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Three Hard Years for the
Alaska Heli Skiing Industry

Potential underlying causes

Potential'solutions to these
| observed issues
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Who | am, and why | am
speaking on this sublect

4
AMGA Certified Ski Mount’ameermg Guide >
AAA Professional Member .

AIARE Instructor & Course Leader

Alaska Heliskiing Lead Guide & Prlmary
Avalanche Forecaster i |—|- '

Valdez Resident; Haines Heli Ski Guide -15 \}
- years experience guiding skiing in Alaska y syl
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Who | am, and why | am
speaking on this sublect

4
AMGA Certified Ski Mount’ameermg Guide >
AAA Professional Member .

AIARE Instructor & Course Leader

Alaska Heliskiing Lead Guide & Prlmary
Avalanche Forecaster i |—|- '

Valdez Resident; Haines Heli Ski Guide -15 \}
- years experience guiding skiing in Alaska y syl

Actlvely employed in oil and gas industry,
specializing in technical access, mountain
safety, rescue and evacuation GMS
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Selecting and comparing Alaska Heli Skiing
operations to mechanized skiing in British
Columbia during the period from 1990 to 201 |

(1990 was arguably the beginning of Alaska Heli Skiing industry, 2012 was first
avalanche fatality in Alaska Heli Ski industry) 4

During this period, Alaskan Heli SKiing
operations did not experience a single guest or
guide avalanche fatality. BC operatlons :
unfortunately had 37 avalanche fatalities.

(Without question, in Alaska during this period there were many avalanche
involvements and other accidents but the focus of this talk is fatalities, potential
causes and potential solutions)
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Selecting and comparing Alaska Heli Skiing
operations to mechanized skiing in British
Columbia during the period from 1990 to 201 |

(1990 was arguably the beginning of Alaska Heli Skiing industry, 2012 was first
avalanche fatality in Alaska Heli Ski industry) ¢

During this period, Alaskan Heli SKiing
operations did not experience a single guest or
guide avalanche fatality. BC operatlons
unfortunately had 37 avalanche fatalities.

(Without question, in Alaska during this period there were many avalanche
involvements and other accidents but the focus of this talk is fatalities, potential
causes and potential solutions)

1t must be noted that BC operations have
considerably higher numbers of user-days and
this statistic includes showcat operations as
weII Regardless; it has been proven that Alaska

op%mcan and do operate safely.
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AVALANCHE PROFESSIONAL
RESPONSIBILITY CODE

THERE ARE ELEMENTS OF RISK THAT REMAIN HIDDEN TO THE BACKCOUNTRY USER THAT ARE
ONLY EVIDENT IN HINDSIGHT. TO UNDERSTAND WHERE THINGS "'WENT WRONG' WE FIRST NEED
TO UNDERSTAND HOW IT IS THEY ‘GO RIGHT'. AVALANCHE PROFESSIONALS CAN IMPROVE AVA-
LANCHE RISK TO BACKCOUNTRY USERS AND PROMOTE MORE EFFECTIVE INTERVENTION STRATE-
GIES BY UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT IN WHICH RECREATIONAL USERS MAKE DECISIONS.

' Always acknowledge that ‘human error'is the Keep away from thinking thaf says cause
storting point for investigations nof the end. and effect is always linear. Backcountry av-
alonche accidents are largely emergent.

People around you inferpret the world differently Observe and identify strong anficipatory ac-

(particulorly the less experienced). It is your 7 tions and decisions. Encourage develop-

responsibility fo understand what made sense fo ment of this skill rather than promoling the

them af the time of their decisions. avoidance of negofive actions and deci-
sions.

Do not forgef that things offen go right and 8 Keep blome and fundamenfal atfribution
wrong in the same way. Actions foken & deci- enor in check. Afempt fo understand how

sions made prior fo an accident have likely and why someone ended up in the sifuation
been faken or made before, the oufcome is they did.

often irelevant.

