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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
This year presented new and dynamic challenges for NWAC. Globally, 
we all navigated the impacts of COVID-19 and the implications those 
impacts had on our individual lives and our greater communities. Within 
the winter outdoor community, we also felt the impacts of an active 
season with complicated snowpacks both in the PNW and across the 
US. Nationally, we saw a rise in backcountry travel and welcomed 
new wintertime recreationists into the fold. But with increase in 
growth, a global pandemic creating additional stressors, and an active 
avalanche cycle, this winter presented many unique challenges. In one 
week alone we experienced more recreational avalanche fatalities 
than during any other period in the last 100 years. These deaths 
were geographically diverse and many communities across the 
country felt the impacts of these tragedies, including here in the 
PNW. NWAC, along with all Avalanche Centers across the US, learned 
a lot from this year. And while we will continue to learn from this 
season and every season to come, we are also proud of the work we 
accomplished and the organizational growth we experienced. 

One of our most notable highlights from this season was shifting our 
education and outreach programming to the virtual space. In doing so, 
we were provided an opportunity to try new approaches to our traditional 
way of implementing these programs. As a result of this pivot, we were 
able to reach more users and found new and effective ways to reach our 
community. This season we not only focused on expanding 
educational content that was applicable to recreationists of varying 
experience levels, but we also continued the work of expanding 
our programs through the lens of diversity, equity and inclusion. One 
of the highlights from this season being our first avalanche 
awareness class offered in American Sign Language. As we shift 
towards our 2021/2022 planning we are excited to build on the 
projects from this past winter. 

Beyond our education and outreach activities, this season also 
had technological highlights with the roll out of our new website. 
With this exciting update our Avalanche Specialists are now able to 
use a new forecast editor which has streamlined forecasting updates 
and provided better tools for media management. As a user, the new 
website is easier to navigate and significantly more mobile friendly. 
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Rounding out our organizational updates, NWAC added staff capacity this season. In the Fall of 2020 
we welcomed Irene Henninger to the NWAC team as our newest Avalanche Forecaster. Irene came to 
NWAC with a long career in ski patrol and avalanche education. The added capacity has given us the 
ability to focus on underserved forecasting areas, most notably in the West Central zones. In addition to 
welcoming Irene, NWAC also created a new Deputy Director position which was filled by Avalanche 
Forecaster, Dallas Glass. The Deputy Director position provides direct support to field operations, 
forecasting services, and educational content creation. While continuing to write avalanche forecasts and 
perform field work for the Snoqualmie and West South zones, Dallas also worked with NWAC’s education 
programming. 

This season marked a number of changes for us here at NWAC. From staffing to a new website and all 
of our programming and outreach in between, we are excited to continue growing and working to 
provide the best mountain weather and avalanche forecasting products. We know the backcountry is a 
place to connect with our peers and provides an outlet, this year maybe more so than ever before. We 
feel that as an organization, we have come out of this year stronger, largely in part to this community. As 
we reflect on this season we will work to continue to  develop and expand our education and outreach 
efforts to meet the needs of the growing backcountry community. We look forward to incorporating key 
takeaways from this year to ensure we are able to provide you all with the tools you need to get out into 
the mountains safely. 

We look forward to seeing you all out there next winter. 
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RESPONSE TO COVID
This season presented many unique challenges for NWAC. With 
COVID-19 protocols in place we knew that we would have to 
reimagine the ways we have traditionally run education, trailhead 
outreach, and events. We are proud of the changes we were able 
to make in our programming and work protocols to protect our staff 
and community.  As we touch upon in this report, COVID-19 
impacted every aspect of our organization and required a response 
across all operations. The changes we made this season also 
provided an opportunity to reimagine our future approach to our 
programming to incorporate the benefits of virtual programming as 
we return to in-person events. Thank you for continuing to support 
us as we navigated the challenges of this year. 

