
Italy muzzled scientist who foresaw quake

Gavin Jones, Reuters, 4-6-09

ROME, April 6 -- An Italian scientist predicted a major earthquake around L'Aquila weeks before disaster
struck the city on Monday, killing dozens of people, but was reported to authorities for spreading panic
among the population.

The first tremors in the region were felt in mid-January and continued at regular intervals, creating
mounting alarm in the medieval city, about 100 km (60 miles) east of Rome.

Vans with loudspeakers had driven around the town a month ago telling locals to evacuate their houses
after seismologist Gioacchino Giuliani predicted a large quake was on the way, prompting the mayor's
anger.

Giuliani, who based his forecast on concentrations of radon gas around seismically active areas, was
reported to police for "spreading alarm" and was forced to remove his findings from the Internet.

Italy's Civil Protection agency held a meeting of the Major Risks Committee, grouping scientists charged
with assessing such risks, in L'Aquila on March 31 to reassure the townspeople.

"The tremors being felt by the population are part of a typical sequence ... (which is) absolutely normal in
a seismic area like the one around L'Aquila," the civil protection agency said in a statement on the eve of
that meeting.

"It is useful to underline that it is not in any way possible to predict an earthquake," it said, adding that the
agency saw no reason for alarm but was nonetheless effecting "continuous monitoring and attention".

As the media asked questions about the authorities' alleged failure to safeguard the population ahead of
the quake, the head of the National Geophysics Institute dismissed Giuliani's predictions.

"Every time there is an earthquake there are people who claim to have predicted it," he said. "As far as I
know nobody predicted this earthquake with precision. It is not possible to predict earthquakes."

Enzo Boschi said the real problem for Italy was a long-standing failure to take proper precautions despite
a history of tragic quakes.

"We have earthquakes but then we forget and do nothing. It's not in our culture to take precautions or
build in an appropriate way in areas where there could be strong earthquakes," he said.



Did scientist predict Italy quake?

Giampaolo Giuliani gave warnings, but researchers wonder whether it
was a fluke. The radon gas method he used has been unreliable, they
say.

Jia-Rui Chong, Los Angeles Times, 4-7-09

More than a week ago, a scientist little known in earthquake circles made a bold prediction of a
destructive earthquake in the Abruzzo region of central Italy based on spikes in radon gas. Giampaolo
Giuliani went so far as to tell the mayor of a town there that it would strike within the next 24 hours.

His deadline passed and for days, nothing happened.

Then, early Monday, a magnitude-6.3 earthquake struck near the town of L'Aquila, sparking a
controversy around the world about whether Giuliani truly predicted the temblor or whether it was a fluke
of timing.

"This happens all the time," said Tom Jordan, director of the Southern California Earthquake Center, who
is also principal investigator on a worldwide project called the Collaboratory for the Study of Earthquake
Predictability. "People send out predictions based on various stuff. It's always hard to evaluate."

The controversy around Giuliani is the latest twist in the maddening scientific quest to predict
earthquakes. Over the decades, many ideas have been tested, including studies of cockroach activity along
faults, ground warping and the movement of air masses.

"Being able to predict earthquakes is the Holy Grail of seismology," Caltech seismologist Egill Hauksson
said. "The more we try, the less progress we seem to make."

In 1975, scientists thought the riddle had been solved. Chinese government officials detected foreshocks
and successfully evacuated the area of Haicheng before a magnitude-7.3 earthquake. Unfortunately,
authorities were not able to predict the Tangshan earthquake a year later, and several hundred thousand
people died.

Researchers said most of the ideas over the years have been discredited, including the radon gas theory
that Giuliani used when making his earthquake prediction in Italy.

Soviet scientists appear to have done the pioneering work in the radon field, correlating radon and thoron
emissions in well water near Tashkent, Uzbekistan, in the 1960s to an earthquake in 1966. China and
Japan also invested in radon research.

Interest in radon as an earthquake signal peaked in the 1970s in California, said Susan Hough, who serves
as scientist in charge at the U.S. Geological Survey in Pasadena and is writing a book on earthquake
prediction. In 1979, for instance, scientists at Caltech and other institutions said they found changes in gas
levels in Southern California wells right before earthquakes in Malibu and Big Bear that year.

"The whole thing deflated when the places where they had detected [radon] had no earthquakes and
earthquakes happened in different areas," Hough said.

Giuliani, who is a technician at Italy's well-respected National Institute of Nuclear Physics, appears to



have spoken up about his radon data as early as March 24, in an interview on the Italian blog Donne
Democratiche.

