
Recent  AvAlAnches: 
The strongest indicator 
of avalanche conditions 
are avalanches running. 
This is the best clue that 
a particular slope or 
similar one is dangerous

signs of instAbility: 
Collapsing snow 
(whumpfing sounds), 
shooting cracks and 
hollow drum like sounds 
are natures warning 
signs that the snowpack 
is unstable.

heAvy snowfAll oR RAin in the pAst 24hRs: 
Significant new snow or 
rain can overload and 
weaken the snowpack.  
Avalanches often occur 
naturally during or 
immediately after a storm 
but they are commonly 
triggered by people, on the 
first fine day after it. 
 
wind: Wind can deposit 
snow ten times more 
rapidly than snow falling 
from the sky. It deposits 
snow on lee slopes and can 
rapidly create dangerous 
conditions even under 
clear skies.

RApid wARming: 
Rapid increases in the 
temperature of the 
snowpack can weaken the 
bond between the snow 
crystals causing unstable 
snow conditions. 
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AVALANCHE
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Have an Avalanche Safety System which includes 
pre-trip planning, safe travel and decision making 
techniques, avalanche rescue skills and equipment.

plan your trip: Seek local knowledge and ATES* ratings.
tell someone: Discuss and leave your intentions with 
someone you trust. www.adventuresmart.org.nz
be aware of the weather and avalanche conditions: 
Check advisories at www.avalanche.net.nz
Know your limits: Learn to manage yourself in 
dangerous avalanche terrain. Take a course.
take sufficient supplies: Always carry a transceiver, 
shovel and probe – and regularly practice using them.

For further information on avalanche rescue see the 
Mountain Safety Council Avalanche Rescue pamphlet 
and card available from the Mountain Safety Council.
*Avalanche Terrain Exposure Scale (ATES)

The Mountain Safety Council runs a 1.5 day Avalanche 
Awareness course and a 4 day Backcountry Avalanche 
course. For more information visit www.avalanche.net.nz

Available from www.mountainsafety.org.nz/resources
manuals: 
   Avalanche Awareness in the NZ Backcountry
   Staying Alive in Avalanche Terrain
   The Avalanche Handbook
   NZ Guidelines Recording Standards for Weather, 
Snowpack and Avalanche Observations

pamphlets:
   Avalanche Rescue
   Avalanche Safety 

equipment:
   Avalanche Assessor Card
   Avalanche Rescue Card

 

Wind

Loading

Instability

Avalanches

DISCOVER 
MORE, SAFELY

www.avalanche.net.nz

Conditions could it AvAlAnche?
In most avalanche accidents one 
or more of the following signs were 
present. 
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PEoPLE (THE HUMAN FACToR)

THE AVALANCHE ASSESSoR

AVALANCHE SAFETYTERRAiN: iS iT AVALANCHE TERRAiN?

SAFE TRAVEL TECHNiQUES: GREATLY iNCREASES YoUR SAFETY iN AVALANCHE TERRAiN.

Stay safe by having an Avalanche Safety System that 
includes pre-trip planning, safe travel and decision 
making techniques, avalanche rescue skills and 
equipment.

Avalanches generally don’t strike without warning.  
Around 90% of people who get caught in an avalanche 
have triggered it themselves or by someone in their 
party. 

Know how to manage terrain.

Angle: Most slab avalanches are 
triggered on slopes between 30° and 
45° with 38° being the ultimate angle. 
This is similar to an advanced ‘Black 
Diamond’ run on a ski field. Avalanches 
can be triggered on slopes as low 

as 25° and as steep as 55°. 
learn to assess the slope angle, it is a prime indicator of 
avalanche terrain.
Aspect: The aspect or direction the slope is facing 
plays an important role in the creation of avalanche 
conditions. 
   lee slopes (facing away from the wind) 

Wind-deposited snow loads weak layers or creates 
slab conditions. Signs of this incluce pillow shaped 
drifts and cornices.

   shaded - Slopes facing south (southerly aspects) 
will remain colder, new snow will take longer to 
stabilise and weaknesses can last longer.

   sunny - Slopes facing north (northerly aspects) 
receive the most heat from the sun causing rapid 
warming and resulting in loose snow avalanches.

tRiggeR points: Trigger points are common places 
that people trigger avalanches. They are generally 
places where the snowpack is weaker, under tension 
or over loaded.
   convex slopes (roll steeper).
   wide unsupported slopes.
   near rocks or shallow areas of the snowpack.
   steep shaded slope or gullies.
   close to ridge and lee to recent wind direction so 
loaded with wind driven snow.

tRAps: What will happen if it slides? Terrain traps 
are places that have bad consequences if you do get 
caught in an avalanche. Even a small slide with a cliff 
or rocks in the path can be deadly. 
   cliffs 
  Rocks
   flat spots
   gullies or hollows

Studies into avalanche accidents 
have found that the victims often 
had the skills and knowledge to 
recognise the signs of unstable 
avalanche conditions but chose to 
go anyway. They ignored the facts 
and based their decisions on 
emotions. These human traits have

been recognised for some time by the medical and 
aeronautical industry, the military and even stock 
brokers.
By understanding a little bit about these factors, you 
can assess whether they are affecting your decision 
making.  
fAmiliARity: Are you feeling over confident because 
you’ve been there before? Always approach a slope as 
if you have never been there before.
AcceptAnce: Do you have a desire to be noticed and 
accepted or not wanting to speak out or communicate 
concerns for fear of conflict or embarrassment? Think 
of the respect gained from being the one that makes 
decisions that keeps everyone safe.
commitment: Are you bound to a plan or the way you 
think you should act? Make the day’s goal to return 
safely and have good options that you would use.
expeRts: Are you following someone because you 
think they know better? Question authority. Develop 
an atmosphere where everyone in the group has an 
opinion and voices it; use a team approach to decision 
making.
tRAcKs/scARcity: Are you racing to get there first? 
Or get home? Remember that competition and danger 
go hand in hand.
sociAl pRoof: Are you thinking, it must be ok 
because others are doing it? Ask yourself, would I do 
this alone, without a transceiver, or with no-one else 
watching?
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   spacing - travel one at a time or with good spacing.
   visual contact - always watch each other, from safe 
spots.

   islands of safety - stop in safe zones - never in or 
beneath an avalanche path.

   safe travel routes - use safe travel routes – low 
angled or ridges. Never travel directly below or 
above a partner or group.

   communication - discuss decisions with each other. Continually assess the situation and 
use the Avalanche Assessor Card. 
Avalable from the MSC online shop at 

www.mountainsafety.org.nz www.avalanche.net.nz

You can help avoid this situation by being aware of the 
signs that avalanche conditions exist, understand the 
terrain features that increase the risk of triggering an 
avalanche and identify the human factors that sway 
your decision about whether to go or not. Beyond this, 
using safe travel techniques will further increase your 
safety and if it does all go wrong then knowledge and 
practice of avalanche rescue skills, will save lives.

www.mountainsafety.org.nz/resources
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