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MESSINA (ITALY) CASE STUDY

Research question: How does history and culture influence perceptions of 
risks in high-risk countries?
Objective: promote inclusive and culturally-sensitive disaster preparedness 
measures in cross-cultural context

Interdisciplinary approach: 

Tohoku earthquake 2011

Earthquake and Tsunami of 
Messina and Reggio1908
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MULTI-CULTURAL CASE-STUDY (ITALY-JAPAN)

History: The centre of Messina was completely destroyed by a 7.1 
magnitude earthquake and tsunami on Dec. 28th, 1908. After 114 years, 
Messinese people keep the memory alive through family stories and 
commemorations.

Impact:
• Biggest disaster in Europe in terms of strength and damage [2]
• Shaped international relations prior to the outbreak of WWI [3]
• Shaped Italian identity [4]
• Blueprint of national and international crisis management [5]
• Shaped crisis communication 

Current situation in Messina:
• Infrastructure: Abusive housing and “baracche” (shacks) issue
• Collective memory: monuments, images of Messina-prior disaster, 

anniversary events
• Disaster preparedness: DP is taught in school once a year by the 

Protezione Civile (Civil Protection Services) and volunteer services by 
the Fire Department, but recorded low engagement vis-à-vis increasing 
natural hazards

Community engagement Discourse analysis

METHODS
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2. Media and public opinion (p.o.) against the government’s inaction, in 
defence of disaster victims [6]

3. The media and p.o. against the Messinese people described as lazy 
and apathic (rumors of returned orphans?) [4]

4. National focus starts to fade and return to old division between North 
and South (Mezzogiorno issue) [4]

5. Local memory survives in risk perception [7]: local knowledge, 
abandonment by the central authorities (Gen. Mazza), construction 
abuses (Piano Regolatore Borzì) and the shacks issue.
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• Fluid processes: water symbolises both source of external and internal 
risk (past experience of tsunami and landslides in Gianpilieri 2009, 
sand hills, underground rivers and sea exposure) and core element of 
local identity

• Climate change, lack of trust in the authorities, and social 
uncertainties (job market and economic instability) affects the local 
mindset, leading to feelings of inability despite high risk awareness 

• 1908 memories do not exist in vacuum: political mistrust, 
sustainability issues, and local city management are strongly 
interrelated topics for the p.o. 1908 memories then support the modern 
narrative of uncertainty in daily life [8]. 
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PRELIMINARY FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Disaster Storytelling “a means for transmitting lessons, sharing emotions, 
and developing empathy for others that arises from the experience of a 
disaster through narratives in oral or written form, as well as other forms 
of expression like drawing, painting, singing, drama, or photography” [1]

Study assumptions
1. Disasters are highly dependent on the cultural context and vary 

significantly across cultures 
2. Disasters are value-laden processes that develop and shape in time 
3. Disaster risk perception is influenced by memories of past disasters

Participant observation


