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1. Background

Among investigators working in historical
seismology, or making use of this type of data,
the assessment of data completeness is a typical
problem that seismologists deal with – or, bet-
ter, create – while historians find hard to under-
stand. Of course, historical records are not com-
plete; however, while historians can live in

peace with such an issue, seismologists – and,
among them, those who make massive use of
statistics – need to master it in some way.

Although obviously incomplete, Parametric
Earthquake Catalogues (PEC), or historical
earthquake datasets, such as those widely de-
scribed in this volume, supply a picture which
represents most of our knowledge of the past
seismicity. Past seismicity is one of the keys for
predicting future seismicity; therefore, the more
reliable picture of the past we have, the more
successful prediction of the future we expect to
perform. This issue invites one to assess how
representative the picture we get from the cata-
logue is with respect to the «true seismicity».

This question can be answered – in princi-
ple – in several ways. For instance, we are sure
that the total energy release described by a
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Abstract
The assessment of the completeness of historical earthquake data (such as, for instance, parametric earthquake
catalogues) has usually been approached in seismology – and mainly in Probabilistic Seismic Hazard Assess-
ment (PSHA) – by means of statistical procedures. Such procedures look «inside» the data set under investiga-
tion and compare it to seismicity models, which often require more or less explicitly that seismicity is station-
ary. They usually end up determining times (Ti), from which on the data set is considered as complete above a
given magnitude (Mi); the part of the data set before Ti is considered as incomplete and, for that reason, not suit-
able for statistical analysis. As a consequence, significant portions of historical data sets are not used for PSHA.
Dealing with historical data sets – which are incomplete by nature, although this does not mean that they are of
low value – it seems more appropriate to estimate «how much incomplete» the data sets can be and to use them
together with such estimates. In other words, it seems more appropriate to assess the completeness looking «out-
side» the data sets; that is, investigating the way historical records have been produced, preserved and retrieved.
This paper presents the results of investigation carried out in Italy, according to historical methods. First, the
completeness of eighteen site seismic histories has been investigated; then, from those results, the completeness
of areal portions of the catalogue has been assessed and compared with similar results obtained by statistical
methods. Finally, the impact of these results on PSHA is described.
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PEC over a certain time-interval and above a
given threshold magnitude (M ≥ Mt) repre-
sents a fraction of the «true» energy released
in the same conditions; we might then be hap-
py to estimate that this fraction is, say, 1/3
rather than 1/2, or 2/3. For certain purposes,
on the other hand, it seems more useful to as-
sess the time-interval for which this fraction
approximates the value of 1. In this case we
speak in terms of assessment of (time-intervals
of) data completeness.

This paper mostly deals with the last issue,
which is commonly addressed by statistical
analysis performed in the perspective of Proba-
bilistic Seismic Hazard Assessment (PSHA). It is
to be stressed, however, that the problem of data
representativeness is not frequently addressed by
other types of analysis, such as the comparison
between the strain release assessed by geodetic
and seismological data over long time-intervals

(centuries). In this case the gap between the two
values is often accounted for as due to non-seis-
mic deformation, with little reference to possible
seismological data incompleteness.

While addressing this issue, some aspects of
the general problem will also be discussed.

2. The problem, common solution and some
objections

The problem we want to solve is the fol-
lowing: how can we assess the time-inter-
val(s) during which seismological data de-
rived from historical records are complete
above a given Mt?

Historical-seismological data can be repre-
sented on a time scale in many ways. Figure 
1a-d shows the seismic histories of some local-
ities, that is, the sequences of earthquake effects

Fig. 1a-d. Seismic histories of (or macroseismic intensities reported at): a) San Francisco, CA, US, b) Mon-
treal, Canada (from US Earthquake Intensity Database, http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/seg/hazard/eqint.html); 
c) Ica, Peru (from CERESIS, 1985); d) Verona, Italy (from DOM4.1, Monachesi and Stucchi, 1997).

a

c

b

d
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reported for those localities in terms of macro-
seismic intensity, as derived from the relevant
macroseismic databases. Figure 2a gives the
seismic history of a large area (Southern Italy),
in terms of magnitude; fig. 2b the cumulative
energy release for the whole Italian PEC
(Working Group CPTI, 1999).

