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On 20 May 2012 in Emilia,
the ground shook violently 
and refused to stop. 

The initial tremor, which occurred just after midnight, 
was not so strong, measuring 4 on the Richter Scale 
with Bondeno (Ferrara) as its epicentre. “Odd”, 
thought many local inhabitants. But then they went 
back to sleep. The tremendous tremor struck at 4.03 
am, measuring 5.9 on the Richter Scale at a depth of 
6.3 kilometres. It lasted for a period of time that felt 
endless not only because of the way things moved, 
but also because of the way the earth shook. Those 
who were at the epicentre said: “It was not a question 
of movement, but of energy: it felt like being inside 
of a centrifuge”. Emilia continued to shake. Then 
came that Tuesday, 29 May when, at 9 am, a 

tremendous tremor caused the greatest number 
of casualties, along with the collapse of factories 
and homes. For weeks thereafter, facing earthquake 
swarms and filled with terror, we spent many 
evenings in the open, where, thankfully, the 
appearance of fireflies signalled the advent of warm 
weather. In 2012, the “crater” of the earthquake 
in Emilia comprised 59 municipalities (including 
4 regional capitals) identified by decree laws 
establishing their territorial boundaries. 
Subsequently, as reconstruction has progressed 
between 2019 and 2022, the crater has become 
progressively narrower.

As many as 67,591 housing units were inspected by 
technicians after the earthquakes. Of these, 33,645 
were declared uninhabitable and classified according 
to severity. Damage to the housing assets amounted 

to €3.3 billion. This report outlines the economic 
damage done and which is ultimately repairable 
if one works with foresight, commitment and drive. 
Unfortunately, there is no remedy for lives lost.

Damage to homes

It has been dubbed “the earthquake of the factories” 
since it was the first time in Italy that a tremor of this 
magnitude had struck one of the key manufacturing 
centres of the nation, accounting for the export of 
goods worth €12.2 billion on the global market. 
According to the surveys carried out by the Regional 
Government, the damage throughout Emilia-
Romagna amounted to around €5.2 billion for 

companies (€2.9 billion for industry and €2.3 billion 
for agribusiness), in addition to €3.5 billion for 
households and, finally, €2.7 billion for the public 
sector (school, health, architectural heritage, and 
so forth) totalling around €12.2 billion. These are just 
a few statistics, but they suffice to provide a picture 
of the difficulties facing the post-earthquake 
manufacturing sector.

The factories destroyed
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Fortunately, there were no victims among pupils, 
but in terms of damage caused to school property 
the Emilia earthquake ranks first in the history of Italy, 
with around 570 school buildings rendered unfit for 
use and 70,000 girls and boys affected. Many of 
the damaged schools could be renovated within 
a few months, others needed at least a year’s work, 
while others still were beyond repair. To these can 

be added the 27 libraries and 33 theatres damaged. 
The President of the Region and Commissioner 
for Reconstruction, in conjunction with the local 
institutions, decided that schools could not be 
put on the long finger, and in the summer dozens 
of companies were already at work to achieve a lofty 
goal, namely, reopen schools in the autumn.

Schools and 
public services

Four hospitals were completely evacuated 
(Mirandola, Finale Emilia and Carpi in the Modena 
area, Bondeno in the Ferrara area) with the loss of 
approximately 540 beds and the transfer of 619 
patients. Numerous surgeries of general practitioners 
and paediatricians were also unusable, as were many 

other health and social care facilities. Help and 
counselling desks were organised almost everywhere, 
with psychiatrists and psychologists placing 
themselves at the disposal of a population shaken 
by post-traumatic stress symptoms.

Hospitals 
evacuated

The damage to the historical and artistic heritage 
immediately looked extremely serious. Crumbling 
and deep scars affected churches, theatres, palaces, 
towers, castles, fortresses, paintings and sculptures. 
The balance sheet was disturbing: 80% of the 

heritage affected by the earthquake was made up of 
listed cultural assets, totalling about 2,000 buildings. 
Considering only public buildings or buildings for 
public use, assessments of damage to date amount 
to €1.705 billion. 