SEASON SUMMARY 
We experienced a long winter season here in the Pacific 
Northwest. We saw above average snowfall, along with some of the 
largest and prolonged avalanche cycles in recent memory. Our 
winter began in earnest in late October. Many ski areas opened prior to 
Thanksgiving with respectable bases and backcountry recreationists 
took full advantage of the early season snow. Despite the strong 
start, like much of the mountain west, Washington would see its share 
of nasty persistent weak layers. An atmospheric river in mid-January 
brought high-elevation rain to nearly the entire forecast region forming 
a robust crust. As the deluge ended, temperatures cooled, and several 
inches of snow fell. In the dry weeks following this event, the surface 
snow quickly faceted. When the storm track once again focused on the 
PNW, a crust/facet sandwich was primed and waiting. Numerous very 
large avalanche cycles occurred during the prolonged and stormy 
February period. At Stevens Pass more than 180 inches of snow fell 
during the 28 day stretch. The center issued 10 avalanche warnings 
during February and forecasted extreme danger for the first time in 4 
years. This persistent slab cycle resulted in one fatality, several 
involvements, and numerous near misses. This served as a stark 
reminder that the difference between one fatality and a dozen fatalities 
is often razor thin. These avalanche cycles culminated the last 
weekend of February with several days of continued D3-4 
avalanches from Highway 20 in the north to Crystal Mt in the south. Photos: Diana Bartos



EDUCATION  
& OUTREACH
This season required a dramatic shift in our education 
programming to meet an increase in demand and 
build meaningful online experiences. We successfully 
transitioned our introductory Awareness Classes to 
a live online format and introduced new offerings 
including an American Sign Language awareness class.

We continued our Laying Tracks Workshop series for 
those new to the backcountry but built curriculum to 
address the strengths and weaknesses of the 
online format. The Northwest Snow and Avalanche 
Workshop (NSAW) was also virtual this year and we 
were surprised by the positive reception to the multi-
night, shorter NSAW segments versus the all-day 
in-person. Attendees felt they could better digest 
the material and the programming was easier to 
work into their schedules. 

We also continued our work making space for 
women in the outdoor industry with the Women’s 
Mentorship Program and introduced a new 
Professional Workshop for women working in, or 
hoping to work in, the snow and avalanche industry. 

Finally, in an effort to expand our outreach we 
introduced the Backcountry Basic series, a 
resources and interactive education tool for new 
backcountry users. The Basics helps users 
understand the challenges that come with wintertime 
travel including gear, training, using the forecast, 
avalanche terrain, and red flags. The skills course was 
designed to integrate with Awareness Classes and 
Laying Tracks Workshops. 
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WOMEN’S PROFESSIONAL 
PROGRAMMING
This season NWAC continued its second year of the 
Women’s Mentorship Program designed to address 
gender inequality in professional snow and avalanche 
fields. This program leverages a running collaboration 
between SheJumps and NWAC that provides scholarship 
AIARE Level 1 to women by incorporating the mentees 
to assist in the class. Mentees also shadowed 
professionals in their area of interest and received 
structured feedback and guidance. 

This season we also expanded our programming to 
spearhead a national Women’s Professional Workshop 
that brought women from across the United States 
and Canada to participate in a three-hour virtual 
workshop connecting snow and avalanche experts with 
those either new to, or looking to work in, the snow 
and avalanche industries. Over 30 female avalanche 
professionals and 110 participants joined for a panel, 
presentation, and small breakout rooms depending 
on your area of interest facilitated by professionals 
with decades of experience. The remarkable show of 
engagement and enthusiasm confirmed the need for 
such programming in the industry. 

TRAILHEAD  
OUTREACH (THO):
This season marked the 4th year of our volunteer run 
trailhead outreach program. To protect the health 
of our staff and volunteers we made a few shifts to 
the program to ensure we were able to follow safety 
protocols. We ran all of our volunteer training virtually, 
added QR codes to our surveys for contactless 
communication, provided staff and volunteers with 
masks and had sanitation on hand to wipe down all 
surfaces. We also limited the number of volunteers 
for each event to allow for social distancing under the 
NWAC tent. We ran 16 trailhead events this season 
and welcomed back 30 volunteers. We trained 27 
new volunteers as well bringing our total number of 
volunteers to 57. This season we concentrated our 
efforts to 5 highly trafficked trailheads in anticipation 
of backcountry growth in the PNW. We are looking 
forward to expanding our Trailhead Outreach program 
with our extraordinary volunteers and more dedicated 

staff time. 

16
EVENTS

4,377
UPHILL COUNT

5
TRAILHEADS

181
SURVEYS

4
CANCELED EVENTS

57
VOLUNTEERS
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MEDIA OUTREACH
NWAC media continues to grow as we work to 
connect the community with our forecasters in the 
field, snowpack conditions, warnings, education 
opportunities, and outreach events. Through 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and the Backcountry 
Bulletin; our media presence functions to keep the 
public informed on snow and weather conditions, 
programming and events. We will continue to evolve 
our communication strategies to broaden our reach. 

