Mountain Skills

How to read the
avalanche forecast

By Jon Jones, Senior Instructor, Glenmore Lodge

IF you plan to head into the UK mountains this winter,
understanding how to find information on where to go is an
essential part of the planning process. Using reliable sources
of information should reduce the risk of disappointment and
increase the chances of elation and smiley face pics you can
share on social media, following an exciting adventure in the
hills.

Planning

If you intend to visit one of the six mountain areas covered by the
Scottish Avalanche Information Service (sais.gov.uk) then you
have got lucky, as most of the information you will need to make
a good decision is all in one place, on one website!

If you intend to visit other mountain areas outside those
covered by SAIS then you will need to create your own detailed
avalanche forecast by reading, understanding and interpreting
detailed mountain weather forecasts.

Don’t panic! This is exactly what the avalanche forecasters
have to do (the poor folk who have to go on the hill come rain,
sleet, snow and shine), they interpret the avalanche forecast by
using the weather forecast. After all it is a forecast and not cast
in iron: how many times have we bemoaned a national forecast
for sun, but you end up wet? That's why it's essential we observe
the conditions when out. For further info on safe planning - Be
Avalanche Aware (sais.gov.uk)

Reading
Taking your time to read the avalanche forecast is key, look at
the avalanche forecast below from last winter;

‘Northern Cairngorms - Issued 04/02/2021

Avalanche Hazard Forecast - FOR PERIOD 18:00HRS Thu 04/02/2021 TO 18:00HRS Fri 05/02/2021

Avalanche Probabilty
VRPN iatual and human triggered - Numerous very large, large natural
SRl 1 ianches can be expected.
High Natural and human triggered avalanches will occur. In some cases, numerous large, often very large sized

natural avalanches can be expected.

Natwral and human triggered avalanches possible, in some cases large, in isolated cases very large sized
natural avalanches are possible.

Very large sized natural avalanches are unlikely. Human triggering possible in indicated steep places.

I i atural avalanches ible. B P’ etreme

Forecast Weather Influences

Persistent snowfall above 300 metres on gale force East-South-Easterly winds. The 500 metre freezing level will briefly rise to 600 metres
before gradually falling through the day to 400 metres by the end of the day.

Forecast Snow Stability and Avalanche Hazard

Further loading onto existing snowpack weaknesses and poorly bonded windslab becoming more widespread on SW to NW aspects above
650m; here avalanches will occur. Steep and convex terrain will be especially affected. Below 650m poorly bonded windslab will continue to
develop on SW to N aspects in wind sheltered places such as steep banks, gullies and convexities. Conices liable to collapse. The
avalanche hazard will be High

Have you read anything yet? Or just looked at the pretty
colours? Yep we are all guilty of that one! Have another go and
read the ‘Forecast snow stability and avalanche hazard’.

Wow, it is all happening that day. It is during an exceptional
storm cycle, so with low temperatures you would expect these
kinds of avalanche conditions in the high mountains. To interest
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the dedicated winter adventurer the low altitude temperatures
in this forecast meant that even the lower hills were also at risk
from avalanche.

Top tip: look at the altitude and aspect and work out where
someone might have a wee wander that day. S-NE facing slopes
maybe, but still consider the angle of slope.

Top tip: click onto the forecast area blog post, they often have
images from their observed day plus some extra info to help build
on information to make a decision. SAIS Northern Cairngorms
Blog » Avalanche day.

Below is a slightly less intimidating forecast.

Avalanche Hazard Forecast Observed Avalanche Hazard - 08/05/2021

FOR PERIOD 18:00 Sat 170 18:00 Sun 1 View the avalanche hazard scale

THE AVALANCHE HAZARD WILL BE MODERATE

Forecast Snow Stability & Avalanche Hazard

The snowpack will thaw and gradually consolidate through the
period. Some instabilities will remain on North-West to North-
East aspects above 1000 metres. These areas are not
expected to be extensive, with the top of slopes and gullies
being most affected. Although generally small, cornices above
these aspects will be prone to collapse. The avalanche hazard
will be Moderate

Forecast Weather Influences

It will be dry overnight and through the morning. Light rain is
expected during the afternoon. The freezing level will be
above the summits throughout. Strong winds will be from the
South.