A look to these graphs invites a number of
questions, among which – for instance – are the
following: a) did San Francisco suffer intensity 11
MM only once, and Montreal intensity 9 MM
two times, since their foundation?; b) is the gap of
data of Ica (Peru) in the 18th century due to seis-
mic quiescence or lack of historical records?; c)
how would we feel if we neglect the seismicity
around Verona before, say, 1600, because we
think that the data are not complete?; d) which are
the completeness time-intervals in Southern Italy
for M ≥ given thresholds?; e) does the plot of fig.
2b suggest something?

Actually, it is a common practice to answer
such questions looking at the graphs themselves
assuming for instance that: i) completeness at
Ica starts after the gap, because this is likely to
be a gap in the historical records; 
ii) completeness for large events starts in
Southern Italy before 1660 and shortly after

Fig. 2a,b. a) Seismic history of Southern Italy; b) cumulative strain release computed for events with Ms ≥ 5.5
of the Italian CPTI catalogue.

a b

Fig. 3. Seismic history of Southern Italy and com-
pleteness time-intervals used by Slejko et al. (1998).

1600 for the whole Italy, as from the correspon-
ding jump in the slope of the plot.

However performed, completeness assess-
ment usually ends out with time-intervals
which go from some Ti to present: often these
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time-intervals are made very short in order to
ensure completeness. Time-intervals can be
plotted in the form of a broken line (fig. 3): in
the common use the line becomes a true divide,
which separates the «complete» world (right of
it) from the «incomplete» one (left), usually
bound for oblivion.

The approaches described above have
been made more robust by the use of statisti-
cal methods, some of which will be recalled
later. They have a common point: they want
to infer how complete the data are looking in-
side the data themselves; and this point shows
some inconsistencies, both from the historical
and the seismological points of view. Factors
which contribute to the wealth of historical-
seismological data are mainly of external ori-
gin and concern how, where and for what pur-
pose historical records have been produced,
preserved and investigated; the evaluation of
these factors is a typical historical problem
which requires historians’ expertise and
methods. After all, the problem is similar to
the completeness assessment of the data pro-
duced by a seismic network; to assess how
complete they are above a given Mt one
would mainly investigate whether and how
long some seismic stations were out of order,
and how this affected earthquake detectabili-
ty and parameter determination. One would
not normally infer it from the records of the
network only.

On the other hand, when looking inside the
data one has to compare – in a more or less
open way – the pattern of one’s data to some
model in which one trusts. The above-men-
tioned approaches make reference – explicitly
or not – to a stationary seismicity model,
which may be representative over large areas
and time-intervals but definitely fails over
small areas and time-intervals. This is even
truer in areas where seismicity is low or mod-
erate and where faults are slow in comparison
with the time-window spanned by the cata-
logue.

In order to avoid shortcomings or incon-
sistent assumptions, historical approaches
should be used. Before moving to this, let us
examine how the problem is dealt with in
some cases.

3. Some current solutions

Following the former considerations, one
would expect that most PEC or earthquake
databases carry some completeness information
so to assist users. In the reality this is hardly the
case; this fact leaves users helpless in front of
the task, and they usually get out of this situa-
tion adopting some statistical approach. This al-
so implies that traces of completeness assess-
ment – if any – are to be found in seismic haz-
ard literature more than in catalogues. A com-
plete review of the existing solutions is out of
the scope of this paper: in the following, some
examples are recalled, going from contributions
dealing with the completeness of the parametric
catalogues to those choosing a historical ap-
proach to evaluate the completeness of histori-
cal records for a region or a country.

It is a general issue that statistical approach
to completeness assessment started with the
work by Stepp (1972), which had a number of
followers. The paper by Albarello et al. (2001)
clearly describes basic assumptions, pros and
cons of the approach and quotes the main liter-
ature on the subject, such as Kanamori and Abe
(1979), Perez and Scholz (1984), Mulargia and
Tinti (1985), Rotondi et al. (1994). It also offers
the most recent and advanced attempt to assess
the completeness with a statistical approach
which analyses the seismicity patterns around a
given site. It then applies it to one of the Italian
PEC (NT4.1, Camassi and Stucchi, 1997) and
performs a preliminary comparison of the re-
sults with some historical background consider-
ations. For the first time results are associated
to uncertainty estimates.