The wounded 
cultural heritage
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In order to provide an account of the activities
carried out by the Regional Government, it is 
necessary to start from the priorities that oriented 
work in the various phases of emergency, 
reconstruction and revitalisation of the area.

In order to provide an account of the activities 
carried out by the Regional Government, it is 
necessary to start from the priorities that oriented 
work in the various phases of emergency, 
reconstruction and revitalisation of the area. These 
objectives were taken up and formalised in various 
fora. A long process of transition focused on the 
issues of health, safety and well-being of the people 
involved and the restoration of the essential 
conditions for the resumption of life in local 
communities.

The most common and legitimate desire following 
a calamity is a return to normalcy. However, a return 
to one’s former life is not always possible. This is why, 
as with other crisis situations, an earthquake can also 
represent an opportunity to reassess and promote 
reflection on the social, housing and economic 
conditions of the area, with a view to their relaunch. 
Out of all this, goals were identified with which to 
devise a collective project for the regeneration of 
the crater area, one shared by the local authorities, 
associations and community representatives.
   

Four hospitals were completely evacuated 
(Mirandola, Finale Emilia and Carpi in the Modena 
area, Bondeno in the Ferrara area) with the loss of 
approximately 540 beds and the transfer of 619 
patients. Numerous surgeries of general practitioners 
and paediatricians were also unusable, as were many 

other health and social care facilities. Help and 
counselling desks were organised almost everywhere, 
with psychiatrists and psychologists placing 
themselves at the disposal of a population shaken 
by post-traumatic stress symptoms.

Hospitals 
evacuated



The decisions made by
the Regional Government 
of Emilia-Romagna

1. Ensure that no one is left alone

2. Secure all worksites

3. Guarantee the opening of schools

4. Discourage the proliferation of makeshift shelters

5. Facilitate restoration and renovation

6. Deliver continuity and certainty to jobs 
 and businesses

7. Plan work on cultural assets

8. Reopen damaged municipal buildings without delay

9. Make the value of donations apparent

10. Repair water infrastructures

11. Support agricultural activities.and renovation

12. Ensure the continuity of healthcare services

13. Set a time limit for tent camps

8
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Discomfort, rage and melancholy are very
typical mental states following a traumatic 
incident and can induce one to believe that 
normality is on a distant horizon, one possibly 
beyond grasp. 

The initial tremor, which occurred just after midnight, 
was not so strong, measuring 4 on the Richter Scale 
with Bondeno (Ferrara) as its epicentre. “Odd”, 
thought many local inhabitants. But then they went 
back to sleep. The tremendous tremor struck at 4.03 
am, measuring 5.9 on the Richter Scale at a depth of 
6.3 kilometres. It lasted for a period of time that felt 
endless not only because of the way things moved, 
but also because of the way the earth shook. Those 
who were at the epicentre said: “It was not a question 
of movement, but of energy: it felt like being inside of 
a centrifuge”. Emilia continued to shake. Then came 
that Tuesday, 29 May when, at 9 am, a tremendous 

tremor caused the greatest number of casualties, 
along with the collapse of factories and homes. 
For weeks thereafter, facing earthquake swarms 
and filled with terror, we spent many evenings 
in the open, where, thankfully, the appearance 
of fireflies signalled the advent of warm weather.
In 2012, the “crater” of the earthquake in Emilia 
comprised 59 municipalities (including 4 regional 
capitals) identified by decree laws establishing their 
territorial boundaries. Subsequently, as 
reconstruction has progressed between 2019 and 
2022, the crater has become progressively narrower.