Warner Marzocchi, chief scientist at Italy's National Institute of Geophysics and Vulcanology, said he
first heard about Giuliani's prediction around March 28, when the statements were broadcast on television
and radio.

Residents of the Abruzzo region were already on edge because a series of small earthquakes had been
rattling the area for weeks, mostly around a town called Sulmona, about 30 miles south of L'Aquila,
Marzocchi said.

Giuliani told the mayor of Sulmona that a quake would strike in six to 24 hours, Marzocchi said.

The Italian Civil Protection Agency tried to downplay the predictions, but some residents of Sulmona
evacuated, Marzocchi said. They had returned by the time the quake struck near L'Aquila, but there was
no major damage in Sulmona, he said.

"It's impossible to give credit to him," he said. "Nothing happened for one week -- and in a different
place!"

Giuliani's old-school predictions come at a time of progress in earthquake forecasting, after the
disillusionment of the 1980s and '90s, Jordan said.

Technological improvements have allowed scientists to collect more data at fault lines and to generate
complicated computer models based on reams of historical earthquake statistics, Jordan said.

"To show you're doing better than guessing requires some very careful testing procedures," he said.
"We've got a whole series of models that are being formally tested in California to see if they do a better
job of predicting earthquakes than other models."

The best models, he said, consider the whole cascade of foreshocks, main shocks and aftershocks. The
group is preparing a scientific paper on its preliminary results, he said.



UCLA quake predictor weighs in on Italy temblor

Jia-Rui Chong, Los Angeles Times, 4-10-09

There has been much debate about an Italian scientist's prediction of a quake in Italy several days
before one occurred near Rome. The scientist said changes in gas levels from the earth's crust
suggest a quake was coming -- a method that other experts say has been discredited.

Among the scientists voicing some skepticism about Giampaolo Giuliani’s claims was Vladimir
Keilis-Borok, a professor in residence at UCLA’s Department of Earth and Space Sciences.

“Certainly such announcements should be accompanied by the track record,” Keilis-Borok said.
“You have to tell how you monitored radon for so many years and say, ‘I made so many correct
predictions and so many false alarms.’ Without this information I cannot judge how he did.”

Indeed, this is the way earthquake scientists have judged Keilis-Borok, who became a sensation
when he predicted -- in a general way -- a quake off the coast of Hokkaido, Japan, and the San
Simeon earthquake in 2003.

The UCLA professor lost some of his star power when an earthquake predicted for the Southern
California desert by September 2004 failed to materialize. “I made for California two
predictions,” he said. “One was correct and the second was wrong.

"Each time we indicated the probability of false alarm was 50% so I would say that experiment
was successful,” he said. He hasn’t given up on his approach, which looks at “precursory chains”
of small quakes that had occurred in the past to develop predictions about larger quakes that
would occur in the future. He said that his method had predicted 10 out of 14 earthquakes of
magnitude 8 or greater worldwide.

Collaborators in Italy have made a few recent predictions in their country, Keilis-Borok said. But
he acknowledged that, as far as predicting Monday's temblor, one was a “failure to predict” and
the other was a “near miss.”

“Prediction is going to have limited accuracy,” he said. “It’s like military intelligence. Any
meaningful improvement of knowledge is important.”



Italy prime minister says more than 150 killed in
quake

Marta Falconi, Associated Press, 4-6-09

L'AQUILA, Italy — A powerful earthquake in mountainous central Italy knocked down whole
blocks of buildings early Monday as residents slept, killing more than 150 people in the country's
deadliest quake in nearly three decades. Tens of thousands were homeless and 1,500 were
injured.

Premier Silvio Berlusconi, speaking by telephone with one of the TV networks of his media
empire, said more than 150 people were dead and more than 1,500 people injured in the quake,
which struck near the medieval town of L'Aquila, nestled in the Apennine mountains, before
dawn.

The quake felled whole blocks of buildings in L'Aquila and the surrounding area early Monday
as residents slept.

Ambulances screamed through L'Aquila as firefighters with dogs and a crane worked feverishly
to reach people trapped in fallen buildings, including a university dormitory where a half dozen
students were believed still inside.

As midnight approached, rescuers pulled a scared-looking dog with a bleeding paw out of the
dormitory rubble. Relatives and friends of the missing stood wrapped in blankets or huddled
under umbrellas in the rain as rescuers pulled out pieces of what seemed like an armoire, a
smashed chair, photographs, wallets and diaries but none of the young people for whom they
were searching.

The relatives, sobbing or grim-faced, refused to talk to reporters.

But elsewhere in L'Aquila, firefighters reported pulling a 21-year-old woman and a 22-year-man,
both of them Italian, from what was an apartment building where many students rented flats. The
building's five stories had pancaked into one slab or concrete.

