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Alo ng with  the ou tbreak  o f  th e  novel  coronavirus,  2020 had i ts  fa i r  s hares  of  c l imate
cr ises  aro und th e glo be.  Ch eck o ut  unique satel l i te  images  f rom NA SA  of  some of
2020’s  more se vere  f i res ,  droughts,  hurr icanes,  and more.   Read More >>>

THE SCIENCE OF COLD AND FLU SEASON 

We al l  know that  we a re  mo st  l ikel y  to  catch a  cold  when the weath e r  is  cold,  but  why
is  that?  Learn a b out  h ow co ld ,  dr y  a ir  can contr ibute  to  v i rus  repl i cat i on and le ngth
of  infect ion  and what  oth er  facto rs  might  be  at  play.  Read more >>

HOW CLIMATE CHANGE IS EFFECTING WILD BEES

Bees are  a  v i ta l  pa rt  o f  Ea rth’s  eco systems,  but  how are  the y far ing amidst  our
cha nging weather  patterns?  A  team of  researchers  f rom Penn State  conducte d a  stu dy
to f ind o ut .   Read more >>>

UNITED STATES TO REJOIN PARIS CLIMATE ACCORD

Through an Execu t ive  O rder  on his  f i rst  day  in  of f ice,  the  46  P res i de nt  of  the  United
States  puts  the  nat io n  ba ck  into  the Par is  Cl imate  Accord,  but  experts  warn that
there  are  plenty  o f  hu rdles  a head.  Read More >>>

TEMPEST INNOVATOR OF THE MONTH

Paul  Stofer  has  been storm ch a sing s ince 2001 and has  been part  of  s e veral  re search
projects  o bser vin g  h a i l  de velo pment  and tornadic  thunderstorms .  He us e s
WeatherFlow's  or ig inal  Smart  Weather  Stat ion and Tempest  Weather System  to
obs er ve and record wind spee d and direct ion,  temperature,  de wpoint  and pre ssure
cha nges  in  meso scale  en v iro nments.
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Paul  is  based in  D a l la s ,  Texas  but  chases  storms throughout  the  spr ing across  the
pla ins  states.  He a ls o  transmits  l ive  v ideo and reports  f rom his  Weath e rFlow  syste m s
to the web as  wel l  as  ba ck  to  the  FOX TV af f i l iate  in  Dal las ,  Texas  for  on-ai r  u se
during se vere  weather.  Tra ns mission capabi l i t ies  are  done throu gh  mobi le
broadband.    Learn more >>>
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I f  you spend t ime in  the  mo untains,  especial ly  in  Switzer land,  Northern I taly  or
Austr ia ,  avala nches  are  a  par t icul a r  hazard.  Over  90% of  those k i l led by  avalanche
tr igger  the  e ven ts  them selves,  and after  just  15  minutes  in  the  s now th e  ch ance of
l ive  recover y  drops  s ig ni f ica ntly.  Most  skiers ,  h ikers  and snow-sh oe rs  know  to  carr y  a
shovel ,  avalan che transceiver  (bea con) ,  a  probe,  a irbag and some carr y  an Avalung (a
lon g tube to  poke throu g h  th e snow and breathe through in  the  e vent  of  an
ava lanche) .  

Unfortunately,  avalanch es  a re  becoming more common and more  s e vere  with  warm er
temperatures  that  create  a  wea ker  snow pack .  Which is  part  of  w hy th e  Whi te Risk
avalan che ap p  an d  we bsite  ha s  become so invaluable.  White  Risk  of fers  a  dizzying
and comprehens ive  explorat io n o f  avalanches  through i l lustrat i ons ,  maps,  3-D
gra phics  and v ideos  s h owing the mesmeriz ing de vastat ion of  avalanches .  

One of  the  res earch ers  behind the White  Risk  app is  Stephan Har ve y,  w ho has  spe nt
23 years  at  th e  WSL Inst i tu te  fo r  Snow and Avalanche Research  SLF i n  Davos ,
Switzer land—part  of  th e  Swis s  Federal  Research Inst i tute  for  Fore st ,  Snow and
Lan dscape Research .  We cau ght  up with  Stephan at  h is  home in  th e  mou ntai ns  where
he was just  ba ck f ro m sk i in g .

Q:Tell  me about the  Institu te for  Snow and Avalanche Research.

A:We belong to  WSL -  the  Swiss  Federal  Inst i tute  for  Forest  Snow and Lands cape
res earch.  I  resea rch snow,  ava l a nc hes  and e ver ything concerning i ce.

Q:How  did you  get  into this?  Did you grow up in  the mountain s?

A:  Yes,  I  gre w up c los e  to  th e  mountains.  In  Switzer land,  ⅔  o f  the  cou ntr y  is
mountains  so  mo st  o f  u s  can  say  t hat!  I ’ve  a lways  done a  lot  of  m ountaine e r ing and
cl imbing,  and have been  a  mounta in  guide for  20  years .  I  or ig inal ly  stu di e d
geography and glaciolo g y.
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Q:You ’ve been at  S L F for  23  years.    What  was that  l ike when you star ted?

A:  When we started,  there  we re  no  smart  phones  or  internet .  Our  w hole  network of
information was di f feren t .  I n  2 000,  we started to  use  mobi le  phone s  to  m easure
automatic  weather  stat io ns .  With  the advance in  technolog y of  weather  stat i ons,
nowaday s,  we can pla ce weather  stat ions  in  remote areas  where  nobody l ive s  and
can  measure  e ver y  30  min u te s.  I t ’s  ver y  useful .  In  the  ear ly  days ,  we  could only
measure  on ce a  day.