Never reduce your analysis of an avolanche You must not pass judgment on an accident

accident fo a single cause. Avqlonche ferrain as if vour obility is impaired by hindsiaht bias.
experienced by people operating within it s K:rowledm 1o oolcoma mokesgi,f' seem

highly complex. inevitable that an avalanche would occur.

Understand that, in dynamic environments, You must have have sufficient pafience lo

multiple, small failures interact fo couse ' o understand the complexily recreationists

accidents. experience in confext - and see this as
being inextricably connected fo the
circumstances of the field.

KNOW THE CODE - BE HUMAN CONSCIOUS
IT IS YOUR RESPONSIBILITY
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6

People around you inferpret the world differently

(particulorly the less experienced). It is your

responsibility fo understand what made sense fo

them of the time of their decisions.

7

Do not forget that things often go right and

wrong in the same way Actions foken & deci-

sions made prior fo an accident have likely
been faken or made before, the oufcome is
offen irrelevant.

Never reduce your analysis of an avolanche

accident fo a single cause. Avalanche ferrain

experienced by people operating within if is
highly complex.

Understand that, in dynamic environments,
multiple, smoll failures inferact fo couse
accidents.

)10

Keep away from thinking thaf says cause
and effect is always linear. Backcountry av-
alonche accidents are largely emergent.

Observe and identify strong anticipatory ac-
tions and decisions. Encourage develop-
ment of this skill rather than promoling the
avoidance of negative actions and deci-
sions.

Keep blome and fundamental atfribution
error in check. Atfempt fo understand how
ond why someone ended up in fhe sifuation
they did.

You must nof pass judgment on an accident
if your ability is impaired by hindsight bias.
Knowledge of the outcome makes if seem
inevitable that an avalanche would occur.

You must have have sufficient pafience fo
understand the complexily recreationists
experience in confex! - and see this as
being inextricably connected fo the
circumstances of the field.

KNOW THE CODE - BE HUMAN CONSCIOUS
IT IS YOUR RESPONSIBILITY
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During the past three seasons in Alaska,
2012-2014, there have been four avalanche
fatalities in three separate incidences in the
Heli Skiing industry claiming the lives of three
guides and one guest

All three of these accidents occurred in the
Chilkat Range outside of Haines, AK



During the past three seasons in Alaska,
2012-2014, there have been four avalanche
fatalities in three separate incidences in the
Heli Skiing industry claiming the lives of three
guides and one guest

All three of these accidents occurred in the

Chilkat Range outside of Haines, AK

““All three incidents involved and claimed the
lives of experienced guides in familiar terrain



Rob Liberman Christian Cabanilla  Aaron Karitis
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As an avalanche professional that is very close
to the situation, | have formed opinions about
some of the potential causes of these
accidents, and would like to also propose some
potential solutions to help prevent these types

of incidents occurring again. "

[, &8
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In my observations, 1 have “boiled dowhn” this
complex problem to three main,causes
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As an avalanche professional that is very close
to the situation, | have formed opinions about
some of the potential causes of these
accidents, and would like to also propose some
potential solutions to help prevent these types
of incidents occurring again.

In my observations, 1 have “boiled dowhn” this
complex problem to , three main.causes

3. Climate change

2. Marketing of “The Extreme”

el . Cooperation with’'land management

[
- ‘.\
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Tertiary concern: Climate Change

As climate change progresses, we can expect to
see more extreme seasonal events at'‘both ends
of the spectrum, record warm years, and
record deep snowfalls.

Along with extreme seasonal events on the
macro-scale, we can expect to see more
pronounced occurrences on the meso and
micro-scale as well, in the form of anomalies
such as more pronounced and persistent weak
layers within our,snowpack and differing

S conditions from the *‘historical norms”

-
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The Cordova “Snowpocalypse” of 2012
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This weekend, a large ridge in the
Jet Stream over the North Pacific
helped warm, wet air move North
INto Alaska.