Outside the half-collapsed building, part of the University of L'Aquila, tearful young people
huddled together, some in their slippers, after being roused from sleep by the quake. Dozens
managed to escape as the dorm walls fell around them but hours after the quake, a body of a
male student was pulled from the rubble.

"We managed to come down with other students but we had to sneak through a hole in the stairs
as the whole floor came down," said student Luigi Alfonsi, 22. "I was in bed — it was like it
would never end as I heard pieces of the building collapse around me."

"There was water gushing out of broken water pipes, and the corridor which led to the stairs was
partially blocked when a piece of the wall came down," Alfonsi, his eyes filling with tears and
his hands trembling, told The Associated Press.



Some 10,000 to 15,000 buildings were either damaged or destroyed, officials said. L'Aquila
Mayor Massimo Cialente said about 100,000 people were homeless. It was not clear if the
mayor's estimate included surrounding towns.

The quake also took a severe toll on the city's prized architectural heritage. L'Aquila was built as
a mountain stronghold during the Middle Ages and has many Romanesque, Gothic and
Renaissance buildings.

Damage to monuments was reported as far away as Rome, where cracks appeared at the thermal
baths built in the 3rd century by the emperor Caracalla, Culture Ministry official Giuseppe
Proietti said. The damage was not serious, and other Roman monuments suffered no
consequences, he said.

Parts of many of the ancient churches and castles in and around L'Aquila have collapsed.
Centuries-old churches in many isolated villages in the area are believed partly collapsed, and
damage to ancient monuments has been reported as far as Rome.

L'Aquila, capital of the Abruzzo region, was near the epicenter about 70 miles (110 kilometers)
northeast of Rome. It is a quake-prone region that has had at least nine smaller jolts since the
beginning of April. The quake struck at 3:32 a.m. The U.S. Geological Survey said the big quake
was magnitude 6.3, but Italy's National Institute of Geophysics put it at 5.8. More than a dozen
aftershocks followed.

Italy's national police chief Antonio Manganelli said several people had been arrested for
looting. He said those picked up were "caught while they were stealing from abandoned houses.
It's sad."

The quake hit 26 towns and cities around L'Aquila, which lies in a valley surrounded by the
Apennine mountains. Castelnuovo, a hamlet of about 300 people 15 miles (25 kilometers)
southeast of L'Aquila, appeared hard hit, and five people were confirmed dead there. Another
small town, Onno, was almost leveled.

"A few houses have remained standing, but just a few," Stefania Pezzopane, provincial president
of L'Aquila, told Corriere della Sera. Rescue workers in Onna, a different small town, with a
population of about 250, said the town was virtually deserted as survivors sought shelter
elsewhere.

The four-star, 133-room Hotel Duca degli Abruzzi in L'Aquila's historic center was heavily
damaged but still standing and it was not known if there were any casualties, said Ornella De
Luca of the national civil protection agency in Rome. "The information is very fragmentary," she
said.

Premier Silvio Berlusconi declared a state of emergency, freeing up federal funds to deal with
the disaster, and canceled a visit to Russia so he could deal with the crisis.

Condolences poured in from around the world, including from President Barack Obama, Pope
Benedict XVI and Abdullah Gul, president of quake-prone Turkey.

Slabs of walls, twisted steel supports, furniture and wire fences were strewn about the streets of
L'Aquila, and gray dust carpeted sidewalks, cars and residents.



Residents and rescue workers hauled away debris from collapsed buildings by hand or in an
assembly lines, passing buckets. Firefighters pulled a woman covered in dust from the debris of
her four-story home. Rescue crews demanded quiet as they listened for signs of life from other
people believed still trapped inside.

Elsewhere, a man dressed only in his underwear wept as he was pulled from the debris and
embraced.

A body lay on the sidewalk, covered by a white sheet.

Parts of L'Aquila's main hospital were evacuated because they were at risk of collapse, and only
two operating rooms were in use. Bloodied victims waited in hospital hallways or in the
courtyard and many were being treated in the open. A field hospital was being set up.

In the dusty streets, as aftershocks rumbled through, residents hugged one another, prayed
quietly or frantically tried to call relatives. Residents covered in dust pushed carts full of clothes
and blankets that they had thrown together before fleeing their homes.

"We left as soon as we felt the first tremors," said Antonio D'Ostilio, 22, as he stood on a street
in L'Aquila with a huge suitcase piled with clothes. "We woke up all of a sudden and we
immediately ran downstairs in our pajamas."

