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Abstract

After the earthquake on 6 April 2009, L’Aquila becomes more fragmented and dis-
persed physically, socially, and culturally. This transformation is closely bound up with 
some emergency solutions as the realization of segmented and separated residential 
zones that determine internal inequalities. L’Aquila knows a growing sense of fear, mis-
trust, uneasiness and a decreasing sense of cohesion towards a social polarization typi-
cal of larger cities. What most damages the community capacity to retain its potential 
for communication, participation, exchange, sociability is the sudden or accelerated 
replacement of open and public spaces with separated and private areas.  

In the context of the urban transformation after the disaster that changed daily life of 
people and communities within the Municipality of L’Aquila, participation can represent 
a practice of regeneration to face urban fragmentation and territorial dispersion (Calan-
dra, 2012). Some researchers of the Department of Human Studies, University of L’Aquila 
(Italy), have developed and are applying, according to the “trial-and-error” strategy, a 
methodology of communication and participation in research practices. It will be ex-
plained the geographical narrative issued from the participatory/participating research 
that involved citizens, students and scientists together (Cahill, 2007; Fuller, Kitchin, 2004; 
Pain, 2014) and that emphasizes the importance of places in the everyday life of people 
for their psycho-physical health and for the welfare of the entire community. 

Practices after a Disaster: Geographical Narratives vs Territorial 
Dispersion
Lina Maria Calandra 
Dipartimento di Scienze umane, Università degli Studi dell’Aquila, Viale Nizza, 14, 67100, 
L’Aquila, Italy
Keywords: Participatory Geography, Geographical Narrative, Disaster, Earthquake, 
L’Aquila

Urban Regeneration
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Introduction

The earthquake that hit the city of L’Aquila on 6th April 2009 resulted in a profound 
transformation of the urban fabric, with significant consequences for the behaviour and 
habits of its inhabitants1. Suddenly the whole territory became more fragmented, as well 
as physically, socially and culturally dispersed. Such a process was closely related to the 
adoption of some emergency solutions and the development of new residential zones 
that were in themselves separated and segmented, resulting in spatial inequalities. These 
zones, named C.A.S.E. (Complessi antisismici sostenibili ed ecocompatibili: earthquake-
proof sustainable and eco-friendly housing complexes), consist of 19 residential complex-
es that are scattered throughout the territory, including 186 buildings (4,500 dwellings) 
(figure 1). The design of the new ‘temporary territory’ also included M.A.P. (Moduli abita-
tivi provvisori: temporary housing units) and M.U.S.P. (Moduli ad uso scolastico provvisori: 
temporary school units). 

The sudden or accelerated replacement of open and public spaces with separate and 
private areas is resulting in an adverse impact on the city’s ability to regain its potential for 
communication, participation and sociability amongst politicians and communities.

In this context, some researchers from the Department of human studies (DHS), Uni-
versity of L’Aquila, have developed and applied (with the contribution of students and 
private citizens) a research methodology based on communication and participation. 
According to the trial-and-error strategy, the research takes the shape of a regeneration 
practice to face urban fragmentation and territorial dispersion. 

Practices after the earthquake: the participatory/participating research action

The Participatory-Participating Research Action (PPRA) was conceived in the tendone 
(big tent) of Piazza Duomo, where, since February 2010, a number of associations and citi-
zens have been promoting activities to stimulate the public debate and participation within 
the city, including several events of national prominence. Specifically, a group of citizens 
involved in the Tavolo comunicazione (communication group), established within the “As-
sembly of Piazza Duomo”2, defined and promoted the C.As.A. Initiative (Comunicazione per 
l’ascolto attivo: communication for active listening). A number of researchers, PhD students 
and students from the University DHS Cartolab laboratory also joined in the project.

Following S. Kemmis and R. McTaggart, “Participatory action research aims to help 
people recover, and release themselves from, the constraints of irrational, unproduc-
tive, unjust, and unsatisfying social structures that limit their self-development and self-
determination. It is a process in which people explore the ways in which their practices 
are shaped and constrained by wider social (cultural, economic, and political) structures 
and consider whether they can intervene to release themselves from these constraints 
- or, if they cannot, how best to work within and around them to minimize the extent to 
which they contribute to irrationality, lack of productivity (inefficiency), injustice, and dis-
satisfactions (alienation) as people whose work and lives contribute to the structuring of 
a shared social life” (Kemmis, McTaggart, 2005; Blake, 2007). 