Identifying the actual need for temporary housing 
was not easy. The figures collected by the 
municipalities varied constantly, as is to be expected 
in volatile situations, partly because efforts were 
made to reduce them day by day.  
There has been no change, however, in the shared 
vision that has always assigned prefabs the task of 
guaranteeing decent housing facilities, albeit time-
limited (approximately three years, and certainly 
no more than six).
To minimise the need for linking infrastructure 
projects, the technical offices of the municipalities 
chose the best locations for each community that 

were adjacent to built-up areas. 
After identifying the latter, it was necessary to 
mediate between community rights and property 
owners’ rights before moving forward with the 
expropriations.
This was a complex process, completed in record 
time. In the end, 755 prefabricated modules were 
built over a surface of 212,855 m2 at a total cost 
of €55,906,760 (of which €40,463,756 for works 
and €477,214 for three-yearly maintenance), to which 
were added expenses to ensure the full usability 
of the modules (i.e. furniture and installations) 
for a total of €14,965,788.

Removable 
prefabs
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For a region that had lost 570 schools in a matter of 
days, ensuring a smooth end to the school year and 
getting all students back to class after the summer 
break so as to adhere to the academic calendar was 
a challenging task. Emilia, however, persisted in its 
belief and surmounted every obstacle. In October 
2012, all boys and girls returned to class on schedule 
for the opening of the school year. 
It was an organisational effort of considerable 
proportions, in which planners and technicians with 
previous experience (such as those involved in the 
earthquakes in Marche and Umbria in 1997 and in 
Abruzzo in 2009), as well as construction managers, 

contractors, workers and as many as 19 regional and 
municipal government departments played an active 
role. Thanks to the commitment of all those who 
participated, this work group, coordinated by the 
technical department of the President of the Region 
and Deputy Commissioner, ensured the construction 
of 60 new school facilities and the restoration of 
more than 300 buildings in less than five months. 
This was a huge accomplishment from an 
organisational and financial standpoint, with €256.5 
million allocated to ensure that education would 
continue and to provide families with the chance 
to establish a new middle ground.

Back to school as 
quickly as possible

Forward medical bases were established in the 
vicinity of hospital that had been evacuated so that 
doctors and nurses could examine and admit 
patients with minor to serious trauma-related 
disorders. The local general practitioners and primary 

care paediatricians - many of whom had lost their 
outpatient clinics - immediately assisted the locals, 
first at the site of the catastrophe and then at the 
forward medical bases set up during emergencies 
or in the host communities.

Maintaining 
healthcare

After the terrible earthquakes in which employees 
and company owners perished, and following the 
rescues, bereavements, fit-for-purpose inspections 
and the attempts to get whatever was left to safety, 
phones were ringing off the hook with businesses 
sounding out each other’s needs. In many companies, 
restoration work had already commenced, despite 
only a few days having passed. Everyone got busy 
amid the commotion, despite the challenges faced, 
and occasionally with impetuousness. 

The priority was getting people back to work in an 
attempt to counteract the impact on employment 
generated by the collapse of many factories. In order 
to prevent the emergency from spreading and the 
associated hazards of the afflicted area becoming 
impoverished, the decision was made to handle the 
disaster within a framework of established rules that 
had reconstruction and revitalization as their primary 
objective.

Post-shock work 
and manufacturing
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Following the earthquake, an extraordinary 
and unceasing show of solidarity developed. 
The outpouring of feeling that was sparked in the 
immediate wake of the earthquake at all levels, 
both institutional and informal, combined with two 
significant events planned with the assistance of 
numerous artists and broadcast on national 
television networks: the Concert for Emilia held at the 
Dall’Ara Stadium in Bologna, and Italia Loves Emilia 
which took place at the Campovolo Stadium in 
Reggio Emilia. These raised €14.4 million through 

solidarity text messages alone, and when the 
proceeds from ticket sales and merchandise were 
included, the €30 million mark was quickly 
surpassed. In the ten years since the earthquake, 
the amount collected has reached €60.5 million 
and fund-raising is still ongoing. In a similar vein, 
the Regional Government has consistently pledged 
to back up its gratitude with a tangible act, namely, 
timely and transparent disclosure, via the Open 
Reconstruction website, of the allocation of funds 
and the status of works on the projects financed.