BACKCOUNTRY BULLETIN:
The Backcountry Bulletin, sent to your inbox 
every Friday during NWAC’s forecasting season, is 
the best way to stay up-to-date with NWAC staff. 
The bulletin provides weekly updates on 
snowpack conditions, weather outlook, community 
events and education. This season we published 
25 Backcountry Bulletin emails and grew our 
readership. We’re looking forward to 
expanding the bulletin’s content for  next 
season.

SOCIAL MEDIA: 
NWAC’s social media is used to connect the 
community with events, education, forecast warnings 
and observations. We have worked to expand our 
reach and partner with different organizations in 
the backcountry space. This season our field staff 
posted 61 observations from all of our forecasting 
zones. We are consistently working on growing our 
following on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter to keep 
the community engaged and up-to-date.

FOLLOWERS 
/USERS

2020/21 
GROWTH

INSTAGRAM 35.6K 33%

FACEBOOK 23.4K 12%

EMAIL 22.3K 52%

TWITTER 6,896 43%

YOUTUBE 1.28K 41%

@
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EVENTS
Planning events for the 2020/21 season posed unique 
challenges. We knew that in order to protect the health 
of our staff and community we needed to shift our events 
to a virtual space.  Despite the limitations that 
virtual events posed, we are excited at the level of 
attendance and engagement across fundraising 
and education. Hosting events online also provided 
the opportunity to have a larger geographic reach. 
NWAC events have always been an integral part of 
the organization for both fundraising and 
community engagement. We are excited to adapt 
some virtual elements into our events for the 
upcoming seasons and continue to broaden the 
backcountry community. 

SNOWBASH
Traditionally a large in-person event, Snowbash took a 
different form this season. Over the course of two-weeks, 
we ran a virtual raffle and silent auction to help kick-off 
the 2020/2021 season. Although we missed being able 
to come together as a community, we were blown away 
by the support we received during Snowbash. Events 
like Snowbash are significant fundraisers for NWAC 
and we are excited to say this was one of our highest 
raising Snowbash events to date. 

NSAW 
This year NSAW was held over the course of four 
evening sessions during the month of October. We 
had 730 people in attendance and during each of our 
live virtual sessions’ attendees were able to listen to 
live presentations and engage with the speakers in a 
Q & A following each presentation.



DEI UPDATE
Last June, following the protests and social 
reckoning prompted by the murder of George 

Floyd, NWAC issued a statement outlining steps we 
would be taking as an organization to work 
towards anti-racism. With the understanding that 
this work will be ongoing, we have begun the 
process of systemic change within our 
organization. And as this is ongoing work, we will 
continue to update our community on the progress 
we are making. Below are some key takeaways 
from this season.  
· The NWAC Board of Directors voted to formalize

our DEI committee into a standing committee.
The DEI committee now has set monthly
meetings.

· NWAC has hired a DEI consultant to work with
our staff and board.

· This winter NWAC hosted our first avalanche
awareness class in American Sign Language. We
will continue to work towards more equitable
avalanche education and expand the work from
the 2020/21 season.

· NWAC hired a professional photographer and
ran a 2-day long photo shoot with BIPOC models
to better represent our community through
the imagery we use in our education and
membership material.
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THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS 

SKI AREAS

TITLE SPONSORS

PREMIER SPONSORS

SUPPORTING SPONSORS

GUIDING SERVICES

PARTNERS

THANK YOU TO CLEM’S 
ENUMCLAW POWERSPORTS!
We would like to thank Clem’s Enumclaw Powersports for 
supporting NWAC for another season. Your donation of 6 
snowmobiles for the 2019/2020 season. With these snowmobiles 
our team had the opportunity to travel terrain that is too far 
to ski in a workday. Our professional observers and avalanche 
specialists were therefore able toreach an even greater amount of 
our forecasting zones this season. The snowmobiles from Clem’s 
alsoallowed us to create in-roads and relationships with the 
motorized community; improved forecaster jobsatisfaction; and, 
most importantly, improve the quality andscope of our forecasts.  

Thank you, Clem’s!
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