In addition to the warm air biown in,
downsloping winds have created
even warmer temperatures over
places like Anchorage as the air
descends the slopes and wams
through compression of the air
molecules.

I he warmup ends today.

weather.gov/Anchorage

The famed Alaska “Sucker Punch”
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Alaska Ties All-Time January Record High

P 3 \‘\
-~

Fairbanks \
‘ Port Alsworth reached

Port Alsworth Juneau d high temperature
of 62°F Monday,
tying Petersburg
and Craig for the

highest temperature

ever recorded during
Anchorage Petersburg

the month of January
in Alaska

ol DY D.Young, courtesy of
| Lake Clark National Park & Preserve 8
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Alaska Ties All-Time January Record High

e
7

Fairbanks |
‘ [ Port Alsworth reached

Port Alsworth Juneau a high temperature
of 62°F Monday,
tying Petersburg
and Craig for the

highest temperature

ever recorded during

the month of January
in Alaska

National Park Service Photo
taken near Port Alsworth
o Dy D.Young, courtesy of
m.___;g\d Lake Clark National Park & Preserve @8
e ——
— e

In the Chilkat Range and many other places, this “tropical
sucker punch” resulted in a rain crust that was present at
the highest elevations and persisted till late April causing

considerable PWL concerns.
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It is suspected that events that create PWD’s
such as surface hoar which are often limited by
aspect or elevation may become more
pronounced and carry across greater elevation
spans
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It is suspected that events that create PWD’s
such as surface hoar which are often limited by
aspect or elevation may become more
pronounced and carry across greater elevation
spans

1.5cm Surface Hoar in the Chilkat Range 2014
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Some possible Solutions to the problem of
Climate Change for the AK Heli ski industry:




Some possible Solutions to the problem of

Climate Change for the AK Heli ski industry:

SUCCESS breeds
complacency.
Complacency breeds
jaiure. Only the
paranold survive,

' -~ 4 u'{--\ o 'V
Al vV [ OVE
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Forecasters and guides need to avoid
steps one & two of the “Risky
Procedures” Cycle and “break the chain”

RISK
OVERLOOKED

RISK
UNDERESTIMATED

IGNORED

RISK-TAKING
RISK REWARDED

ACCEPTED

RISKY
PROCEDURES
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Forecasters and guides need to avoid
steps one & two of the “Risky
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RISK
OVERLOOKED

Consider how this season differs
from all others previously
experienced, avoid habits and

complacency

ACCIDENT J’ P 4

RISK

UNDERESTIMATED
RISK
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RISK-TAKING
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Forecasters and guides need to avoid
steps one & two of the “Risky
Procedures” Cycle and “break the chain”

RISK
OVERLOOKED

Consider how this season differs
from all others previously
experienced, avoid habits and

complacency

. &5 7y /
[ L 2
" e A
4 VA o
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y 8 3 '
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¥ 7 2 5

RISK
UNDERESTIMATED

IGNORED «

Give appropriate gravity
and weight to all
observations remaining
cognizant of habits and
trends

RISK-TAKING
RISK REWARDED

ACCEPTED

RISKY
PROCEDURES
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Snow Observations Worksheet
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Avalanche activity observed: Y/N  Type Shope
Asp El Dpth Wdth Tegr
SzeD1D02D3 D4 D5 R1R2R3 R4 RS Fasled on

Estimated tme/date Locabion

Notes

Avalanche activity observed: Y/N  Type: Slope

Asp El Dpth Wdth Tegr
SzeD102D3 D4 D5 R1RA2R3 R4 RS Fasled on

Estimated time/date Location

Notes

Wind loading: Y /N Aspect: N NE E SE S SW W NW

New snow: Y /N Amount Whumphing' Y /N Cracking: Y /N
Test pits: Y / N Number Recorded Y / N (please ansch pecfiea)
General observations: (surface conditions, variabilty eic.)
Surface Conditions

