). All this was dramatically 
amplified by the earthquake and the second disaster created by post-disaster interventions. 
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Extrapolating from the L’Aquila case, it can be generally concluded that, before and after 
disasters, the geographical extent of the perceived and experienced risks and impacts contributes 
to demarcating the affected local landscape. The existence of likely local risks and impacts that 
characterise a local affected landscape leads people living in an affected place to feel that they 
share a ‘common fate’. An affected local landscape comprises multiple local communities of 
place (see Chapter 1) that become affected by the negative impacts of a long-term crisis or hazard. 
Among and within these multiple communities, past social and environmental changes and 
impacts associated with the history of development of these places, produce local inequities and 
social exclusion that contribute to the worsening of poverty, vulnerabilities and the exacerbation 
of local disaster risks and impacts. Being directly influenced by these negative social changes and 
trends (i.e. ‘the local root causes of disasters’ see Chapter 1), the intensity and extent of disaster 
risks and impacts are unequally distributed among members of a community of place and between 
communities in the same affected local landscape. Drawing on the hierarchy of levels of social 
resilience (Berkes and Ross, 2016, see Chapter 1, Figure 1.2), I consider that discourses about 
resilience (in terms of ‘resilience of what’) should be about the resilience of local communities 
of place (individuals, families, households, neighbourhoods) living in a local affected landscape 
(villages, cities, municipalities or network of municipalities) that can also encompass multiple 
regions or cross national boundaries (see Figure 10.1).  
 

 
 

Figure 10.1: ‘Resilience of What’: Communities of place and affected landscape  
Source: This Paper (based on Berkes and Ross, 2016) 

 
Drawing from the L’Aquila case and the findings illustrated in Parts 1 and 2 of this PhD thesis 
and as discussed immediately above, it can be generally concluded that, before disasters, 
discourses about resilience in terms of ‘to what’ should consider the social dimensions comprising 
risks, not only the hazard per se. Therefore, resilience of what to what in times of crises is the 
resilience of the multiple communities of place that live within the same affected landscape to the 
hazard and to the local root causes of (disaster) risk creation (i.e. local pre-disaster vulnerability), 
which, in turn, are created by the history of past development processes and associated social 
vulnerabilities and risks (i.e. inequity, social exclusion, inequality and poverty, see Figure 10.2). 
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Figure 10.2: ‘Resilience to what’ before disasters: the multiple dimensions of risk  
(Key Priority 1, UNISDR, 2015) 

Source: This Paper 
 
 

After disasters, ‘community resilience of what to what’ is the resilience of multiple communities 
of place within a common affected landscape to the negative impacts of disasters and to local 
vulnerability and the root causes of disasters (see Figure 9.4). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.3: ‘Resilience to what’ after disasters 
Source: This Paper  
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How does community resilience come into action?  
 
In Chapter 1, I outlined that understanding the agency of local communities which enables local 
people to individually and collectively learn and transform during disturbances (i.e. crises, 
disasters, unwanted changes and any other planned intervention) means understanding the 
cognitive and interactional dimensions of this agency. As shown by the L’Aquila case, local 
people and communities, even the most vulnerable, do have individual and collective agency: 
they do play a crucial role to reduce (or worsen) (disaster) risks and impacts. In resilient 
communities, shared (intersubjective) intentionality emerges among people living in an 
environment of perceived and/or experienced crisis, and orients the human agency of resilient 
communities (i.e. social learning and transformation). In Chapter 9, drawing from the L’Aquila 
case (see Chapter 3 and 4), I defined social learning and transformation and described the changes 
in the cognitive and interactional dimensions implied by these processes.  
 
Social learning implies changes in the perception of shared needs, desires, capacities, in the 
production of knowledge, beliefs and narratives, and in the individual and collective feelings, 
attitudes and behaviours. These changes lead both local communities and external actors towards 
developing a feeling of empathy and an attitude of social responsibility and caring towards local 
vulnerabilities, the most vulnerable and most affected. Transformation only derives from social 
learning and is the set of social and institutional processes that enable individuals and societies to 
change in cognitive and interactional ways in order to reduce local vulnerabilities, enhance 
wellbeing and capacities, and build resilience. The cognitive changes include changes in the 
knowledge, beliefs, values and myths, while the interactional changes are in the nested 
interactions people have with each other, and in the institutional arrangements to enable 
accountability and transparency, inclusiveness and fairness, justice and deliberativeness, all of 
which are social issues which are intrinsically associated with social learning and transformation 
in societies. Social learning and societal transformation can be activated in each of the eight 
dimensions of local community wellbeing (see Chapter 9) and are essential components of 
resilience at all levels of society (Kelman et al., 2016; Sharpe, 2016; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016b; Berkes and Ross, 2016; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2017; Cavaye and Ross, 2019). 
 
The cognitive dimension of community resilience in action 
 
As discussed above, social learning orients changes in people’s individual and collective feelings, 
attitudes, and in the perception of needs, desires and capacities. But how do these changes occur 
in resilient communities? What are the changes in the cognitive dimension of human agency 
needed if a community aims to be resilient, learn and transform? As the L’Aquila case shows, 
and as discussed above, both before and after disasters, by living in an environment at risk, or 
within a common affected landscape, local people experience changes in the perception of their 
needs to reduce local vulnerabilities, and in their feelings towards the most vulnerable and those 
most in danger. They learn over time how their vulnerabilities play a crucial role in worsening 
the likelihood, extent and intensity of disasters, and how disaster risks and impacts threaten their 
wellbeing, especially of the most vulnerable.  
 
Overall, it can be generally concluded that, in times of crises and disasters, social learning occurs 
through a change in the perception and experience of individual and collective needs and feelings, 
which leads to empathy and social responsibility towards the most vulnerable and towards 
reducing local vulnerabilities, and through the production of a shared knowledge, which 
reinforces local people’s sense of community, sense of place, sense of risk, and local people’s 
perception of shared needs, desires and capacities to reduce vulnerabilities and associated disaster 
risks and impacts. All this represents the cognitive components and processes constituting the 
intentionality of human actions in a resilient community. Such an intentionality, constituted by 
these cognitive components and processes, orients local people’s actions, interactions, and 



 270 

behaviours towards socially sustainable transformation for reducing local vulnerabilities and 
associated disaster risks and impacts and building the resilience of the whole community (Figure 
10.4).  
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.4: The cognitive dimension of human agency in resilient communities  
Source: This Paper 

 
 
The interactional dimension of community resilience in action 
 
As described in Chapter 3 and discussed above, in the L’Aquila crater we observed that these 
cognitive components (see Figure 10.4) were triggered and reinforced through mutual aid and 
cooperative actions among members of a community. No longer having a place to live and being 
aware of the collective tragedy brought people to reflect on their overall community wellbeing, 
the immediate need to have a place to live (together), and the need for them to organize their 
social and community life to support, nourish and encourage each other. Post-disaster situations 
and other crises provide community members with opportunities to identify the problems they 
collectively have to address.  
 
Rather than any counter-productive action or anti-social behaviour, we observed that the shared 
need to find solutions to common problems brought about positive, cooperative behaviour. 
Mutual aid and social inclusion (equity, participation, social cohesion) represents the 
interactional dimension of local community resilience which enables all members of a 
community, including the most vulnerable, to learn, transform and be part of the recovery 
activities.  
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This represents the way in which people in resilient communities collectively interact with where 
they live, and with whom they live, making the needs of the most vulnerable as their shared 
priority, and putting local wellbeing, vulnerabilities, and capacities at the core of their collective 
actions to reduce local disaster risks and impacts.  
 
From a social-ecological systsems perspective, the human agency in resilient systems is the 
complex set of nested interactions within a social unit and across multiple levels of social 
organization and different temporal and spatial scales that enact, enable, and empower social 
learning and transformation for improved SES management and resilience at all levels of society. 
Enriching the hierarchy of levels described by Berkes and Ross (2016) with the conceptual 
advances in system and evolutionary biology (Bailly and Longo, 2003; Longo and Montevil, 
2011, see Chapter 1, Figure 1.4), below I suggest a model that may help better conceptualise 
social resilience (i.e. social learning and transformation at multiple levels of social organization). 
In Figure 10.5, the complex set of nested and inter-subjective interactions that enact, enable, and 
empower resilience (social learning and transformation) at all levels of society are conceptualised. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.5: The process of social resilience 
Source: This Paper 

 
 
Enlarging our analytical lens on the specific structural dynamics at the local community level 
among members of a resilient community, and drawing from the L’Aquila case and the findings 
in Parts 1 and 2, I define mutual aid and social inclusion (equity, participation, social cohesion) 
as being the horizontal interactions, upwards integrations and downwards regulations that enable 
the process of resilience at the local community level, and at other levels of society. The 
horizontal interactions enable mutual aid and mutual learning among members of a resilient 
community (i.e. mutual aid and cooperation); the upwards integrations enable each member to 
participate to the vision and collective actions of transformation (i.e. social inclusion); while the 
downwards regulations represent the way through which the community vision and the specific 
collective actions and transformations implemented strengthen mutual aid and cooperation (by 
strengthening the horizontal interactions), social inclusion (by strengthening the upwards 
integrations), ultimately enhancing equity and providing benefits for everyone, thus ensuring the 
social survival of the whole community (i.e. social sustainability) (see Figure 10.6) 
.  
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Figure 10.6: The process of community resilience 
Source: This Paper 

 
 
Expanding our understanding of the process of community resilience to encompass also the 
ecological and cognitive (i.e. cultural) dimensions through which resilience comes into action at 
the local community level, in Figure 10.7 I represent the three dimensions of community 
resilience and how it comes into action at the local community level, building an aftershock 
economy through equitable management of local resources (i.e. ecological interactions), an 
aftershock society through mutual aid and social inclusion (i.e. social interactions), and an 
aftershock communication, through the building of a culture of resilience (i.e. cognitive 
interactions) all of which contribute to building resilience at the local community level. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.7: The cultural, social and ecological dimensions of community resilience in 
action 

Source: This Paper 
 
 
As discussed in Chapter 1, the Panarchy model does not provide adequate detail to identify and 
conceptualise the complex structure of nested inter-subjective and inter-level cognitive and social 
interactions, institutional arrangements and power geometries within and across multiple levels 
of social organization and different temporal, spatial and cultural scales that constitute the way 
through which the agency of social resilience is structured, which enables social learning and 
transformation and build resilience at all multiple levels of society.  
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SES theory still says little about the kind of individual and collective intentionality behind the 
complex set of nested inter-subjective and inter-level interactions that enact, enable and 
strengthen social learning and transformation and build resilience as a process at all levels of 
society. The cognitive and interactional dimensions of human agency in resilient social-
ecological systems is little conceptualised: how power geometries influence social system’s 
outcomes in terms of resilience, and which methodology can enhance social learning and 
transformation and strengthen resilience in practice at all levels of society is still under-theorised 
(Berkes and Ross, 2013). Figures 9.11 and 9.12 show the epistemological tools proposed and how 
they are intended to advance the conceptualisation of previous understanding of social and 
community resilience in social-ecological systems at multiple levels of organization and at 
cognitive, interactional and ecological levels. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.8: Moving forward, part 1: Understanding the process of social resilience  
Source: This Paper 

 
 

 
 
Figure 10.9: Moving forward, part 2: Understanding the process of community resilience 

Source: This Paper  
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What are counterproductive actions and how can they be avoided? 
 
Understanding how resilience occurs at the local community level in times of crises and disasters 
(i.e. Community resilience of what to what? How does community resilience come into action?) 
is crucial for larger social systems if they are to build resilience at all levels of society (i.e. social 
resilience). Understanding how external actors are ‘sensitive to’ and learn from the agency of 
local community resilience, and how they change or transform accordingly, is necessary to 
achieve a full understanding of social resilience in its whole (see Chapter 1). The term ‘social 
resilience’ refers to the general ability of human systems to mitigate the impacts of unexpected 
changes, learn, and transform at all levels of society and across different temporal and spatial 
scales, building the resilience of the whole social system to future disturbances while 
acknowledging the multiple dimensions of development (e.g. bio-physical, sociocultural and 
economic, see Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2017). Consequently, the term ‘community resilience’ 
can be considered as a subfield of social resilience, and refers to the specific ability of smaller 
social sub-systems (i.e. families, households, neighbourhoods, and local communities) to cope 
with these impacts at the local level (e.g. disasters or deep crisis) (Adger, 2000; Adger et al., 
2005; Folke, 2006; Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2017, see Chapter 1).  
 
Within local communities however, there can be resilience, as well as counter-productive actions, 
such as elite capture, rent-seeking, infiltration of organized crime, disaster capitalism, and 
corruption (see Chapter 7 and 8). Counterproductive actions arise within local communities from 
local history of development and associated social changes and impacts and are embedded in the 
way disaster management and development interventions are carried out (see Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 
8). The way disaster management and development interventions are conceived, decided, 
designed, and implemented can facilitate both negative and positive trends in local communities. 
Unless properly managed, planned interventions can lead to a worsening of local social risks, 
including rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration, corruption, 
inequity and social exclusion, thus exacerbating local vulnerabilities, the lack of capacity, hazard 
exposure and associated disaster risks and impacts (see Chapter 7 and 8). Conversely, planned 
interventions can lead to: enabling positive individual and collective feelings, attitudes, actions 
and behaviours; enhancing empathy, caring, mutual aid, equity and social inclusion; 
strengthening social responsibility, local knowledge, sense of community, sense of place, sense 
of risk, and local people’s awareness of shared needs, desires and capacities. All this enable social 
learning and transformation and the building of local community resilience (see Chapter 4). 
 
Understanding how to build resilience at all levels of society, therefore, requires understanding 
not only community resilience of what to what, or how community resilience comes into action, 
but also the role of local communities and how to recognise and strengthen it in any planned 
intervention, before and after disasters. Understanding how desired social development outcomes 
(i.e. resilience to what ends?) are included in, and enhanced in any planned interventions, and 
how issues of justice and fairness (i.e. resilience for whom?) are considered at multiple levels of 
social organization, is crucial to recognise and strengthen the role local communities have in 
learning and transforming to better reduce local vulnerabilities, risks and the root causes of 
disasters, enhance DRR, and build resilience.  
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Resilience to what ends?  
 
Being the process of social learning and transformation at the local community level in times of 
crises and disasters, community resilience emerges among members of resilient communities to 
orient their individual and collective intentionality, actions, and behaviours towards desirable 
shared outcomes for the whole community. Drawing from the L’Aquila case and the findings 
presented in Parts 1 and 2 and discussed above, we conclude that both before and after disasters, 
these desirable outcomes primarily relate to the mitigation of local vulnerabilities and associated 
risks and impacts affecting especially the most vulnerable, and towards the survival and social 
sustainability of the local community in its whole. Reflecting on our stories, it was evident that 
at the cognitive level, the desirable outcomes created by having greater community resilience 
were enhanced empathy, caring, and social responsibility towards local vulnerabilities and the 
most vulnerable. At the interactional level the community resilience outcomes created reflected 
the four key issues considered by the literature as policy goals for social sustainability and socially 
sustainable transformation (Murphy, 2012; see Chapter 3 and 4), meaning the survival and 
prosperity of the affected local community of place – especially of the most vulnerable (see 
Chapter 3) – and of the common affected landscape – especially of the commons (see Chapter 
4).  
 
From our field observations and action research in L’Aquila, it was evident that these 4 key issues, 
such as equity, public awareness of sustainability, participation and social cohesion, were 
embedded in the interactional dimension (i.e. mutual aid and social inclusion) of social learning 
and transformation through which local community resilience came into action. These features 
were supported at the cognitive level spontaneously arose both as principles and means which 
oriented and enabled individual and collective learning and transformation towards reducing local 
vulnerabilities and taking care of the most vulnerable, and as outcomes of the actions of people 
in resilient communities, during the local community recovery activities. Drawing from Chapter 
3 and 4 we provide a description of these 4 key principles, means, and intended outcomes which 
oriented individual and collective actions in resilient communities analysed by this PhD research.  
 
Participation (social inclusion) 
 
As reported in Chapters 3 and 4 and discussed above, within the resilient communities analysed 
there was a widespread will to participate and share in the work that needed to be done in the 
camps, with many people making considerable contributions to initial relief operations and to 
how life in the camps was organized. People shared their thoughts and ideas, and came to 
collective solutions which they implemented together. People in the camps implemented a caring 
environment where participation and inclusion were valued and taken as serious components of 
disaster emergency management and post-disaster survival (see Chapter 3). Crucial for 
understanding how community resilience came into action in resilient local communities, was to 
appreciate that vulnerable people within resilient communities, not only were the primary 
beneficiaries of the community-based actions carried out, but they were engaged within local 
community activities, playing a pro-active role in every community initiative (see Chapter 3, 
Figures 3.1-3.4). In the context of the rural development project (see Chapter 4), community 
participation and engagement was crucial to build community resilience. Through this process, 
participants, individually and collectively, learned about they had common problems, developed 
a shared vision, and agreed on shared solutions and intended outcomes. Crucial for understanding 
how community resilience came into action in resilient local communities was to appreciate that 
local people do develop empathy, caring and social responsibility also for their affected 
landscapes, not only for the most vulnerable. They do have capacities to develop shared strategies 
and cooperate to reduce local vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts, especially affecting their 
commons (see Chapter 4, Figure 4.4).   
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Equity (i.e. mutual aid and cooperation) 
 
As reported in Chapters 3 and 4 and discussed above, after the 6 April 2009 earthquake, local 
people in the L’Aquila crater selflessly shared whatever resources they had. They shared what 
they had in their own pantries, shopkeepers shared their stocks, and village café owners provided 
food for free to anyone who needed it. Spontaneous networks of solidarity were created 
distributing first aid supplies and useful equipment according to the needs of each group. There 
was no place for, or point in, surplus accumulation or hoarding – people shared generously and 
equitably, knowing that each person’s survival (including their own) depended on this sharing. 
Rather than any counter-productive action or anti-social behaviour, we observed that the shared 
need to find solutions to common problems brought about positive, cooperative behaviour (see 
Chapter 3, Figure 3.2 and 3.6). Mutual aid and social inclusion (equity, participation, social 
cohesion) represented the interactional dimension of local community resilience, which enabled 
all members of these communities, including the most vulnerable, to learn, transform and be part 
of the recovery activities addressed to reduce local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts which local 
people perceived as being common problems they had to address all together (see Chapter 3, 
Figures 3.1-3.6). 
 
In the context of the rural development project (see Chapter 4), equity was the principle through 
which local actors were engaged, and the network agreement was conceived and designed. Equity 
was also established within the same contract as being one of the intended principles and social 
development outcomes local actors signing the contract agreed to respect in regulating their 
collective actions, and to achieve for the enhancement of the wellbeing of all members of the 
network agreement. All this built trust among all members of the contract, enhanced mutual aid 
and cooperation among them, leading to positive social learning and transformation processes 
towards developing shared strategies to build back better their common landscape (see Chapter 
4, Figure 4.4.). 
 