1The Municipality of L’Aquila covers an area of 467 square kilometres, including much of the 
Gran Sasso Massif, the highest peak in the Apennines. As of January 2009, the residents were 
72,800; in 2013 just over 68,000. The Municipality consists of about fifty historical villages (from 3-4,000 
inhabitants to a few hundred, for a total of 235 hectares) surrounding L’Aquila (13th century). The 
latter, with a prestigious historical centre enclosed by walls, covering an area of 168 hectares, is the 
capital city of Abruzzo and home to a University. Approximately 10,000 people (and over 5-6,000 
university students) lived in the city centre of L’Aquila before the earthquake. The heart of the town 
was filled with public services, professional offices, businesses and cultural activities. Finally, a num-
ber of neighbourhoods, in a nearly continuous network, were developed outside of the city walls 
(Comune dell’Aquila, 2012).

2Please refer to: L’Aquila Anno1: Spazi Aperti per un’agenda aquilana, Instant report (21 March 
2010) and Mid-term report (18 April 2010); Opuscolo informativo - Spazi Aperti (available for down-
load at http://territoriaq.com/2012/11/26/266/).
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The primary focus of the C.As.A. Initiative was to look at the territorial configuration 
before and after the earthquake, in order to give insight into the changes that affected 
the individual and collective behaviour.

The activity took place from June to September 2010 in 9 C.A.S.E. sites (figure 2). For 
each site, it involved several days of brainstorming, in-depth interviews and data collec-
tion through a questionnaire. Over 300 households took part in the survey, with a total of 
about 1000 citizens.

The result consisted of a broad investigation of the social and territorial unease after 
the earthquake, as an aftermath of the new territorialisation of L’Aquila. The most impor-
tant result, however, was the “geographical narrative” of the earthquake elaborated in 
such a way as to illustrate ongoing social phenomena, relating them to the daily actions 
of each person (Boudon, Bourricaud, 1982). Combining multiple instruments (question-
naires, interviews, territorial and thematic meetings, etc.) and approaches (horizontal, 
vertical, integrated), and integrating qualitative and quantitative methods, the PPRA 
allowed to draw the “new social geography of L’Aquila after the earthquake”, starting 
from the places of everyday life (Pain, 2004). 

The results were presented on 10th September 2011, during a public meeting. This 
event, a world café, was attended by associations, academics, administrators, politi-
cians, teachers, students and private citizens3. The results of the PPRA were presented in 
the form of a “visual story” through an exhibition including 40 posters divided into differ-
ent sections4. The main goal of visual communication was to ‘stage’ people’s lives before 
and after the earthquake. And it could not have been any different since the PPRA was 
conceived, organised and carried out by the same stakeholders that were involved in 
the decision-making processes (van Asselt Marjolein, Rijkens-Klomp 2002). The research-

3In parallel with the world café, taking place in a tent set up in the park nearby the Spanish Fort, 
in the old town centre of L’Aquila, a team of students and professors from the DHS pedagogical 
area set up a gazebo and organised a number of workshops involving children and teens (LC Ju-
nior). Results were presented at the end of the world café.

4The itinerary included the following thematic sections: 1) The boundaries of pain - Housing solu-
tions; 2) Citizens want to hear; 3) A desire to participate; 4) Daily life after the earthquake; 5) Future 
perspectives; 6) Words and thoughts (Calandra, 2012).

Figure 1. The territory of L’Aquila after the earthquake of 6h April 2009.
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ers involved were themselves stakeholders, or better terremotati (earthquake survivals), 
living in the territories covered by the survey: they were not external experts totally unre-
lated to the research topic and relevant political choices (Elias, 2006). For this reason, the 
research was not only participatory, but also participating, in a broader sense.