The role 
of solidarity
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Emilia-Romagna was an area unfamiliar 
with the expression “state of emergency”, 
in its myriad meanings.

This was because, while such destructive calamities 
had certainly occurred in the past, this was many 
centuries ago. But it can also be explained by the 
fact that the concept of an extraordinary government 
centralising equally extraordinary means and powers, 
even to cope with exceptional catastrophes, was 
more foreign here than elsewhere, since in Emilia-
Romagna the notion of concerted action has always 
prevailed. It was this mentality that inspired Emilia-
Romagna institutions to forge new paths in 2012, 
ushering in a new administrative strategy that would 

go down in the annals of Italy’s handling of severe 
disasters. It is a story that we will attempt to 
recapitulate here. Despite Italy’s experience in 
managing post-disaster reconstruction, in 2012 there 
was still no relevant regulatory framework or national 
strategy. The President of the Regional Government, 
as Deputy Commissioner, therefore found himself 
managing the state of emergency by plotting his 
strategy day by day, partly by following the furrows 
of the few administrative tools available, partly by 
opening up new ones.

Thanks to the experiences of the most recent post-
disaster reconstructions, four guidelines were 
brought into focus from the outset.

1. First, adopting concerted decision making as 
an indispensable working method at all institutional 
levels and including the economic and social players 
in the area.

2. Secondly, limiting the danger of depopulation 
to which the most afflicted places were exposed, 
thereby preventing the development of new stable 

residential hubs in outlying areas and curbing the 
transfer of manufacturing to other regions of Italy 
or even overseas.

3. Thirdly, seeing reconstruction as an opportunity 
for landscape enhancement and technical-quality 
adaptation of the architectural fabric of buildings.

4. And finally, finding a balance between innovation 
and conservation, with the overcoming of the rigid 
concept of “as it was, where it used to be”.

The choices 
made by Emilia
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The guiding principle behind the choices made was 
making the best use of available skills. For example, 
management of rubble was handled by the Region’s 
Department of the Environment, the census of listed 
assets was entrusted to the offices of the Ministry of 
Cultural Heritage, and provisional works were 
managed by the Fire Department. In short, an open-
air laboratory was implemented, one where real 
subsidiarity (the principle according to which a 
central authority should perform only those tasks 
which cannot be performed at a more local level) 
prevailed, and where the people called upon were 
those needed most, i.e. “those who knew how to do 
it” for the simple reason that “they knew how to do 
it”, and it mattered not whether one was drawing 
from a pool of local or national talents. There were 
many actors involved, some with decision-making 

powers, others with steering and monitoring tasks 
and others still who provided technical and 
operational support. In the latter sphere, for example, 
Fintecna, a company of the Cassa Depositi e Prestiti 
(CDP), was involved, with the task of supporting, 
in a technical capacity, the tendering procedures for 
works and the subsequent checks and inspections. 
Moreover, Invitalia, the national agency for attracting 
investment, was brought on board at national level to 
deal with the procedures for compensating damage 
to manufacturing activities. Many employees of the 
Regional Government were mobilised on a voluntary 
basis to implement the organisational structure in 
support of the Commissioner, bringing will-skills, 
experience and knowledge in the technical, 
administrative and legal fields. 

Competence 
and determination

The main actor in the management of the emergency 
was he Commissioner, i.e. the President of the 
Region, whose preferred tool was the ordinance, 
an emergency measure with a simplified procedure. 
The order of priority and action can be understood 
by scrolling through the headings of the measures 
adopted: the first ordinances concerned schools 
(July 2012), provisional works, housing, temporary 
buildings to be used for public services and meeting 

places (municipal buildings, churches, gyms, 
auditoriums, and so forth), and light reconstruction 
of private sector buildings (August 2012). These were 
followed by businesses, more heavy private 
reconstruction (October 2012), churches (December 
2012) and, finally, public works and the cultural 
heritage (September 2013). 
The goal was to act quickly while maintaining a focus 
on lawfulness and transparency.