Public awareness of sustainability (i.e. DRR, resilience and social sustainability) 
 
As reported in Chapter 3, 4 and 5 and discussed above, people were able to identify disaster risks 
and impacts as common problems that required shared solutions. Before the disaster, they were 
able to learn about the local vulnerabilities they had to reduce from the disaster risks they were 
perceiving (see Chapter 5). After the disaster, they were able to learn from the disaster impacts 
and recognise the most vulnerable and those most affected within their communities. They 
learned how to consider their needs as common problems that required shared solutions. They 
learned to consider more disaster risks and impacts; the risks and impacts that could have been 
created by their recovery actions; and how these activities could have brought benefits and 
enhanced the wellbeing of everyone within their communities, especially of the most vulnerable 
(see Chapter 3, Figures 3.1-3.6).  
 
In the context of the rural development project (see Chapter 4), public awareness of sustainability 
emerged among participants and was built as the individual and collective processes of social 
learning from: (i) understanding past-development processes and failures and associated social 
change, impacts and vulnerabilities which arose throughout the years; (ii) recognising that 
individual complains had a common pattern and needed the design of shared solutions, and that 
the capacities of each of the member were of benefit for everyone; (iii) participating in the 
building of a shared vision about the local vulnerabilities, risks, impacts and root causes of 
disasters to reduce, the mitigation strategies to adopt, how to monitor them and the sustainable 
development of the multiple dimensions of their wellbeing to implement. In this process, 
community mapping and community visioning increased local public awareness (see Chapter 4). 
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Social cohesion (community wellbeing) 
 
As reported in Chapter 3 and 4 and discussed above, local people in the resilient communities we 
analysed, created a social environment of purposefulness, cooperation, naturalness, candour, and 
joyfulness in planning shared solutions for the overall community wellbeing. People learned to 
tolerate each other and to respect each other. They also learned how to consider local community 
wellbeing, how to reduce the vulnerabilities, risks and impacts that were threatening the multiple 
dimensions of their wellbeing, especially of the most vulnerable. They shared stories and 
strategies through all forms of media and in person, and, in the process, they strengthened their 
sense of place, sense of community, sense of risk, their sense of public duty and social 
responsibility, and increased their awareness of the social risks and the vulnerabilities, risks and 
impacts they had to face. Through these narratives and the sense of community, sense of place 
and sense of risk they developed, they strengthened their capacity to perceive that they had shared 
needs, desires, and capacities to reduce the local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts that were 
threatening the local community wellbeing. By doing so, they could recognise common problems 
and implement shared solutions to address them, building a community vision that led to 
strengthen social cohesion around shared strategies to enhance local community wellbeing (see 
Chapter 3, Figures 3.5, 3.6).  
 
In the context of the rural development project (see Chapter 4), social cohesion emerged around 
a shared vision for the sustainable development of the common landscape, and of the multiple 
dimensions of local community wellbeing. It was strengthened through organising participatory 
field visits, public meetings, cultural events which led to identify potential ways to mitigate 
collectively the problems and needs threatening local community wellbeing. It also contributed 
to increase local awareness of the local natural and cultural heritage and the commons, and to 
build local capacities, cooperation and trust and a shared vision for the future development of the 
multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing, and a more sustainable use of local resources 
(see Chapter 4, Figures 4.4).  
 
 
Issues of justice and fairness (Resilience for whom?) 
 
Community resilience, as being the process of social learning and transformation in societies, 
leads to better outcomes for everyone. It comes into action through the cooperative behaviour of 
individuals, mutual aid and cooperation, bringing benefits to all people. As described in Chapter 
3, an immediate concern was for the children, the elderly and other vulnerable people. Very 
quickly, an aftershock economy developed, not based on narrow self-interest or capitalistic 
accumulation, but on enlightened self-interest and collective wellbeing. The most vulnerable not 
only were the primary beneficiaries of the community-based actions carried out, but they were 
engaged within local community activities, playing a pro-active role in every community 
initiative (see Chapter 3). However, communities, especially the larger towns and cities, also 
include local elites who can often be extremely resilient in perpetuating ‘business as usual’, 
including in post-disaster places.  
 
As stated above, within local communities there can be resilience, as well as counter-productive 
actions, such as elite capture, rent-seeking, infiltration of organized crime, disaster capitalism, 
and corruption (see Chapter 7 and 8). Unless properly managed, planned interventions can lead 
to a worsening of these local social risks that increase inequity, and social exclusion, thus 
exacerbating local vulnerabilities, the lack of capacity, hazard exposure and associated disaster 
risks and impacts (see Chapter 7 and 8). Conversely, planned interventions can lead to: enabling 
positive individual and collective feelings, attitudes, actions, and behaviours; enhancing empathy, 
caring, mutual aid, equity, and social inclusion; strengthening social responsibility, local 
knowledge, sense of community, sense of place, sense of risk, and local people’s awareness of 
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shared needs, desires, and capacities. All this enable social learning and transformation and the 
building of local community resilience. Good governance, policing and vigilance are necessary, 
not so much to stop the very rare situations of looting by individuals, but rather to control the 
massive exploitation wrought by corrupted leaders and unethical large firms. Resilience is about 
enhancing the wellbeing of all people, especially the worse-off members of society – it is not 
about protecting the financial interests of the rich and powerful. As the L’Aquila case shows, too 
often external interventions get captured by the private interests of national and local elites, and 
are accompanied by a top-down mechanism that implies the promulgation of disaster myths and 
prejudices, the use of emergency powers and procedures, the adoption of a command-and-control 
approach and the implementation of top-down planning through the production of a scientific 
knowledge which is only techno scientific and it is not co-produced with local communities, nor 
transformative. Such external interventions produce structural failures (see Chapter 8) and 
become second disasters (see Chapter, 5, 6, 7 and 8).  
 
Drawing from the findings and empirical evidence provided in Parts 1 and 2 and discussed above, 
it can be generally concluded that discourses about resilience in society must consider issues of 
justice and fairness in terms of assessing external interventions and the extent to which, before 
and after disasters:  

(i) they consider the role of local communities, their feelings, attitudes, knowledge, 
beliefs, values, narratives, perceived local vulnerabilities and associated individual 
and collective needs, priorities, desires and capacities, sense of community, sense of 
place, sense of risk, collective actions, and behaviours; 

(ii) they consider social sustainability (i.e. social inclusion, equity, DRR and resilience, 
and community wellbeing) as being the principle, mean and outcome that orient the 
institutional and financial strategies and the physical planning, risk management and 
community participation approaches of any disaster management and development 
intervention; 

(iii) they prevent elite capture, rent-seeking, disaster capitalism, organised crime 
infiltration, corruption and other associated social risks (e.g. inequity and social 
exclusion) from arising and getting exacerbated both at the local community level and 
at other levels of society. 

 
The cognitive and interactional dimensions of resilience at the local community level must be 
carefully recognised, engaged, and empowered through developing adequate institutional and 
financial arrangements. The local vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts threatening the multiple 
dimensions of local community wellbeing must be carefully understood, recognised, and reduced 
together with local communities. Adequate management and planning models should be designed 
and implemented to prevent elite capture, rent-seeking, disaster capitalism, organised crime 
infiltration and corruption, and other associated social risks from arising both at the local 
community level and at other levels of society. All this must lead to enhancing inclusive social 
learning and sustainable transformations and the building of resilience and of a glocal culture of 
resilience at all levels of society, which would enable societies achieve the SDGs and meet the 
2030 Agenda (see Chapter 9). Such glocal culture of resilience should enhance the positive 
individual and collective feelings and attitudes of empathy, caring and social responsibility 
towards local vulnerabilities and the most vulnerable, and towards reducing the root causes of 
disasters, and building resilience at all levels of society. 
 
  



 279 

How can Social Impact Assessment enhance community resilience? 
 
Answering the question, how can SIA enhance community resilience?  means understanding how 
SIA can improve social development outcomes of any planned intervention, enabling and 
strengthening inclusive social learning and socially sustainable transformations, and building 
resilience at the local community level and other levels of society.  
 
A set of cognitive processes compose the understanding and recognising phases, including co-
producing together with local communities an understanding of: (i) the multiple dimensions of 
local community wellbeing, including their social-ecological landscape; (ii) the positive and 
negative trends within local communities and within each of the multiple dimensions of their 
wellbeing; (iii) the local history of past local development processes; (iv) the associated social 
changes and impacts created; (v) the vulnerabilities, social risks and root causes of disasters that 
arose from such processes at the local level; (vi) the associated local people’s perceptions, needs, 
priorities, desires and capacities to reduce them and enhance local community wellbeing. This 
co-produced understanding better orients the processes of community engagement and 
empowerment towards engaging and strengthening local capacities, while preventing any planned 
intervention from reproducing or even exacerbating local vulnerabilities and social risks. All this 
is crucial to enhance social learning and socially sustainable transformations and build resilience 
at the local community level and other levels of society. 
 
The understanding and recognising phases include the process of understanding the local 
vulnerabilities, risks and impacts created, or that may be created by crises, disasters, unwanted 
changes, or any planned intervention. They also include the analyses of the distribution among 
the local population of these (likely) risks and impacts and the associated community needs to 
reduce them, giving specific attention to the most vulnerable within a community, and to the most 
vulnerable sectors and/or components of local community wellbeing. To better orient the 
subsequent processes of community engagement and empowerment, the understanding and 
recognising phases must encompass the positive and negative trends within local communities, 
meaning: (i) the social risks and the root causes of disasters (e.g. local inequity, social exclusion 
and vulnerability production processes); and (ii) the cognitive and interactional capacities that 
enable local communities to develop positive individual and collective actions and behaviours 
oriented towards reducing these negative trends, and enhancing local community wellbeing. This 
means recognising local people’s perceptions about not only the needs they have, but also the 
desires, knowledges, capacities they have to learn and transform individually and collectively, 
towards achieving desired outcomes.  
 
To enable the process of social learning and transformation, the understanding and recognising 
phases must be co-produced with local communities and transformative, thus enhancing local 
public awareness about local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts, the strategies needed to reduce 
them, and the shared desired social development outcomes to achieve in any planned intervention, 
before and after disasters. The understanding and recognising phases should lead to genuine 
community engagement processes in which the cognitive and interactional dimensions of local 
communities are enabled and fully included within the design of the mitigation and enhancement 
strategies that will accompany any planned intervention. The engaging phase is effective when, 
together with the understanding, recognising and empowering phases, it promotes positive 
collective feelings such as empathy, solidarity, social responsibility, a sense of caring and public 
duty towards reducing local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts, sense of community, sense of 
place, sense of risk. In resilient communities, these feelings and attitudes constitute the cognitive 
dimension through which local community resilience comes into action, and motivate people to 
work together towards addressing common problems and finding shared solutions (see above and 
Chapter 3).  
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The “engaging” phase helps strengthen these feelings through publicly discussing individual 
concerns registered during the recognising phase, and strengthen local people’s capacities and 
positive individual and collective actions and behaviours towards building socially sustainable 
transformations at the local level. This process helps local communities to progress from the mere 
collection of individual complaints, and/or isolated individual and collective activities, into a 
community vision about common problems, common potentialities, and shared solutions. The 
engaging phase also helps build a social environment of cooperation and mutual aid around these 
issues that constitute the interactional dimension through which local community resilience 
comes into action (see above and Chapter 3). Overall, the engaging phase helps strengthen the 
social feelings, attitudes, and interactions that underlie community resilience. It contributes to 
build a glocal culture of resilience and assist local communities in identifying the shared measures 
they need to implement to mitigate negative social impacts, enhance community wellbeing and 
capacities, and better achieve the desired social development outcomes likely to derive from any 
planned intervention. 
 
Building resilience at the local community level, however, requires much more than co-producing 
transformative understanding of the local social context, or recognising local community needs, 
desires, capacities, and knowledge, and engaging them around building a common vision for 
implementing shared mitigation and enhancement strategies. Building community resilience also 
means that the community vision that emerges from the understanding, recognising, and engaging 
phases, and from the capacity of local communities to learn and transform, must find legitimacy 
and be empowered by adequate institutional and financial strategies. These strategies should 
recognise the role local communities have in orienting any planned intervention towards desired 
social development outcomes. 
 
The empowering phase places (or aims to place) the conception, decision, design and 
implementation of disaster management and development strategies and associated SIA 
mitigation, monitoring and enhancement programs and tools in the hands of local communities. 
It is oriented to strengthen their collective sense of social responsibility and commitment to 
achieve desired social development outcomes. It is addressed to ensure the social sustainability 
of planned interventions, providing effective tools to reduce social risks, including rent-seeking, 
elite capture, organized crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, corruption, inequity and social 
exclusion. It also helps establish collective agreements to create legitimacy, build deliberative 
spaces and facilitate deliberativeness to enhance social development around the community 
vision developed in the previous phases.  
 
The development of community agreements and Impacts and Benefits agreements around shared 
Social Impact Management Plans (Franks and Vanclay 2013) can offer an approach to sustainable 
development by “balancing the costs of projects with desired community benefits; incorporating 
local knowledge and concerns; feeding back and responding to information about ongoing 
impacts; defining the local community’s economic participation in the development; and securing 
the significance continuing involvement of communities in determining their futures relative to 
the development process” (Nish and Bice, 2011, p.59). Too often, such agreements, however, 
primarily focus on ‘mitigation’ strategies with planned intervention being already decided 
beforehand (Franks and Vanclay, 2013). As shown in Chapter 4, these practices must be enhanced 
and included within broader community-led local action plans that should orient any disaster 
management and development intervention in the affected landscape, before and after disasters.  
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Such local action plans should include considerations concerning how to orient the conception, 
decision, design and implementation of disaster management and development so that they can 
include consideration of how to:  

1. recognise and address local community needs and priorities; 
2. understand and reduce local risks and impacts deriving from current crises and past or 

ongoing, long term or sudden disasters; 
3. achieve desired social development outcomes in any planned intervention;  
4. reduce endemic vulnerabilities, risks and the root causes of disasters affecting 

especially the most vulnerable and the commons;  
5. build a shared vision for the sustainable development of the multiple dimensions of 

local people’s wellbeing, including their socio-ecological landscapes;  
6. enhance DRR, community wellbeing and capacities;  
7. develop effective participatory mitigation and monitoring strategies;  
8. engage and strengthen local knowledges and capacities, including social learning and 

transformation;  
9. empower socially sustainable transformations and build resilience at the local 

community level and other levels of society. 
 
To be as inclusive as possible, these agreements must be established among local entrepreneurs, 
as well as between local entrepreneurs and local municipalities, NGOs, the academia, and science 
foundations. The “empowering” phase helps the state, disaster management, development 
agencies and a broader constituency of local communities to co-conceive, co-decide, co-design 
and co-implement disaster management and development interventions and associated mitigation 
and monitoring strategies, enabling inclusive learning and transformation, and providing tools to 
collectively evaluate the social sustainability of any disaster management and development 
action.  
 
Drawing from the 26 tasks detailed in the SIA model (Vanclay et al., 2015), the SIA Framework 
for Action (see Figure 9.20) was developed during action research on the Tratturo Magno project 
and in the L’Aquila post-disaster reconstruction process conducted within the context of the 
research underpinning this PhD (see Chapter 4). The proposed SIA Framework for Action is a 
set of actions that social practitioners can implement together with local communities to help 
external actors and local communities achieve social development outcomes in sustainable 
regional development projects, through enhanced understanding and better management of the 
social issues associated with inclusive social learning, socially sustainable transformations and 
building community resilience.  
 
As shown in Chapter 4, use of the SIA Framework helps in co-designing ‘transformations towards 
sustainability’ (Future Earth 2014), and specifically in enhancing outcomes through building 
community resilience and empowering local communities and their capacities to learn and 
transform. The Framework’s 4 phases imply recursive, mutual and transformative learning the 
SIA practitioners must build among them, the affected local communities and the external actors 
(i.e. decision-makers, investors and proponents). Due to their overlapping, socially defined and 
non-linear nature, the phases of the SIA Framework for Action are better understood as processes 
influencing and strengthening each other through an always increasing knowledge of the local 
vulnerabilities, risks and associated social impacts to reduce, and of the local capacities, 
knowledge and resilience to strengthen at the local community level and other levels of society.  
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Figure 10.10: The SIA Framework for Action (see Chapter 4) 

Source: This Paper 
 
This model turns SIA into a process addressed to co-produce transformative knowledge with 
affected local communities, enhance social learning and transformation, and build resilience at 
the local community level and at other levels of society in any planned intervention, before and 
after disasters. 
 
Overall, to reverse the negative trends affecting vulnerable regions (see Chapter 4), it is crucial 
to build community resilience by collectively understanding and evaluating transformations 
towards sustainability, identifying and promoting sustainable behaviour, and transforming 
development pathways (Future Earth 2014). In this PhD thesis, I demonstrated the potential of 
the SIA Framework for Action to promote sustainable development and community resilience 
(see Chapter 4). At all points along the project cycle, SIA can promote constructive dialogue and 
collective deliberation through which researchers and community stakeholders can coproduce 
knowledge about what is locally needed in the present and for the future. This cooperative 
discourse can encourage decision-makers and project managers to codesign, with residents, 
shared strategies for the sustainable development of their social-ecological landscapes and for the 
mitigation of the negative impacts and the achievement of desired social development outcomes. 
 
Exploring “effective methodologies of social impact assessment to better understand the role 
local communities can play in reversing negative trends”, and evaluating “social platforms for 
sustainable models and value generation in order to encourage the proactive role of communities 
in natural and cultural heritage management, promote territorial and social cohesion for more 
‘inclusive growth,’ and strengthen community resilience through strategic development” are now 
considered key research activities needed to build sustainable socio-ecological systems within 
mountain regions (Drexler et al., 2016: 39).  
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All this can apply everywhere, inspiring the design and implementation of any planned 
intervention towards building resilience at all levels of society and achieving social sustainability 
and the SDGs. The SIA community, however, must work harder to establish the relevance and 
effectiveness of SIA on the European and world stages to contribute to sustainable development 
and achieve the SDGs. The SIA Framework for Action helps local communities, social 
practitioners, project managers, development agencies, and decision-makers to better understand 
and conceptualize the actions needed to enhance social development outcomes, such as enhanced 
local community resilience. It helps rural and mountain development policies, plans, programs, 
and projects take a community-oriented approach to disaster management and development 
planning and project implementation.  
 
The 2030 Agenda, together with the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the Paris Agreement on 
Climate Change, the New Urban Agenda, and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
2015-2030, together with the aforementioned international policies for social development 
outcomes in vulnerable regions are a solid base for the formulation of national and local DRR 
and resilience strategies (UNECOSOC, 2018). Crucial for the future of SIA theory and practice 
would be understanding how SIA and, specifically, the proposed SIA Framework for Action can 
enhance DRR and community resilience and contribute to building resilience at all levels of 
society during any disaster management and development policy, plan, program, and project 
before and after disasters. This would contribute to make SIA an effective process to support 
disaster management and development practice to align their efforts towards achieving the SDGs 
and meet the 2030 Agenda, before, during and after crises, disasters, unwanted changes, and any 
other disturbance that affect the multiple dimensions of community wellbeing. 
 
Further efforts, however, must be made in order to understand the main constraints to build 
resilience at all levels of society in current disaster management and development practice. 
Below, I discuss the main findings and empirical evidence reported in Part 2 about the structural 
failures of the disaster management (i.e. disaster prevention, preparedness and short-term/mid-
term recovery) and development (i.e. initial reconstruction) activities carried out before and after 
the 6 April 2009 earthquake. I conceptualise these structural failures both at the cognitive (i.e. 
counterproductive learning) and interactional levels (i.e. counterproductive transformation), and 
subsequently reflect on what can be learned from all this, and on what needs to be transformed in 
the fields of disaster management, development and impact assessment to fully integrate in their 
practices the SIA Framework for Action and better meet the 2030 Agenda. 
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What are the main constraints that undermine building resilience?  
 