Although not directly suitable for cata-
logue completeness evaluation it is worth
mentioning the analysis method by Kijko and
Sellevoll (1989, 1992) to obtain Gutenberg-
Richter relation parameters and maximum
magnitude from an earthquake catalogue that
can be partially incomplete. This method is
applicable on a set of data composed by a first
part of catalogue derived from historical
macroseismic observations, a lack of informa-
tion (no data) in the central part of catalogue
and a final part obtained from recent instru-
mental observations.
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In Italy, the completeness of the NT4.1 cat-
alogue was assessed by Slejko et al. (1998)
with a statistical/pseudo-historical procedure
which consisted of dividing the whole Italian
territory in 4 regions, assumed as homogeneous
from the historical side, and then performing
stationarity tests in order to identify the periods
of completeness (fig. 4a,b).

For Switzerland, the 1999 version of the
MECOS catalogue (MECOS, 1999) available online,
gives estimates of completeness for the whole
country (epicentral intensity versus time), with-
out explicitly mentioning the used approach (fig.
5a,b). The MECOS (1999) estimates are recalled in
the introduction to MECOS-02 (Swiss Seismologi-
cal Service, 2002), the updated version of the
macroseismic catalogue. The «completeness»
section of MECOS-02 contains historical consider-
ations on the availability and retrieving of docu-
ments for the Swiss territory through time and
space. However, these arguments are not clearly
linked with the estimates attributed to eight Swiss
regions, performed for varied time periods and
epicentral intensity values.

By comparing the regional estimates of
MECOS-02 with the previous of MECOS (1999) it
emerges that for some of the eight regions the
situation for I0=8 is today more conservative.
As an example, according to MECOS-02 in the
Luzern region the catalogue is considered com-
plete for I0=8 from 1600 onwards (fig. 5a), and
for the regions of Wallis/Valais (fig. 5b) and
Tessin roughly from 1500, while for MECOS

(1999) the completeness for I0=8 and I0=9 for
the whole country started on 1300. It is worth
noting that for some regions MECOS-02 states
that completeness for all epicentral intensity val-
ues cannot be assessed for some time-intervals
and epicentral intensities values, mostly on the
basis that no primary sources have been found
(an example is shown in fig. 5b for Wallis/Valais
between 1600-1679).

The completeness of the catalogue for the
U.K. territory is shortly discussed in the intro-
duction to Musson (1994); more at length in
Musson and Winter (1996). The completeness is
assessed from both statistical and historiograph-
ical points of view. From the first type of con-

Fig. 4a,b. a) Homogeneous regions and (b) relevant completeness time-intervals (Ms versus time) used by 
Slejko et al. (1998).

a b
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siderations it is concluded that the UK catalogue
can be considered complete after about 1830 for
ML ≥ 4.0, and after about 1720 for ML ≥ 4.5, al-
though with regional variations. The authors al-
so conclude that the statistical results are «gen-
erally consistent with what might be expected
from a historiographical approach».

On the historical side, this aspect is being in-
creasingly addressed, with attempts of the au-
thors of giving an idea of how exhaustive the in-
vestigation can be considered or what more one
can expect to find, and with growing attention to
the investigation of unknown earthquakes.

The importance of being aware of the limi-
tations of historical records in assessing «how
complete and representative a sample of seis-
mic activity has been recorded» is underlined
by Ambraseys and Melville (1982) in their vol-
ume on Persian earthquakes. The evaluation of
completeness is here supported by describing
from which places and which types of historical
sources one can expect to find for four unequal
time periods, from 7th to 19th century.

In his «Earthquake History of Ethiopia and
the Horn of Africa», Gouin (1979) deals with the
completeness of the information by dividing the
available observations into two periods: 1400-
1874 and 1875-1974. He defines the break at

1875 a merely convenient choice, adding that pri-
or to that year reporting of seismicity in the study
area was random and sporadic. His evaluation of
the 100 years of the second period are based on
the comparison between the observed and com-
puted frequency-magnitude curves.

Dealing with the seismicity of Quebec
(Gouin, 2001) the author evidences some gaps in
the reporting of events between late 17th century
and early 19th century. The only reflection on
completeness is made by comparing the number
of events in the historical period with those re-
ported in the 1990s.

In a very interesting and paradigmatic pa-
per, which did not reach the great international
circuit, Agnew (1991) investigates the com-
pleteness of the pre-instrumental record of
earthquakes in Southern California, analysing
the historical sources of the region, comparing
the content of varied compilations and propos-
ing some case-histories.

