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SENATOR LYDA GREEN

SENATE DISTRICT N

SPONSOR STATEMENT
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Alaska is avalanche country. Each year Alaskans lose their lives as a result of
avalanches. One of the worst years was 1999, when 14 people were killed by avalanches
in Alaska. While avalanches can be difficult to predict and prevent, education on the
dangers of avalanches and the conditions in which they are likely to occur can save lives.

Senate Concurrent Resolution 1would proclaim November 2001 as “Avalanche
Awareness Month.” This proclamation will raise public awareness of the hazards
associated with avalanches, and the opportunities to participate in avalanche safety
training at the beginning of the winter recreation season. It is hoped that public
participation in avalanche safety programs will be increased and that this increased
participation will result in saved lives during the winter.

The need for this resolution was brought to our attention by the Backcountry Avalanche

Awareness Response Team (BAART), an organization formed by families of avalanche
victims who are dedicated to preventing future avalanche deaths. BAART is comprised

of trained volunteers who provide search and rescue seivices following slides and who
educate the public on avalanche safety.



RECEIVED

Date: January 11,2001 JAN 15 A1

To: Senator Lyda Green _
From: Mat Su Search and Rescue Council

On bhehalf of the many Alaskans whose lives have been affected by the
public awareness and activities that resulted from November 2000 being
named as Alaska Avalanche Awareness Month, we would like to thank
you for your sponsorship of this item in the Legislature. Although one
cannot enumerate the number of injuries and deaths that were
prevented because of the publicity and activities connected with the
efforts put forth during this month, we know that general public

awareness and the attention of loubllc a}genmes IS much greater than it
was before. While the death toll from Alaskan avalanches in 1999

numbered fourteen, five lives were lost in 2000 (one being a Cordova
resident who was sitting in her living room, one being an Alaska State
Employee who was working on clearing avalanche debris from the

Seward Highway).

One of the goals of awareness efforts is to educate people about the life-
saving necessity of basic avalanche gear (beacon, probe, and shovel).
From feedback of companies that sell this gear, as well as discussions
with the general public, we know that there are many more
backcountry travelers carrying this gear than there has been in the past.
For example, as reported in the Anchorage Daily News on January 3,
2001, beacons and shovels were part of a rescue when a skier was buried
in an avalanche at Turnagain Pass in the same area where six lives were
lost on March 15,1999, ?Please see attached copy of the article) For
those of us who have lost loved ones in avalanches who were not
successfully recovered while still living, there is some comfort in
knowing that education (which includes search and rescue techniques),
awareness, and carrying basic avalanche rescue gear is making a

difference in other people’s lives.

While the November 2000 Avalanche Awareness Month was successful

in many ways, we feel we have just begun this important public
awareness campaign to help prevent injuries and save Alaskan lives.

Thus we would appreciate your support in asking the Legislature to
declare November 2001 as Alaska Avalanche Awareness Month.

Thank you again for your support. _
Members of the Mat Su Search and Rescue Council
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SLIDE: Fairbanks man survives deadly ride in

i Continuedfrom A-|
killed six snowmachiners, Fes- atop

ler said. The place is nicknamed ‘The
Aaron’s Last Run, after Aaron go and

tArthur, one ofthose-victims,
f Information about the acci-
dent was sketchy Tuesday be-

Chris Perez of Anchorage, was
the ridge at the time.
umped over edge to cons. His par
) at’s when the moun-
tain broke loose. It took the ski-
erwith it,” he said. _
The slide missed McKin- :
cause McKinney was ouf and ney’s partner. He told others They spread out in a line and.
OK by the time troopers arrived  that he lost sight of McKinney

McKinney and his partner
were W_earm? electronic bea-
_ ner had switched
his beacon on to locate the
missing skier when the others
arrived, Perez said. The snow-
m”.chinersjoined in the search.

soon heard McKinney’s voice

l.at the scene. No official report in the white-out blur of the rising from the snow.

was filed. But it appears, from avalanche, then boarded down

eyewitness accounts and the the slope to find his friend. God, ?Iease save me, some-
Perez said a child who had body fir Y

whose name could not watched the slide from below “Just his mouth was sticking

ed him down —along with  outand his one hjand.”

rother Tony and another [ Im 0

snowmachiner who had all rid- ofthe hard, chuilty debris with

troodpers, that McKinney and a
buday,

be confirmed, had parked their flag%

snowmachines and opted to ski his
and snowboard down the face.

"He was saying ‘Help me

ind me,” ;" Perez said.

The searchers dug him out

One of the people who found  den down to help —and direct- their avalanche shovels.

McKinney,

snowmachiner ed him to the avalanche pile.

“He was pretty bruised up,

his ribs were bruised and
scraped and his face was cut
up. Hewas pretty scared, shak-
en," Perez said. McKinney was
also cold and mildly hypother-
mic, so they got him into some
warm clothes that he’d brought
aloq%m his backpack. «*
. e notorious slide chute, a
steep tundra slope, starts at
2,700 feet and descends to the
1,000-foot valley. It has a tell-
tale convex bulb at its top, and
avalanches such as Monday's
fre(%uer)tly begin just below
that poinf, Feslersaid.
As dangerous a spot as it is,
the ridge Is an attractive perch
for snowmachiners and skiers.

A snowmachine trail leads up
to the top; from there, skiers
can Plun e into the bowl
t "It's about the most danger-
ous thingyou can do unless you
know the stability of the snow,”
Fesler said. “If you don't, it’s
purely Russian rouiette.”
Fesler and troopers said
that snowmachiners, snow-
boarders and skiers may not
recognize the avalanche be-
cause of the abnormally low
snow levels at lower elevations.
_"That’s a huge problem
H?ht now, because there is a
lot of snow up above 600 feet,”
said Trooper Sgt. Lee Oly in
Girdwood.
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