Drawing on the findings presented in Part 2, I consider that the main constraints that undermine 
building resilience at all levels of society are both: (1) the command-and-control approach to 
resources (e.g. financial resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land 
use, environmental, social protection and planning approaches) that is adopted by external and 
local authorities; and (2) the negative trends within affected local communities.  
 
We define a ‘structural failure’ as being the cognitive and interactional disability of external 
actors and organizations to understand, recognise, engage and empower the main local drivers of 
social learning and transformation at the local level (i.e. community resilience), something that, 
in times of crises and disasters, leads external actors to provide ‘counterproductive help’ (Illich, 
1976, 1978; Esman and Uphoff, 1984; Ellerman, 2006). Such counterproductive help creates 
community-level dependency on external support (i.e. counterproductive learning), worsens 
social risks (e.g. rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, 
corruption, inequity and social exclusion) and pre-disaster vulnerability within affected local 
communities, and exacerbates local disaster risks and impacts (i.e. counterproductive 
transformation). At the cognitive level, such structural failures are induced and recursively 
reinforced by the production of a scientific knowledge concerning disaster risks and impacts 
which is only techno-scientific (see Chapter 5, 7 and 8), and by the promulgation of a set of 
beliefs, values and disaster myths. At the interactional level, they are reinforced by strict and 
bureaucratic institutional arrangements (i.e. emergency powers and procedures), military-type, 
top-down management and planning models (i.e. command-and-control and top-down planning, 
see Chapter 5, 6 and 7 and 8), all of which still inform and accompany the conception, decision, 
design and implementation of disaster management, development. and social protection 
interventions in contexts of crises and disasters.  
 
Counter-productive actions that undermine resilience to emerge and be built at the local 
community level and at other levels of society, however, do not occur only ‘outside’ the affected 
local community of place, or the affected local landscape. Too often, naïve victimization of the 
place hit by a crisis or a disaster leads to an underestimation of the counter-productive actions 
that do occur also at the local level within the same community of place or the affected local 
landscape both at the cognitive and interactional levels (see Chapter 2). This leads to 
underestimating inequity, social exclusion, vulnerability, and risk creation processes at the local 
level. Within local communities there are positive and negative social processes and trends: there 
can be resilience (see Chapter 3 and 5), but there can also be the space for elite capture, rent-
seeking, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption, even within the same 
local communities (see Chapter 7). The way disaster management and development interventions 
are carried out can facilitate both negative and positive trends in local communities (see Chapters 
8 and 9). 
 
 
The L’Aquila case and the failures at the cognitive level 
 
In the L’Aquila case, counter-productive actions were implemented at the cognitive level through 
the playing-out of disaster myths, which was highly evident in the mainstream media and in the 
way the DCP conducted its operations (see Chapter 6). Before the disaster, the assumption that 
local people had to be reassured to exercise public control was grounded on the typical disaster 
myths and prejudices towards local communities. These myths led external and local actors to 
consider vulnerable local people inclined to panic or to collective hysteria or unjustified alarmism, 
and unable to take meaningful individual and collective actions. After the disaster, the DCP 
clearly held onto the disaster myths, acted as if they were real, promulgated them in order to 
justify its interventions, and manipulatively used them in order to advance disaster capitalism and 



 285 

organised crime infiltration at national and local levels. The jackals alert created a climate of fear 
and suspicion, rather than empathy (see Chapter 6). The local population was framed as shocked 
and unable to cope, which led to over-assistance and paternalism creating rent-seeking and elite 
capture opportunities, and a gold rush, rather than promulgating caring and social responsibility 
for reducing local vulnerabilities and towards the most vulnerable (see Chapter 6).  
 
The State Funeral and other commemorative rites (e.g. those in front of the student dormitory 
where 8 students died) were seized upon as opportunities to be orchestrated for mediatization and 
the outpouring of feigned grief (see Chapter 6). They were hijacked to build the approval of the 
commander-in-charge, rather than to build trust and cohesion in the community. The DCP 
paraded their interventions with extensive propaganda, leading to the divinization of the DCP 
chief, and to building uncritical consent for its disaster management plan. The idea that people 
had nothing to contribute because recovery and initial reconstruction operations were perceived 
as being just technical, facilitated inequity and social exclusion rather than mutual aid, 
cooperation, or social inclusion. All this undermined the capacities of local communities to learn 
individually and collectively from disaster risks and impacts, and transform towards better 
reducing local vulnerabilities and the root causes of disasters, and enhancing local community 
wellbeing and resilience. 
 
Furthermore, both before and after the earthquake, the knowledge concerning disaster risks and 
impacts was considered as just being techno-scientific advice to serve national and civil 
protection authorities, rather than as being transformative and co-produced with local 
communities to serve public purposes, such as enhancing DRR and resilience at the local 
community level. Both before and after the earthquake, the top-down, strict, military type 
command-and-control approach to disaster risk and impacts, decision-making and financial 
resources for mitigation and monitoring activities turned national and local authorities into civil 
protection authorities. Through such an institutional mechanism embedded in the national civil 
protection system, vulnerabilities, risks, and impacts-reduction activities were considered as 
being the responsibility of only (or primarily of) national and local authorities. As before the 
earthquake, the knowledge production process about local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts that 
accompanied disaster management interventions after the earthquake was intended to be a techno-
scientific advice to serve the interests of civil protection authorities, rather than being co-produced 
with the local affected neighbourhoods and a broader constituency of society or transformative 
and oriented towards enhancing social learning and build community resilience (see Chapters 6, 
7 and 8).  
 
Before the earthquake, such knowledge was not informed by any analysis concerning local 
vulnerabilities affecting local communities’ wellbeing and negatively influencing the local 
people’s perception and experience of disaster risks. Among the social risks taken into account 
before the earthquake, only collective anxiety, unjustified alarmism, or likely deviant behaviours 
were considered (see Chapter 5). Rather than building a co-produced and transformative 
knowledge through which enhancing inclusive learning and empowering socially sustainable 
transformations to enhance prevention and preparedness and build resilience at the local 
community level, the risk assessment served the civil protection interests. These interests were 
oriented to keep the command-and-control of the situation, and to “shut up any imbecile, calm 
down any conjectures, worries”, collective anxiety, or unjustified alarmism (see Chapter 5, 
p.122).  
 
There wasn’t any analysis concerning the local capacity to learn and transform, including of local 
public officers and public health system, the municipal services, the local professional 
associations, building firms, NGOs, and other formal and informal groups and individuals that 
could have helped to better understand and identify local risks and vulnerabilities (see Chapter 
5). The assessment and reduction of local vulnerabilities and social risks affecting the multiple 
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dimensions of local community wellbeing, and the enhancement of local preparedness and 
community resilience were considered irrelevant. Assessing only the likelihood of the hazard was 
considered enough to assess the multiple dimensions of disaster risks which, before the 6 April 
2009 earthquake, were affecting the perceptions and experiences of local people, neighbourhoods 
and communities living in the L’Aquila crater (see Chapter 5).  
 
Before the 6 April 2009 earthquake, the cognitive individual and collective capacities of local 
people to learn from the increasing of vulnerabilities and transform towards taking meaningful 
individual and collective actions to reduce, or to demand to reduce, local vulnerabilities and risks 
was ignored, excluded, and weakened. The focus of national and local civil protection authorities 
was only on the local police action, something that revealed that the main concern for them was 
alarmism rather than DRR and resilience, and indicates unease by these authorities (see Chapter 
5). Rather than building a glocal culture of resilience and risk management, a culture of 
paternalism and reassurance (‘Rassicurazionismo’, see Ciccozzi, 2012, 2016; Alexander, 2014; 
Benadusi, 2016) was built. Through such a culture, ‘civil protection issues’ were actually matters 
of public control oriented to suppress concern in the community, subdue alarmism, and 
demonstrate institutional action rather than pursuing a public ethic and conduct to enhance local 
DRR and resilience at the local community level and other levels of society. 
 
After the earthquake, post-disaster interventions were only considered the responsibility of the 
national and local authorities, which became civil protection authorities of the L’Aquila crater. 
The knowledge concerning local vulnerabilities and disaster impacts was considered as being 
techno-scientific knowledge only concerning the state of the built environment, rather than the 
multiple dimensions of community wellbeing. The only social risks addressed were looting and 
other deviant behaviours likely to occur among affected local communities. To address these 
social risks, which were consider a matter of public control, the city centres of the crater were 
evacuated, red zones were established, and an impressive number of military personnel and 
people in uniform or hi-vis clothing, as well as a large number of emergency, police, and military 
vehicles was deployed (see Chapter 6). All this further exacerbated the exclusion and 
marginalization of local homeowners and inhabitants from the reconstruction of their homes, 
neighbourhoods, villages, and city. There was nothing in the system to reduce, and/or 
avoid/prevent the risk of rent-seeking, elite capture, weak local governance, disaster capitalism, 
organised crime infiltration, inequity, social exclusion, gambling, placelessness, homelessness 
during disaster recovery, reconstruction, and development in the three years following the 6 April 
2009 earthquake in which the State of Emergency was in force, and even beyond.  
 
The command-and-control approach influenced the institutional and financial strategies, 
community participation, reconstruction/development, and risk management approach. It was 
accompanied by the deployment of an overwhelming military and para-military force, whose 
concept Alexander (2010) considered was similar to the one deployed to subdue Saddam Hussein 
in Iraq during the Allied invasion of 2003. The approach was accompanied by disaster myths. 
These myths led decision-makers and external actors to consider local communities as being 
shocked victims who were without agency (capacity to learn and transform and act effectively, 
i.e. resilience), inclined to panic, did not have knowledge or capacities to contribute usefully and 
therefore had to be kept out of the way. According to this worldview, any initiatives local people 
could take and any spontaneous behaviour was a potential threat to themselves and to the proper 
functioning of post-disaster operations and, therefore, the involvement of the public was time-
consuming and pointless. All this came with the idea that consideration of human rights and social 
and environmental impacts was a waste of precious time; normal laws, governance oversight and 
local democracy could have retarded emergency operations; and to be efficient there needed to 
be a single ‘man in charge’ who had authority to make quick decisions, and this concerning both 
the decisions that had to be taken by the DCP or the local authorities (Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016a, 2018, 2019). 
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Overall, instead than building a glocal culture of risk management and resilience, the command-
and-control approach to resources adopted by external and local authorities (e.g. financial 
resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land use, environmental, social 
protection and planning approaches), which was embedded in the national civil protection system, 
facilitated the building of a culture of disaster capitalism. 
 
Understanding counterproductive learning 
 
Drawing on findings in Part 2, and discussed immediately above and in Chapter 9, in Figure 
10.11, I conceptualise the cognitive dimension of top-down response to risks and impacts in a 
context of crisis or disaster. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.11: The cognitive dimension of human agency of external actors adopting 
a top-down command-and-control, civil protection approach. 

Source: This Paper 
 
When external interventions are implemented through such a worldview, they have the potential 
to negatively influence the local community’s ability to enact the changes in feelings, attitudes 
and behaviours that are necessary to build a glocal culture of resilience and to orient their 
intentionality towards learning and transforming for better reducing disaster risks and impacts 
and build resilience. Especially when such a cognitive dimension is accompanied and amplified 
by local, national, and international media, they have the potential to facilitate those changes in 
feelings, attitudes and behaviours that enable both at the local community level and at other levels 
of society, the perpetration of business as usual and a culture of disaster capitalism, rather than 
contributing to enhance social learning, transformation and build resilience at all levels of society. 
In our case, by promulgating disaster myths, creating perverse opportunities, and failing to have 
adequate oversight mechanisms, local people’s emotions, attitudes, and behaviours were affected: 
empathy turned into fear and suspicion; social responsibility into a gold rush; and mutual aid into 
rent seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration and disaster capitalism (see Chapter 6, 7 
and 8).  
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Overall, the L’Aquila story reveals that a command-and-control approach obstructs at the 
cognitive level the building of community resilience creating a counterproductive learning at 
multiple levels of social organization (see Figure 10.12). In times of crises and disasters, counter-
productive changes in feelings attitudes and behaviours happen both among external actors and 
local communities. The culture brought by external interventions has the potential to induce 
negative changes also at the local level, enabling rent-seeking, elite capture, and the pursuing of 
individual self-interests, especially of the most powerful, undermining resilience to emerge and 
be built at the local community level. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 10.12: The Counterproductive Learning 
Source: This Paper 

 
 
The L’Aquila case and the structural failures at the interactional level 
 
Recovery and initial reconstruction operations in the L’Aquila crater following the 6 April 2009 
earthquake were carried out relying on emergency powers and derogations, adopting a command-
and-control approach and top-down planning. These institutional arrangements were used by the 
DCP for emergency shelters and temporary housing provision (see Chapter 6), and by local 
authorities for disaster rubble management, the enhancement of local infrastructure, the 
reconstruction of key public buildings, and initial planned interventions on the built environment, 
including demolitions and shoring-up solutions on public and private buildings (see Chapter 7, 
and 8). Notwithstanding the presence of the army patrolling the area, few days after the 
earthquake, demolition teams moved into the L’Aquila red zone to remove the rubble (see 
Chapter 7). A few weeks after, thousands of freelance professionals appointed as volunteers of 
the DCP began the assessment of the habitability of the damaged buildings inside and outside the 
red zones, leading to the assessment of some 70,000 damaged buildings in the crater by the end 
of October 2009 (see Chapter 8). While people were locked out from the historical city centres 
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by the building of high fences and the army patrolling their borders, private building firms directly 
appointed by national and local authorities were removing, transporting, and disposing the rubble 
(see Chapter 7).  
 
Separate to the habitability assessments, the local mayors established technical teams to identify 
the buildings that needed safety measures. The mayors and their technical managers directly 
appointed firms to design and implement these measures (see Chapter 7 and 8). National and 
local influential building firms that were appointed through no-bid contracts carried out 
interventions on public and private buildings, including demolitions, shoring-up solutions, and 
reconstruction of key strategic buildings outside and inside the red zones without any public 
oversight nor any systematic engagement of the local homeowners. The red zones of all villages 
of the crater were delivered in the hands of influential building firms. Legitimised by mayoral 
ordinances, these building firms were in control and could basically do as they wished on public 
and private buildings (see Chapter 7 and 8). They could get access to buildings while the owners 
were locked out of their homes and forced to live in emergency conditions hundreds of kilometres 
away. 
 
All this occurred while: the city centres of the 57 municipalities of the crater and their rural 
suburbs were declared red zones; local affected people were first evacuated, scattered in hotels 
along the Adriatic coast or in the tent camps dispersed all over the L’Aquila crater, and then 
evicted respectively from their homes and their tent camps and forced to stay for a prolonged 
period of time in emergency conditions; disaster myths on local communities, including the myth 
of jackals, and on time, including ‘urgency’ (see Chapter 6 and 7), were mainstreamed and 
embedded at national and local level; extraordinary control mechanisms on affected local 
populations were implemented; a huge number of military and police personnel were deployed 
and the whole crater was militarized; an impressive amount of external volunteers visited the 
area; derogations from any ordinary law regulating the democratic governance of the affected 
place were in force, including: public oversight, public procurement, anti-mafia controls, 
environmental, social and human rights impacts, public health and environmental safeguard 
policies and regulations (see Chapter 6, 7 and 8). 
 
The militarization of the emergency area and the creation of red zones contributed to exclusion, 
homelessness, powerlessness, and social disarticulation (see Chapter 6, 7 and 8). The use of 
emergency powers was deemed necessary because of perceived urgency and the intention to 
quickly end the emergency. However, instead of ending it, the use of emergency powers extended 
the emergency, allowing the national and local elite to exploit the post-earthquake situation. This 
resulted in delaying reconstruction of the local physical and social fabric, and in extending the 
time local people were compelled to live in emergency conditions, thus increasing harm in the 
short, medium, and long term. Shortly after the earthquake, a plan for the provision of temporary 
housing (the CASE project) was designed and implemented without any engagement of the local 
affected population. The hastiness of its implementation was justified by the alleged need to act 
quickly. There was no consideration of environmental or social impacts and human rights issues, 
or concern for proper governance.  
 
Immediately after the earthquake, rubble removal, demolitions, and shoring-up solutions on 
private buildings were implemented without gaining permission from homeowners or families of 
victims, something that was a breach of decency and dignity, and a violation of the human right 
to property (see Chapters 6 and 7). In less than 6 months after the earthquake, the whole red zone 
of L’Aquila city was put into safety. The red zone was carved-up into districts and assigned to 
various influential local building firms (see Chapters 7 and 8), something that also occurred 
within all the red zones of the mountain suburbs and villages across the L’Aquila crater. Years 
after the earthquake, local municipalities still considered demolitions and safety measure 
implementation as ‘urgent actions’ that could be carried out using emergency procedures without 
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the need to gain the consent of the legal homeowners. Since the immediate aftermath of the 
L’Aquila earthquake, disaster rubble was managed in derogation of any ordinary law concerning 
environmental and public health safeguard or anti-mafia controls, something that represented an 
avenue for organised crime infiltration in the L’Aquila crater (see Chapters 7 and 8). 
 
Use of emergency powers and derogations, and the adoption of a command-and-control and top-
down planning turned post-disaster interventions into an opportunity for rent-seeking, elite 
capture, disaster capitalism, mafia infiltration, and corruption (see Chapters 6 and 7). In the 
L’Aquila crater, the emergency powers allowed national civil protection authorities to directly 
appoint suppliers to provide the goods and services needed for the emergency accommodation 
(e.g. food, portable toilets, see Chapter 6). They also allowed national and local authorities to 
directly appoint staff, consultancies and building firms to construct temporary accommodation, 
restore public buildings, implement safety measures, demolitions and reconstruction plans, 
manage disaster rubble, and construct infrastructure (see Chapter 7). All this was in disregard of 
human rights and without considering environmental and social impacts.  
 
Together with disaster rubble management, also this was implemented through a large use of 
derogations, especially from ordinary public regulatory frameworks related to safeguard the 
democratic governance of the crater and the wellbeing of local communities and their health. 
These derogations included derogations to: public procurement, public oversight, anti-mafia 
controls, environmental and public health safeguard requirements. Local communities were 
excluded from the reconstruction process, and their right to learn from the disaster and decide 
about the future of their properties, their villages, their city, and their region was disrespected in 
recovery and initial reconstruction activities. The environmental and social impacts created by 
the implementation of disaster management interventions negatively influenced the long-term 
development of affected communities. Many decisions taken under the regime of emergency 
powers continued to be implemented for years afterwards.  
 
Overall, the way recovery and reconstruction processes were conceived, decided, designed and 
implemented following the earthquake turned post-disaster interventions into opportunities for 
rent seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration and corruption. All up, 
the recovery operations carried out during the State of Emergency, which lasted three years, 
represented a second disaster for local people. The emergency management, the recovery and 
reconstruction processes following the 6 April 2009 L’Aquila earthquake has costed over €22 
billion until now (Finocchiaro, 2017). After 10 years, however, red zones throughout the crater 
are still formally in force and over 10,000 people still live in temporary housing (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019; Barabino and Sansa, 2019). All this surely was not the intended social 
development outcome of the public investments made both at the national and the EU level for 
the recovery and reconstruction of the L’Aquila crater, and is unconceivable if contrasted with 
the impressive amount of public money spent following the L’Aquila earthquake for the recovery 
and reconstruction of the L’Aquila crater and local communities. 
 