After a contribution with a very stimulating
title (Musson, 2000), Musson et al. (2001) pub-
lished some results of a research of seismicity of
the Faroe Islands, an isolated area with low seis-
micity and about which no previous studies had
been made. After a thorough investigation of his-
torical sources, some considerations are supplied

Fig. 5a,b. Completeness time-intervals (I0 versus time) for MECOS-02: a) Luzern region; b) Wallis/Valais.

a b
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on the capacity of records and the significance of
their absence in seismological terms. In this case,
time-intervals could not be assessed in terms of
magnitude, but of peak intensity values at a sig-
nificant inhabited area.

Some attempts at considering this problem
from a historical perspective are present also in
some other papers in this same volume, and es-
pecially in the contributions by Toppozada and
Branum (2004) on California, by Tatevossian
(2004) on Russia and by Downes (2004) on New
Zealand.

Summarising, the above recalled examples
show that there is no common current solution. In
defining the completeness time-intervals for as-
sessing seismic hazard, the statistical approach
has been recently used in combination with con-
siderations coming from the historical side. On
the other hand, a more properly defined historical
approach has been increasingly used by investiga-
tors for selected regions and countries. However,
the main goal of the latter contributions is still to
explore how historical sources survival and their
investigation is affecting the «incompleteness» of
the existing catalogues, more than immediately
using the results for PSHA purposes.

4. The historical approach in Italy

The problem we are discussing is well known
to Italian investigators since many years ago.
Traces of this thread are found in many published
or conference papers which, although not openly
addressing it, went around varied aspects, such as
the finding of unknown earthquakes, etc. The his-
torical approach to completeness is briefly dealt
with in Guidoboni and Stucchi (1993), a contri-
bution in the frame of the GSHAP project, in a
comprehensive perspective in Stucchi (1995)
and, concerning the Italian town of Siena, in
Castelli and Albarello (2000). The search for un-
known earthquakes and the results obtained is re-
ported by Albini and Rodriguez de la Torre
(1993) for periodical press in 18th century Eu-
rope, by Castelli and Camassi (2000) with the
support of some case histories, and from a com-
prehensive point of view by Valensise and
Guidoboni (2000) and Mariotti et al. (2000); and
surely many more could be mentioned.

All these contributions offer useful results;
however, they remain on a qualitative side,
which often prevents seismologists from trust-
ing them completely.

4.1. Investigating the completeness of site
seismic histories

In the view of overcoming such difficulty and
of establishing a semi-quantitative approach, in
the last few years a group of historians and seis-
mologists turned their attention to the assess-
ment of the completeness of site seismic histo-
ries. The basic idea was: a) to consider a locali-
ty, together with its set of historical sources, as a
kind of «seismic recorder» and to assess the
completeness of the seismic records concerning
the locality; b) to infer from it, or from the results
on a few localities, some conclusions on the
completeness of the data concerning areas.

The investigation was performed in 2001
(Albini et al., 2001), with the financial support
of the National Seismic Survey of Italy, on fif-
teen localities (fig. 6a) selected according to the
following criteria:

i)  To have suffered a site intensity Is ≥ 8 MCS
at least once.

ii)  To be «important» enough, so that a good
historical sources coverage could be expected in
the considered time-window (1200-1870).

iii)  To be located in areas with preference to
low-to-moderate seismicity.

Three further localities, Treviso, Asolo and
Belluno, were investigated in 2002, in the frame
of the research sponsored by the project «Dam-
age scenario at Vittorio Veneto» of GNDT, the
National Group for Defense against Earthquakes
(Albini and Stucchi, 2002; Albini et al., 2003).

