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Background 

 

The Flathead Avalanche Center (FAC) began issuing public avalanche information on October 28, 2015. The FAC 

advisory area consists of portions of the Swan Range, Flathead Range, Lewis Range (southern Glacier National 

Park), Apgar Range (Glacier National Park), and portions of the Whitefish Range (Figure 1). This season, the FAC 

moved to a Type 1 avalanche center. Type 1 avalanche centers have a minimum level of funding necessary to meet 

personnel and equipment requirements, issue daily advisories, and provide ample avalanche education throughout 

the season. FAC avalanche specialists collected snowpack and weather data from various locations within the 

advisory area and increased the frequency of advisories from four to seven advisories per week this year. This 

seasonôs current funding and resources for FAC allowed for daily advisories (and associated field days) and 

numerous education classes including free avalanche awareness, Introduction to Avalanche courses, companion 

rescue courses, and avalanche basics for school-aged children throughout Flathead Valley. Avalanche information 

product season totals: 

¶ Pre-season avalanche information updates (beginning on 10/28/2015) = 10 

¶ Avalanche advisories (through 4/11/2016) = 125  

 

 
Figure 1: Overview of the Flathead Avalanche Center advisory area (shaded in gray) as well as portions of the 

Kootenai National Forest. The FAC hosts the Kootenai National Forest advisory on their website. 

 
In the transition to a larger and growing avalanche center, the FAC continued to experience change this season on 

many fronts. Personnel for the FAC included Erich Peitzsch, Director, and Todd Hannan, lead avalanche specialist, 

and new avalanche specialist Mark Dundas. Erich, Todd, and Mark completed the majority of the field work and 

published all the advisories this season. Flathead National Forest Recreation personnel Guy Zoellner worked part-

time for the FAC as a snowmobile observer as well. Lucas Stacy also assisted the FAC before sustaining a serious 

injury in December. Their duties included education about appropriate motorized recreation zones, avalanche 

education, and collecting field data for the FAC. Their efforts were extremely valuable in assisting avalanche 

specialists with observations while completing their other duties. Seth Carbonari also assisted with educational 

efforts again this season, and Zack Gidley provided field assistance for FAC avalanche specialists as well. Overall, 

it was a team effort that produced the public products issued by the FAC. 
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The Friends of the Flathead Avalanche Center (FOFAC) continued ownership of the website and continues to fund 

associated fees for website maintenance and development (http://flatheadavalanche.org). Website statistics were 

collected since the introduction of the new site (flatheadavalanche.org) in November 2012. Site visits and use 

increased substantially since 2012-2013 (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the FAC website for 2015-2016. 

Total Visits 

(#) 

Total Unique 

Visitors 

(#) 

Page Views 

(#) 

Pages/Visit 

(#) 

Avg. Visit 

Duration 

(minutes) 

59,713 

Increase of 26% 

from 2014-2015 

23,360 

Increase of 34% 

from 2014-2015 

145,464 

Increase of 18% 

from 2014-2015 

2.44 2:40 

 

 

Media 

 

FAC staff conducted 26 interviews throughout the season with television, print, online, and radio outlets. FAC was 

featured nationally in Powder Magazine on a feature detailing the evolution of a regional avalanche forecasting 

center. Avalanche Center director Erich Peitzsch was also interviewed for OnTheSnow.com regarding the string of 

avalanche fatalities and the current snowpack in the western United States in January and February.  FAC was also 

featured on KPAX TV, KTMF TV, KECI-KCFW TV, KAJ TV, Montana Public Radio, Daily Interlake, Flathead 

Beacon, Hungry Horse News, and Whitefish Pilot. Topics discussed included current conditions, avalanche 

fatalities and accidents, and avalanche education opportunities throughout the season. 

 

The FAC Twitter account (@FACAvalanche) continued to be a popular form of communicating new and updated 

avalanche information. Followers increased from 277 to 333 this season. We published 183 tweets with 114 

retweets, 46 favorites, 41,683 impressions, and 918 engagements through this season.  There were 515 URL clicks 

from our tweets this season. 

 

The Friends of the Flathead Avalanche Center (FOFAC) maintained a Facebook page 

(https://www.facebook.com/friendsofflatheadavalanchecenter) to host both FOFAC and FAC content with a total of 

728 page likes. Our Instagram account (https://instagram.com/flatheadavalanche/ and @flatheadavalanche) also 

featured images from the field and various education classes where we have 374 followers thus far. 

We produced 36 videos this year with 8,064 total views (6,837 minutes watched) and 67 subscribers to the Flathead 

Avalanche YouTube channel (http://www.youtube.com/user/FlatheadAvalanche). Anecdotal feedback from 

the backcountry user community showed that videos and photos were once again welcome and helpful in 

communicating the avalanche hazard. The most viewed videos were avalanche site investigations. 

 

 

Weather, Snowpack, and Avalanche Summary  

 

Overall, it was a season with above average temperatures (with a period of record from 1990 to present at three 

stations) every month from December through April and a snowpack that hovered around average most of the 

season. We issued three avalanche warnings for at least one portion of our advisory area this season. Often, the 

FAC avalanche specialists issue multiple hazard ratings for our advisory area based on location (mountain range) 

and/or elevation (Table 2). 52 avalanches were reported to the avalanche center via either the Observations page, 

phone, or email. Of these reported avalanches, there were four individuals caught in three separate avalanches 

resulting in one fatality. 

 

http://flatheadavalanche.org/
https://instagram.com/flatheadavalanche/
http://www.youtube.com/user/FlatheadAvalanche
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Table 2: Number of days each zone (mountain range) was rated High, Considerable, Moderate, or Low; (a) the 

highest rating (typically the upper elevations), and (b) the lowest rating for the day. Each zone in the advisory area 

is broken into 3 elevation bands, and potentially 1 to 3 danger rating levels could be issued given these elevation 

bands.  

(a) Highest Rating     

Zone High Considerable Moderate Low 

Flathead Range and Glacier NP 3 57 52 1 

Swan Range 9 65 48 1 

Whitefish Range 4 66 51 2 

 

(b) Lowest Rating     

Zone High Considerable Moderate Low 

Flathead Range and Glacier NP 0 9 50 64 

Swan Range 1 13 46 62 

Whitefish Range 0 9 50 64 

 

 

Precipitation this season resulted in snowpack depth throughout the advisory area hovering around average for most 

of the season. The much hyped El Nino failed to result in below average precipitation, but certainly delivered with 

above average air temperature values at local SNOTEL sites (Figures 2-4). Minimum air temperatures measured at 

SNOTEL sites throughout the United States may display an artificial amplification of a warming trend due to 

sensor changes in the mid-1990s to mid-2000s (Oyler 2015). Thus, we compared temperatures at Logan Pass (a 

USGS weather station) in Glacier National Park as a comparison and also found that this winter (2015-2016) was 

warmer in every month when compared to temperatures from 1996-2014.  
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Figure 2: SWE, snow depth, and air temperature for Flattop Mountain SNOTEL (6300 ft.) in the Lewis Range. This 

SNOTEL station is adjacent to the advisory area but is representative of the Flathead Range and portions of 

southern Glacier Park which is within our advisory area.  
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Figure 3: SWE, snow depth, and air temperature for Noisy Basin SNOTEL (6040 ft.) in the central Swan Range. 

This SNOTEL station is fairly representative of the Swan Range.  
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Figure 4: SWE, snow depth, and air temperature for Stahl Peak SNOTEL (6030 ft.) in the northern Whitefish 

Range. This station is adjacent to the advisory area and is fairly representative of the northern Whitefish Range..
