This visual story, where cartographic representation plays an important role, represents 
the core element of the proposed communication and participation model that was 

Figure 2. The C.As.A. Initiative: C.A.S.E. complexes covered by the survey.
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presented during the meeting: the Laboratorio città model (LC). It is a flexible, open, 
inclusive and always in progress “laboratory of democracy” that aims to identify and 
create a number of occasions to publicly discuss topics and issues starting from spatial 
analysis and territorial studies (Habermas, 1996; Reason, Bradbury, 2001). In the research, 
the visual processing of the results and the geographical narrative has a central role. It 
is designed so as to trigger social and political dynamics (Cahill, 2007; Elwood, 2006) to 
drive the empowerment of the local community, as well as the democratisation of knowl-
edge and of the decision-making processes.

In other words, LC aimed to provide a methodology, both scientific and political, fol-
lowing the assumption of A. Giddens that the most effective forms of connection be-
tween social research and policy-making are those carried out through an extensive 
process of communication between researchers, decision-makers and those involved 
into any of the investigated matters (Giddens, 1987). Consequently, even the idea of 
participation at the base of his model is twofold.

Firstly, participation is understood as a methodology of inquiry used, prior to the cogni-
tive process, by the experts (those who have the methodological, theoretical and techni-
cal knowledge) to obtain the systematic involvement of those who daily live in the territory, 
not as “study objects”, but rather as “subjects of knowledge” (Lather, 1986); a methodol-
ogy to elaborate a legitimate framework for the interpretation of reality incorporating 
“the vocabulary of those who live the territory” (Martinez Alier, 2009). The purpose is to 
democratise knowledge and power through the research process (Fuller, Kitchin, 2004).

Secondly, participation is understood as a praxeological device, namely a commu-
nication platform and a space for ethical reflection where the intellectual and existen-
tial dimensions closely interact (Matthey, 2005). The idea is that participation acts as a 
catalyst for political dynamics and social actions towards an actual change; and, in the 
framework of a shared knowledge, as an “arena” to draw a number of moral, ethical 
and political considerations (Cutchin, 2002). 

The institutional, political and social implications of the research 
In line with the commitments made at the end of the world café meeting, a closer 

collaboration with the municipal authorities was established. In the first stage (October 
2011 – June 2012), it took place in an informal and voluntary way and was implemented 
through public itineraries that were structured in three cycles of territorial meetings:

1) six meetings for a collaborative consulting to elaborate the Municipality “Participa-
tory regulation”;
2) five meetings for the presentation of the “Plan for the reconstruction of the old town 
of L’Aquila and its villages” for the opening of a public inquiry;
3) four meetings for the collaborative writing of the “Mandate Program 2012-2017” of 
the Mayor Massimo Cialente, starting out on the election program (also prepared in a 
participatory way during the election campaign)5.
As a result, this partnership was formalized and, in October 2012, the DHS and the Mu-

nicipality of L’Aquila undersigned a Memorandum of Understanding. Researchers and 
students from the Cartolab laboratory, as well as private citizens, volunteered offering 
their support for coordinating the Municipal Office for Participation, as well as for the 
preparation, organisation and implementation of new pathways to participation. In this 
new framework, three PPRA different stages were again proposed within the territory, 
consistently with the LC model.

The first stage was related to the Preliminary survey for the participatory budgeting 
(PB)_2013 of the Municipality. The survey aimed to define a general framework summarising 
the main requests made by the citizens – sorted by geographical area – to be included into 
the municipal budget, in accordance with the various regulatory and financial constraints6.

5The Participatory Regulation and the Mandate Program are available on the web site of the 
Municipality of L’Aquila (http://www.comune.laquila.gov.it).

6The survey revealed a majority of requests concerned with interventions in the field of public 
works. Therefore the Municipal Council allocated just under 3 million Euros for the Participatory 
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The research was carried out through a public Question time (December 2012 - Feb-
ruary 2013), a cycle of ten meetings held all over the municipal territory, with the mayor 
and the councillors. In short, the collection of data and information took place during the 
meetings, more precisely during the proposal time, which was dedicated to the discus-
sion, in working groups, and the completion of a questionnaire. Data were also collected 
in some of the local high schools, within the European project “Youth Participatory Budg-
eting”, with the Municipality as leading partner.

Overall, this stage of the PPRA involved nearly 850 people, of which 436 completed the 
questionnaire. The latter included a set of questions for the assessment of their territorial con-
text and living conditions, as well as the formulation of proposals and practical requests7.