Vanability

Othex

Snowpack Summary: (structure, energy, strength, depth)
Structure

Enetgy
Strength
Depth
Comments

Avalanche ForecasVtrend: (what you think will change tomorrow)

At Alaska Heliskiing, we have adopted a program
where every guide in the field completes a two
sided worksheet, this allows for critical review of
conditions observed, concise documentation and
the ability to share information efficiently.
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Secondary Problem - Marketing of
“The Extreme”

Every guide and guide service attempts to
educate their guests on the topics of mountain
safety, situational awareness, conservative
attitude and general mountain‘sense.
Unfortunately they only have a brief amount of
time to do this. 7



Secondary Problem - Marketing of
“The Extreme”

Every guide and guide service attempts to
educate their guests on the topics of mountain
safety, situational awareness, conservative
attitude and general mountain‘sense.
Unfortunately they only have a brief amount of
time to do this. |

Conversely, guests are bombarded all year long
“with images and product marketing that
counter the message of being conservative and

e . glamorize risk taking behavior
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It is very difficult, perhaps |
impossible, for a guide to ¥,
counter this constant @
message of aggressive
mountain behavior with the ' |
. limited amount of time they
spend with a guest. ‘E‘
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It is very difficult, perhaps |
impossible, for a guideto 4
counter this constant @
message of aggressive
mountain behavior with the ' |
, limited amount of time they
‘spend with a guest. LE;
'~ The appropriate message  ~
can be conveyed effectively (IAL
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however, if the entire ith our

ble guide
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Secondary Problem - Marketing of
“The Extreme”

Potential Solutions: Modifying the culture

By encouraging and enabling gear
manufacturers, media outlets and industry )
representatives to adopt an attitude fostering
recreationalist responsibility, we as a society
can enhance avalanche safety not only for the
recreating public but also for professional
guides, guide services and rescue organizations.




Secondary Problem - Marketing of
“The Extreme”

Potential Solutions: Modifying the culture

By encouraging and enabling gear
manufacturers, media outlets and industry )
representatives to adopt an attitude fostering
recreationalist responsibility, we as a society
can enhance avalanche safety not only for the
recreating public but also for professional
guides, guide services and rescue organizations.

Can we as a society shift our culture so
respol |b|||ty Is as attractive as risk taking?

"
e &
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Coalition Building,
Research,
& Campaign Strategy

* Commit leadership, advisory
group, and partners.

* Secure funding.

* Plan next steps in proportion
to funding.

* Research target market
attitudes related to avalanche
safety and decision making.

/" Phase1

Campaign Overview

/

Phase 2
Campaign Design

\

— W
PROJECT

Fe < ®

ZERO AVALANCHE FATALITIES

4 )

Phase 3

Campaign Maintenance

* Conduct follow-up research to
identify shift in attitudes and
behavior.
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Primary Problem - Cooperation with land
management

Questions to be considerei:l‘:

Is there a significant difference between the land
management in ' Valdez, AK vs Haines, AK?

Is it possible that differing land management
approaches can contribute to or detract from safe
heli skiing operations?
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Primary Problem - Cooperation with land
management

Questions to be considered:

Is there a significant difference between the land
management in'Valdez, AK vs Haines, AK?

Is it possible that differing land management
approaches can contribute to or detract from safe
heli skiing operations?

How can this be improved upon to enhance safety.
for this industry and address the concerns of all
S involved?