Evacuees converged on an athletics field on the outskirts of L'Aquila where a makeshift tent
camp was being set up. Civil protection officials distributed bread and water to people who lay
on the grass next to heaps of their belongings.

"It's a catastrophe and an immense shock," said resident Renato Di Stefano, who was moving
with his family to the camp as a precaution. "It's struck in the heart of the city, we will never
forget the pain."

The Culture Ministry said a wall of the 13th century Santa Maria di Collemaggio church
collapsed and the bell tower of the Renaissance San Bernadino church also fell. The 16th century
castle housing the Abruzzo National Museum was damaged.

This was Italy's deadliest quake since Nov. 23, 1980, when one measuring 6.9-magnitude hit
southern regions, leveling villages and causing some 3,000 deaths.

Many modern structures in Italy over recent decades have failed to hold up to the rigors of
quakes along Italy's mountainous spine, or in coastal cities like Naples. Despite warnings by
geologists and architects, some of these buildings have not been retrofitted for seismic safety.

Pezzopane, the provincial president, said residents may have been lulled into complacency
because so many smaller quakes had jolted the area, including two or three earlier in the night.

"Considering what happened, a bit more concern, more attention might have saved lives," she
said.

National officials insisted no quake can ever be predicted and that no evacuation could have been
ordered on the basis of the recent jolts.



"There is no possibility of making any predictions on earthquakes. This is a fact in the world's
scientific community," Civil protection chief Guido Bertolaso told reporters.

The last major quake to hit central Italy was a 5.4-magnitude temblor that struck the south-
central Molise region on Oct. 31, 2002, killing 28 people, including 27 children who died when
their school collapsed.



Scientists dismiss prediction of Italy earthquake

Reuters – Italy's Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi (C) visits earthquake rescuers in the centre of
L'Aquila …

By Phil Stewart – Wed Apr 8, 12:42 pm ET

ROME (Reuters) – Earthquakes like the one that killed more than 200 people in Italy this week are still
impossible to predict, and a local scientist's claims to have done so should be treated with caution,
geophysicists say.
Gioacchino Giuliani is at the center of a debate about the limits of seismology after Italian officials
shrugged off his warnings last month that a devastating earthquake in the central Abruzzo region was
imminent.
In fact Giuliani, who works at the National Institute of Physics, was even reported to police for spreading
panic.
While many Italians are now more than ready to listen to whatever Giuliani has to say, geophysicists in
Europe and the United States remain skeptical of his claims to have discovered an effective early-warning
system.
Although scientists say it's easy to say where big quakes are likely to happen, pinning down the timing
can't be done, at least not yet.
"It's a very humbling field to be in ... We cannot predict earthquakes," said Ross Stein, a geophysicist at
the U.S. Geological Survey in Menlo Park, California.
"To predict an earthquake, whatever it is that we're using would have to be a reliable indicator ... And no
one has gotten close to that."
Giuliani based his forecast on emissions of radon gas. The theory goes that the gas is released as the fault
line adjusts itself before a major earthquake.
"We can know when an earthquake is coming," Giuliani said in one of the flurry of interviews he has
given to Italian media over the past 24 hours.
"To those who have not believed me, I'll just say that a scientist's dictionary should not contain the word
'impossible'. History has proven that to us."

But Giuliani isn't the first to look at radon gas. It's been studied since the 1970s and no research has yet
proven it as a reliable detection tool, scientists told Reuters.
"There isn't a definitive link between radon gas measurements and earthquake occurrence," said Brian
Baptie at the British Geological Survey. "Sometimes people have measured radon gas and no earthquakes
have occurred, and vice-versa."
Giuliani's forecast was far from perfect. He believed the quake would have struck the town of Sulmona,
which is more than 50 km (30 miles) south of L'Aquila. He also got the date wrong, predicting the quake
would strike several days earlier.



The head of Italy's Civil Protection Agency, Guido Bertolaso, told reporters that if they had listened to
Giuliani, they probably would have evacuated the residents of Sulmona to L'Aquila just in time for the
earthquake.
Still, Giuliani's claims have been a headache for Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, who has told Italians
that seismology still can't "predict 'the when' of quakes."
"What were we supposed to do, take 300,000 people and tell them to stay outside their homes for an
open-ended period? There's no way," Berlusconi told RAI state television.
Radon gas is just one of many avenues explored by scientists, who have looked at everything from how
cockroaches behave on fault lines to sudden changes in water levels and temperature as possible tools to
predict earthquakes.
Stern said if Giuliani wanted to be taken seriously by the scientific community, he should publish his
work and put it up to review.
"This physicist from Italy has every right to pursue something, as do the cockroach people. But we all
have to subject our work to the same standards of review," Stern said.