As in LC, the results were presented in the form of a posters exhibition, which were 
organised in order to provide a comparative perspective on the different stories of 
adults and youngsters. The presentation of the geographical narrative resulting from the 
research took place during ten deliberative meetings dedicated to the Participatory 
budgeting (March-April 2013).

The second stage of the PPRA, aimed to evaluate the sense of insecurity perceived 
by citizens, was held during a cycle of meetings, known as Percorso sicurezza (May-June 
2013). During the meetings, the participants were asked to complete a questionnaire, 
which was delivered over the following months, also through face-to-face interviews. 
Overall, 324 questionnaires were collected8. 

Finally, the third stage of the PPRA consisted of the work of fourteen young members 
(aged between 16 and 30) of the unofficial Move your city group, which joined the Euro-
pean project “Youth participatory budgeting”. The research about mobility in the area 
of L’Aquila was conducted between November 2013 and February 2014. The team in-
cluded 1,240 students from high schools and universities, and set out to prepare a report 
on urban mobility in relation to the habits of students, in terms of leisure and places of so-
cialisation (Castellani, 2014). Once again, the results were returned in a visual form: eight 
posters presented to high school students through participatory meetings (May 2014).

As can be seen, the participatory paths are essentially conceived as a set of occa-
sions to make permanent the cognitive process of interpretation and representation of 
reality. The purpose is to provide a foundational shared knowledge to support informed 
decision-making. 

Research results: geographical narratives of the territorial dispersion and social
fragmentation

The geographical narrative, drawn from the outcomes of the PPRA, articulates around 
the many places of people’s everyday life. As mentioned, it focuses on the visual chan-
nel, using graphic and cartographic materials that will not be reported in this paper due 
to length restrictions9. However, we will try to account, in a discourse form, for specific 
moments of this geographical narrative of L’Aquila after the earthquake. 

The places of the emergency (2009-2010)
At the beginning of the story, we can find the places of birth and some personal infor-

mation about the 308 casualty of the earthquake: beside the citizens of L’Aquila, many of 
the victims came from other municipalities of Abruzzo, from other Italian regions and from 
other European, Latin American and Mediterranean countries. They are mostly young 

Budgeting 2013, in particular to the Multi-annual Plan of Public Works.
7All documentation relating to Question time and Participatory Budgeting can be downloaded 

from the “Participation” section of the Municipality of L’Aquila’s web site.
8Following the replacement of the governmental police commissioner, the results were only 

presented after one year, during a conference, but not at local meetings with stakeholders.
9The graphic and cartographic materials of the research were published in Calandra (2012) 

and can be downloaded from the “Poster” section of the web site http://www.laboratoriocittala-
quila.it.
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Figure 3. Geographical narrative of earthquake: the places of death.
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Figure 4. Territorial quality in the present and for the future as perceived by adults and young people.
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people (students) aged between 18 and 29 (about 23%), and elderly people aged over 
65 (about 19%); women account for 58% of the total number. Even though the recollec-
tion of life antedating death leaves us speechless, the display of death places somehow 
prevents fatalism from creeping into people’s mind and soul. It clearly appears that most 
of the victims lived in the Municipality of L’Aquila (272) and 50% of these concentrated in 
the southwest part of the old town (figure 3). Such a concentration of deaths in one sin-
gle area is not a mere chance: it is the result of repeated acts of negligence towards the 
territory, from the early 1900s onwards, especially after another earthquake that struck 
Avezzano in 1915 (Stockel, 1981). 

In the same way, the visualisation of the areas affected by material destruction re-
veals how some of them suffered more than others from the ongoing attitude of care-
lessness, shallowness and speculation towards the territory. Beyond the severe damages 
that affected the historic buildings of the city centre and the surrounding villages, it is 
striking to see the extent of damage that affected strategic public buildings, such as the 
regional hospital, the courthouse, the police headquarters, the land registry and newly 
urbanised districts (from the 1980s onwards) such as Pettino, the largest and most popu-
lated neighbourhood of L’Aquila with approximately 15,000 inhabitants. In Pettino, 38% of 
the buildings were affected by major structural damage (Calandra, 2012). 