Sensational headlines grab attention, and

sell copies but, there is often more to the

story than the media chooses to reveal or
understand




Sensational headlines grab attention, and

sell copies but, there is often more to the

story than the media chooses to reveal or
understand

Most Read ¥ Calendar¥ Advertise'¥ Classifieds'Y Mobile Obituaries Customer Service e-Edition Store Register | Signin .l

Alaska Dispatch News - s

Anchorage
NEWS POLITICS VOICES ARCTIC CULTURE SPORTS ADVENTURE MULTIMEDIA

Obituaries Anchorage Fairbanks Mat-Su Crime Aviation Business Energy Nation-World Science

Southeast Alaska heli-skiing company used
federal land illegally, charges say

Casey Grove | December 31, 2013

ElEmail S Print 0 g+ 2 Text Size

Saudi move

ST v (Reuters) - A heli-skiing guide in Alaska was killed when he fell Ford calls back more than 202,000 vehicles

e 4 g . ‘ : . in five North American recalls
One skier killed, another while traversing over the snow with two clients on a mountain
critically injured in Colorado ¥ 2 3. o y 2 . . ' _
avalanche peak outside Haines, one of the nation's top heli-skiing Pilot actions examined in U.S. crash of
S B : Virgin Galactic spacecraft | [ VIDEO
L destinations, authorities said on Monday.
Skier killed in British
Columbia avalanche
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| would like to propose that the current
management plan for heli skiing in the Haines
borough may be a factor in the recent spate of
avalanche accidents involving commercial
helicopter skiing.

Helicopter ski guides carry a considerable .
amount of responsibility and are constantly
managing a'large number of extremely
dynamic and compleX safety and logistic
concerns



| would like to propose that the current
management plan for heli skiing in the Haines
borough may be a factor in the recent spate of
avalanche accidents involving commercial
helicopter skiing.

Helicopter ski guides carry a considerable .
amount of responsibility and are constantly
managing a'large number of extremely
dynamic and compleX safety and logistic
concerns

| believe that the current plan greatly reduces
the humber of safe terrain selection options
.available, and extremely complicates the guide

a’hdmtideasmn making processes

-~
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As a guide flies into ame, there are dozens, if
not hundreds of considerations going t
their mind




"‘f“at 'S n.1y i now much fuel is onboard?
manifest weight? 5 | heed Pack denth?

all exposure? <4 di El
Skiing COI‘IdItIOhS’g

Psc:lfﬁsets’ N g itElevatio

Cornice
build up? [R1%lye

Pilot fatigue? [FOmes
Runout zones{1{:J ¢

Safe
Spacial
dISthlbutlon’ S

?
Surface Hoar? Ice!

SpecC
Air 5Nns?

?
emps! . &p

ons!
Surface

Route! winds?
ommsLeUEL I Other users? A

care?

NVhere are my other
. teams/backup?
NS

re\;assesl Glacier ‘
nggt conditions?

changed ood, Alrba
Wind 200 AN

?
affect2dl Y:' {2 zones?CNSts'
un-outs?

ace? Solar affect?
Myé¢ nd/fmn’ Tm'qe left in day?
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Solutions:

Cooperation

If land managers and commercial user work
more closely together, and try to be
empathetic of each others concerns, all issues
can be addressed without sacrificing safety




|

. \"'\‘

Prevmtls

\\ \-

map B | 20I4 map

Some cooperation is happening, these two maps
show how cooperation has enhanced usability
without negatively impacting other considerations
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By makmg boundarles “softer” and allowmg |
i

guides and pilots more “room for error” the
decision making process could be simplified and
the guides mental workload reduced, allowing
them to focus more energies on other more
Important concerns such as overall safety and
general mountain concerns, crevasses, fall
exposure, fllght operatlons etc..
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This can be done while still giving due espect
to other concerns such as wildlife and local

populatlons
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Implementation of “Real time” flight following
programs can help to ensure aviation and
operation safety and allow for ‘“spot checks” of
commercial users use patterns.
Continuation of GPS “spot checks” ecan
continue ensure that operators or warking
within their legal boundaries

With continued and enhanced cooperation
between different heli ski operators, land
managers and industry leaders all of the issues

.~ of climate change, the “marketing of the
extreme” and operation boundaries can be
addressed, and Alaska heli skiing can continue
g mvule a safe experience for guests, and a

_~ Nkphce for their guides.
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