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SPLITTING
THE TRACK

In 2018, the Ame tion (AAA)
rolled out a dramatic change to alter the face of U.S.
avalanche education. In launching a new set of avalanche-
course guidelines, the AAA set f
tionists and profe

ionals on two separate tracks.
Through a course at Nelson, British Columbia
avalanche g hari

Ymir Lodge,
rtified

as and internationally ¢

lo show how this new pathway helps

make better de in the mountains,

by Scott Yorko | photos by Mahting Putelis

Hu corers aRe LouD. The high-pitched engine squeals beneath the deaf-
ening pulse of overhead rotors, which blast snow against surrounding

trees and the people scurrying frantically to unload the b

ing instructions back and forth over the apocalyptic wind pounding from all
But when Colin Zacharias, 59, steps out of the AS 350 B3E helicopter
on the cold, bluebird day in early March, donning a pair of orange protective

sides

earmuff, his stoic face and calm stride seem more suited to exiting a limo at
amovie premier.

Zacharias has come to Nelson, British Columbia’s rustic Ymir Lodge to teach
his only Level 2 recreational avalanche course of the season. As former echnical
director of the Association of Canadian Mountain Guides (ACMG), avalanche
forecaster of the 1988 Winter Olympics and technical advisor for the American
Institute for Avalanche Research and Education (ATARE) since 2004, Z:

the newly updated ATARE 2 course material
that teaches from a new Level 2 course manual and ATARE Risk Management
Framework system that he helped author. His 39 years of professional work

charias

with avalanches make it hard o find a more qualified instructor.

With a polite, Canadian smile and a disarming gaze, Zacharias is a
measured storyteller who speaks with the air of someone familiar with hold-
ing the attention of an entire room. Inside the 20-person hut, he sips coffee

about hisor h yext
now Yoda” to listen

e e
10 hiswords, “You don' have to be an expert to nmmmummom he says
liy laying out
et ol T 52 ol s om»umwk—uu standard
length ofthe new Level 2 recreational curriculum,. “Youjustneed 10 be good
within your knowledge base. e goesalong way,
and the key to decision-making is recognizing patierns”

Within a few minute

ht is bouncing off the snow-covered treetops, so within 20 minutes
he's inished his introduction and we're outside in the snow, reviewing nuances
of avalanche equipment and rescue techniques unil the sun dips behind a
ridge across the valley.
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AY TWO STARTS EARLY. We all shuffle around the hutin down

‘booties searching for coffee as morning light pours through
the windows, but Zacharias i sitting at a table dressed for the
day, his headlamp still on from predawn weather observations
Our group of 14 splits into two with co-instructor Rob Coppo-
lillo of Vetta Mountain Guides taking half the team. Zacharias's

idge just above the lod d ds ci

tree run through shin-deep powder. I¢s a low snow year for Brit-
ish Columbia, but the trns are sill exceptional, and Zacharias
yodels as he skis through the trees to keep the group together.

aflatierclearingon todigsome
snow pits and see what the layers can tell us. Zacharias plants his
ski tips at an angle and hangs a thermometer in their shade but
ks the device into the snow. “You can tell a lot more

never sti
from the wind and sky than a thermometer,” he says from under
ablack, wool ball cap. Afier some layer identification, our group
does a few column testsand extended column tests, reporting the

results for fellow group members to record.

Seven taps from the elbow yield a small collapse on a buried
melt/freeze crust 30 em below the surface. Or was it five taps?
recall. “The number of taps is
irrelevant,” Zacharias chimes in with patience.
it's easy, moderate or hard. We're really just looking to identify
weak layers and whether they're large, loose and propagating,
We're not worried about the difference between sudden collapse
*"The purpose
s, s (0 help observe the accuracy
of the forecast conditions for pure reference, but i's zot ool to

The group has lost countand car

s just whether

and middle planar...leave that stuff to the scientists

of the snow pit test, he explain:

determine whether or notwe should skia particular slope. That,
he stresses, should be decided before you even step onto the snow.

