




A: If someone is caught in an 
avalanche it is essential 

to (1) observe what is 
happening, (2) organise yourself 
and others, and (3) start a 
proper search for the victims.

The point at which someone was 
last seen and any of their equipment 
on the surface of the avalanche are 
very important clues as to their likely 
position in the debris.  So careful 
observation during the avalanche 
and of the debris will speed up the 
search for victims.

Good organisation makes a huge 
difference to the effi ciency and 
effectiveness of any search and 
rescue operation.  Victims have a 
very high chance of survival if they 
are found in less than 10 minutes, so 
it is the people at the scene of the 
avalanche who can save lives.  You 
should not rely upon the quick arrival 

of other rescuers - by the time 
they arrive the chance of 
survival will be much 
lower for anyone who is 
buried.

The actual search 
should be in three stages 
with the fi rst stage being 
a quick look for any 
additional visual clues 
and the fi rst sign of an 

avalanche transceiver signal, the 
second stage is closing in on the 
actual burial area, and the third stage 
is fi nding the exact location of any 
victims.  Transceivers make it quite 
easy to get within 2 or 3 metres of an 
avalanche victim, but fi nding the 
exact location can only be done 
quickly if the searcher is methodical 
in the third stage, and using their 
transceiver in combination with an 
avalanche probe and shovel.  By 
using a proper search pattern and a 
combination of transceiver, probe 
and shovel it is possible to fi nd 
avalanche victims quickly and avoid 
suffocation.

Don’t be misled into thinking 
modern transceivers will just home 
straight in on the victim. With both 
analogue and digital transceivers the 
fi nal exact position is hard to 
pinpoint because of the curved 
nature of the radio waves coming 
from the transmitting transceiver - 
which becomes even more complex 
in deep burials and confusing if there 
are multiple victims. The single best 
way to increase search effi ciency is to 
practice transceiver search 
techniques.

Other modern innovations include 
emergency fl oatation balloons and 
breathing aids. These help to avoid 
burial and extend survival time, both 
very handy, but it’s obviously 
preferable not to need them in the 
fi rst place. Instead, make sure you 
have a good supply of the “mountain 
knowledge” as suggested by the 
French Minister. Of course, 
knowledge like this can’t be acquired 
just through reading, so consider 
getting training from those with 
experience. Being cautious about 
avalanche hazards will help make 
sure you’re around to enjoy the whole 
winter’s snow.  And as Whymper 
famously said: “remember that 
courage and strength are nought 
without prudence.  Look well to each 
step, and from beginning think what 
may be the end.”       

Roger Payne was a General Secretary of 
the BMC and is an IFMGA Mountain 
Guide, now guiding from a base in the 
Swiss Alps. 

Q: What do you do when someone is 
caught in an avalanche?

Further information
There is a lot of avalanche information online and in 
various DVDs and manuals. Lesser-known sources are 
the transceiver manufacturers, and the National 
Avalanche Institutes in the Alpine countries (e.g. the 
Swiss Federal Institute at www.slf.ch) .  

Avalanche training courses: 
www.pyb.co.uk - Plas y Brenin 
www.glenmorelodge.org.uk - Glenmore Lodge

A number of British Mountain Guides 
(www.bmg.org.uk) also run avalanche 
training in the Alps including Nick Parks 
(www.mountaintracks.co.uk), Steve 
Jones, Bob Barton and Mark Diggins  
(www.euro-avalanche.com), Julie-
Ann Clyma and Roger Payne 
(www.skioff-piste.com and 
www.avalanchetraining.info). 
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Avalanche rescue exercise, Leysin. 

Oops. It's a Cat 5 avalanche risk. But do 
you know what that means?    

Performing a block test.
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