The main goals of the investigation were:
a) To find out new earthquake records leading

to Is ≥ 9 MCS, unknown with respect to the seismic
histories obtained from the available datasets
(Monachesi and Stucchi, 1997; Boschi et al., 2000).

b) To understand the reasons why such
records could have been lost.

c) To assess potential information gaps.
It must be said that the available resources

allowed a good and rigorous, although not ex-
haustive, investigation.
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Goals a) and b) were achieved by investi-
gating historical sources and compilations
which:

1)  had contributed to the known seismic
histories;

2)  had not contributed to, so far.
The main result was that no unknown earth-

quake records leading to Is ≥ 9 MCS were found
for the eighteen localities. In addition, a few
cases (locality/events) were investigated, where
no records were available for intensities of
comparable size predicted by means of attenua-
tion relationships. The results were: i) for a few
cases (2) new earthquake records were found,
leading to intensity assessments lower than pre-
dicted; ii) for another four cases no new records
were found, but the predicted intensities were
probably overestimated because of a bad fit of
the attenuation relationship with the data of the
corresponding earthquake; iii) in one case (Sul-
mona, 1315) no records were found; this fact
contributed to fix that the completeness should
start later than this date.

Goal c), the main one, to assess complete-
ness and potential information gaps, was
achieved by comparing category 1) (historical
sources which contributed to the known seis-
mic histories) and category 2) (newly investi-
gated historical sources), and assessing con-
clusions from both of them. Briefly, the inves-
tigation was mainly devoted to exploring the
time periods where no earthquakes were re-
ported; the main goal was to assess whether in
those periods the historical sources reported
other events, either natural or political, or did
not report any event at all. In the first case, the
historian’s expert judgement was able to assess
when «no earthquake records» could be inter-
preted in terms of «no earthquake took place».

The investigation was initially foreseen
with reference to Is ≥ 9 MCS, because it is be-
lieved that historical considerations useful for
this purpose apply mainly to the range of heav-
ily damaging to destructive effects. Actually, a
heavily damaging earthquake is not an «in-
stant» event, but something which leaves last-

Fig. 6a,b. a) The 18 localities where the completeness of the site seismic histories was investigated. b) Com-
pleteness start times at the investigated localities for site intensity Is ≥ 8 MCS (squares), Is ≥ 9 MCS (diamonds),
Is ≥ 10 MCS (circles).

a b
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ing traces in the life of the affected territory. It
seems reasonable to affirm that in most cases
such traces were recorded by the historical
sources in the Italian region from about 1200
on, with a few exceptions only. Therefore, our
point was to investigate where and how such
sources were preserved and/or earthquake
records transmitted to us by the compilers. At
the end it was possible to supply results also
for Is ≥ 10 MCS and Is ≥ 8 MCS.

The results are given in fig. 6b; they show
how varied the completeness time-intervals
are, even within short distances.

Summarising, it can be concluded that this
approach appears promising and able to give
reliable constraints to the completeness as-
sessment. As for many scientific issues it can
be performed according to either an expedi-
tious or an intensive approach; in the first
case one can obtain many clues in a shorter
time, although with a lower reliability; in the
second results are better but larger resources
are needed.

4.2. From sites to areas, from Is to M,
from high to low M 

At conferences the results presented above
were observed with sympathy by seismolo-
gists, who soon asked for more localities/data-
points, and when the results in terms of cata-
logue completeness (time-intervals for M and
areas) would be available.

More datapoints would cost money and
time; therefore, to make our data usable for
PSHA purposes we need to extend them. This
requires performing three steps: a – from sites
to areas; b – from site intensity to magnitudes;
c – from high to low M.

Step a (extending point data to large areas)
requires lot of care, as we are not dealing with
measures of physical quantities; on the contrary,
we deal with point data which have individual
roots and might have only weak relationships
one to another, over small areas. Having data
from eighteen points only, the areal extension
was performed by expert judgement, using the

Fig. 7a,b. a) Homogeneous regions and (b) average relevant completeness start times for I0 ≥ 9 MCS or
Ms ≥ 6.0 (full diamonds), superimposed to the data of fig. 6b.

a b
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Fig. 8a,b. a) Homogeneous regions; b) broken lines representing the final completeness time-intervals (Ms ver-
sus time) in the five regions.

a b

wealth of information and expertise acquired by
historians during the last years, although not
formalisable according to our schemes, yet. The
expert judgement was first used to define five
regions (fig. 7a) which, according to historical
considerations, may be taken as sufficiently ho-
mogeneous from the point of view of historical
record production and preservation. As an ex-
ample, during the Middle Ages and the early
Modern Age, the Alpine region in the north and
the mountainous Calabria region in the south,
with sparse settlements and a relatively small
amount of local documents survived, can be
compared to the regions of the central and east-
ern Po Valley, the history of whose Communes
and Lordships is well documented by local and
highly reliable chronicles. Then, the expert
judgement was used to adopt a most reliable
areal value for the beginning time of complete-
ness, starting from the value obtained for the lo-
calities. It is to be stressed that the choice of the
localities was performed for other reasons than
this investigation; therefore, their distribution
appears rather uneven with respect to the re-

gions (for instance, there was one locality only
in Sicily and none in the Alps). Results are pre-
sented in fig. 7b and confirm that conservative
solutions were adopted.