Ordinances 
and measures

The Memorandum of Understanding for Lawfulness 
was one of the Commissioner’s first acts. It was 
signed jointly a long list of institutional and 
representative actors and, among other things, 
included the requirement that companies engaged in 
reconstruction register on a whitelist. It also updated 

the regional price list for works and established 
a merit list of businesses. This practice has been 
consolidated over time even at national level. Emilia-
Romagna invested a lot of effort in reconstruction, 
including with a view to leveraging online platforms 
to improve transparency vis-à-vis its residents.

Emergency 
and lawfulness
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The agreement regarding administrative innovation 
that the Regional Government, the CDP, and the 
Italian Banking Association (ABI) signed on December 
17, 2012 is essential because it allowed for the 
successful testing of a new system for allocating 
resources created by the Commissioner’s office and 
which was a first in all of Italy. This “tax credit” 
scheme streamlined the process for providing grants 
to households and companies. The grant was in fact 
delivered through a special account that the 
beneficiary opened with one of the partner banks, 
which then deducted the sums granted on the 
State’s behalf from their own taxes in accordance 
with a multi-year schedule established with the 

In order to maintain a high level of competitiveness 
and productivity, priority was given to labour 
and business, which ended up consuming a very 
significant portion of institutional energy. Work was 
done in all areas, both with measures to regulate 
funding for the revival and resumption of economic 
activities, and by putting together an endowment 

Treasury. In this way, by reconciling the goals of all 
parties, reconstruction became not only feasible in 
less time but also more transparent and convenient 
for everyone involved: for the citizen, who received 
his or her redeveloped asset without disbursements 
and without recourse to reimbursements; for the 
contracted company, which could rely on the certain 
and direct payment from the contracting bank 
(without going through the client); for the bank, 
which could carry out its function of supporting the 
local economy without risks and by reimbursing the 
Treasury; and, finally, for the State, which could rely 
on the relaunch of a crucial and critical area for the 
competitiveness of the entire country.

of resources commensurate with the need for 
revitalisation. Resources were in fact devoted to the 
area’s rehabilitation, redevelopment and restoration. 
As a result, businesses, including a number of 
multinationals, found the prerequisites not just to 
stay but also to invest in the future.

Accountability for 
innovation: the tax credit

Restoring business 
confidence
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Earthquakes never go away forever, and not only
because they remain within the hearts and 
minds of those who have experienced them.

One of the certainties handed down by the 
disciplines of geophysics and statistics is that “if it 
happened once, it can happen again”. The ability of 
structures to withstand earthquakes will be crucial 
on that fateful day, whether for us or for future 
generations. Because of this, “restructuring” and 
“prevention” are two terms that have travelled side 
by side in Emilia over the past 10 years.
We have learned through experience that 
“prevention” is the key. The levers on which one may 
act immediately to avoid being taken off guard are a) 
proper behaviour and b) quality of buildings. This is 
one of the assumptions on which the Commissioner 

and the Regional Government of Emilia-Romagna’s 
reconstruction plan was founded, and it was already 
included in the first measure, Regional Law No. 
16/2012, which set down the principles and 
developed the necessary instruments. It was a 
specific regulation that applied only to municipalities 
located in the crater and neighbouring boroughs, to 
structures destroyed by the earthquake and to the 
time required to complete an intervention. It 
simplified the processes required to begin 
construction while respecting planning guidelines 
and environmental, landscape, and historical-cultural 
restrictions. 

1. Cost-free interventions 
The legislation requires that no taxes or contributions 
needed to be applied for seismic repair, restoration, 
improvement or rebuilding work.

2. A fast track to reconstruction
Anything that might assist the return to regular living 
conditions and activities got precedence. 
Nevertheless, despite the urgency the necessary 
abilities and expertise to choose the best course 
of action were evaluated and relied upon.

3. Rebuilding safer and more efficient buildings
By offering incentives to increase energy efficiency 
and requiring that reconstruction take place outside 
highway and watercourse buffer zones, the legislation 
increased earthquake safety and urban quality.