Understanding counterproductive transformations at all levels of society 
 
Analysing the counter-productive actions that undermine resilience at the interactional level 
means understanding the impacts of the interventions on the social interactions that enable 
resilience to emerge at the community level and be built at other levels of society (see above, 
Figures 10.5-10.9). Typically, top-down, command-and control approaches are adopted by 
national and local authorities in response to disaster risks and impacts to manage the financial 
resources available to mitigate these risks and impacts. The institutional and financial 
arrangements used in times of crises and disasters to exercise the political control over resources 
(e.g. financial resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land use, 
environmental, social protection and planning approaches) enable the use of emergency powers 
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and state secrecy provisions, and allow derogations from any ordinary law regulating the 
democratic governance of the affected landscapes.  
 
Especially in times of crises and disasters, knowledge production and management of public 
funds and financial support addressed to respond to crises and disaster risks and impacts are still 
organized through such models in a strict, rigid, bureaucratic and centralized way, centralizing 
responsibilities and stifling local action. This has the potential to obliterate community resilience, 
extinguish community initiatives, annihilate the capacities of local communities, and worsen 
social risks, thus exacerbaing vulnerabilities and disaster risks and impacts, and producing what 
we define counterproductive transformation (Drabek and McEntire, 2003; Tierney et al., 2006; 
see Chapters 3, 5, 6 and 7).  
 
In Figure 10.13, I describe the counterproductive transformation within top-down, command-
and-control approach to financial resources and disaster risks and impacts. Such an approach 
creates negative impacts on the horizontal interactions, upwards integrations and downwards 
regulation, which constitute the interactional dimension of resilience at multiple levels of social 
organization (i.e. social resilience, see Figure 10.5). Through such an approach, the cultural, 
social, and ecological dimensions of resilience in society (see Figures 10.5-10.9) also get 
dismantled by being negatively affected by a top-down, command-and-control financial and 
cognitive regulations and by rent-seeking and elite capture at the local community level and other 
levels of society. 
 

 
Figure 10.13: The counterproductive transformations in external interventions 

Source: This Paper 
 
 
Understanding counterproductive transformations at the community level 
 
Local communities, especially the larger towns and cities, also include local elites who often 
capture the benefits of top-down planned interventions, and perpetuate ‘business as usual’, 
negating any chance for inclusive social learning and socially sustainable transformation. As the 
L’Aquila case showed, external actors can exacerbate risks and impacts by coopting local elites 
to win support for the top-down plans. As mentioned in Chapter 2, corruption at all levels of 
society has negative social and economic consequences, especially in terms of how it exacerbates 
pre-disaster vulnerability (Lewis, 2010, 2017). Escaleras et al. (2007), after having analysed 344 
earthquakes occurring between 1975 and 2003, confirmed that public sector corruption, 
especially as it applies to construction processes, is positively and significantly correlated with 
the number of fatalities.  
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Based on a panel of 42 countries, Kyriacou et al. (2015) pointed out that, because it is 
characterised by potentially large rents and government intervention, the construction sector may 
contribute towards public sector malfeasance and advocated for implementing appropriate 
policies and procedures, ethical codes and related training programs for construction industry 
professionals (Kyriacou et al., 2015). Although progresses have been made in analysing elite 
capture and corruption and its negative implications for DRR, still little has been said about the 
negative impacts of these social processes and trends on the cognitive and interactional 
dimensions that enable resilience to emerge and be built at the local community level and at other 
levels of society.  
 
In Figures 10.14 (a)-(d), I conceptualize the likely impacts that such negative social trends can 
create in multiple points in time, on the interactional dimension of community resilience within 
the reconstruction process of a destroyed neighbourhood. Represented in Figures 10.14 (a)-(d), 
in yellow, the economic relationships that typically characterize interactions among private firms 
(E) and local or national technicians (T); in red (dashed arrows) the elite pressure (and capture) 
exercised by Es on groups of local inhabitants (I) on their psychological health (H), their socio-
cultural values (V) and their private economic interests (B) and on local (and regional) public 
administrations (PA); in red (downwards arrows) the top-down approach on the reconstruction 
process of the neighbourhood, which creates negative impacts on, and conflicts within 
neighbourly relationships and neighbourhood’s resilience (cf. Figures, 10.6-9), MP represents a 
top-down planning (e.g. a masterplan) or a parallel structure directly established by the state or 
by the national, regional, or local civil protection authorities (see Chapter 7 and 8).  
 
 
 

  
                         (a)    (b) 

 
                                                    (c)     (d) 
 

Figures 10.14 (a)-(d): Counterproductive transformations in post-disaster reconstruction  
Source: This Paper  
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What can be learned by the disaster management and development practice? 
 
Although there was a switch from civil defence to civil protection arrangements following the 
paradigm shift from a ‘war approach’ to consider disasters in the context of socially-produced 
vulnerability, this was not accompanied by any change in the traditional top-down militaristic 
command-and-control, institutional arrangements and management models that traditionally 
accompany disaster management led by the state, civil protection authorities or other international 
organizations (Alexander, 2002). Despite these developments, the fundamental nature of the 
command-and-control approach adopted also by civil protection systems has not changed. The 
more recent approach to command-and-control enlarges the operational domain of command-
and-control also to coalitions, humanitarian, reconstruction and peace operations, and defines 
“Consultation, Command, and Control (C3)” as “the responsibilities and activities of political, 
military and civil authorities in political consultation, including crisis management, nuclear 
consultation, and civil emergency planning. The term also applies to the authority, responsibilities 
and activities of military commanders in the direction and coordination of military forces and in 
the implementation of orders related to the execution of operations” (NATO glossary, see Alberts 
and Hayes, 2006, p.37).  
 
The shift from the defence sector to the interior sector did not coincided with any change in the 
institutional arrangements or in the management and planning models coming from the civil 
defence departments. Nor there was there any change in the culture these models bring about in 
disaster management and development practice, with the result of militarising political 
consultation and development, rather than de-militarising development and risk reduction 
strategies or creating effective community empowerment systems at the local level to enhance 
DRR and build resilience at all levels of society. The result was that military approaches, such as 
the command-and-control approach to resources (e.g. financial resources, natural resources, the 
built environment and associated land use, environmental, social protection and planning 
approaches) have been transferred to any sector including the management of natural, economic 
and financial resources, including policy making, political consultations, decision-making 
processes and crisis management, the expropriation of land for large infrastructure projects, and 
civil protection, humanitarian and peacekeeping operations (Houck, 1993; Alberts and Hayes, 
2003 UNDPKO, 2008; Guéhenno and Sherman, 2009; Ford, 2012, see Chapter 6).  
 
Elaborating on the five components that constitute the agency of external actors in post-disaster 
reconstruction (Jah et al., 2010), and expanding them to encompass disaster prevention, 
preparedness and recovery, in this section I summarise the main findings and empirical evidence 
reported in Part 2 (see Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8) and discuss the main failures in the institutional 
and financial strategies, the community participation, physical planning, and risk management 
approaches adopted.  
 
The Institutional strategy before and after the earthquake: the arising of social exclusion  
 
Before the 6 April earthquake, and especially because of the earthquake swarm that lasted for 
over many months beforehand, the institutional strategy adopted by national and local authorities 
was to convene the national Major Risk Commission (MRC) “to carefully analyse the scientific 
and civil protection issues related to the seismic sequence occurring in L’Aquila Province over 
the last four months and which culminated in the 4.0 earthquake on 30 March 2009 at 15.38 local 
time” (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012, p.94, see Chapter 5, p.117). The MRC was convened by the 
Italian Department of Civil Protection (DCP) through emergency procedures (see Chapter 5). 
The meeting was closed to the public. By being convened through emergency procedures, the 
scientific knowledge produced by the MRC scientists was expected to be techno-scientific advice 
to serve national and local civil protection authorities.  
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The intent of national and local authorities was to “shut up any imbecile, calm down any 
conjectures and worries” (see Chapter 5, p.122) and subdue collective anxiety and unjustified 
alarmism. In asking the scientists to “carefully analyse the scientific and civil protection issues 
related to the seismic sequence occurring in L’Aquila Province” (Tribunale di L’Aquila, 2012, 
p.94), the DCP expected that there be a risk assessment only in terms of the likelihood of a strong 
earthquake in the short term. The focus of the risk assessment was not on local people’s wellbeing, 
their vulnerabilities, resilience, or transformative change processes, but strictly only on the hazard 
phenomenon. What the MRC scientists and DCP understood as ‘civil protection issues’ were 
actually matters of public control rather than DRR (see Chapter 5).  
 
Our analysis in Chapter 5 revealed multiples failures by all relevant institutions at all levels. 
There was an over-reliance on techno-scientific analysis, which failed to understand the social 
dimensions of disaster risks and failed to engage local communities in knowledge co-production 
and sustainable transformation. The regulations governing Italian civil protection do not establish 
any particular measures that must be adopted to implement DRR and build resilience other than 
“generic cautions that the institutional bodies have to adopt in general” (see Chapter 5, p.124). At 
the practical level, there was a lack of planning and an over-reliance on a top-down system of 
command-and-control that centralised responsibility and stifled local action. It was clear that the 
meeting of MRC scientists was only a political stunt intended to harness their status to make a 
statement that could be used by politicians to calm and control the public, and to legitimise the 
lack of institutional (and social) preparedness. This lack of preparedness was not considered a 
relevant matter to discuss in the MRC meeting. As our document analysis revealed, within the 
regulatory framework ruling civil protection system in Italy there is still a lack of understanding 
about how to conduct a proper disaster risk assessment and fully respect the duty of care 
concerning DRR and resilience.  
 
After the 6 April 2009 earthquake, a complex set of institutional arrangements were implemented 
by the state. The primary mechanism was the declaration of a State of Emergency, which was left 
in place for three years, an extraordinary long time (Venice Commission 1995; Khakee, 2009; 
Alexander, 2010; 2013). Certain political leaders were given emergency powers and state secrecy 
provisions to manage financial resources and disaster recovery and reconstruction. DICOMAC 
became the extraordinary government of the crater (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2016, 2019a). After 
10 months, DICOMAC was replaced by a new temporary government agency, the Struttura 
Tecnica di Missione (STM), which was intended to support the Abruzzo Region President, Gianni 
Chiodi, and the L’Aquila Mayor, Massimo Cialente, especially in relation to reconstruction 
efforts (OPCM n.3833, art.1 and 2). Numerous national laws, and government, civil protection, 
regional and mayoral ordinances and decrees enabled derogation from ordinary public 
procurement and oversight procedures, anti-mafia controls, environmental and public health 
safeguard policies, and led the dismantlement of the local democratic governance of the crater 
(see Chapters 7 and 8).  
 
This institutional strategy allowed a temporary housing scheme to be designed and implemented 
without any community needs assessment. There was no requirement to assess the environmental, 
social or health impacts created by such a scheme. Apartments were allocated without any 
transparent criteria for equitable allocation. Nor was there any procedure to restore, engage, and 
strengthen previous neighbourhood relationships. The scheme was poorly implemented allowing 
rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration and corruption 
(Alexander, 2010, 2013; Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a).  
 
The state granted local political leaders emergency powers to implement ‘urgent measures’, a 
term that was applied to a wide range of tasks, including: the identification of existing landfill 
sites for rubble disposal; the identification of new disposal sites; the removal, transport and 
disposal of rubble; the establishment of technical teams to identify buildings that needed to be 
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put in safety or demolished; the management and implementation of safety measures and 
demolitions; the design of local reconstruction strategies; the reconstruction of public buildings, 
including schools, churches and other heritage properties; and other tasks local authorities were 
responsible for in the normal situation, such as the building of a bridge, and the enhancement of 
local roads and the railway. Surprisingly, ANAS spa, a state-owned road construction company, 
also obtained the same emergency powers ‘to restore with maximum urgency the ANAS offices 
in L’Aquila’ (OPCM n.3755, art.14). These interventions were undertaken without any 
requirement for assessing the environmental, social, health, and human rights risks and impacts 
associated with disaster rubble management and disposal, or with safety measures 
implementation and demolitions, or identification of groupings of houses for reconstruction 
project proposals and initial local reconstruction policies and interventions. There was no attempt 
to prevent rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration, corruption, 
inequity, social exclusion, or the exacerbation of local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts.  
 
The institutional strategy, up to 2012 at least when the Monti government took office, was to 
regulate the reconstruction process and the state contribution via a large number of government, 
civil protection, regional and mayoral ordinances, and decrees. Changes in these ordinances and 
decrees over time created differences in treatment, and confusion and alienation for most people, 
especially the most vulnerable. Derogations transformed rubble, safety measures implementation 
and demolitions into an avenue for rent seeking, disaster capitalism, and organized crime 
infiltration. 
 
The financial strategy after the earthquake: the arising of inequity  
 
During the 3 years of the State of Emergency, national (DCP) and local authorities (i.e. the 
Presidents of the Abruzzo Region and the L’Aquila Province, and the local mayors) adopted a 
top-down, command-and-control approach to allocating financial resources for post-disaster 
interventions (see Chapter 6). Financial resources were made available by the state through the 
Civil Protection Fund and other financial arrangements. National and local authorities had 
unlimited access to this fund, and used this money through emergency powers and state secrecy 
provisions, with the state covering any deficit for many years following the earthquake. There 
was no transparent or accountable financial strategy governing post-disaster interventions, and 
national and local authorities made considerable use of no-bid contracts. Only 6 days after the 
earthquake, the government allocated €300,000 through no-bid contract to a private foundation 
to develop the idea of a temporary housing scheme (OPCM n.3755, art.12, Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2019a). On 28 April 2009, in Law Decree n.39, the state allocated €200 million to 
ANAS spa, and €100 million to the Italian railway network agency (RFI). ANAS and RFI 
implemented actions that were already conceived within previously-agreed frameworks. These 
actions were implemented under the emergency procedures without any environmental, social, 
or cultural heritage assessment, creating social conflicts, discontent and further social 
fragmentation and exclusion (see Chapters 7 and 8).  
 
Local authorities used no-bid contracts to appoint building firms to demolish buildings, design 
and implement shoring-up solutions, manage disaster rubble, and design reconstruction of public 
buildings, including schools, churches, and other heritage properties. All activities managed 
through this strategy, lacked transparency and accountability, something that undermined 
inclusive and participatory social learning and transformation. The state secrecy provisions, lack 
of disclosure, and derogations associated with the State of Emergency, served to hide dubious 
arrangements, disguise fraud and corruption, and facilitate disaster capitalism and organized 
crime infiltration, thus worsening local inequity and social exclusion. There was no requirement 
to assess the longer term environmental, social, and economic sustainability of these activities. 
Within the strategy, there was no consideration about how to prevent post-disaster interventions 
from becoming an ongoing cost for local communities.  
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There was no requirement to prevent the exacerbation of local social risks, vulnerabilities, and 
the root causes of disaster (e.g. inequity, social exclusion, placelessness, homelessness, elite 
capture, poverty, morbidity, gambling, organised crime infiltration, poor governance). 
 
The community participation and physical planning approaches: lack of DRR and resilience 
 
From a DRR and resilience perspective, community engagement is crucial to better understand 
local vulnerabilities, capacities and the root causes of disaster, enhance learning and 
transformation and build back better more resilient communities, neighbourhoods, villages, cities, 
and landscapes (IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015). Both before and after the 6 April 2009 
earthquake, the military-type, strict, command-and-control approach adopted by local and 
national authorities was accompanied by disaster myths that led them to ignore and exclude the 
role of local communities in disaster management activities and their cognitive and interactional 
capacity to learn, transform and be resilient (see Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8). Such a command-and-
control approach was implemented through an institutional mechanism that turned the local 
mayors and the presidents of the Abruzzo Region and the L’Aquila province into the local civil 
protection authorities of the crater. Such a mechanism led to the recognition, engagement, and 
empowerment of the role only of the mayors, and of the presidents of the Abruzzo region and the 
L’Aquila province. This way, both before and after the L’Aquila earthquake, disaster 
management interventions were considered the exclusive responsibility of local authorities, while 
the local elected councils and local communities were excluded from the conception, decision, 
design, and implementation processes of these measures. This did not lead to any positive social 
learning and transformation at the local community level about the local vulnerabilities and social 
risks that undermine effective enhancement of DRR and resilience. 
 
As discussed above, before the earthquake, the poor state of buildings and related disaster risk 
within the L’Aquila area was well known given the many technical reports that had been produced 
(Boschi, 1995; Barberi et al., 2007, see Chapter 5). Although these reports cost millions of euros 
each, they were ignored by governments at all levels and were not intended to be transformative. 
After disasters, the reconstruction approach ideally should address how physical reconstruction 
of damaged buildings is carried out at the local community level (see Chapter 8). It includes the 
processes of: (i) defining the role of affected households; (ii) whether or not opting for temporary 
housing, and the likely consequences of this in terms of delays for the proper physical 
reconstruction and use of financial resources; (iii) incentives to ensure coordination of housing 
and infrastructure, DRR measures implementation and compliance with safety standards (Jah et 
al. 2010, see Chapter 8). People’s attachment to their houses and the materials that comprised 
their houses is a potential driver for participatory post-disaster reconstruction. Inclusive, 
accessible, and non-discriminatory community engagement and empowerment is also crucial to 
recognise and strengthen local communities’ resilience and their ability to learn and transform to 
build back better their neighbourhoods, villages, cities (IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015).  
 
Any planned intervention concerning the reconstruction of the local built environment should 
engage local neighbourhoods and their capacity to learn and transform towards enhanced DRR 
and resilience (Jah et al., 2010). Elsewhere, resident involvement in the selection and storage of 
building materials that could be reused has led to community building in the reconstruction 
process (Denhart, 2009). In L’Aquila, unfortunately, such interventions were not considered as 
an opportunity to boost genuine community engagement and empowerment strategies to enhance 
positive collective actions and build resilience (i.e. social learning and transformation) and boost 
the permanent reconstruction of local peoples’ houses and neighbourhoods. 
 
In the actions implemented by the DCP, only the local mayors and their trusted technicians were 
consulted, by-passing the elected local councils. For the temporary housing scheme 
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implementation, for example, the DCP adopted a consultation-command-and-control approach 
(see Chapter 6) through which all decisions around the project and its locations were made by 
the DCP in consultation with the L’Aquila Mayor and two professionals the Mayor had appointed 
using emergency procedures. The L’Aquila council was excluded from the decision-making 
related to the CASE project and its implementation, and from the establishment of the apartments’ 
allocation criteria. No participatory community needs assessment oriented the design and 
implementation of the temporary housing scheme. Local people’s ideas about likely alternative 
solutions were not taken into consideration (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a). 
 