HEN 1 TOOK MY Level 2 avalanche course three years ago, |
felt like 'd wandered into the wrong classroom. The other
students ranged from a veteran coping with post-traumatic stress
disorder to aspiring internationally certified guides to a Depart-
ment of Transportation snowplow driver looking to become a
highway forecaster. We spent three days digging perfect snow-
pack test pis, recording the depth, moisture, grain size, form and
density of each layer. First thing in the morning, the instructor
would spew an overload of new snow-science terminology for
hous in the classroom before we ventured out o identify snow
erystal shapes undera miniature magnifying glass.
Afier three days of hustling through rapid-fire snow-science

discussion and stabbing layers with thermometers to test tempera-
wre gradients, 1 lefi feeling like Id only retained a third of the
information. Plus, we'd barely had time to discuss terrain choices,
slope assessment or how to handle the many human factors that
can influence our decisions in the mountains.

“We had this mix of aspiring professionals and interested
recreationists, and that made it a very difficult course (0 teach,
because we had to cover stuff that professionals were going to
4, like [an] introduction to all of the...tech
st says Brian Lazar, executive director of AIARE from 2005

ical scientific

“It’s just whether it’s easy, moderate
or hard. We’re really just looking to
identify weak layers and whether they’re
large, loose and propagating. We’re not
worried about the difference between

dden coll and middl

planer...

leave that stuff to the scientists.”
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(Previous Spread) Common sense.
and kickturns can go a long way.

(Leff] A morning debriefing holds
course attendees' attention—or

was this the story about a bear

chasing down a moose’

[Below Left] Colin Zacharias

digs outa pitto double check

the avalanche conditions.

(Below Right] The mission behind the
lesson: Stay safe enough for face shots.

T
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102014 and current deputy director of the Colorado Avalanche Tnformation

other

for i d Thi

asa

Center (CAIC), about the old course structure offered by AIARE, as well as  gnoring; ing the relevance of i d slab potential,
“We had ite a bit of time focus-  rapi 8 the d
ing on the observational and mccudmg standards that you're going (© need “We can' h hdesi
Th drives our decision-making process,”
recreationist needs” 2 .
In 2018, the American Avalanche Association (AAA), which oversees in seemingly | in the trees, on an
e5 o separste  remarely rigered an scjacent aspect above o fier 34 peopl had S

avalanche education in the USS, finally updated s guidel
courses into two separate track and o

Sl Gariadas addition in 1557 oF a fecisaional Fvalanche coune,
After completing the same Level 1 course followed by a one-day advanced

skied a
on a false confidence.

labeled as “fine” and “not going to slide” based

rescue course, the pathways for professional and recreational users di ATARE leaned heavily >

Professional students now take a Pro Level 2 before a Pro Level 3 (both of i Most

which ! hnical observation skills), while recre-  of this decision-maki remrch s drawn from aviation, business, medicine
1 Rec Level 2 course, wit ped  and publi

decision-making ch and protocols. This koverhaul,under  The biggest ists, which are proven o

the American Avalanche nsti h

witha time
AIARE? old field book focused on technical

in can'ttell
T e e Coppoll\ln says back at the
lodge in our post-tour debrief one day. “People are getting smoked because
they're making bad de

factored i  whereas the new field
book is setup as a full checklist with boxes to tick under the three pha
Plan your trip, 2) Ride safely, 3) Debrief the day. This framework specifically
the way. Likewise, the old course manual presenwd o the i day of cass

rom
F“Your brain is the best tool in the backcountry” But, as it turns out, our
well when we're

tired,

read likea i . The newn is

tools for managing hazards mher than imply “dent
“Allof these i

student now

ing them.

information and options or,mostimporiantly, when our

reference for in the manual that explains how o

in.On

i) “Ithink

on all winter—our brains actively (but usually

the new one.”

Yonir Bowl,
snow each year, there's wide-open skies and no room for bad decisions.
[Above] Zacharias schools the class on common
assumptions about avalanches and snowpack.




2020 Skills Guide

Our brains don’t actually work so well when
we’re hungry, tired, overwhelmed with
information and options or, most importantly,

when our cognitive biases kick i

in.