The objective was to guarantee that people could 
return to their homes in order to avert the possibility 
of town and village depopulation and rural 
abandonment. As a result, the emphasis was on the 
recovery of historical and cultural treasures, as well 
as the repair and refurbishment of dwellings.
Building reconstruction methods were digitised to 
promote procedural certainty, transparency and 
simplicity in the storage of material. Professionals 
could connect with authorities and institutions 
digitally, access forms, spreadsheets and regional 
pricing lists, and receive ongoing assistance via a 
dedicated help desk. Public resources were made 

accessible through the tax credit method, which 
allowed for certainty of payments beginning 2012. 
Ten years after the earthquake, reconstruction of 
housing is coming to an end: 9,902 applications have 
been processed and 9,833 approved, for a total of 
€3.2 billion in contributions granted, of which almost 
€2.8 billion have already been paid out; 8,414 building 
sites have been completed meaning 17,254 homes 
and 27,157 people have returned to their renovated, 
safer and more efficient buildings. To these can be 
added 6,870 properties for small economic activities, 
of which 1,799 for productive use as workshops, 
2,056 as commercial premises, 877 as offices and 
2,138 as warehouses. 

Returning home
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It is said that “doing it fast” and “doing it well”
are conflicting ambitions, but the Emilian 
experience seems to disprove this assumption.

The Deputy Commissioner, the Regional Government, 
the Provinces, the Municipalities, the Regional School 
Department, all parties involved in the educational 
system, as well as businesses and emergency 
management experts, all joined forces to ensure that 
girls and boys could return to school on 17 
September 2012, and finish the school year on 
schedule.
Between May and September 2021, hence in less 
than five months, 285 school buildings were restored 
and 60 new ones built. The largest temporary facility 
was built in Mirandola for the secondary school “G. 

Galilei”. It comprised 49 classrooms, 2 multimedia 
spaces and a special activity room for the 1,006 
students enrolled. It was designed in 15 days and 
completed in 60. The smallest school was built in 
Rolo to accommodate the 66 pupils of the parochial 
kindergarten. It consisted of 3 classrooms, 1 kitchen 
and 1 office. The project materialised in just 7 days, 
and the school was built in 3. Since the summer of 
2012, Emilia has been a laboratory for experimenting 
with the technologies available for securing buildings, 
while at the same time delineating innovative and 
sustainable schools.

The financial resources committed amounted 
to €256.5 million for 570 buildings. The types of 
intervention, and the timing of the works, varied 
according to the damage inflicted. The least 
damaged schools numbered 285, with a final 
expenditure of approximately €18.8 million. For 
a further 39 schools with more severe damage, more 
substantial renovation sites were opened between 
2012 and 2014, financed to the tune of approximately 
€46.5 million.
For the temporary needs of the pupils, the Deputy 
Commissioner’s technical department rented 32 
prefabricated buildings, costing €36.2 million. School 
facilities rebuilt from scratch were more than a fifth 
of those damaged. 
The new buildings, constructed to replace badly 
damaged, demolished or abandoned facilities, are 
the embodiment of a new concept in terms of safety, 
environmental protection and social inclusion. Not 

only do they comply with seismic and energy 
regulations, they also offer an opportunity to 
reconsider social relations within the area in terms 
of services, togetherness and opportunities. In the 
same perspective, individual entities - municipalities 
and provincial authorities - were urged by the 
Commissioner to reorganise school networks by 
merging several entities into the new buildings 
and by rationalising the organisation of space and 
services in order to contain waste and enhance 
functions.
In order to complete the complex work of 
redeveloping the heritage of school buildings, 
following the initial phase of the emergency a further 
stage of the reconstruction process was launched, 
largely involving school buildings and university 
campuses of the listed local historical heritage. 
More than €123 million were earmarked for an 
additional 275 construction sites.