Step b (from site intensities to M) is performed
as follows: the conclusion that Is ≥ 9 is complete at
locality X since, say, 1400 means that no earth-
quake effects of that size at locality X are lost af-
ter 1400. Such effects can be produced by earth-
quakes with I0 located at the same locality, or by
earthquakes with larger I0 located in a convenient
area; therefore, using a I0 /M relationship we can
conclude at least that no earthquakes with M cor-
responding to I0 = 9 (roughly Ms = 6.0 using the
CPTI I0 /Ms table), or larger, happened nearby that
locality in the period considered as complete.

As for step c (from high M to low M), fol-
lowing the issues made above we must con-
clude that historical considerations cannot be
used for assessing the completeness of slightly
damaging effects (I0 ≤ 7 MCS and correspon-
ding Ms ≤ 5.0). Therefore, the values proposed
by Slejko et al. (1998), assessed according to
statistical considerations were adopted with
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small adjustments. Figure 8a,b summarises the
results in terms of completeness time-intervals
for the five regions of fig. 7a.

5. Validation

As explained, these results are based on
good although scanty data points and, therefore,
may suffer from some uncertainty in relation
with the areal extension and the assessment of
the most representative value for each area.
There is little hope to assess the reliability of
these results with conventional methods; how-
ever, we can perform some rough estimates.

5.1. Comparison with statistical assessment

A first, although preliminary, comparison
can be made with the results published by Al-
barello et al. (2001), both using the data for the

sites closest to our localities, and assessing a
mean, weighted value of their results over the
five regions adopted in this paper (fig. 9a,b). Re-
sults shows that, for I0 = 9 MCS at least, statisti-
cal time-intervals are steadily shorter than his-
torical ones, with the exception of two cases:
i) Crema, because of a significant gap in the sur-
viving local documentation between 1100 and
1450; ii) Melfi, which represents an anomaly of
unclear origin in the statistical results.

5.2. Constraining the estimation of the «true
seismicity»

As said before, we do not have a method for
estimating the fraction

F = CS/TS

where CS = seismicity in the catalogue and TS =
= «true» seismicity, the latter remaining undis-
closed.

Fig. 9a,b. a) Sites (stars) investigated by Albarello et al. (2001) closest to the 18 investigated localities; b) com-
pleteness start times (I0 ≥ 9 MCS) at these sites, adapted from authors’ results (empty triangles), and average start
times in the five regions (full triangles), superimposed to the data of fig. 7b.

a b
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Although TS is not known, as a matter of
fact we estimate it in PSHA from the complete-
ness time-intervals by assessing the seismicity
rates (number of events of a given M divided by
the time-interval). If we project the seismicity
rates over – for instance – 1000 years, which is
more or less the time-interval spanned by the
Italian catalogues, we get the number of events
which «should have happened» in 1000 years,
under the common assumption that the seismic-
ity rates are representative; in other words, that
the seismicity is stationary, that is the current
assumption adopted in most PSHA cases.

Figure 10 shows: a) the cumulative earth-
quake distribution of the NT catalogue (Camassi
and Stucchi, 1997) in 1000 years, that is CS; b)
the cumulative earthquake distribution in 1000
years which comes projecting over 1000 years
the seismicity rates derived by sets of complete-
ness time-intervals of fig. 8 (let us call it «virtual
seismicity» VS1); c) the cumulative virtual seis-
micity VS2 obtained projecting the seismicity
rates used by Slejko et al. (1998).

The gap between VS1, or VS2, and CS, rep-
resents at any M the number of earthquakes that
should be missing from the catalogue if all the

basic assumptions are right; fraction F is given,
at any M, by the values of CS divided by the
values of VS1 or VS2.

