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Introduction

The collapse of school buildings in earthquakes can be attributed to basic deficiencies in 
both the nature and implementation of laws and regulations concerning the planning, 
construction and maintenance of school buildings. Countries often lack building codes or 
poorly enforce existing codes.

The following papers tell the stories of why schools have collapsed in earthquakes in nine 
countries: Algeria, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), Italy, Mexico, New 
Zealand, Portugal, Turkey, the United States and Venezuela. While these papers assess the 
relative importance of the specific factors contributing to the poor performance of school 
buildings, they also reveal the extent to which the lessons learned from past earthquakes 
have been used to change and improve building codes and construction practices. In 
addition, these stories highlight the crucial role of the many groups and individuals who 
have taken responsibility and action to improve the safety of school buildings and their 
occupants, often in the face of numerous obstacles. Other important contextual factors 
are considered, such as the economic development of the country or region, location of 
the building (urban vs. rural) and ownership of the building (public vs. private).

Based on the experiences recounted during the meeting, the ad hoc experts’ group 
identified a number of obstacles to achieving seismic safety in schools. 

Defining obstacles

The responsibility of all

• A lack of awareness on the part of the public and public officials of the threat of school 
collapse from earthquakes can be attributed to the seemingly infrequent occurrence of 
earthquakes in any one place and few fatalities involving schoolchildren in the past. Even 
when heavy damage is inflicted on lives and public buildings, it is often quickly forgotten. 
Unless stakeholders such as communities and government officials are informed of the 
risks and the economic and social costs associated with these rare events, they can lack the 
means to influence decisions and to find common values by which to reach solutions.

• Poor communication between stakeholders and the lack of a system of accountability, 
legal or moral, in the event of a disaster, have in many cases proven a grave impediment 
to improving earthquake safety standards in public buildings such as schools.

Government

• Inadequate enforcement of seismic codes and the absence of statutory requirements 
for hazard safety programmes are two related obstacles that represent the root of 
problems encountered in several countries. The presence of these powerful tools would 
improve accountability, communication and awareness between all stakeholders.



Recognising the obstacles to improving seismic safety of schools
PART I

33© OECD 2004

• Lack of supporting systems of governance, inadequate emphasis on human decision-
making and decentralised control of school buildings can also hinder the improvement 
of school building safety.

The private sector

• Inadequate knowledge of current engineering principles and inadequate training, 
testing and certification of architects, engineers, inspectors and others in the 
construction industry have significantly contributed towards damage to school 
buildings following an earthquake. In many cases, existing expertise and technologies 
have not been transmitted to stakeholders in a meaningful way. Such problems could 
be addressed by applying simple and inexpensive technical information, such as short 
columns, “capacity-based” design and base isolation.

• Lack of quality controls for construction of new buildings and for structural modification 
and change of use of existing buildings, in addition to poor facility maintenance, use of 
poor construction materials and methodologies, and poor site conditions, significantly 
contribute towards school building collapse.

• Inadequate hazard determination and little pre-event evaluation are further obstacles 
to ensuring earthquake-safe school buildings.

• Absence of insurance incentives is another impediment to ensuring that construction 
companies and others enforce code requirements.

 