&

ding hours in a classroom listing all of the potential

prey, eaches
into the

field. Terrain options are “coded” as simpl
l le, safe zone i istics. The more
decisi i time, like deciding th lex terrain is

its for the day, the less likely itis for us to fall victim to the *scarcity”
heuristic: seeing others get first tracks and blindly following or rushing to

beat them o fresh turns.
“Iesway harder o back off afier your second turn with your tips pointed
= e o

Zacharias says on the second evening—sitting under a disco ball and flash-
ing party lights that someone had wrned on t0 jazz up our debrief and
dessert hour. “Not only is it easier to do a better job analyzing risk and
assessing hazard when trip-planning ahead of time; its easier to come to
consensus. Havi forri pagewi

less indecisi

[Above] A morning check of beacons, hunger and tiredness.
before heading out to make unbiased decisions.

®
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Colin “Snow Yoda" Zacharias has been.
(Below] Getting wanu\ar wumm ffeding
the big-picture goals of the
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€ 0, 10w ArE WE going to die today?” Coppolillo asks in our morning meeting on the

S dhid day "Wl e was really windy Lt nigh,”a lawyer fom Sicambost points out. “So

run from the top of the ri lopes,its a lot more likely we'll
getsuckered onio an unstable sab thatl take us for arid over a difforbury us?

“Pm pretty worked from touring all week,” says another man from Colorado. “So that
could affect my decision-making when we're out there and maybe blind me to some insta-
bility that could kill me?

Coppolillo iswtjust trying to be morbid; his goal is to get students o engage in the
“pre-mortemy” protocol for the day. “The left prefrontal cortex was identified by UC Santa
Barbara neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga as the part of the brain that tries to give a caus
and-effect narrative 10 our life,” he says. “The dude studied corpses and split brains in half
and discovered that as soon as you give someone a scenario with the worst-case outcome,

their brain immedi it 1d
¥or this reason, p i ive tacti itical decision points,
whethe inth backcountn, inthe boardrom oron the batlefek.
o ing of Day ,a groupof d drop into a new aspect
i in. Wind of

anel cur maps show what looks like 1 pron faiing outat the bottom of  chute running
along a tall rock wall. The chute looks fatwith luffy snow that has been protected from the
sun, so there’s no crust underneath. The slope angle is steeper than 35 degrees at the top.
with a rollover in the middle that we assume will continue into the valley below without
100 many trees or acliff. Our group of six men and one woman begins assessing the run and
deliberating the hazards.

“The tone of our discussion begins 0 suggest it  scep enough angle 0 slid; that we
donit butthatit looks p ing ognarly o
get raked through ifit did go. T say we go for it,”I chime in afier getting cold and impatient
with several minutes of debate.

“Waita minute,”the lone female says. I thought we decided in our rip plan today that
we're headed into an unfamiliar place and not going to step it up to chall complex
n regardless of how it looks?

“This commentisi't coming from a natural leader who typically speaks up in this type of

, especially with all male muring partners, but all she has to o is referes
plan. Thes ur preparation has given her the language (o bring,

e e ‘minds, rather than focusing on the goods;

right in front of us. So we call it off and ride fun, mellow powder down the ridge to where

we drop a more open line with a betterview of the runout.

“We can close runs once we're in the field, but we can't open up new terrain,” we remind

terr:

cachothe discussion following the decision. Since our
was o come home safly, not o sk partcularine, we aren'
“The is ion s to rem:

him our trip report i1 getpsyched on
my Plan B and expectit o happen. Ifth scrsalign for Plan A, then great”

Tstill don't have a grain iden-
dfication of snow metamorphism or inicular versus pendularwet saow reg
iaking the new Level 2 course, Tve noticed that T consciously more aware of tmes when

i ickmei . This happens not

es, but since

y
butalso while paragliding, driving and assessi ial relation-
ips-The carlier | can recognize this fctor and even anicipat it head of e, the more
control feel iliy to effectively manag ‘sstaring me in the face. 1
Editors' eds iders i i .
jonal and professi
Sndithelr i ing checkist i
bloses: See o st I the back of st ofail
92
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