Similarly, in the actions implemented by the presidents of the Abruzzo Region and the L’Aquila 
province and by local mayors through the Dicomac, the STM, and the local Office of Public 
Works of the Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport (Provveditorato Interregionale alle Opere 
pubbliche), only the directors of their technical offices, and/or the state owned companies – which 
were partner of some of the operations carried out – were consulted. This by-passing the elected 
local councils, and using emergency powers and derogations, at the expenses of the democratic 
governance of the crater (see Chapter 7). Being granted emergency powers and covered by state 
secrecy provisions, local authorities managed, for example, first safety measures implementation; 
the gathering, transport, and disposal of disaster rubble; and first local reconstruction policy, 
design and implementation without providing any instruction to building firms and professionals 
on how to implement genuine local community engagement and empowerment. For the L’Aquila 
city center, it took more than two years before any formal procedure was established to regulate 
how financial resources could have been allocated directly to local people affected by the 
earthquake. In many mountain villages around L’Aquila, this took even longer, further 
exacerbating inequity and social exclusion and other social risk processes and outcomes (e.g. 
rent-seeking, elite capture, organized crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, placelessness, 
homelessness, gambling, poverty, morbidity) across the crater.  
 
In only 6 months following the earthquake, while all local people were scattered along the 
Adriatic coast, or across the crater inside the tent camps, and while the red zone was in force, the 
whole L’Aquila city centre was put in safety and so were all the mountain villages around within 
few years. The haste at which demolitions and shoring-up solutions were conducted and rubble 
removed was evident in the extent to which personal effects were present amongst the rubble. It 
was also evident in the extent of damage to furniture inside the buildings where shoring-up 
solutions were implemented. Since the very first days after the earthquake, these operations were 
implemented without gaining formal permission from the local homeowners or families of 
victims, something which is a breach of decency and dignity, and a violation of the human right 
to property. Years after the earthquake, local municipalities still considered demolitions and 
safety measure implementation as ‘urgent actions’ that could have been carried out using 
emergency procedures without the need to gain the consent of the legal homeowners or provide 
information to the local government prefecture (see Chapter 7 and 8).  
 
Up to end of 2009, being appointed as volunteers by the DCP, thousands of private professionals 
could conduct the habitability assessment and identify groupings of houses, without establishing 
any formal procedure for gathering the homeowners or inhabitants’ consent, nor for informing 
them on the technical processes that were going on, nor to instruct the homeowners and 
inhabitants on how to get access to the fund allocated for the reconstruction of their 
neighbourhoods. Similarly, being enabled by the various local mayoral ordinances, up to May 
2011, in the L’Aquila municipality and in its mountain suburbs, and up to even later in all the 
mountain villages around, local municipalities could appoint building firms to implement safety 
measures, demolitions, and universities to develop reconstruction plans. Local technicians could 
identify and nominate first groupings of houses, and design first reconstruction project proposals 
without having established any formal procedure of community engagement and empowerment, 
nor gathering the formal homeowners’ and inhabitants’ consent. In the L’Aquila mountain 
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suburbs, mayoral ordinances instructing safety measures implementation and demolitions kept 
being issued up to 2012, without gathering the consent of local homeowners’ and inhabitants. 
Where some homeowners were engaged initially, this did not really foster cooperation, mutual 
aid, and inclusion among all the inhabitants in the neighbours and within the groupings of houses 
identified, but was characterised mainly by seeking individual gain. Nor was there any process to 
facilitate cooperation among the different technicians in order to avoid proliferation of 
reconstruction projects and ensure a more cost-efficient, and sustainable reconstruction of local 
people’s homes and neighbourhoods. 
 
In the post-disaster interventions carried out by national and local authorities, there was no 
consideration about whether the temporary measures adopted both for the construction of new 
housing (i.e. temporary housing) and for the implementation of safety measures could have 
negatively influenced permanent reconstruction. Furthermore, derogations provided through the 
numerous ordinances made initial reconstruction policy, design, and implementation weak in 
terms of the DRR measures required and implemented. The regional law, n.28 (11 August, 2011), 
placed the L’Aquila crater once again in Zone 2 (i.e. ‘moderate seismicity’), confirming previous 
seismic classification issued in 2003, 1984, 1974 and 1927 that were the result of a general 
laissez-faire adopted by the L’Aquila municipality over many years and pressure from local 
speculative builders (Stucchi and Meletti, 2009; Alexander, 2010, 2014).  
 
Over years, the political patronage system in Italy has led to elite capture and distortion in the 
allocation of funds, and to poor planning practice and culture. According to the legal framework 
underpinning Italian disaster governance and to the trial documents, responsibility for 
implementing DRR strategies is up to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers operating 
through the national DCP and the local civil protection authorities (see Chapter 5). Although the 
Italian State issues laws, provides recommendations, establishes building codes, and commissions 
technical reports and top-down information campaigns, there is little in this system that demands 
the co-production with local communities experiencing disaster risks of a transformative 
knowledge capable to build a glocal culture of resilience and enhance DRR and resilience at all 
levels of society. There is little in this system that protects against elite capture and disaster 
capitalism or ensures adequate implementation. Restrictions on funding for DRR prevention, and 
because of malpractice and poor governance, and a belief that DRR is a constraint to 
development, local political authorities are often unwilling and ill-prepared to implement DRR 
and build community resilience. Consequently, in L’Aquila, before the earthquake there was a 
lack of prevention and preparedness. Maintaining most of the L’Aquila crater in Zone 2 after the 
earthquake, and derogations from DRR measures in the initial reconstruction of local public 
schools, indicates that post-disaster interventions failed to pursue social learning and 
transformation at the local institutional and community level. 
 
The risk management approach: the lack of transformative risk and impact assessment 
 
Before and after the L’Aquila earthquake, vulnerabilities, risks, and impact reduction activities 
were considered as the responsibility primarily of national and local authorities, which became 
the civil protection authorities of the crater. The knowledge production process about local 
environmental, political, economic and social vulnerabilities, risks and impacts that accompanied 
disaster management interventions was intended to be techno-scientific advice to serve the 
interests of the national and local authorities rather than being co-produced with the local affected 
neighbourhoods and a broader constituency of society, and oriented to build socially-sustainable 
transformations and strengthen resilience at all levels of society (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019a, 
2019b).  
 
Before the earthquake, such knowledge was not informed by any analysis concerning local 
vulnerabilities affecting local communities’ wellbeing and negatively influencing the local 
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people’s perception and experience of disaster risks. There was no analysis concerning local 
capacity to learn and transform, which was already leading local people to take meaningful 
actions to reduce, or demanding to reduce local vulnerabilities and associated disaster risks 
(Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). The assessment and reduction of local vulnerabilities and the 
root causes of disaster was considered irrelevant. Assessing only the likelihood of the hazard was 
considered enough to assess the multiple dimensions of disaster risks which, before the 6 April 
2009 earthquake, were affecting the perceptions and experiences of local people, neighbourhoods 
and communities living in the L’Aquila crater (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). Among the social 
risks taken into account before the earthquake, only collective anxiety, unjustified alarmism, or 
likely deviant behaviours were considered (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). Rather than building 
a co-produced and transformative knowledge through which enhancing inclusive learning and 
empowering socially sustainable transformations at the local level, the risk assessment served the 
civil protection command-and-control approach which was intended to “shut up any imbecile, 
calm down any conjectures, worries”, collective anxiety, or unjustified alarmism. 
 
After the 6 April 2009 earthquake, there was nothing in the system that required adequate 
assessment of local communities’ needs and capacities, nor of the environmental, social, and 
human rights risks and impacts that disaster recovery, reconstruction, and development activities, 
including temporary housing, disaster rubble management, safety measure implementation and 
demolitions, might have created on local communities and their wellbeing. The knowledge 
concerning local vulnerabilities and disaster impacts was considered as being a techno-scientific 
knowledge which concerned only the vulnerabilities of the built environment, rather than of the 
multiple dimensions of community wellbeing. The only social risks addressed were looting and 
other deviant behaviours among affected local communities. To address these social risks, the 
city centres of the crater were evacuated, red zones were established, and an impressive number 
of military personnel and people in uniform or hi-vis clothing, as well as a large number of 
emergency, police, and military vehicles was deployed, and the crater was ridiculously militarised 
creating unbearable impacts on affected local communities (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). All 
this further exacerbated the exclusion and marginalization of local homeowners and inhabitants 
from the reconstruction of their homes, neighbourhood, villages, and city. There was nothing in 
the system to assess, reduce, and/or avoid/prevent the risk of rent-seeking, elite capture, weak 
local governance, disaster capitalism, organised crime infiltration, inequity, social exclusion, 
placelessness, homelessness during disaster recovery, reconstruction, and development in the 
three years following the 6 April 2009 earthquake, in which the State of Emergency was in force, 
and even beyond. 
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What needs to be transformed? 
 
Drawing from the findings reported in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 and discussed above, below I 
provide a reflection on how the desired outcomes of local community resilience can be included 
within any planned intervention and at multiple levels of social organization, and in the key 
strategies that should characterise the policy and governance of disaster management and 
development interventions before and after disasters: (i) the institutional strategy; (ii) the financial 
strategy; (iii) the community participation approach; (iv) the physical planning approach; and the 
(iv) risk management approach. I reflect on the outcomes of resilience as it comes into action at 
the local community level. Elaborating on the five components of post-disaster reconstruction 
(Jah et al., 2010, see Chapter 8), and expanding their domain to include any disaster management 
and development intervention before and after disasters, I reflect on how community resilience 
outcomes should also become the principles, means and intended outcomes through which the 
institutional and financial strategies, community participation, physical planning (e.g. 
reconstruction approach) and risk management approaches should orient any planned 
interventions towards building resilience and achieving social development outcomes before and 
after disasters. 
 
The institutional strategy: from command-and-control to social learning and transformation 
 
Both before and after disasters, the institutional strategy leading any disaster management and 
development intervention, establishes who will do what, how the numerous local and external 
organizations are coordinated, and work together, and the laws, regulations, and institutional 
arrangements, both formal and informal, that will apply and regulate what development, disaster 
management and reconstruction agencies do before and after disasters (Jah et al., 2010). 
Coordination is an activity that helps all actors involved in disaster management and development 
interventions make and implement common decisions to best serve the needs of affected local 
communities (IFRC and OCHA, 2010). Coordination is also a way of ensuring that the affected 
population can play a key role in decision making (IFRC and OCHA, 2010). As recommended 
by the United Nations (IFRC and OCHA, 2010, p.5): “given that the aim of the response is to 
support the populations affected by the disaster, the capacities, needs and priorities of these 
populations should be represented centrally and the response should be accountable to them. Care 
must be taken not to politicise the process and initially participation may be achieved more 
practically at sub-national and community levels”.  
 
Ideally, to ensure that participation (i.e. social inclusion) is included within the agency of external 
actors, it should also be the principle, means and intended outcome of the institutional strategy of 
any disaster management and development intervention, before and after disasters. This 
institutional strategy should build effective coordination among all local and external actors, and 
the co-management (co-conception, co-decision, co-design, co-implementation) of any disaster 
management and development intervention. Such coordination and co-management mechanism 
should ensure the participation of the affected local population, and that: (i) the needs, desires, 
and priorities of local people, especially of the most vulnerable, are considered and addressed; 
and (ii) that the positive individual and collective feelings (i.e. empathy), attitudes (i.e. social 
responsibility and caring), actions and behaviours (i.e. mutual aid and cooperation), knowledge, 
beliefs, values, narratives; and (iii) local community sense of community, sense of place, sense 
of risk are strengthened. 
 
Both before and after disasters, in any disaster management and development intervention, 
coordination and co-management must be inclusive, accountable and transparent (IFRC and 
OCHA) and include local people and communities, especially the most vulnerable, so that they 
can take part in, and coordinate: (i) the reduction of local vulnerabilities, risks and the root causes 
of disasters; (ii) the assessment of community needs and damage; (iii) the mitigation and 
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monitoring of disaster risks and impacts; and (iv) the building of local capacities to reduce local 
vulnerabilities and the root causes of disasters, and enhance DRR and the multiple dimensions of 
local community wellbeing and resilience (IFRC and OCHA, 2010). Such institutional strategy 
should lead external actors to build effective transformative knowledge co-production processes 
with local communities that would build co-produced and transformative understanding of all 
these features characterizing the multiple dimensions of community wellbeing, thus enabling an 
environment of positive, inclusive learning and socially sustainable transformations, and building 
resilience at all levels of society.  
 
Overall, a crucial shift in the traditional institutional strategy adopted by the state to orient, before 
and after disasters, disaster management and development interventions should be made from a 
command-and control to a coordination and co-management approach to resources (e.g. financial 
resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land use, environmental, social 
protection, and planning approaches), thus enabling an environment of inclusive social learning.  
 
The financial strategy: from rent-seeking and elite capture to equity and mutual aid 
 
The financial strategy is the set of financial arrangements through which the state organizes the 
financial resources to design and implement external disaster management and development 
interventions (Jah et al., 2010). The financial strategy orients mobilization, programming, 
tracking, and allocation of these public and private financial resources. It should orient disaster 
management and development interventions towards reducing local vulnerabilities, risks and 
impacts and the root causes of disasters, enhance DRR, local community wellbeing and 
capacities, and build resilience at all levels of society, before and after disasters, thus achieving 
desired social development outcomes.  
 
Resources must not only be mobilized, programmed, and tracked, they must also be allocated to 
implement disaster management and development interventions, and delivered to local people 
affected by the disaster (Jah et al., 2010). Before any investment, it is crucial that within local 
communities, non-financial programs are implemented to ensure that social learning and 
transformation and the community capacities of building resilience are enabled, and the social 
risks and vulnerabilities are prevented from being reproduced or exacerbated in the conception, 
decision, design, and implementation processes of any planned intervention. All this means that 
the local homeowners and inhabitants and a broader constituency of affected local communities 
must have the opportunity to: (i) learn from local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts and the root 
causes of disasters (i.e. understanding); (ii) get aware about the vulnerability and risk reduction 
activities that need to be implemented (know what to do) (i.e. recognizing); (iii) coordinate each 
other in collective entities thus being able to get direct access to the financial resources for the 
reconstruction of their houses and their neighbourhoods (i.e. engaging); and (iv) be legitimized 
to undertake collective actions towards (a) reducing local vulnerabilities, risks and the root causes 
of disasters; (b) enhancing their wellbeing to build back better more resilient neighbourhoods, 
villages and cities; and (c) individually and collectively learn from the actions implemented and 
transform towards achieving better social development outcomes and building resilience at the 
local community level and other levels of society (i.e. empowering).  
 
Ideally, to ensure that equity (i.e. mutual aid and cooperation) as a community resilience principle, 
mean, and outcome, is included within the agency of external actors, it should also be the 
principle, mean and intended outcome of the financial strategy adopted by the states to orient the 
conception, design and implementation of any disaster management and development 
intervention, before and after disasters. The financial strategy should be accountable and 
transparent, and facilitate an environment of mutual aid and cooperation rather than a gold rush, 
rent-seeking or elite capture (see Chapters 6, 7 and 8). Drawing from Jah et al. (2010) we consider 
that the financial strategy leading any disaster management and development intervention, should 
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orient any investment in a way that they would consider how the interventions they are funding: 
(i) ensure equity in the distribution of the financial benefits within affected local communities, 
and mutual aid and cooperation among all actors involved and between external actors and 
affected local community; (ii) prioritize support to the most vulnerable and local vulnerability 
and risk reduction activities; (iii) prevent rent-seeking, elite capture, disaster capitalism, 
organized crime infiltration, and the command-and-control approach to resources in any planned 
intervention; and (iv) implement effective anticorruption measures. 
 
Overall, a crucial shift in the traditional financial strategy adopted by the state to orient, before 
and after disasters, disaster management and development interventions should be made from 
facilitating rent-seeking and elite capture to pursuing equity, mutual aid and cooperation, thus 
enabling and strengthening socially sustainable transformations.  
 
The physical planning and risk management approaches: from top-down to socially-
sustainable physical planning 
 
Physical planning is concerned with “the general pattern of land-use, the character and location 
of public buildings and structures, the design of streets, the location of transit and transportation 
systems, and all other physical facilities which are necessary or desirable to promote the economic 
betterment, comfort, convenience and general welfare” (Webster, 1958 cited by Pivo et al., 1990, 
p.54). Both before and after disasters, the physical planning approach influences the outcomes of 
any disaster management and development intervention. Such an approach should provide a 
framework to “propose the optimal physical infrastructure for a settlement or area, including 
infrastructure for public services, transport, economic activities, recreation, and environmental 
protection” (Jah et al., 2010, p.110).  
 
Physical planning in its whole, should address reconstruction, DRR and long-term development 
(Jah et al., 2010). A reconstruction approach addresses how physical reconstruction of damaged 
buildings is carried out at the local community level. Similar to any physical planning approach 
orienting any disaster management and development intervention towards enhancing DRR and 
resilience at the local community level and other levels of society, a reconstruction approach 
should include the processes of: (i) defining the role of local communities (e.g. affected 
households and inhabitants); and (ii) providing incentives to ensure coordination of housing and 
infrastructure, DRR measures implementation and compliance with safety standards (Jah et al. 
2010). In the specific case of post-disaster reconstruction, a reconstruction approach should also 
consider whether opting for temporary housing, and the likely consequences of this in terms of 
community discontent, local conflicts, exacerbation of social exclusion, delays for the proper 
physical reconstruction and misuse of financial resources. 
 
Risk management ensures that any physical planning, before and after disaster, would consider 
(i) governance and corruption risk; (ii) environmental risks (and impacts); (iii) disaster risk 
reduction; and (iv) local vulnerabilities and social risks, including rent-seeking, elite capture, 
organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption, all of which worsen local inequity 
and social exclusion, thus exacerbating local vulnerability and associated disaster risks and 
impacts (adapted from Jah et al., 2010; see Chapters 7 and 8). Ideally, to ensure that public 
awareness for (social) sustainability (i.e. DRR and resilience) as a community resilience 
principle, mean, and outcome, is included within the agency of external actors, it should also be 
the principle, mean and intended outcome of both the physical planning and risk management 
approaches that are adopted by the states to orient the conception, design and implementation of 
any disaster management and development intervention, before and after disasters. This means 
that a proper risk management pursuing public awareness for social sustainability through 
transformative knowledge co-production processes, should consider the social dimensions of risk 
and the capacities of affected local communities to learn and transform, and be resilient. Such a 
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risk management approach should be fully enabled by the institutional and financial strategies. 
This risk management approach should bring local communities and external actors about 
building a risk management culture at the local community level and other levels of society, and 
it should inspire any physical planning strategy before and after disasters. 
 
Such a risk management approach should effectively inform the physical planning approach so 
that every disaster management and development intervention would adequately consider, before 
and after disasters (IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015):  

(i) the local vulnerabilities and disaster risks and impacts that need to be reduced;  
(ii) the environmental, social, and human rights impacts that may be created on 

community wellbeing by disaster management and development interventions, and 
that must be avoided; and their economic, environmental and social sustainability;  

(iii) the social and environmental risks and root causes of disasters characterising the local 
context that need to be reduced and prevented during the conception, decision, design, 
and implementation of any planned intervention;  

(iv) the local cognitive and interactional capacities of local communities to learn and 
transform and build resilience in each of the multiple dimensions of community 
wellbeing, and their role in any disaster management and development activity 
(adapted from Chapter 4).  