Q:Where do you even begin  to  forecast  an avalanche? What measurements  go into
it?  What  is  the perfe ct  stor m th at  creates  an avalanche?  

A:First  yo u have to  u n dersta nd snowpack .  A s  i t  grows,  you monitor  the  w hole
e vo lut ion of  the  s nowpa ck .  At  the  same t ime you always  have to  be  aware  of  weath er
cha nges.  

The perfect  storm to  create  a n ava lanche -  i f  you are  talk ing about  dr y  avalanches,
you  need atypica l  layer in g  -  a  wea k layer  with  a  s lab layer  on top of  i t  .  A  s lab is  a
snow layer  which  has  been  depo sited by  snow and wind.  I f  there  i s  a  bi g  s lab laye r  in
the sn ow ,  i t ’s  a  quite  o bv ious  predict ion.  I t ’s  more how the avalanche w i l l  h appen
tha n i f  i t  wi l l  happen.  We th ink in  terms of  typical  avalanche s i tuat ions  —ne w
snowfal l ,  a  lot  of  ne w snow.  A nd ty pical ly  avalanches  are  more probable  i n  a  strong
wind s i tuat ion.  A dvers e  s n ow gets  supported by  wind and creates  ve r y  good s labs .

Q:What data do you  u se? How do you measure snowfall  with a  weather  station?
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A: It ’s  n ot  possib le  to  measu re  ne w snow.  We can only  measure  the di f fere nce in  snow
height ,  then we have to  mo del  the  ne w snow.  We col lect  a l l  the  data  in-h ous e and
maintain  200 weather  stat io n s  that  contr ibute  plus  we hire  another  100 obs er vers
who take manua l  m eas u rements  e ver y  day.  These people  are  trai ned and educated
on how to  mea sure  snow and o bser ve avalanches  so  the y know w hat  k i nd th e y  s ee
and what  s ize.

Q:Tell  me more  abou t  the app and website.  How did you come up with the idea of
White  Risk? I t ’s  ver y compreh ensive.  

A:We are  a  team o f  co u rs e,  and quite  involved in  avalanche educat ion warnings  as
wel l .  So,  we ha d a  pro j ect  in  2006 —we created a  CD ROM.  On this  CD ROM,  you could
learn  al l  sorts  o f  stuf f  abo ut  avalanches.  We not iced that  i f  you  read the i nform ation
in  a  book ,  i t  wa s  di f f icu lt  to  desc r ibe avalanches.  The CD Rom was  mu ch better  to
explain  to pics  using an imatio n.  I t  was  ver y  popular  and translate d into  m any
dif feren t  lang uages .  When CD ROM’s  died out  and the f i rst  iP hone  appeared,  we we re
ver y  excited by  a l l  th is  n e w tech a nd the ne w options  the y provided.  

In  2009 we made th e f i rst  Wh ite  Risk  app.  We were  ver y  ear ly.  Not  only  were  we  ear ly
hav in g an app prov iding a val anche and weather  information,  but  we  we re  also  ear l i er
tha n the weather  fo reca sts  f rom t he government .   

Somehow we were  a ble  to  br ing al l  th is  information together  to  create  a  tr i p
pla nning tool .  I t  wa s  eas y  to  prov ide maps on smartphones and provide a
con tinuat ion  of  th e  co nten t  we pre viously  provided v ia  CD Rom.  On th e  app you can
pla n routes  an d s yn chro n ize  al l  the  data  and information from th e  bu l let ins  to  a
smartphone that  yo u  can use  when ski ing,  to  see  what  you planne d and w here  you
are.

Q:Who uses  the ap p  and  the  information that  you distribute in  your  2x a  day news
bulletins?   

A:We have the best  ava la n ch e data  for  Austr ia  and Switzer land becaus e  we  h ave
den se networks .  Both are  s m al l  countr ies  with  many speci f ic   
ava lanche problem s .  In  the  A l ps,  for  example,  people  l ive  c loser  to  th e  avalanch es
tha n in  the  US and Can a da .  Where  in  the  US or  Canada you might  s e e  h i gh ways
threatened by  ava lanch es,  in  t he  Alps,  v i l lages  are  ver y  c lose  to  ski  s lope s  so
protect ion measures  a re  muc h more important .  We spend a  lot  of  m one y to  protect
these places.   

Other wise,  our  au dien ce is  ba c kcountr y  skiers  and snowshoers .  We  h ave  about  120-
150k users  using the app,  wh ich is  f ree.  I f  you want  to  use  special  tools  for  t r ip
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pla nning,  then a  subs cr ipt io n is  $25 per  year  and al lows ful l  acce ss  to  the  k nowledge
and e - learning les s ons .  Th at  is  act ual ly  a  product  of  our  inst i tute  -  we  s e e  research
has  pract ical  us e.    We publ is h  an avalanche forecast  e ver yday,  wh i ch i s  us e d by  th e
media  and so me government  agencies  to  a id  decis ion making.

Q: Any last  advice for  s ome o ne h eading out  to  ski  in  these m ountain  region s? 

A:  You cannot  bu y  expens ive  equipment  and consider  yoursel f  safe.  You  h ave to  be
edu cated and know h ow avala nches  happen,  what  tr iggers  them,  and h ow  to  travel
safely  through avalanch e terrain.  I t ’s  ver y  important  people  learn about  that .  We
know many sad exa mples  o f  peo pl e  k i l led e ven when equipped w i th  a i r  bags  and
transceivers .  I t ’s  more impo rtant  to  understand how to  travel  s o  you can re cognize
potential  danger  an d a void  i t .  

Inter vie w by  A nn  Marie  Gardner.  F ind her  on Instagram.  @thenewweather
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