Little Africa Avalanche Incident Report, March 4, 2012 

On Sunday March 4, 2012, a group of snowmobilers were riding in an area known locally as Little Africa Slides when an avalanche completely buried 1 rider and partially buried his son. The avalanche was witnessed by several riders from different groups who immediately converged on the scene and rapidly located and dug up both riders.  The father was buried about 3 feet deep, head downhill and was located by an arm sticking out of the snow.  He was dug up in less than five minutes.  The son was buried up to his chest and was able to extricate himself with assistance from other riders. There were no injuries and only slight damage to one of the snowmobiles. Both riders were wearing avalanche transceivers, carried probes and shovels and have had some avalanche safety training.

Avalanche

At approximately 1330 hrs, Chase Edmonds was attempting to climb a slope adjacent to an exposed rock band about 1/3 of the way up slope when his machine got stuck next to the rocks.  His father Garrett, watched his son attempt to extricate his machine from a safe location approximately 300 feet downhill at the base of the slope.  He knew that it is best to let a stuck rider get themselves out of their predicament rather than double the weight and disturbance on a steep slope as this exact scenario has played out in many avalanche accidents.

After several minutes, he started to walk from his parked sled toward his son's location to give him a hand.  Before he reached his son, a rider from another party rode onto and across the slope immediately above their location. The rider, who has not been identified, rode across the slope for approximately 500 feet, attempted to crest the ridge, got stuck on a slope convexity and triggered a 70cm (28 inch) slab that propagated several hundred feet across the slope just below the ridge top. 

The slab caught Chase and carried him 200 feet down slope, across a road cut and he ended up on top of the deposition near the toe of the avalanche. Garrett was a few yards from Chase below the rock band and was caught and carried about 75 feet into a terrain trap (the road cut) and completely buried with an arm sticking up out of the snow. 

Other members of their group and members of a group from Minnesota who were vacationing in the area were watching the slope and witnessed the avalanche. They had excellent last seen points and immediately converged on these locations.  There was no need for a transceiver search as the most deeply buried rider's (Garrett) arm was sticking out of the snow. He was dug up in less than five minutes, never lost consciousness and neither he nor Chase had any injuries.

Weather and Snowpack Conditions 

The weather on March 5 was excellent and was the first day of warm temperatures after heavy snowfall and high winds the previous week.

The closest SNOTEL site is North Fork Jocko located 10 air miles SW of the avalanche. The elevation of this SNOTEL site is similar to the avalanche site at 6330 feet. The temperature at 1300 hrs on March 4 was recorded as 45 degrees with the days high of 47.  Low temperature was 31 degrees.

In early February a dry period created a surface hoar layer that was buried and has persisted in nearly all mountain locations in western Montana.  This particular weakness has been the culprit in several other reported human-triggered avalanches the past 3 weeks and has been recorded in stability testing every week since it formed.

The avalanche was triggered on a slope convexity that measured 40 degrees just below the crown.  The slab pulled out from a much lower angle slope (30 degrees) due to the 1 finger hard density of the layer above the buried surface hoar. Elevation at the crown is 6700 feet and 6300 feet at the toe of the debris. The distance from crown to toe is 1100 feet and the slab is about 300-400 feet wide. Slope alpha angle measured 31 degrees from toe to crown. Slope is 34 degrees at the burial site and 30 degrees at the crown. Aspect is Northeast.

Avalanche classification: SS-AM-R3-D2.5-O

Summary

It is remarkable there were no fatalities in this avalanche.  The amount of snow that came down on the two riders was massive. The individuals who witnessed the avalanche reacted quickly and appropriately and saved a life. They are to be commended for their actions. Everything was done right - a textbook rescue.

On the other hand, the individual who rode above Garrett and Chase violated a very basic tenet of safe backcountry travel protocol which is to never ski or ride above someone on a steep slope. It is possible this individual did not know there were people below him but we will never know. He left the scene after digging his sled out.  He nearly killed two people.

In this era of powerful machines and lightweight efficient skis there are many more people recreating in remote often dangerous terrain. It is paramount that skiers and riders have a high level of situation awareness and be aware of not only the terrain and snow conditions, but also of the location of other people in the area. The actions of a single person can affect the safety of many. 

Submitted by:

Steve Karkanen

Director

West Central Montana Avalanche Center

info@missoulaavalanche.org
406-329-3752  

[image: image1.jpg]3rd rider stuck and 4
triggered slide near here

bim .l”v ni

’! =T

Stuck™sldd fogation

~sQn caugh itthg J:




Photo taken by Shawn Ellinghouse on March 4 just before the avalanche. 
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Photo taken March 5, 2012.
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Topographic map of area.
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Crown Profile 3/5/12.
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Burial site. Top of 300cm probe pole visible to the right of pack.  Debris is 10-13 feet deep in this area. 