 
Managing environmental and social risks and impacts, and building resilience at the local 
community level and other levels of society, is at the core of risk management. All this should 
inspire the institutional and financial strategy, the community participation and reconstruction 
approaches adopted by states to design and implement disaster management and development 
before and after disasters, and it should bring about a culture of risk management (Jah et al., 
2010). A glocal culture of resilience (see Chapter 9) capable to orient external actors towards 
recognising (and learning from) the resilience of local communities and transform towards 
building resilience at all levels should accompany the building of a culture of risk management 
at all levels of society. Informing through adequate risk management the institutional and 
financial strategies, and the community participation and reconstruction/development approaches 
should lead any disaster management and development intervention to a shift from the traditional 
command-and-control to a cooperation-and-co-management approach to resources, strengthening 
the local people’s capacity to learn and transform while reducing the risk of rent-seeking, elite 
capture, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism, and corruption. All this should avoid the 
exacerbation of pre-disaster vulnerability and associated disaster risks and impacts affecting 
especially the most vulnerable and bring about enhance DRR and resilience at the local 
community level and other levels of society.  
 
Overall a crucial shift is needed in the physical planning approach from a top-down planning to 
a socially sustainable planning (i.e. social resilience, see Figure 10.5). A crucial shift is also 
needed in current risk management approach from a top-down civil protection culture to a co-
produced and transformative risk management approach that would enhance inclusive social 
learning and socially sustainable transformation (see Chapter 9). Such socially sustainable 
physical planning and co-produced and transformative risk management approach should bring 
about a glocal culture of community wellbeing, risk management and resilience and prevent the 
building of a culture of disaster capitalism.  
 
The community participation approach: from emergency powers to community empowerment 
 
Both before and after disasters the community participation approach is the set of institutional, 
financial, planning and management arrangements enacted by local and external actors to engage 
local communities (e.g. families, households, neighbourhoods) in physical planning. Ideally, to 
ensure that social cohesion (i.e. community wellbeing) as a community resilience principle, 
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mean, and outcome, is included within the agency of external actors, it should also be the 
principle, mean and intended outcome of the community participation approach adopted by the 
states to orient the conception, design and implementation of any disaster management and 
development intervention, before and after disasters.  
 
Such a community participation approach should bring local community wellbeing, the 
vulnerabilities, risks, impacts and root causes of disasters threatening its multiple dimensions, 
and the local people’s capacities to learn and transform within each of these dimensions, back at 
the core of any planned intervention, both before and after disaster. A proper participation 
approach should lead external actors to co-produce transformative understanding with local 
communities about the multiple dimensions of their wellbeing, vulnerabilities, root causes, 
capacities, and resilience. This should thus strengthen local people’s knowledge, sense of 
community, sense of place, sense of risk and capacities to learn and transform towards enhancing 
DRR and resilience and achieving desired social development outcomes and the SDGs. Such an 
inclusive and transformative community participation approach should orient the institutional and 
financial strategies and the physical planning and risk management approaches so that local 
communities, especially the most vulnerable have a role and can fully participate to any disaster 
management and development intervention before and after disasters. 
 
For more than 30 years, the United Nations have advocated that local communities must be 
considered as full participants rather than mere spectators of the disaster management and 
development interventions carried out (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNIDSR, 2005, 2015). 
Both before and after disasters, local communities must be engaged in any planned intervention 
to enhance DRR and resilience at the local community level and other levels of society. Before 
disasters, they must have the chance to be engaged in any planned intervention, and risk 
management, and/or vulnerability and risk reduction activity in order to learn from disaster risks 
about the vulnerabilities, risks and impacts that affect their wellbeing, transform, and enact their 
capacities and knowledge to participate in development and reduce them. After disasters, they 
must be engaged in any recovery, reconstruction and re-development activity to have the chance 
to learn about the local vulnerabilities, risks and impacts created by the disaster, and about who 
are the most vulnerable and most affected. This learning should enable them to transform towards 
undertaking positive individual and collective actions, and towards taking part within the 
conception, design and implementation of any disaster management and development 
intervention. 
 
Concerning post-disaster reconstruction, typically, in the city centres – where houses are close to 
one another and cannot be restored or reconstructed separately – post-disaster reconstruction 
necessarily needs the identification and establishment not only of groupings of houses functional 
to future reconstruction, but more importantly, of groupings of homeowners and inhabitants who 
must undertake meaningful collective actions to rebuild their damaged neighbourhoods that 
constitute the vitality of a village or a city, or of an affected landscape. Even for the reconstruction 
of a single building with multiple apartments, homeowners, and inhabitants, taking collective 
action is necessary to rebuild the damaged building.  
 
From a DRR and a resilience perspective, during any collective action or planned intervention, 
recognizing, engaging, and strengthening the cognitive and interactional capacities of local 
homeowners and inhabitants to learn and transform (i.e. community resilience) are crucial to 
building back better not only housing and infrastructure but more importantly, sustainable and 
resilient communities. After disasters, local communities undertake the majority of work and 
have the best understanding of what is needed and where. An adequate community participation 
approach should ensure that appropriate recovery and reconstruction interventions will only be 
implemented “if they meet the priorities identified with and by the affected population, requiring 
affected populations to be involved in decision-making (IFRC and OCHA, 2010, p.xvii).  
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Overall, a crucial shift in how community participation is carried out in disaster management and 
development practice should be made to enable effective community resilience-building 
strategies. This shift is similar to the shift advocated in the institutional strategy and must be from 
the “consult-command-and-control” approach to a “coordination and co-management” approach 
to local resources (e.g. financial resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated 
land use, environmental, social protection, and planning approaches). While the former envisages 
the participation only of local leaders and influential building firms and professionals, and 
perceives local communities as being unable to act and in need of being protected (and 
controlled), the latter approach (coordination and co-management) must envisage effective 
community empowerment systems capable of engaging not only local political leaders, but a 
broader constituency of local communities (e.g. the academia, science foundations, NGOs, 
private companies and other formal and informal groups and local experts) in open and inclusive 
sustainable knowledge systems (i.e. see Chapter 5 and below). 
 
 
What can be learned by disaster studies, development studies, and impact 
assessment field? 
 
Enhancing DRR and resilience and achieving the SDGs requires a closer link between the 
scientific knowledge production processes and local action. This demands that scientific practices 
in the fields of disasters, development and impact assessment should become more oriented 
towards the societal arenas in which sustainability problems, including social risks and impacts, 
are tackled. Understanding knowledge through the concept of knowledge systems helps in 
visualising how these disciplines and scientific practices can and should support societies to 
address community resilience and desired social development outcomes (i.e. social 
sustainability). Knowledge systems are “made up of agents, practices and institutions that 
organize the production, transfer and use of knowledge” (Cornell et al., 2013, p.61). While 
Science is a necessary element of a knowledge system, on its own it is not sufficient to bring 
knowledge systems into action. Cornell et al. (2013, p.61) argue that “relationships within 
knowledge systems shape the flows of knowledge, credibility and power within those systems” 
and, consequently, the effectiveness of any actions that are undertaken. From a sustainability 
perspective, a knowledge system is “a network of actors connected by social relationships, formal 
or informal, that dynamically combine knowing, doing, and learning to bring about specific 
actions for sustainable development” (Cornell et al., 2013, p.61).  
 
By being problems that affect societies at all levels, enhancing DRR and resilience and achieving 
the SDGs demand the scientific practices in these fields to enact social learning processes where 
the more the members of society are included within the knowledge system, the more people can 
better know, act, learn and transform to orient any planned intervention towards building 
resilience at all levels of society, and achieve desired social development outcomes and the SDGs. 
The common purpose of addressing these issues demands opening-up knowledge systems at 
multiple levels of social organization to allow a broader constituency to participate in knowledge 
production, the implementation of actions, and in learning and transforming towards better future 
social development outcomes. At the core of knowledge systems oriented towards sustainable 
development should be enhancing DRR, resilience and achieving SDGs. This demands the co-
production of a transdisciplinary, transformative, and integrated knowledge about the multiple 
dimensions of local community wellbeing, impacts, vulnerabilities, capacities, risks and 
resilience which should inspire the processes of deciding, conceiving, designing and 
implementing together local vulnerability, risks and impacts reduction-activities. All this should 
be oriented towards enhancing the multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing and 
capacities to turn vulnerability and risk reduction activities into opportunities to achieve social 
development outcomes and build resilience at all levels of society.  
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A sustainable knowledge system for the governance of any local disaster management and 
development intervention would be one where different actors share empathy, social 
responsibility and care towards reducing local vulnerabilities, and the most vulnerable, and 
towards enhancing DRR and resilience and achieve SDGs, while building a glocal culture of 
resilience also through strengthening local capacities, local knowledge, mutual aid and 
cooperation, togetherness, brotherhood, sense of community, sense of place and sense of risk. 
Such a sustainable knowledge system should thus enable inclusive social learning and 
transformation oriented towards reducing the negative impacts of likely future crises and disasters 
and strengthening the resilience of the local landscape and the communities of place living within, 
thus turning an affected local landscape into a landscape of affect (see Figure 10.15).  
 
 

 
 

Figure 10.15: Sustainable knowledge system  
in local disaster management and development governance 

Source: This Paper (based on Sharpe, 2016)  
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Such a sustainable knowledge system should be built at the central level and at the peripheral 
level. At the central level, a sustainable knowledge system should be the societal arena of co-
operation and co-management of all the activities carried out within an affected landscape. At the 
peripheral level, there should be a sustainable knowledge system for each planned intervention 
implemented. While the first provides general orientation at institutional, financial, and planning 
levels, the second are specifically oriented towards assessing the vulnerabilities, risks and impacts 
that need to be reduced by the specific planned intervention carried out. Ideally, in every affected 
landscape, there should be a sustainable knowledge system at the central level and multiple 
sustainable knowledge systems per each community of place and each planned intervention. 
 
Recently, governance emerged in the literature as a concept that recognizes the roles and 
functions of a diverse set of actors in managing socio-ecosystems (Tengö et al., 2014; Bakema et 
al., 2017). Beyond governmental institutions, these actors also include private sector and civil 
society entities (Parra and Moulaert, 2016). From an analytical perspective, the term governance 
helps in better framing those functions formerly carried out by public entities that are now 
dispersed among diverse actors at different scales of society (Tierney, 2012). From a social-
ecological systems point of view, the governance construct aims at better understanding the 
interplay between these different sets of actors and their living environments, and how this 
interplay influences their wellbeing and their way of living and prosperity. 
 
As conceptualized, the SIA Framework for Action contributes to improving governance and 
implementation of any disaster management and development intervention in any affected local 
landscape, leading to sustainable knowledge systems that would enhance social learning and 
transformation and strengthen local community resilience, thus building a glocal culture of 
resilience at all levels of society (see Figure 10.15).  
 
 
What needs to be transformed in these fields? 
 
Although not yet fully implemented in practice, DRR and resilience have prompted a shift in 
disaster management thinking from ‘managing disasters’ to ‘reducing disaster risks’ (IDNDR, 
1994; UNISDR, 2005, 2015; Coppola, 2015). This shift in thinking has led to two major changes 
in the way disaster management should be perceived: from ‘top-down disaster response’ to ‘social 
learning and transformation’; and from a ‘top-down culture of social protection’ to a ‘glocal 
culture of resilience’. In order to integrate DRR and resilience into development policies, plans 
and projects, the shift from managing disasters to reducing disaster risks that has occurred in 
disaster management should inspire a similar shift in development thinking from ‘managing 
development’ to ‘reducing the risks of development’; and, correspondingly, in impact assessment 
from ‘managing impacts’ to ‘reducing the risks’ of planned interventions.  
 
Congruent with the philosophy and process of SIA, This PhD research is intended to be an 
inter-disciplinary, transformative, practice-oriented, social scientific contribution to the 
broader discourses on disaster management and sustainable development and to the scientific 
fields of: rural sociology, sociology of disasters, anthropology of disasters, SES, NRM, SIA 
and impact assessment generally. It seeks to bring these disciplines together to improve 
understanding of resilience in society and to consider what role SIA can play to enhance 
planned interventions, build resilience at all levels of society, and meet the 2030 Agenda. 
 
Below I conclude this Chapter by reporting what was outlined in Chapter 9 as being the main 
challenges at the scientific, institutional, and socio-cultural levels that still hamper disaster 
management, development and impact assessment to build sustainable knowledge systems and 
strengthen resilience at all levels of society.  
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Disaster studies, development studies, and the impact assessment field can greatly contribute to 
enhancing understanding of how to build resilience in society. However, there are still three major 
constraints that undermine all science practice intended to be co-produced and transformative at 
the local level and that contribute to building resilience at all levels of society (discussed below). 
The SIA Framework for Action presented in this PhD thesis challenges such constraints, thus 
aiming at fully liberating the potential role Science can have to contribute to building resilience 
and sustainability and achieving the SDGs. 
 
Overcoming main constraints at the scientific level 
 
A few days after the public announcement (3 June 2010) of the legal proceedings against the 
Italian state and the scientists of Italian Major Risk Commission (see Chapter 5), almost 5,000 
scientists around the world signed a letter produced by the Italian National Institute of Geophysics 
and Volcanology (INGV), which was sent to the then Italian President, Giorgio Napolitano 
(Nosengo, 2010). In that letter, the scientists agreed with the INGV in calling the allegations 
“unfounded”, because there was no way the MRC could reliably have predicted an earthquake 
(Cartlidge, 2012). The American Geophysical Union and the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science (AAAS) also issued statements in support of the Italian defendants. In 
an open letter to the Italian President, the AAAS said it was ‘unfair and naïve’ of local prosecutors 
to charge the men for failing ‘to alert the population of L'Aquila of an impending earthquake’ 
(Hall, 2011, pp. 265-266). Some months later, however, two scientists (one being the Chief of the 
Russian Academy of Science) further investigated the topic and found out that the precise terms 
of indictment were different to those being simplistically broadcast by the media and the INGV 
letter (Alexander, 2014; Gabrielli and Di Bucci, 2015; Alexander, 2015). These two scientists 
were right, the local persecutor’s concerns actually were rather different as Hall (2011) outlined: 
 

“Picuti (the local prosecutor) says that the commission was more interested in pacifying the local 
population than in giving clear advice about earthquake preparedness. "I'm not crazy," Picuti says. "I 
know they can't predict earthquakes. The basis of the charges is not that they didn't predict the 
earthquake. As functionaries of the State, they had certain duties imposed by law: to evaluate and 
characterize the risks that were present in L'Aquila." Part of that risk assessment, he says, should have 
included the density of the urban population and the known fragility of many ancient buildings in the 
city centre. "They were obligated to evaluate the degree of risk given all these factors," he says, "and 
they did not" (Hall, 2011, p.266). 

 
This failure in understanding the precise terms of the L’Aquila trial (see Chapter 5) relates to a 
number of political and scientific issues that still undermine the full potential of scientific 
practices to contribute to sustainable development, build sustainability in society, and meet the 
2030 Agenda. A main scientific constraint primarily relates to how scientific knowledge 
concerning risks is produced in society. Current approaches in risk assessment confine risk to 
simply being the relation between probability and consequence of a hazard, and only focus on the 
technical and physical characteristics of the hazard (Kemp et al., 2016; Esteves et al., 2017). This 
approach fails to acknowledge the broader social context in which risk is constructed, and the 
differing values of people, especially between the local community and those assessing the risks. 
Traditional risk assessment does not adequately consider the costs to communities living with 
risks, which may be acceptable to the business but not to communities (Esteves et al., 2017).  
 
Conversely, social science approaches to risk do consider qualitative factors, such as individual 
and collective perceptions about vulnerabilities, capacities, the hazard, its likelihood, and the 
social construction of risk (Mahmoudi et al., 2013; Esteves et al., 2017;). However, there are still 
limitations in how risks are conceptualised (Franks et al., 2014; Esteves et al., 2017). The 
assessment of risks within impact assessment must be further enhanced to better understand and 
recognise how the vulnerabilities, capacities and resilience of local communities influence risk, 
and how social risks, such as inequity, social exclusion, and inequality, represent the local root 
causes of disasters and the structural dynamics that characterise pre-disaster vulnerability. 
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From a DRR and resilience perspective, understanding the risks of development and how to 
reduce them at the local level should be a transformative knowledge co-production process the 
scientific community should build together with affected local communities to pursue socially 
sustainable transformation. Through the co-production of this knowledge, external actors can gain 
a better understanding of what is needed to reduce local vulnerabilities and associated risks and 
impacts, while local communities are able to fully participate in the development, mitigation and 
monitoring activities.  
 
The SIA Framework for Action introduced in this thesis has the potential to co-produce 
transformative knowledge concerning local vulnerabilities, risks, impacts, assets and capacities 
together with local communities. Rather than being technical advice produced only by experts, 
the knowledge produced by the SIA Framework for Action is meant to enhance inclusive social 
learning, empower socially-sustainable transformation and strengthen resilience at multiple levels 
of social organization (see Chapter 4). It includes a new approach to risk, based on local 
knowledge, beliefs, values, narratives, vulnerabilities, needs, desires, capacities, and individual 
and collective coping strategies. This leads external actors and local communities towards 
building a common vision about reducing the vulnerabilities and the local root causes of disasters, 
and enhancing local wellbeing, capacities and resilience. The knowledge co-production process 
enacted by the SIA Framework for Action is transparent and accountable, and it ensures equity, 
inclusiveness and fairness, and enable deliberativeness. This leads external actors (including 
scientists) and local communities to build a glocal culture of wellbeing and resilience, which will 
inspire the building of sustainable knowledge systems. This will also orient the institutional and 
financial strategy, the physical planning, community participation and risk management 
approaches adopted in the governance of disaster management and development and the 
coordination and co-management of planned interventions towards building resilience at all levels 
of society, and achieving the SDGs.  
 
Overall, full application of the SIA Framework for Action demands a crucial shift in perceiving 
the knowledge about risks, from being considered as a source of collective anxiety to be 
considered as an opportunity to enhance inclusive social learning, empower socially sustainable 
transformation and build resilience at all levels of society. All this is necessary to overcome main 
constraints at the scientific level. 
 
Overcoming main constraints at the institutional level 
 
A change in how Science, including disaster studies, development studies and Impact 
Assessment, perceives and performs its institutional role is needed so that it is not merely a 
legitimation device for pre-determined projects, but a process that leads the coordination and co-
management of disaster management and development interventions towards achieving the 
SDGs. The SIA Framework for Action requires Science be effectively enabled to contribute to 
the governance of any planned intervention towards building resilience and social sustainability 
at all levels of society. Effective institutional arrangements should enable science to ensure that 
the co-production of knowledge occurs in a common societal arena leading to a shared community 
vision and mutual agreement between the local community and external actors (i.e. decision-
makers, investors, proponents) on: (i) the goals and priorities to be established and achieved, (ii) 
the local vulnerabilities and root causes to reduce, (iii) the capacities to enhance, and (iv) the 
methods, procedures and actions (mitigation, monitoring, enhancement and prevention) to be 
used and implemented. Effective institutional arrangements should also guarantee that this 
common arena is open to a broad constituency of society to ensure inclusive learning, 
transformation and deliberativeness and strengthen community resilience (Imperiale and 
Vanclay, 2016b).  
 



 310 

Overall, a crucial shift from the traditional use of emergency powers and command-and-control 
to a coordination and co-management approach to resources (e.g. financial resources, natural 
resources, the built environment and associated land use, environmental, social protection and 
planning approaches) is necessary to overcome main constraints at the institutional level. 
 