Reconstruction from
scratch of one in five buildings
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The irreparably damaged gyms were transformed 
into new multi-purpose facilities. Along with the 
libraries, conference rooms and music schools, 
which are so numerous and active in the area, these 
facilities play a fundamental role in social interaction 
for a community that the earthquake could well have 
eroded in terms of cohesiveness. As a whole,
schools and institutions learnt a lot from the 
experience of the earthquake, the ensuing 
emergency and the many phases of restoration. 
Examples are the innovative laboratories in 
secondary schools, investment in new technologies 

for teaching and for the enrichment of students’
educational experience, including through 
international mobility, training courses to improve 
the competitive profile of local businesses, including
those developed in agreement with companies 
interested in making new hires, and the creation 
of the higher technical institute Technologies for
Life and the Mirandola Technology Hub. In the 
emergency management budget, spending on 
technological innovation for schools amounted 
to €2.3 million.

Innovative educational 
resources and publicplaces
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In that late spring of 2012, businesses were 
gearing up to tackle large-scale events of a 
different nature, such as recession.

Never did they imagine that nature would take hold 
instead, leading to the collapse of their 
manufacturing plants. It seemed as though the 
earthquakes ripped through the neighbourhoods one 
by one, destroying one of the country’s most 
powerful economies in an instant. But it seems that 
it was from that very energy that Emilia’s companies 
drew the impetus to rebound and relaunch their 
businesses. Now they are stronger than ever before.
At first, some doubted, not believing that local 
manufacturing systems would be able to withstand 
such a strong blow in such an unfavourable economic 
climate. Even among the most confident, concern 
was high, both because of the number of small 
companies involved in different supply chains 
and the fear that multinationals in the area would 

succumb to the temptation to leave. One of the 
richest and most dynamic economies in the country 
was buried in the rubble. And it was not just a local 
or national issue: the crater area played host to 
several internationally important industries, such as 
bio-medicine, textiles and precision engineering.
Added to these was the agrifood sector, which in 
2012 had 14,000 farming and livestock holdings in 
the crater zone, occupying an area of over 200,000 
hectares and producing, among other specialities, 
Parmigiano Reggiano, the “king of cheeses”, the 
ambassador of Italian-made products throughout 
the globe. It is understandable, therefore, that the 
emphasis on labour and the manufacturing sector 
was so strong.

When a factory was damaged, it was possible to 
move production safely to a neighbouring area and 
then return to the original site after reconstruction, 
with reimbursement of the costs incurred for the 
temporary relocation. This was a powerful incentive 

not to quit the scene, since every company had its 
own supply chain made up of a reliable network 
of quality suppliers, which would have been difficult 
to rebuild elsewhere.

Temporary relocations

As with the reconstruction of privately owned 
buildings, the most substantial resources, specifically 
€1.6 billion, were allocated to the reconstruction of 
buildings for productive purposes, broken down into 
industry (56%), agriculture (35%) and commerce 
(9%). In many cases, the level of damage made 

demolition and reconstruction work unavoidable. 
In accordance with regional regulations, the focus 
on safety and energy saving contributed to an overall 
improvement in the quality of building assets, to the 
benefit of the entire local economy.

Rebuilding means 
building better
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• Income support for employees and the self-
employed

• Exemption from healthcare charges
• A cash fund for workers and businesses

• Shift in the date for the approval of annual 
reports

• Low-interest credit to aid recovery

The area hit by the earthquake comprised 30% 
of agriculture and livestock in Emilia-Romagna, 
amounting to 20% of the agricultural area utilised. 
It produces some of the most important delicacies 
of the Emilian food valley, such as PDO (Protected 
Designation of Origin) and PGI (Protected 
Geographical Indication) products, including 
Parmigiano Reggiano, balsamic vinegar, Lambrusco, 
cured meats and fruit. Almost €28 million in relief 

were granted for these items. Reconstruction also 
provided an opportunity to implement improvements 
in town planning and construction. This included 
the agglomeration of buildings belonging to the same 
farm, the reduction of the spatial dispersion of 
buildings, the alteration of the contours of unlisted 
buildings, and increased incentives for listed 
buildings to be renovated.