Although most investigators could live in
peace with almost any large gap or small fraction
at any M (after all, catalogues are incomplete by
definition!), the size of the gap between distribu-
tion CS and VS2 attracted the attention of Stucchi
and Rebez (2000) and, later, of Stucchi and Albi-
ni (2000). Actually, this gap is about 97-55 = 48
earthquakes with Ms ≥ 6.4 (F = 0.56) and 329-
134 = 195 earthquakes for Ms ≥ 5.8 (F = 0.4).

In other words, this would mean that the
Italian catalogue knows only a half or less
than the presumed, total number of earth-
quakes of the same size which should have
happened in 1000 years. This rate, very poor
for a country where the historical catalogue is
widely considered as a very good one, is hard
to believe from the historical point of view,
too.

Considering distribution VS1, obtained
from the completeness intervals determined in
this investigation, versus CS, the figures go
down to 19 = 74-55 earthquakes with Ms ≥ 6.4
and 53 = 187-134 with Ms ≥ 5.8; the correspon-

Fig. 10. Comparison of the cumulative NT4.1 catalogue (Camassi and Stucchi, 1997) (CS, full triangles) over
1000 years with the virtual, cumulative catalogues obtained by the historical completeness time intervals (this
paper; VS1, open circles) and the statistical one (Slejko et al., 1998; VS2, full squares).
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ding values of F are 0.74 and 0.71, which seem
more reasonable although a bit high, still.

A more detailed analysis shows that the
number of earthquakes which contribute to the
gaps described above are not evenly distributed
in space but show higher peaks in Southern
Italy. This shows, in our opinion, that the com-
pleteness time-intervals determined for that re-
gion are very severe and/or that seismicity is
there even less stationary than in the other ar-
eas. In general, gaps are higher in the areas
where strong events took place recently. We do
not go into details about this here: this analysis
has the scope of exploring the possibility of
constraining the completeness time-intervals by
means of the mentioned gaps, the size of which
can be roughly compared with evidence sug-
gested by historical considerations.

5.3. Does it make any difference? 

We believe that, in the frame of conventional
PSHA, it may. First of all, more rigorous and semi-

quantitative methods must be welcome as a step of
PSHA which is frequently overlooked (or casually
dealt with). Next, it is clear that some considera-
tions proposed above suffer from incorrect seis-
micity assumptions. However, such assumptions
are behind PSHA conventional methods and they
drive completeness assumptions and methods, too.

We believe that completeness plays a signifi-
cant role in areas with high seismic activity and
moderate to long return periods of destructive
earthquakes, such as Italy, the Iberian Peninsula
and the Balkans. As an example, fig. 11a,b com-
pares the hazard distributions obtained from data
which give rise to distribution VS1 and VS2, re-
spectively, keeping all the other input data and
using the same code to compute seismic hazard.

It should play a minor role in areas with
moderate seismicity (in Europe north of the
Alps) or very high one (Aegean Arc). In the
first case this is mainly due to the fact that seis-
micity is low and long-term fluctuations do not
affect conventional PSHA. For instance, Mus-
son (2002) showed that – in a typical moderate
seismicity case – changing expert judgement

Fig. 11a,b. Comparison of the PSHA obtained using distributions (a) VS2 of fig. 10 and (b) VS1, this paper,
leaving unchanged all the other input data and using the same code to compute seismic hazard.

a b
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about the completeness changed the final seis-
mic hazard value by 10%.

In the second case, this is due to the fact that
shorter time windows can be sufficient to ap-
proach the «true» seismicity pattern.

It is clear that we do not believe that dis-
tributions VS1 and VS2 really represent the
«true» seismicity TS. However, at least we
can assess that they overestimate it, may be by
far, and that, therefore, using them we are on
the safety side.

6. Conclusions

The problem of how good is the picture that
our seismological data of historical origin sup-
ply with respect to the truth can be of varied im-
portance, depending on the region and/or the fi-
nal purpose of our research.

We believe that the problem should be
mainly addressed with historical methods. This
investigation should mainly look outside the
earthquake records, in the realm of everyday
life history; we are aware, however, that this re-
search can be time-consuming and frustrating,
although this is one of the few areas where to
find a «credible nothing» may represent a high-
ly valuable result.

We have proposed some examples; being
aware that they represent a drop in the sea we
are ready to use them, in agreement with the
principle that little is better than nothing, for
making our PSHA more robust. And we are
confident that they will be.
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