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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 I am, and why I am 
speaking on this subject

AMGA Certified Ski Mountaineering Guide

AAA Professional Member

Alaska Heliskiing Lead Guide & Primary 
Avalanche Forecaster

AIARE Instructor & Course Leader

Valdez Resident, Haines Heli Ski Guide -15 
years experience guiding skiing in Alaska

Actively employed in oil and gas industry, 
specializing in technical access, mountain 

safety, rescue and evacuation
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During this period, Alaskan Heli Skiing 
operations did not experience a single guest or 

guide avalanche fatality. BC operations 
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 2011 

(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 operations 
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)

It must be noted that BC operations have 
considerably higher numbers of user-days and 
this statistic includes snowcat operations as 

well. Regardless, it has been proven that Alaska 
operations can and do operate safely.
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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
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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

All three incidents involved and claimed the 
lives of experienced guides in familiar terrain
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As an avalanche professional that is very close 
to the situation, I 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. 
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As an avalanche professional that is very close 
to the situation, I 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, I have “boiled down” this 
complex problem to three main causes

3. Climate change

2. Marketing of “The Extreme”

1. 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 
conditions from the “historical norms”
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2012

The Cordova “Snowpocalypse” of 2012
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2014

The famed Alaska “Sucker Punch”
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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 PWL’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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1.5cm Surface Hoar in the Chilkat Range 2014

It is suspected that events that create PWL’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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Some possible Solutions to the problem of 
Climate Change for the AK Heli ski industry:
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Forecasters and guides need to avoid 
steps one & two of the “Risky 

Procedures” Cycle and “break the chain”

Consider how this season differs 
from all others previously 

experienced, avoid habits and 
complacencyText

Give appropriate gravity 
and weight to all 

observations remaining 
cognizant of habits and 

trends
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Concise documentation:

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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Increased information sharing between 
operators and forecasters is an important step 
towards improving forecasts, enhancing safety 
and avoiding complacency as climate change 

progresses 
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Avoid complacency by seeking opinions of 
others, concise record keeping, sharing 

information, being self critical of decisions and 
self aware of habits
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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. 
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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 
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. 
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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. 
The appropriate message 

can be conveyed effectively 
however, if the entire 

industry decides to do so
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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. 

Sunday, November 9, 14



Secondary Problem - Marketing of 
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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 
responsibility is as attractive as risk taking?
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Primary Problem - Cooperation with land 
management

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 

involved?

Questions to be considered:
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Sensational headlines grab attention, and 
sell copies but, there is often more to the 
story than the media chooses to reveal or 

understand
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I 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.

Sunday, November 9, 14



I 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

Sunday, November 9, 14



I 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

I believe that the current plan greatly reduces 
the number of safe terrain selection options 

available, and extremely complicates the guide 
and pilots decision making processes
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Adopted by the 
Haines Borough 
Assembly 3/8/11

2014 
Commercial Ski 
Tour Area Map
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Adopted by the 
Haines Borough 
Assembly 3/8/11

2014 
Commercial Ski 
Tour Area Map

I find it no coincidence that  not long after 
this map was implemented, the first accident 

occurred to be followed by two more
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As a guide flies into a zone, there are dozens, if 
not hundreds of considerations going through 

their mind
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Ice?

Skiing conditions?

How much fuel is onboard?

Guest 
Profiles?

What is my 
manifest weight?

Surface Hoar? Wind 
affect?

Solar affect?

Do I need 
to dig?

Spacial 
distribution?

Surface 
winds?

Where are my other 
teams/backup?

Winds aloft?

Air 
temps?

Glacier 
conditions?

Cornice 
build up?

Client 
care?

Crusts?

What 
has 

changed?

Other users?

Time left in day?

Pack depth?

Pilot fatigue?

My condition?

Fall exposure?

Comms?

Rock?
Safe 

zones?

Safe zones?

Route?

Pace?

Food, 
H2O?

Vulnerability?

Flying conditions?

Aspect?

Elevation?

Crevasses?

Surface 
conditions?

Start 
zones?

Runout zones?

Run-outs?

Airbags 
armed?

Wildlife?

Light 
conditions?
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2014 map
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The current operating areas were created with 
numerous concerns in mind, (social and 

environmental) but it is possible to address 
these concerns, make useable zones of 
operation, and not impede safe heli ski 

operations.
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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

Solutions:
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2011 map 2014 map
Some cooperation is happening, these two maps 

show how cooperation has enhanced usability 
without negatively impacting other considerations

Previous 
boundary

Solutions
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By making boundaries “softer” and allowing 
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, flight operations etc..

Solutions
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This can be done while still giving due respect 
to other concerns such as wildlife and local 

populations

Solutions
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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.
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continue ensure that operators or working 

within their legal boundaries
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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.

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 
to provide a safe experience for guests, and a 

safe workplace for their guides.
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Thank you for your time and attention,
I am happy to speak with anyone interested in 

this subject. I can be reached at: 
PWDRJNKY@MAC.COM
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