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The avalanche danger in the Wasatch,
Ltah, h.,u,'!{q;um]lr'_r was characterized as
cansiderable (read: human-triggered ava-
lanches probable). Early scason storms
had deposited several feet of snow that
then weakened during a relatively dry
January. Several small storms then loaded
extra weight on top of the unstable layer
in February. But 1o my brother, Andy, his
wife, Sharon, and five others who hoped
to cul some fresh tracks in a bounty of
new snow the scene was more enticing
than unnerving. As they traversed the
northwest face of the square-top moun-
tain ridgeline al 12:45 p.m. on February
27, 2001, lietle did they know they were
basically skiing over a ticking time bomb.

The group was vacationing from Mew
Hampshire at Park City's The Canyons

Resort and decided to take advantage of

easy access to oft-piste terrain. All highly
skilled skiers and riders, none of them
had felt compelled to carry avalanche gear
such as shovels, prabes, or beacons,

From the top of The Canvon's Ninely
Mine ¥ Lift, the group exited the snow-
sports area through a backcountry access
gate and proceeded 1o Red Cliff Rocks area,
despite large signs warning them of poten-
tial avalanche danger. They crossed the
northwest face, which had a slope angle of
more than 30 degrees and was at an eleva-
tion of about 10,000 feet, two factors that
contribute to the risk of an avalanche.

As Andy continued northwest 1o view
the entire cornice, Sharon descended from
the ridge and made a few turns before she
fell and lost a ski. Her son and two others
skied down to help and the remaining two
members of the parly staved on the ridge,
As they waited for Andy to return, 2 large
slab of snow broke loose just below the

ridgeline and carried Sharon, her son, and
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Warming signd mark the boundari of The Cangans Ski Resort outside Park City, Utah,

two others 20 1o 50 feet down the slope.
Sharon'’s son tumbled with the snow until
he hit a tree, forcing him 10 the surface
unhurt. Another skier who was caught in
the slide was buried up to his waist but
managed to dig himself out. Sharon and
thie fourth skier caught in the slide disap-
peared into a gully. When the slide
stopped, the group located the fourth

skier, who was 1_'nr|1p]::h,'|g.' buried but able

to vell fram underneath the snow. Sharon
was still missing,

An immediate rescue elTort was called
and then postponed due to slide danger;
search teams were evacuated while the
Hinp:: was hlasted. When the area was
ﬁll.’l”}' deemed safe, rescuers returned 1o
the area and located Sharon buried under
4 feet of snow. It was approximately 3:56
p.m., more than three hours after the
slide. My sister-in-law-did not survive.

Untortunately, this dramatic scene is

becoming all too familiar. This vear, the
State of Utah is reporting the deadliest sea-
som ever since avalanche reporting began
in 1951, 5ix people have been Killed, and it's
only February. Among this year's victims is
a snowhoarder caught in a massive slide on
the that
Reinfurt’s life. Coincidentally, a little more

same face claimed Sharon
than a year hefore her death, two other
skaers died i the same spol.

Under similar avalanche warning and
conditions, accident reports from January
22125, 2005, logged 13 skier and boarder
tatalities in France, Switzerland, and
Austria. These included European, U5,
and Canadian citizens whose ages r.'|.|1g-:11
from the :,'.|.1‘lll.' 205 to late 305,

All these victims are examples of a
growing trend of skiers and riders who
confuse technical skiing and riding ability
with backcountry preparedness. What's
more, they are reminders of the over-



whelming need for better education and
awareness of avalanche danger.

THE LURE OF THE BACKCOUNTRY
Perhaps due to crowded ski areas, long
lines, boredom with the same old slopes,
technological advancements in gear, com-
mercial marketing of all things extreme, or
the call of the pristine backcountry, a soar-
ing number of winter enthusiasts in the
past 15 years have taken to crossing beyvond
many a resort’s boundaries.

A quick look at the average ski video
of today compared to an older movie cre-
ates a dipstick for what today’s audience
supports. The steep-and-deep flicks that
draw cult-like followings don't include
much footage of inbound skiing at
family-friendly resorts. Instead, big-name
extreme competition champions are
shown blazing new trails off vertical cliffs
and down 60-degree slopes. These films
seemingly reflect a cultural phenomenon
within snowsports of touting one over-
arching concept: the more extreme the
better. Adventurers in Furope and North
America are answering the call of the
wild; some of the individuals are experi-
enced, some inexperienced. Some go with
guides, some without.