Finally, there are the places of the 67,000 evacuees: the tendopoli (tent cities) that 
accommodated approximately 20,000 people immediately after the earthquake, and 
the touristic facilities (hotels), especially along the Adriatic coast of Abruzzo. Most of the 
other affected people found their own alternative accommodations.

The places and practices of fragmentation and dispersion (2010-2011)
After the initial phase of emergency, the story shifts to the places of fragmentation 

and dispersion, highlighting the changes that affected the behaviour and the habits of 
the citizens of L’Aquila.

Many places were affected by sudden changes in terms of nature and functions. First 
of all, the old town centres of L’Aquila and the surrounding villages were declared ‘red 
zone’, off-limits and militarised. Similarly, whole neighbourhoods and areas of the city out-
side the walls emptied out, because the buildings were unusable. For months, the houses 
‘with the lights on’ were only a few dozen. Only after the ‘light’ reconstruction (end of 
2012 – early 2013), that is the reconstruction of 6,400 homes with fewer and no structural 
damages, here and there in the city could again be seen lights at the windows and flow-
ers on the balconies. Meanwhile, in order to respond to the housing emergency of the 
displaced people, the Italian Government built a number of accommodations known as 
C.A.S.E. (figure 1): 14,000 people were accommodated in nineteen different sites, mainly 
located on national roads, especially in remote rural and suburban areas far off from the, 
prior to the earthquake, roughly continuous urban fabric. They are mostly sites deprived 
of any emotional and symbolic reference points, as well as material and organisational, 
where services are absent or inefficient. Depending on the site, from 200 to 2,000 people 
were accommodated in these houses. As a result the city stretches out ‘like a chewing 
gum’, from east to west, for about 35 km (Palma, 2012). At the same time, many services 
and activities were relocated without adequate coordination. As for instance:

- The municipal offices were scattered in more than a dozen different locations;
- Several university faculties were relocated in disused industrial buildings in the areas 
of Pile and Bazzano – these sites are only 10 km apart, yet, during certain hours, it may 
take up to 40 minutes to travel from one place to the other;
- In October 2009, only a few schools resumed their activities in their previous head-
quarters, whereas the majority of them were relocated in temporary units known as 
M.U.S.P., mainly situated within the old urban setting (where, at the time, hardly any-
body used to reside anymore) (figure 1). Until now no school has been rebuilt. 
- Several ambulant vendors that used to operate in the daily market of Piazza Duomo 
randomly relocated on streets, squares, parking lots, and so on.
As a consequence, post offices, shops, professional offices, etc. shut down or relo-

cated, resulting in the disruption of relationships and proximity-oriented practices. For 
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instance, before the earthquake, 60% of the population used to reach for the nearest 
post office or medical facility, whilst, after the earthquake, 25% were forced to look for 
a different family physician or did not even know where their previous one relocated to.

As a result, thousands of people started perceiving as a problem simple activities 
that were previously quite natural and taken for granted: grocery shopping, pension’s 
withdrawal, mail delivery, medical appointments, commuting to work, taking children 
to school and so on. People’s habits in terms of shopping behaviour and shopping plac-
es were deeply affected: before the earthquake, people used to go shopping in lo-
cal supermarkets (44%) and at the daily market of Piazza Duomo (21%), whereas, after 
the earthquake, 25% of citizens go shopping “wherever they can”, 13% buy from “street 
stalls” and the percentage of those who go to shopping centres increased by eleven 
points (from 14% to 25%). In this regard, it should be noted that, within eighteen months 
after the earthquake, the number of shopping centres in the Municipality of L’Aquila had 
more than doubled. Similarly, even with respect to leisure time, there were important 
changes in terms of behaviour: the percentage of people going to the old town signifi-
cantly decreased (before the earthquake, 35% of people used to go to the city centre 
for shopping, too), as well as cinema and theatre attendance. It is striking, on the other 
hand, the significant increase of people that tend to spend their time “at home”, which 
reveals the tendency of individuals to take refuge in themselves and their own families. 
It took a few years (2013-2014) for the old town centre to regain its popularity, especially 
among teens every Saturday evening and young people (not just university students) 
every Thursday and Friday night.

