AVALANCHE

Answers to common avalanche questions
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BY DOUG CHARDT
Do my partners and | need the same type of beacon, or will
different brands work together?

All avalanche transceivers work on the same frequency of
ABT kHz. All Brands are compatible.

Don't ski tracks on a slope mean it's safe?

Ski tracks an a slope give a false sense of security. Many
people have been caught and killed in avalanches on heav-
ily tracked slopes. In order to avalanche, a slope must be
steeper than 30 degrees, have a slab of snow over a weak
layer and, finally, a trigger. If & persan culs an unstaible spot
an the slope it can initiate fractures which will propagate out-
ward avalanching all previous tracks. A uniform weak layar
buried deep in the snowpack can fail and create a slide, no
matter how chopped up the slab above it is.

If a slope has previously avalanched, is it safe with new
show on it? 9
The simple answer is no. Weak layers are not easily de-
stroyed, and new snow would only rébury this laver creating
instability and fulure avalanches, A few years ago another
forecaster and | were in the middle of an avalanche cycle in
the Cooke City area. We investigated a few slides and that
night it stormed. In the morning | skied onto a 30-degree
slope that appeared unscathed, but | found the freshly buried
crown indleating it avalanched yvesterday. | called my partner
wover since | figured the slope was safe. As we dug our pit the
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entire slope cracked and moved a few inches right at the pit
wall. The weak layer was still there, as unstable as ever, and
we were lucky the slepe didn't avalanche again.

Iz a slope more stable after it collapses or “whumps"?

The *whumphs™ we hear and feel are buried weak layers
collapsing in the snowpack. Whean they collapse but don’t
avalanche it doesn™t mean we're good 1o go, Slopes have
avalanched after collapses. Twe years ago a Montana sk
patroller got a large slope to crack 11/2 inches wide with ex-
plosives, but it did not avalanche. Another shot was placed
in the crack moments later and the entire slope released.
Treat slopes that have fractured or collapsed with caution,
They may not ke safe and should not be trusted.

Can | ski out of an avalanche by aiming toward its edge?
If the slide is small and you're at the top whan it breaks and
you're an expert and yvour bindings don't release and vour
skis are pointed toward the side - maybe, just maybe you
can ski out of danger. But maybe isn’t definitely. An ava-
lanche can accelerate to over 80 mph in seconds, too fast
to outrun, If caught in an avalanche, something has gone
terribly wrong. Even with a perfect plan, expert ability and a
cool head, once caught, unmanageable forces strongly influ-
ence life or death.

What should | do if | get caught?

Try and stay upright and ski out of it, because sometimes
luck smiles brightly on us. Failing that shed poles and

get rid of skis. Try and slow down by digging into the bed
surface if possible. The best chance of survival is being near
the tail of the slide since there's less snaw far burial. It's
also recommended to try and log roll off to the side. This
technigue has worked on occasion. The worst place to be

ig in the leading edge where the slide is the most turbulent
and violent. Fight, swirmn, pray, and never give up. As the slide
decelerates and starts to compress try and sweep ang hand
in front of your face to create an alr pocket while using the
other to reach out of the snow so rescuers can find you
quickly. If uninjured, a buried victim has a 90 percent chance
of surviving if dug up within 15 minutes,

Do avalanche airbags work?

Avalanche airbags definitely work at keeping people alive. By
pulling a rip cord on the air bag pack, a colorful balloon in-
flates. Although it will not “float™ the wearer to the surface, it
increases the odds that a piece of the balloon will be visible,
negating a timaly bezacon search. Airbags are not a replace-

ment for avalanche beacons., #

Doweg Chabor is the divector of the Gallazin National Forest Ava-
lanche Center. He can be reached at debabot @ fed.ws.com.
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Investigating a 7-foot deep
avalanche on Buck Ridge.