Changing the social-cultural role of Science 
 
A change should occur in how science, including disaster studies, development studies and 
Impact Assessment perceives its social and cultural role in society. As noted by Esteves et al. 
(2017, p.75) “the dominant approach in risk assessment is to give priority to consequence to the 
business” and to consider irrelevant the analysis, management and reduction of local 
vulnerabilities and social change processes that may worsen the risks of development for local 
community wellbeing. As suggested by the SIA Framework for Action, Science understands the 
risks of development and co-produces transformative knowledge should be oriented to understand 
the vulnerabilities and risks development may produce on the wellbeing of local communities. 
 
Among the social risks that are often neglected by Impact Assessment practice are, for example, 
inequity, social exclusion, elite capture, infiltration of organized crime, disaster capitalism, and 
corruption. The result of the lack of consideration of these social issues is that funds are often 
spent on poorly-planned interventions whose meaning and implementation are captured or 
distorted by national and/or local political and economic elites. Planned interventions funded by 
national or international funding schemes are often imposed on sub-regional territories with 
limited accountability in relation to the money spent, the local actors engaged, and the social and 
environmental impacts created. Because of the lack of any culture of sustainable development, or 
of any coherent formal assessment or evaluation procedure or participatory process, post-disaster 
and development interventions often create widespread discontent and mistrust among local 
communities. They often increase inequities and social vulnerabilities within the area of 
intervention, and they fail to reduce disaster risk, or enhance cohesion and resilience at all levels 
of society (Imperiale and Vanclay, 2019b). As suggested above when discussing how SIA can 
enhance community resilience, to address these challenges, Science should elaborate new 
effective tools to prevent elite capture, corruption, organized crime and disaster capitalism from 
flourishing at the local, national and international levels during any planned intervention. It 
should radically change its perception about the role it plays in society.  
 
Overall, by building a common vision and co-producing transformative knowledge with local 
communities as suggested by the SIA Framework for Action, science can have the potential to 
contribute to building a glocal culture of resilience at all levels of society and achieve the SDGs. 
It can bring the wellbeing of local communities, their vulnerabilities, needs, desires, capacities, 
and resilience back to the core of any disaster management and development intervention. It can 
help any disaster management and development effort better understand, recognize, engage and 
empower local community resilience, build a glocal culture of resilience and enhance social 
learning and transformation at all levels of society. Overall, a crucial shift should be made in the 
culture that accompanies any planned intervention, from bringing about a global culture of 
disaster capitalism to building a glocal culture of resilience and a public ethic towards local 
vulnerabilities and the most vulnerable, and towards the role, capacities and resilience of local 
communities in a global risk landscape. 
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Final conclusions and recommendations 
 
Between 1998 and 2017, 4.5 billion people were affected by the direct impacts following the 
occurrence of natural hazards, of which 2,640,634 were killed (Wallemacq and House, 2018). 
Over the same time period, the disaster-affected countries reported direct economic losses (in 
terms of damage to assets and infrastructure) of $2,908 billion (Wallemacq and House, 2018). 
Disasters, especially climate-related disasters, have become increasingly frequent. Some 91% of 
all disruptive events recorded in 1998-2017 were climate related disasters (Wallemacq and 
House, 2018). By 2050 some 40% of the world’s population will be living near water basins that 
experience severe water stress, particularly in Africa and Asia. For people living in the so-called 
‘small island developing states’, future disaster losses represent existential threats (UNISDR, 
2015).  
 
Recent reports have described the dramatic effects of climate change all around the globe, 
including: abnormal weather events such as extreme heat and droughts (e.g. IPCC, 2018); loss of 
biodiversity (e.g. IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2019); rising sea level (e.g. Church et al., 2013); negative 
impacts on human health (e.g. Mora et al., 2017; EASAC, 2019); and climate-induced 
displacement and migration (e.g. IOM, 2008; Rigaud et al., 2018). All this comprises the global 
climate crisis (Pelling, 2011; IPCC, 2015, 2018, 2019; IPBES, 2019; UNDRR, 2019), which, 
together with other global stressors (e.g. globalization and financial crises, resource scarcity, and 
demographic pressure), constitutes the global risk landscape we all live in.  
 
When these risks turn into disasters, they create devastating impacts on local communities, their 
wellbeing, and the place where they live, affecting especially the most vulnerable. It has been 
reported that, in the last two decades, disasters push some 26 million people into poverty every 
year (Wallemacq and House, 2018; Hallegatte, 2017, 2018). When the economic losses deriving 
from disasters are expressed as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), it becomes 
evident that most of the overall disasters cost was borne by people living in low income countries. 
Amongst low income countries, the average annual death toll from disasters is 130 persons per 
million, seven times more than high income countries (Wallemacq and House, 2018). The 
inequality in the social, economic and environmental cost of disaster risk and impacts is evident 
not only between different countries in the world, but also among people within countries, since:  
 

“$1 in losses does not mean the same thing to a rich person and a poor person, and the severity of a 
$92 billion loss depends on who experiences it. The same loss affects poor and marginalized people 
far more because their livelihoods depend on fewer assets, their consumption is closer to subsistence 
levels, they cannot rely on savings to smooth the impacts, their health and education are at greater risk, 
and they may need more time to recover and reconstruct” (Hallegatte, 2017, p.1).  

 
For more than three decades, recognition of the unbearable human cost of disasters at global and 
local levels has led the international community to establish the DRR and resilience paradigm 
that should inform every disaster management and development interventions before and after 
disasters. The DRR and resilience paradigm advocates building resilience and supporting local 
communities, regions, and nations to reduce vulnerabilities and enhance local wellbeing and 
capacities at all levels of society, including at the local community level, to better reduce disaster 
risks and impacts before and after disasters (UNDRO, 1982; IDNDR, 1994; UNISDR, 2005, 
2015).  
 
The United Nations (UN, 2016, GA 71/276, p.22) define resilience as “the ability of a system, 
community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and 
recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the 
preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions through risk 
management”. Resilience is the concept that best represent the capacity of systems, including 
social systems to learn and transform after disturbances. The increasing number of disasters and 
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economic and social crises that destabilize vulnerable areas has resulted in the concept of 
resilience gaining currency in the discourses of regional development (OECD, 2011, 2013; 
McManus et al., 2012; Scott, 2013; Schouten et al., 2013; Kelly et al., 2015), disaster risk 
reduction (Tobin, 1999; Paton and Johnston, 2001; Adger et al., 2005; Norris et al., 2008; Brown 
and Westaway, 2011), and climate change adaptation (Pelling, 2011; Khailani and Perera, 2013; 
Arnold et al., 2014; Dale et al., 2015). Policy discourses around the world also reflect this trend 
(e.g. UNISDR, 2005, 2007; 2015b; Mitchell, 2013; GFDRR, 2014, 2015; EC, 2013, 2014). More 
recently, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2015) further 
emphasised the need for “investing in the economic, social, health, cultural and educational 
resilience of persons, communities and countries and the environment” (UNISDR, 2015, p.11).  
 
The 2030 Agenda explicitly mentions resilience in a variety of its goals and targets, such as 
SDG1, whose aim is to end poverty in all its forms everywhere, and, more specifically, Target 
1.5, which represents the core resilience target, advocating for building “the resilience of the poor 
and those in vulnerable situations, and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related 
extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disaster” (UN, GA, 
A/RES/70/1, p.15). Building sustainable and resilient societies is currently understood as a 
“multidimensional challenge and a cross-cutting issue that will impact progress towards the SDGs 
and the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, and it is “central to 
eliminating poverty, augmenting shared prosperity and leaving no one behind” (UNECOSOC, 
2018, p.1).  
 
In this PhD research, it was found that community resilience is the set of the social survival 
processes that local communities put in action at the cognitive and interactional levels to learn, 
transform, and address the negative impacts they perceive as common problems in times of crises 
and disasters. Social resilience is the set of nested, inter-level, cognitive and structural interactions 
that enable external actors to be sensitive to, and learn from the agency of local community 
resilience, thus changing or transforming accordingly towards building resilience and social 
sustainability at all levels of society. Within local communities, however, there are positive and 
negative social processes and trends: there can be resilience, but there can also be the space for 
elite capture, rent-seeking, organised crime infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption to arise 
even within the same local communities. Counter-productive actions that undermine building 
resilience at all levels of society can occur both at the local community level and at other levels 
of social organization. They can be enacted both by members of affected local communities and 
by external actors (decision-makers, proponents, and investors). The cognitive and interactional 
ways through which external actors intervene to support local communities to respond to disaster 
risks and impacts, may reduce, or reproduce (or even exacerbate) local pre-disaster 
vulnerabilities, inequities and social exclusion, and do have influence on local DRR and resilience 
outcomes before and after disasters.  
 
The way disaster management and development interventions are carried out can facilitate 
negative and positive trends in local communities. They can exacerbate social risks (e.g. rent-
seeking, elite capture, organised crime infiltration, inequity, social exclusion), pre-disaster 
vulnerability and disaster risks and impacts, or they can build resilience at all levels of society. If 
not carefully managed, disaster management and development interventions can create structural 
failures that produce severe impacts on community wellbeing and community resilience at the 
cognitive and interactional levels, creating further disasters. They can turn the positive feelings 
(e.g. empathy), attitudes (e.g. social responsibility and caring), actions and behaviours (i.e. mutual 
aid and cooperation) into fear and suspicion, rent-seeking and a gold rush, and elite capture, 
organised crime infiltration and disaster capitalism.  
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Too often, post-disaster and development interventions result in centralised, top-down 
approaches to disaster risks and impacts that fail to observe international principles and 
recommendations, and ultimately result into second disasters. These interventions perpetrate 
disaster myths, increase local dependency on external support, reproduce or worsen pre-existing 
inequities, social exclusion, vulnerabilities, violate human rights, create social and environmental 
impacts, and annihilate resilience at the local community level. Too often, such top-down 
approaches to disasters create windows of opportunities for elite capture, disaster capitalism, 
organised crime infiltration, and for corruption to flourish at the local, national, and international 
levels. Inadequate institutional and financial arrangements, and inappropriate management and 
planning models, all of which constitute the mechanism of the agency of external interventions, 
lead external actors to poorly acknowledge the social dimensions of disasters and disaster 
management and development interventions. Driven by such a mechanism, external actors often 
ignore the social and environmental impacts and human rights issues associated with disasters 
and with disaster management and development planning, thus failing to enhance inclusive social 
learning, transformation and resilience at the local community level. 
 
Understanding ‘the mechanism’ through which states conceive, design and implement: (1) 
institutional strategies; (2) financial strategies; (3) physical planning; (4) community 
participation; and (5) risk management they use to respond to disaster risks and impacts, reduce 
local vulnerabilities and enhance local community wellbeing, is crucial to identifying the main 
constraints in these strategies that need to be overcome in order to enhance DRR and build 
resilience and social sustainability at all levels of society. In this PhD research, it has been shown 
that, in times of crises and disasters, states relying on top-down, centralized civil protection 
systems, such as the Italian state, design and implement institutional and financial strategies that 
still heavely rely on a strict, military-type, command-and-control approach to resources (e.g. 
financial resources, natural resources, the built environment and associated land use, 
environmental, social protection and planning approaches); emergency powers and procedures, 
state secrecy provisions and derogations; and top-down physical planning. Such military-type, 
top-down institutional and financial strategies lead to, and are accompanied and reinforced by, a 
scientific knowledge production process about vulnerabilities, risks and impacts of disasters and 
local vulnerabilities that is merely techno-scientific and intended to serve only the interests of the 
civil protection authorities. This scientific knowledge is not intended to be co-produced with local 
communities, or to be transformative, and fails to enhance inclusive social learning or pursue 
socially-sustainable transformations to improve DRR and build resilience at all levels of society. 
Such institutional and financial strategies accompanied by this kind of techno-scientific 
knowledge, lead to a physical planning approach that is not informed by any adequate risk 
management or impact assessment approach, does not consider the social dimensions of disaster 
or of disaster management and development interventions, nor does it consider the environmental 
and social impacts, nor the environmental and social sustainability of these interventions, nor the 
human rights that may be violated while conceiving, deciding, designing and implementing 
disaster management and development.  
 
Both before and after disasters, such institutional and financial strategies lead to a risk 
management approach that only considers the social risks that threaten the command-and-control 
approach. Such risk management only considers those things national and local authorities 
believe need to be suppressed to maintain control over the situation, including: collective panic, 
anxiety, hysteria, unjustified alarmism, ‘jackalism’ and other likely deviant behaviours that may 
arise within affected local communities. It leads civil protection authorities to consider civil 
protection issues as a matter of paternalistic communication and assistance, and of public control, 
which, before disasters, requires police action, and after disasters, requires an overwhelming 
militarization of the affected area.  
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These institutional and financial strategies, and top-down physical planning and risk management 
approaches lead to enabling only the local authorities and influential local building firms and 
professionals. This means that the local political leaders become the civil protection authorities 
of the disaster area. As the L’Aquila case shows, this mechanism exacerbates local social and 
environmental risks and impacts, and inhibits a broader constituency of local communities from 
learning from disasters, and from taking part in post-disaster interventions. Furthermore, there is 
nothing in this system to prevent the other forms of social risks that truly threaten DRR and 
resilience at the local community level and other levels of society, such as rent-seeking, elite 
capture, organised crime infiltration, corruption, inequity, social exclusion, all of which 
exacerbates local pre-disaster vulnerability and, therefore, disaster risks and impacts. 
 
After Hurricane Katrina (2005), the L’Aquila disaster was the greatest disaster to have ever 
occurred in a western country in the last 30 years. The L’Aquila disaster is not just an Italian story 
of corruption and mafia, it reveals much more. With Italy being one of the eight countries in the 
Group of 8 (G8) and one of the 29 in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the theory 
and practice applied by the Italian government to disaster management and to national strategic 
development grew within the traditional para-militaristic NATO approach to reconstruction and 
development. With the implementation of the European Recovery Fund (i.e. the Marshall Plan), 
the command-and-control approach was intended to be an effective tool that states should use to 
manage the emergency loans to spend them efficiently, thus avoiding any delay in the execution 
of recovery or re-development programs. Around the 1990s, this approach was extended to other 
domains, including political consultation and decision-making processes, the expropriation of 
land for large infrastructure projects, civil protection, humanitarian, and peacekeeping operations 
and associated management of public funds and financial support addressed to implement 
national or international strategic development interventions, especially in times of economic and 
financial crisis.  
 
Although there was a switch from civil defence to civil protection arrangements following the 
paradigm shift from a ‘war approach’ to considering disasters in the context of socially-produced 
vulnerability, this was not accompanied by any change in the top-down, militaristic command-
and-control institutional and financial arrangements and management models that traditionally 
accompany disaster management (Alexander, 2002). Despite this switch, the fundamental nature 
of the command-and-control approach that continues to be utilised by civil protection systems 
has not changed. When such a top-down social protection approach is implemented through 
traditional, top-down, centralised civil protection systems, it leads, both before and after disaster, 
to considering local people as disaster victims to protect and as mere spectators of the disaster 
management carried out (UNDRO, 1982), thus increasing dependency on external assistance (i.e. 
counterproductive learning), and reproducing (or even worsening) those local social factors and 
structures which locally contribute to inequity, social exclusion, vulnerability and risk-creation 
(i.e. counterproductive transformation). 
 
By being still inspired by para-military arrangements, all efforts made by states and civil 
protection systems fail to pursue inclusive social learning and socially sustainable transformation, 
or build resilience at all levels of society. As the L’Aquila case shows, the command-and-control 
institutional and financial arrangements are vulnerable to elite capture, corruption, and organised 
crime infiltration. Instead of building a glocal culture of resilience, they facilitate a culture of 
disaster capitalism. Too often, as in the L’Aquila case, these arrangements do not require the 
conception, decision, design and implementation of disaster management and development 
interventions to be implemented through a proper recognition of local community needs, desires, 
capacities, knowledge, narratives, and positive individual and collective feelings (i.e. empathy), 
attitudes (i.e. social responsibility, caring), actions, and behaviours (i.e. mutual aid and 
cooperation) that lead people to build resilience at the local community level. Nor do they provide 
any protocol to, for example: (i) conduct a proper community needs assessment; (ii) manage 
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disaster rubble; (iii) respect human rights issues that may arise from planned interventions; (iv) 
assess the environmental and social impacts and the environmental and social sustainability of 
planned interventions; and (v) recognise and prevent local pre-disaster vulnerability, the root 
causes of disaster, or other social risks (e.g. rent-seeking, elite capture, organised crime 
infiltration, disaster capitalism and corruption) from being reproduced or even exacerbated.  
 
Overall, the command-and-control approach to resources (e.g. financial resources, natural 
resources, the built environment and associated land use, environmental, social protection and 
planning approaches), the use of disaster myths, emergency powers and procedures, and top-
down physical planning provide some national and local leaders with emergency powers, but, 
however, resoundingly fail to: understand risk in all its multiple dimensions (key priority 1, see 
Chapter 5); strengthen governance towards better DRR and resilience outcomes, (key priority 2, 
see Chapter 6); facilitate the efficacy of investments in disaster risk reduction for resilience (key 
priorty 3, see Chapter 7); or enhance disaster preparedness for effective response, and to build 
back better in recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction (key priority 4, see Chapter 8). 
Extrapolating from the L’Aquila situation, top-down civil protection systems tend to: (1) 
understand disaster risks only in terms of the likelihood of the hazard, while considering the 
assessment and reduction of local vulnerabilities irrelevant for a proper disaster risk assessment 
and the sharing of the knowledge concerning risk as a source of collective anxiety and alarmism 
that need to be controlled or avoided; (2) build a command-and-control governance of resources 
through emergency powers, state secrecy provisions and derogations all of which undermine 
strengthening of the local governance towards better DRR and resilience outcomes; (3) facilitate 
and protect rent-seeking, elite capture and disaster capitalism, rather than efficient investment to 
enhance DRR and resilience; (4) worsen local inequity and social exclusion, exacerbating pre-
disaster vulnerability and associated disaster risks and impacts, instead than building back better 
more sustainable and resilient societies. 
 
Extrapolating from the L’Aquila situation, it is clear that socially-sustainable transformations are 
required in the way disaster management and strategic national development interventions are 
conceived, decided, designed and realised, especially in the institutional and financial strategies, 
physical planning, risk management and community participation approaches the states use to 
orient the implementation of planned interventions in times of crises and disasters. In order to 
fully accomplish their declared commitment to the Key Priority Areas of investment and 
intervention recommended by the United Nations, states should: (1) overcome the constraints of 
a techno-scientific knowledge and understand that risks have social dimensions and can be 
reduced only if local vulnerabilities and social risks and the root causes of disasters are reduced 
too (key priority 1, Chapter 5); (2) build inclusive and socially sustainable governance of disaster 
management and development at all levels of social organization, avoiding the adoption of a 
military-type command-and-control approach to resources and the use of emergency powers (key 
priority 2, Chapter 6); (3) design and implement effective financial strategies through which 
orienting investments to strengthen community resilience (social learning and transformation), 
rather than disaster capitalism and corruption (key priority 3, Chapter 7); (4) design and 
implement physical planning  and risk management approaches that would prevent environmental 
and social impacts, respect human rights, foster inclusive social learning and socially-sustainable 
transformations and build resilience, rather than facilitating rent-seeking, elite capture, and 
organized crime infiltration or creating second disasters (key priority 4, Chapter 8).  
 