Mobility resulted in a major issue, and still is today. There are many critical factors: on 
the one hand, the inefficiency of public services, which fails to adequately cover the new 
increased distances; on the other hand, the impact on mobility, due to the increased use 
of cars, the alteration of routes after the chaotic relocation of offices, services, functions, 
etc., and the increased flows in certain areas due to the concentration of 1,000-2,000 
people in areas that were only equipped to accommodate few hundred (for instance 
the C.A.S.E. complex of Cese di Preturo). Moreover, from most of the C.A.S.E. sites, it is vir-
tually impossible to reach work places, schools or supermarkets on foot, or simply to go for 
a walk. This results in the congestion of the major road transport arteries, which are now 
blocked by construction sites, leading to an increase (twice, trice or even quadruple as 
much) of the journey times during certain hours.

The places of everyday life: objectivity versus perception (2012-2013)
People’s behaviour after the earthquake was not conducive to the maintenance or re-

construction of relatedness, communicability, proximity and solidarity networks. This had an 
impact on the way people perceive the places of everyday life, life contexts, and security. 

After five years from the earthquake, from the adult population’s point of view, the 
relationship with the territory is troublesome in its present and future projections (figure 
4): overall, they provide poor quality evaluations about the present and cannot figure 
out some kind of vision for the future. Therefore, the fact that, in spite of this, most adults 
(72%) declared that they were not willing to move to another city reveals a tendency to 
feel like ‘prisoners’ of one’s own territory: this implies that the sense of constraint prevails 
on that of belonging. Instead, from the point of view of young people, even though the 
spatial projection into the present appears more objective and pondered over real data 
(after all, “not everything sucks”), the projection into the future turns out even more pes-
simistic then the adults’: it is not surprising, therefore, that 46% of young people want to 
move to another city.

This perception of the life context counterpoints the desire for care, decency and cleanli-
ness, which translates into practical and precise needs: improvement of road conditions, en-
hanced usability and accessibility of public spaces, maintenance or creation of equipped 
green areas, pedestrian traffic control, road cleaning and maintenance, and so on.

The desire for care is connected with a strong sense of insecurity amongst the citizens 
of L’Aquila. Looking at the places and situations in which people feel it more, it is signifi-
cant, but not surprising after all, that 52% of people declared they feel more insecure 
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when they “go out at night”: this figure, while higher, is more or less in line with similar data 
at a national level. Moreover, it relates to the direct rating of the places of everyday life 
– for example, some roads are dirty, in bad conditions and poorly lit – and certain places 
where alcohol abuse and vandalism are quite frequent. Instead, it is quite surprising that 
48% of people declared that the place where they feel more insecure is “at home”. Very 
significantly, the percentage rises to 57% among those who live in the C.A.S.E.; whereas 
55% feel “little or not protected” when they go out at night. It is also quite worrying that 
12% declared that they “do not go out” at all, and to the question “How safe do you feel 
when you are alone at home and it is dark?”, 38% replied “little” and 17% “not at all”. This 
is not due to an high crime rate, but rather to the relationship that connects the territory 
and its inhabitants after the earthquake; a relationship that seems to evolve from a physi-
ological to a pathological functioning (Allevi, 2013).

Conclusion 

As we have seen, L’Aquila is currently experiencing a growing sense of fear for the 
future, mistrust and uneasiness, as well as a decreasing sense of cohesion towards a 
social polarisation that is typical of larger cities. The reconfiguration of the territory after 
the earthquake resulted in an acceleration and accentuation of the sense of fragmen-
tation and dispersion, which, although already present before the earthquake, was not 
so widespread amongst inhabitants. In this context, we believe that the PPRA may rep-
resent a response to the inconsistency of urban fragmentation, as well as a practice 
for regenerating paths for the valorisation of relationships, social cohesion and territorial 
inclusiveness. Definitely, the PPRA may represent a form of resistance and resilience, but 
also an ethical choice focused on knowledge, awareness and responsible action (Smith, 
1997; Soja, 1993). In the same way, the geographical narrative of social and spatial dy-
namics, drawn from the research, plays a key role as a potential medium between poli-
tics, communities and science in post-disaster contexts, also as a means to preserve the 
identity of places and, above all, to preserve a possibility for people to be happy and 
feel good in their own territory.
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