The agricultural sector 
and the food valley

Other initiatives that 
facilitated business 
reconstruction
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In the reconstruction of Emilia-Romagna, urban
centres were catalysts for policies aimed at fostering 
new functions and expanding the cultural offer, 
as well as redeveloping public areas in order to make 
the most of local social capital.

In a nutshell, these policies can be divided into six 
types of action:
1. Grants for the reconstruction of private real estate 
and economic activities
2. Construction of public buildings for temporary use
3. Drafting of the Public Works Plan for the recovery 
of buildings and artefacts that act as elements of 
local identity
4. Restoration, maintenance and upgrading of public 
residential properties, including the use of public 
housing unit-specific funding
5. Improving and reducing the vulnerability of the 

urban quality of built-up areas, including through 
the use of collaborative design techniques for 
buildings located in historical centres
6. A review of the planning regulations in force via 
a specific urban planning tool known as the 
“Reconstruction Plan” ensured interventions 
motivated by the need to improve the architecture, 
environment and infrastructure of the urban fabric, 
thereby enhancing the peculiar features of the 
historical layout or creating new qualities in the urban 
environment where the original ones were no longer 
recoverable.
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The 2012 earthquake presented the sector’s
technicians with an unprecedented need to carry 
out highly diversified interventions on damaged 
architecture, an experience that has consolidated 
skills and practises which have since become crucial 
in the field of conservation and protection of the 
cultural heritage.

In order to return to the population a heritage of 
identity on which a sense of community is based, 
the key words, including for cultural assets, were 
“continuity”, “seismic improvement” and 
“restoration”. Not unlike other areas involved in the 
reconstruction of Emilia, “continuity” was the key to 

cultural heritage. It is a word that evokes the 
symbolic character 
of cultural assets, which are viewed not only as 
a reservoir of memory that keeps a community’s 
connective tissue alive, but also as a guarantee 
of identity for future generations.

Following the earthquake, a government decree 
in 2012 formed the National Crisis and Coordination 
Unit, which had the function of monitoring and 
coordinating the many emergency phases 

associated with the preservation of damaged cultural 
heritage. The Regional Crisis Unit was established by 
the same decree.

Governance of interventions

The earthquake damaged hundreds of listed historic 
buildings, many of which were significant for their 
historical and architectural worth as well as their role 
in forging the local identity. The multifaceted goal 
was to underscore the individual qualities of 
architectural space, as well as the cultural and urban 
landmarks of which it is part. The chosen method 
was based on the common ground shared between 
experts and government authorities to establish a 

new way of community building. Analysis of 
the dossiers followed a very precise procedure. 
The investigating officers participated in the 
Commission’s work in order to provide a consensus 
view on the project proposal. The Commission then 
conducted a combined assessment and issued 
a unanimous opinion on structural alterations and 
the cultural significance of the asset.

Towards an 
Emilian “method”
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At the end of a thorough reconnaissance, the 
restoration and renovation works of the historic and 
artistic heritage were included in the Programme of 
Public Works and Cultural Heritage, a single container 
for all seismic renovation and improvement works of 
buildings for public use, both government and 

privately owned. The funds allocated to interventions 
amounted to almost €1.5 billion, of which 
approximately 79% was earmarked for cultural 
assets. In total, 1,708 interventions were financed 
over the 10 years of reconstruction.

A tight schedule 
to restore common assets

Conflicting requirements emerged even in the initial 
phases of authorisation for priority emergency 
projects and the safeguarding of cultural assets. 
The primary objective, therefore, was to ensure the 
integration of competences that enabled the local 
institutions to give unambiguous and coordinated 
indications with respect to the requirements of 

protection and conservation, but also to ensure 
earthquake-proofing for consolidation projects that 
impacted the precious elements of historic buildings. 
Hence a joint commission was set up between the 
Superintendency of Cultural Heritage, the Geological, 
Seismic and Soil Service of the Region and the office 
of the Deputy Commissioner.

Coordinating 
the reconstruction 
of the cultural heritage
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