On the other hand, to enable the various United Nations principles and declarations about DRR 
and resilience to be more effectively respected and implemented in practice, the international 
community must pay more attention to the mechanism by which states conceive, decide, design 
and implement disaster management interventions. The Key priority Areas of investment and 
intervention recommended by the United Nations, together with the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, 
the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, the New Urban Agenda and the 2030 Agenda, are solid 
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base for the formulation of national and local strategies to enhance social development outcomes 
in planned interventions, such as building more resilient and sustainable societies (UNECOSOC, 
2018). Achieving social development outcomes requires the building of goal-oriented governance 
of social-ecological systems at all scales, which demands an inclusive goal-setting process 
(Biermann et al., 2017; Kanie and Biermann, 2017).  
 
Building governance to achieve shared social development outcomes requires sharing and 
strengthening empathy, caring and social responsibility among all actors towards the most 
vulnerable and those over-exposed to risks and impacts. It also requires enacting effective social 
and institutional learning processes that can help all actors to cooperate to collectively learn from 
past failures and transform towards better outcomes in the future. Enhancing DRR and resilience 
at all levels of society requires a closer link between knowledge and action, which demands that 
scientific practices become more oriented towards the societal arenas in which sustainability 
problems, including disaster risks and impacts, are tackled. Understanding knowledge through 
the concept of ‘knowledge systems’ helps in visualising how Science can support societies to 
address sustainability. By being problems that affect societies at all levels, sustainability issues 
(including DRR and resilience) require learning processes where the more the members of society 
are included within the knowledge system, the more people can better know, act and learn towards 
achieving desired social development outcomes and building resilience and social sustainability 
at all levels of society. The common purpose of achieving social development outcomes, 
including enhanced DRR and resilience, demands opening-up knowledge systems at all levels of 
society to allow a broader constituency to participate in the processes of knowledge production, 
the implementation of actions (i.e. prevention, mitigation, monitoring and enhancement), and in 
learning and transformation. Ensuring that knowledge systems are open means enabling all 
members of society, especially the most vulnerable, to participate in better knowing, acting, and 
in learning from actions and transform towards better outcomes in the future. To effectively 
engage local communities within the governance of disaster management and development, and 
of knowledge production processes, the DRR and resilience paradigm demands a paradigm shift 
from protecting vulnerable, affected communities to engaging and empowering their capacities 
to learn and transform; and thus from centralized, civil protection systems to inclusive, 
decentralized community empowerment systems capable of orienting investments and 
interventions towards reducing local vulnerabilities, and environmental and social risks and 
impacts; enabling and empowering social learning and socially-sustainable transformations; and 
building resilience at all levels of society before and after disasters 
 
Recent advances in disaster and development studies have emphasized the need for SIA to 
accompany post-disaster interventions (Benson and Twigg, 2007; Jah et al., 2010), in order to 
“understand the social and economic context, incorporate the perspectives and interests of those 
whom the project is intended to assist, anticipate the project’s social impacts (both positive and 
negative), and prepare to mitigate them, when necessary” (Jah et al., 2010, p.74). However, until 
now, little attempt has been made by international and national disaster and development 
agencies, governments, or other public and private organizations to adopt the Social Impact 
Assessment philosophy and process and apply its methodology in any planned intervention both 
before and after disasters. The SIA community has also made little effort to extend the theoretical 
and practical domain of SIA from being a regulatory or techno-scientific assessment tool for large 
scale projects, especially deployed in the extractive industry sector, to being a process of 
enhancing social development outcomes and of empowering local communities for building 
community resilience and achieving the SDGs.  
 
SIA has traditionally developed as a tool to manage the intended and unintended social impacts 
of development projects. Despite evolutionary progresses in thinking and practice, too often SIA 
keeps being considered as only a sub-field of environmental impact assessment (EIA), resulting 
in its being merely an add-on to pre-determined projects (O’Faircheallaigh, 2009; Suopajärvi, 
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2013). Traditional understandings and practices of SIA still are ingrained within the institutional 
environmental licensing procedures and arrangements, or within top-down social protection 
measures, which too often are focused only on post-hoc remedies, such as job creation, 
compensation, or grievance procedures strategies (Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). This 
undermines the potential of SIA to be an effective process capable of orienting the decision, 
conception, design and implementation of any disaster management and development policy, 
plan, and project towards positive social development outcomes before any intervention gets 
conceived, designed, funded and implemented in the field (Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). 
Although there have been advances in the SIA field in the conceptualization of social changes 
and impacts and of the multiple dimensions of local community wellbeing (Slootweg et al., 2001; 
Vanclay, 2002; Smyth and Vanclay, 2017), still little is said about how SIA can enhance 
prevention (DRR), or about how SIA can develop effective tools and processes to reduce local 
vulnerabilities and social risks, enhance resilience and prevent negative social risks and impacts 
in advance.  
 
The current understanding of SIA emphasises the need to see SIA not only as a mitigation 
approach to the impacts of development, but also as an enhancement strategy that can support 
development policies, plans, programs, and projects to better achieve social development 
outcomes and the SDGs. Current advances in SIA are: human rights impact assessment 
(Götzmann et al., 2016; van der Ploeg and Vanclay, 2017, 2018); Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
(Vanclay and Esteves, 2011; Hanna and Vanclay, 2016;); community-based agreement making 
and deliberative democracy (Nish and Bice, 2011; Hartz-Karp and Pope, 2011); social license to 
operate (Dare et al., 2014; Bice and Moffat, 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay, 2014 and 2017); and risk 
assessment and resilience (Mahmoudi et al., 2013; Esteves et al., 2017; Imperiale and Vanclay, 
2016a , 2016b). However, how to build a socially sustainable governance and orient such SIA 
advances towards reducing local vulnerabilities, risks, impacts and the root causes of disaster, 
enhancing inclusive learning and socially sustainable transformation, and building resilient 
landscapes and communities, must be further explored. The 2030 Agenda, the Addis Ababa 
Action Agenda, the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, the New Urban Agenda, and the key 
priorities areas of investment and intervention recommended by the United Nations in the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, they all require understanding of resilience 
and how it can be strengthened at the local community level and be built at all levels of society. 
However, there is still lack of conceptualization of resilience and how it comes into action at the 
local community level and other levels of society, and lack of investigation on effective 
methodologies that would be able to strengthen resilience at the local community level and build 
it at all levels of society, thus better aligning human efforts to the international paradigm of DRR 
and resilience and the 2030 Agenda (Berkes and Ross, 2016). 
 
The conceptualisation of the cognitive and interactional dimensions of resilience at the local 
community level and other levels of society; of the counterproductive actions to avoid (i.e. 
counterproductive learning, counterproductive transformation and the mechanism of disaster 
capitalism); and of the SIA Framework for Action provided in this PhD thesis have the potential 
to enhance understanding of resilience in society and how to enhance inclusive social learning, 
empower socially sustainable transformations and build resilience at multiple levels of social 
organization. The SIA Framework for Action is oriented to co-produce transformative knowledge 
about local vulnerabilities, risks, impacts and the root causes to reduce, and about the desired 
social development outcomes to achieve together with the affected local communities. It can be 
used to recognise local community needs and desires and engage and strengthen the positive 
individual and collective feelings, attitudes, knowledge narratives actions and behaviours local 
people develop to build resilience at the local community level in times of crises and disasters.  
 
The SIA Framework for Action can also enact effective community engagement strategies that 
orient local communities towards building a common vision about: the multiple dimensions of 



 320 

community wellbeing that need to be enhanced; the local vulnerabilities, risks and root causes of 
disasters that need to be reduced; and the capacities that need to be strengthened. All this 
contributes to enhancing inclusive social learning and building socially sustainable 
transformations, resilience and a glocal culture of resilience at all levels of society.  
 
Through the SIA Framework for Action, SIA will become an effective process that would lead 
external actors to co-conceive, co-decide, co-design and co-implement any planned intervention 
to build resilience at all levels of society before and after disasters. To be effective, SIA and the 
SIA Framework for Action should lead the building of sustainable knowledge systems that orient 
the governance of disaster management and development interventions, before and after disasters. 
To create such sustainable knowledge systems, the paradigm shift evoked by the DRR and 
resilience paradigm from managing disasters to reducing the risks of disasters should be fully 
implemented in practice. This paradigm shift should lead development and impact assessment 
fields to a similar paradigm shift from managing the impacts to reducing the risks from any 
planned intervention. This paradigm shift should be accompanied by a cultural revolution from 
the mythology of command-and-control to social learning and transformation, and from a top-
down social protection culture, to a glocal culture of resilience. The greater focus on the risks of 
development, rather than on its impacts, would thus pursue the states to carefully know how to 
reduce these risks, enhance social learning from past failures and transformation towards 
sustainability, and achieve desired development outcomes beforehand any planned intervention 
is conceived, decided, designed and implemented. 
 
To realise all this, several crucial shifts are required in the way states typically conceive their 
institutional and financial strategies, and in the physical planning, risk management and 
community participation approaches through which they orient planned interventions before and 
after disasters. A crucial shift should be fostered in the institutional strategy from a command-
and-control approach to a coordination-and-comanagement approach to resources; from 
facilitating rent-seeking and elite capture to pursuing equity, mutual aid and cooperation in the 
financial strategy; from typical top-down planning to socially sustainable planning capable to 
prevent environmental and social impacts, respect human rights and build resilience; and from a 
top-down civil protection culture to a glocal culture of resilience that will foster transformative 
and co-produced knowledge, inclusive social learning and socially sustainable transformations in 
risk management, physical planning and in community participation approaches of every planned 
interventions. Overall, the DRR and resilience paradigm requires a crucial paradigm shift from 
considering vulnerable, affected communities unable to learn and act, to considering them as 
people who have individual and collective needs, feelings, desires, attitudes, capacities, 
knowledge, believes, values, and narratives; and from protecting them to empowering their 
capacities to learn and transform. Overall a crucial shift is needed from centralised civil protection 
systems to more inclusive and decentralised community empowerment systems.  
 
Community resilience outcomes (i.e. equity, participation, social inclusion, mutual aid, 
cooperation, disaster risk reduction, social sustainability and community wellbeing) should 
become the principles, means and outcomes by which the institutional and financial strategies, 
physical planning, risk management and community participation approach are designed and 
implemented in order to empower local communities and build resilience at all levels of society. 
In this way, community empowerment systems would: enhance empathy, caring, social 
responsibility for and respect and recognition of the most vulnerable and those most in danger 
rather than only of the elite; enable the building of mutual aid and cooperation rather than rent-
seeking and elite capture; and facilitate equity, social inclusion, cohesion, and awareness for 
community wellbeing and social sustainability rather than rent-seeking, elite capture, organised 
crime infiltration and corruption. All this would help external actors and local communities build 
a glocal culture of resilience rather than a culture of disaster capitalism, and transform affected 
landscapes into landscapes of affect, rather than carcasses to exploit.  
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De rol van lokale gemeenschappen in een mondiaal risicolandschap: Social 
Impact Assessment gebruiken om de veerkracht van de gemeenschap in 
kwetsbare regio's te begrijpen, herkennen, betrekken en versterken. 
(summary in Dutch) 
 
 
In de afgelopen drie decennia maakte de dramatische toename van rampen, met name klimaatgerelateerde 
rampen, inzicht in wat veerkracht in sociale systemen is en hoe deze op alle niveaus van de samenleving 
kan worden verbeterd, belangrijker dan ooit. De goedkeuring van de Agenda 2030 voor duurzame 
ontwikkeling bevestigde opnieuw de dringende noodzaak om rampenrisicovermindering (DRR) te 
verbeteren en de weerbaarheid van de gemeenschap op te bouwen bij alle rampenbeheersings- en 
ontwikkelingsinterventies. Het opbouwen van veerkracht van de gemeenschap is ingebed in een breed 
scala aan duurzame ontwikkelingsdoelen (SDG's) en doelen. Samen met DRR is het opbouwen van 
veerkracht van de gemeenschap een transversaal probleem, dat van invloed is op de vooruitgang bij het 
behalen van de SDG's. 
 
Deze studie onderzoekt de rol die Social Impact Assessment speelt bij het begrijpen, herkennen, betrekken 
en versterken van de veerkracht van gemeenschappen in kwetsbare regio's. Het vergroot het theoretische 
en praktische domein van SIA, met name om de cognitieve en interactionele dimensies van veerkracht van 
lokale gemeenschappen beter te conceptualiseren en te overwegen hoe veerkracht op alle niveaus van de 
samenleving kan worden opgebouwd. Deel 1 onderzoekt hoe de veerkracht van de gemeenschap in actie 
kwam onder plattelandsgemeenschappen in het L’Aquila-berggebied (regio Abruzzo, Italië) na de 
aardbeving in L’Aquila op 6 april 2009. Het definieert veerkracht in sociale termen en beschrijft hoe Social 
Impact Assessment (SIA) werd toegepast in het kader van een duurzaam plattelandsontwikkelingsproject 
om de veerkracht van lokale gemeenschappen in het berggebied van L'Aquila te versterken.  
 
Deel 2 analyseert de tekortkomingen van de Italiaanse staat, de civiele beschermingsautoriteiten en de 
cijfers van de lokale autoriteiten in termen van het niet begrijpen van de verschillende dimensies van risico, 
het niet respecteren van de rampenbeheersprincipes van de Verenigde Naties, het niet verbeteren van de 
weerbaarheid van de gemeenschap en het niet opbouwen van beter, duurzamer en veerkrachtige 
samenleving in de ramp herstel, wederopbouw en ontwikkelingsactiviteiten na de aardbeving. Op basis 
van de bevindingen die in deel 1 en 2 zijn gerapporteerd, wordt in deel 3 nagedacht over wat er moet 
worden geleerd en getransformeerd in rampenmanagement en ontwikkelingstheorie en -praktijk, en hoe 
het veld voor effectbeoordeling, met name SIA, kan worden verbeterd om geplande interventies te 
ondersteunen om DRR verbeteren, veerkracht opbouwen op alle niveaus van de samenleving en de SDG's 
behalen. 
 
Deze studie concludeert dat het mechanisme dat wordt toegepast door staten die top-down, 
gecentraliseerde, sociale beschermingssystemen gebruiken, die rampenkapitalisme mogelijk maakt en de 
elites beschermt, moet worden afgeschaft. Een cruciale verschuiving in het denken en oefenen bij 
rampenbestrijding van het beschermen van kwetsbare, getroffen gemeenschappen naar het versterken van 
hun capaciteiten om te leren en te transformeren, en van top-down, gecentraliseerde sociale 
beschermingsstelsels naar gedecentraliseerde, sociaal duurzame gemeenschapsstimuleringssystemen is 
nodig.  
 
Het gebied van effectbeoordeling, met name van SIA, kan een dergelijke verschuiving ondersteunen, als 
de kennis ervan transformatief is en in samenwerking met lokale gemeenschappen wordt geproduceerd, 
en daadwerkelijk bijdraagt aan het opbouwen van een gemeenschapscultuur van welzijn en veerkracht, in 
plaats van een van rampenkapitalisme. Dit zal ertoe bijdragen dat getroffen landschappen veranderen in 
affectieve landschappen in plaats van te exploiteren karkassen. 
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Il ruolo delle comunitá locali in un paesaggio globale a rischio:  
Usare la Valutazione di Impatto Sociale per capire, riconoscere, coinvolgere, e 
rafforzare la resilienza di comunitá in territori vulnerabili. 
(summary in Italian) 
 
 
Negli ultimi tre decenni, l’aumento di disastri, in particolare quelli legati al clima, ha reso la 
comprensione in termini sociali della resilienza e di come rafforzarla in società, più importante 
che mai. Dagli anni '80, varie dichiarazioni internazionali delle Nazioni Unite hanno stabilito e 
promulgato un paradigma che definisce la riduzione del rischio di disastri e l’aumento della 
resilienza quali principi fondamentali che dovrebbero essere la base dell’operato di ogni agenzia 
di gestione di disastri e pianificazione dello sviluppo nel mondo. Questo paradigma raccomanda 
la riduzione delle vulnerabilità e dei rischi sociali, il coinvolgimento e rafforzamento delle 
comunità e la costruzione della resilienza in società in ogni fase della gestione dei disastri e di 
interventi pianificati per lo sviluppo. L'adozione dell'Agenda 2030 per lo sviluppo sostenibile ha 
ribadito l'urgente necessità di rafforzare la riduzione del rischio di disastri e costruire comunità 
resilienti in ogni intervento pianificato prima e dopo i disastri, perché si possano realmente 
raggiungere gli obiettivi di sviluppo sostenibile. 
 
Questo studio indaga il ruolo della valutazione di impatto sociale nella comprensione e nel 
rafforzamento della resilienza di comunità nelle regioni vulnerabili. La prima parte esplora il 
modo in cui la resilienza di comunità è entrata in azione tra le comunità rurali nell'area montana 
dell’Aquila (Abruzzo, Italia) dopo il terremoto del 6 aprile 2009, e definisce cos’è la resilienza di 
comunitá e come entra in azione nei sistemi sociali (Capitolo 3). Inoltre, introduce il quadro 
operativo di azioni di valutazione di impatto sociale (the Social Impact Assessment Framework 
for Action) che è stato ideato, sviluppato e applicato per la prima volta nella regione montana 
aquilana per rafforzare la resilienza delle comunità locali che vivono in questo territorio (Capitolo 
4). La parte 2 analizza come lo stato italiano, le autorità nazionali di protezione civile e le autorità 
locali abbiano fallito nel comprendere le molteplici dimensioni locali del rischio (Capitolo 5), nel 
rispettare i principi delle Nazioni Unite per la gestione dei disastri (Capitolo 6), nel migliorare la 
resilienza di comunità (Capitolo 7), e nel ricostruire comunitá più sostenibili e resilienti (Capitolo 
8). Rielaborando i risultati riportati nelle Parti 1 e 2, la Parte 3 riflette su ciò che deve essere 
appreso e trasformato nella teoria e nella pratica della gestione dei disastri e della pianificazione 
dello sviluppo. La terza parte di questo lavoro, suggerisce anche come il campo della valutazione 
d'impatto, in particolare della valutazione di impatto sociale e il nuovo quadro d'azioni proposto 
(the SIA Framework for Action), possa essere ulteriormente potenziato perché si supporti meglio 
ogni tipo di intervento pianificato nel rafforzare la resilienza a tutti i livelli della società e nel 
realizzare gli obiettivi di sviluppo sostenibile (Capitolo 9). 
 
Questo studio conclude che il meccanismo messo in atto dagli stati che utilizzano sistemi di 
protezione civile centralizzati, facilita il capitalismo dei disastri, protegge le élites e deve essere 
abolito. Un cambio cruciale nella gestione dei disastri e nella pianificazione dello sviluppo da 
sistemi di protezione civile a sistemi di rafforzamento di comunitá decentralizzati e socialmente 
sostenibili, è più che mai necessario. Tale cambio dovrebbe basarsi su una conoscenza coprodotta 
e trasformativa in grado di costruire una cultura del benessere e della resilienza di comunitá, 
piuttosto che una cultura del capitalismo dei disastri. Questo contribuirà a trasformare i paesaggi 
colpiti da crisi e disastri, in paesaggi di affezione – piuttosto che in carcasse da sfruttare –. 
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