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In October 2012 six scientists were sentenced to six years' imprisonment by an Italian 

court for their alleged role in the death of many people in the L'Aquila earthquake of April 

6 2009. In January 2013 the full reasoning behind the verdict was made public. 

According to the court, notwithstanding an ongoing seismic swarm, the scientists had 

improperly "reassured" the population so that many people returned to their homes, 

and "consequently" died in the earthquake. 

The reassurance given by the scientists had been requested by politicians. Moreover, 

the presentation of the experts' opinions to the public was imprecise. This highlights 

the need for scientists to improve their communication skills. 

From a legal point of view, the convictions appear to be wrong for two reasons: 

l The court disregarded the rules for the admission of scientific evidence at trial. The 

judges accepted the theory of earthquake precursor phenomena without an accurate 

assessment of the consensus on this theory within the scientific community. This is 

contrary to the criteria accepted by the Supreme Court following the well-known 

Daubert case.  

l The court sustained that when the experts' reassurance was given, a major 

earthquake was not unpredictable because "every year 120 earthquakes of the 

same magnitude happen in the world", and because the area of L'Aquila is 

seismically active. Statistics should not be mistreated in this way. The correct 

evaluation of data would not have disregarded the chronological aspect: what was 

the chance that in the days immediately following the experts' reassurances, a major 

earthquake could have occurred in L'Aquila, even considering the seismic swarm? 

Infinitely low, as proven by a Bayesian calculus (ie, a calculus which takes into 

account the increased probability of a major earthquake shock in L'Aquila, given the 

seismic swarm). Therefore, the causal link between the experts' reassurance and 

the deaths in the earthquake was interrupted because of the unpredictable 

earthquake.  

It is hoped that for the above reasons, the decision will be overturned by the appeal 

court, which is expected to hear the case at the end of 2013 or the start of 2014. 

For further information on this topic please contact Luciano Butti or Marina Zalin at B&P 

Avvocati by telephone (+39 045 8012901), fax (+39 045 8031355) or email (

luciano.butti@buttiandpartners.com or marina.zalin@buttiandpartners.com). 

The materials contained on this website are for general information purposes only and 

are subject to the disclaimer.  

ILO is a premium online legal update service for major companies and law firms worldwide. In-

house corporate counsel and other users of legal services, as well as law firm partners, qualify 

for a free subscription. Register at www.iloinfo.com.  
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