View greyscale version

Comments
Forecast for mild conditions through the week.

Read how to interpret
Avalanche Hazard Reports

Key Snow Stability Observations
Click on an icon for more detail about that hazard
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Top tip: Get to know the snowpack icons at the bottom of the
forecast ‘Key snow stability observations’, don’t hesitate to click on
these as it will tell you if the problem is increasing or decreasing.
See below.

HAZARD TYPE TREND
Constant
Coenices that may present a hazard Aremaining a threat from collapse
due bo collapse and/or providng an
avalanche Hgges

Top tip: again note the altitude and aspect.



Understanding

If you are new to reading an avalanche forecast then focus on
the key information under ‘Forecast snow stability & avalanche
hazard’, pay attention to key statements such as gradually
consolidate, some instabilities will remain, persistent weak
layers etc. Getting familiar with the terminology will help you
better understand if it is an increasing or decreasing avalanche
problem. Simply put, consolidate/consolidating is a good thing,
instability/instabilities is a bad thing!

Top tip: gain an understanding of the what the hazard level
means Low, Moderate, Considerable, High, Very high.

If the avalanche forecast makes as statement that avalanches
will occur then you can be pretty sure that this will happen at the
altitude and aspect that has been identified in the forecast.

Top tip: note the altitude (numbers in the avalanche rose
identifying altitude) and aspect (points of the compass around the
outside of the avalanche rose) and get to know the terminology.

Interpreting
After reading and understanding the avalanche forecast the final
thing to do is to interpret all this information into planning a fun
winter day out.

Top tip: Altitude, aspect and angle are all key to planning a safe
mountain journey be it on foot, ski or climb.

Below are a couple of screenshots from the Glenmore Lodge
‘Avalanche Awareness for Hill Walkers’ webinar to help support
the theory;

Avalanche Hazard from SAIS forecast.
and drawn onto OS5 Map |
IR

Onty st sd o sed el Ovlchd s
Low | possitie. Human triggering
extreme terrain

Forecasted Snow stabliity and Avalanche Hazard

.

Let’s be honest, some days we will just need to write off and
this is one of them, you would not plan to go on a mountain
journey on this day, because of the avalanche hazard and the
horrendous weather conditions. If you did have a good weather
forecast, you can see on the map which areas you could access
by foot or ski to avoid the avalanche hazard.

If you are heading out to ski or walk then low-angled slopes
are not so much of an issue (simple terrain) and naturally keep
us away from slopes that could avalanche. The challenge is
when we want to access steeper terrain for the likes of climbing,
mountaineering or steep skiing (challenging or complex terrain).

Top tip: Don’t look at the forecast for the first time just before
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We need to identify avalanche terrain.
* Angles

¢ Aspects

* Altitude

you are about to head out on the hill! Get into the habit of reading
mountain weather and avalanche forecasts through the winter

to help develop your understanding of the season’s snowpack
history.

Conclusion

My advice is to approach the SAIS website (sais.gov.uk) like
you would when exploring a new smartphone: fire it up, click on
everything and learn your way around it so it becomes one of
your trusted friends.

Appendices

Apps

* Met Office

* BAA (Be Avalanche Aware)

e FATMAP (great for planning and identifying avalanche terrain)
¢ Qutdoor Active / OS / Harveys maps)

* OS Locate (incase of rescue)

Websites

e www.glenmorelodge.org.uk (winter training and courses)

* Home Page (mwis.org.uk)

* Home - Scottish Avalanche Information Service (sais.gov.uk)
* Mountaineering Scotland (www.mountaineering.scot)

* Mountain weather forecast - Met Office (www.metoffice.gov.
uk/weather/specialist-forecasts/mountain)

Recommended reading

¢ Staying Alive in avalanche terrain — Bruce Tremper

¢ How to interpret avalanche reports - Scottish Avalanche
Information Service (sais.gov.uk)

Blogs
¢ Home - Scottish Avalanche Information Service (sais.gov.uk)
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