As ski resorts continue to expand and
add new terrain, bigger, faster, and higher
chairlifts take people closer to action that
previously was only accessible to those
willing to "earn their turns” with several
hours or even days of backcountry tour-
ing. What was once out-of-reach is now at
our skitips, and people are taking full
advantage of the new terrain,

Poaching—ducking under area bound-
ary ropes to access off-piste terrain—has
long been a concern for ski areas worried
about the safety of their guests. However, in
a lot of places in the United States, poach-
ing is not illegal if ski areas are on and/or
adjacent 1w state or national forest land,
which is open to public use. Neither is it the
patrol’s or the area’s responsibility to police
those who would ski out-of-bounds at
their own risk. Just as skiing in bounds
presents risks for which the resort is not

responsible, so does skiing bevond the
area’s boundaries. The ropes are merely
indicators of the boundaries of patrol-
controlled terrain. Still, resorts recognize
the tendency for people to cross over those
lines and have set up “access gates” as a way
to funnel would-be poachers through a
single point at which warning signs and
information can be posted.

Backcountry access gales at snow-
sports area boundaries allow people to
explore off-piste terrain without commit-
ting to a several-day jaunt into the wilder-
ness. You can spend the morning in the
halfpipe or the back bowls, grab some
afternoon freshies on the other side of the
gate, and then return to the hotel hot tub
and aprés-ski activities in the resort vil-
lage. This adventurous trend is a good
thing for the snowsports industry as a
whole because it keeps the sports fresh
and exciting. Unfortunately, problems
arise when novices and, yes, even experts
underestimate the danger and overesti-
mate their qualifications.

WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN TO
POORLY PREPARED PEOPLE

Snow scientist Peter Héller conducted a
study of avalanche knowledge 15 years ago
for the Austrian Institute for Avalanche and
Torrent Rescarch in Innsbruck. He drew up
30 questions and distributed 300 copies of
his questionnaire to two regional Austrian
alpine clubs. Three significant findings in
the study suggested that avalanche educa-
tion in Austria needed to reach a broader
group, particularly those headed to the
snowy outback.

Héller found that 1) a mere 19 per-
cent of the ski mountaineers who partici-
pated in the study had any formal
avalanche instruction; 2) only 60 percent
of ski mountaineers regularly participated
in avalanche beacon training or refresh-
ing; and 3} most of the respondents didn’t
even realize high avalanche danger exists on
north-facing slopes! The investigation
drove home the fact that just because a
backcountry enthusiast had first-class ski-
ing and guiding skills didn't mean the

individual had the necessary avalanche
dWAreness E‘dlll:ﬂti.l:ll'l..

Haller's immediate recommendations
were 1o address and reduce these problems
by offering more precise details on hazard
management via public service announce-
ments on TV and using radio weather
broadcasts that actually mentioned the
word “avalanche.” Seasonally his organiza-
tion and numerous others worldwide offer
free classroom seminars and/or nominal-
fee avalanche field courses that are formally
advertised and open 10 everyone, A parallel
icon in the international avalanche indus-
try is Bruce Tremper, director of the Utah
Avalanche Forecast Center.

Since Holler's initial research, the
snowsports community has experienced
growing involvement in backcountry
activity. However, despite the efforts of
Haller, Tremper, and others there remains
a major problem: Avalanche accidents
have not decreased in Europe or America.

In fact, fatalities in North America are
still on the rise. The number of U.S. ava-
lanche fatalities in 2003-04 (34) com-
pared to 20 years earlier in 198384 (14)
and 30 years carlier in 1973-74 (5) suggest
more people are traveling and dying in the
backcountry. Another study conducted in
Austria during the 1999-2000 season
showed a few positive changes, but none
that would suggest backcountry accidents
were less common or less likely to occur
than a decade carlier. In 1990, for exam-
ple, about 33 percent of the backcountry
skiers surveyed had little or no idea about
the processes that affect snowpack. In
2000, that number dropped only slightly
to 25 percent. Clearly, the increase in edu-
cation and awareness doesn't match the
increase in activity.

In the years since Holler conducted his
research, there have been numerous devel-
opments in avalanche technology and
tools. For European skiers and "boarders
the daily avalanche rating is traditionally
found at the ticket office and posted on all
major resort trail map marquees with
flashing lights that visually inform skiers
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