Snowmobilers' bodies found after avalanche
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The bodies of two Edmonton-area men were recovered yesterday near McBride, B.C., two days after the avalanche that killed them because unstable conditions on the mountain held back searchers.

The victims have been identified as Shane Scheideman and Kory Wagner of Keephills, Alta. The bodies of the men, both in their 30s, were recovered early yesterday afternoon by an RCMP-led volunteer team and brought down the mountain by helicopter. A relative of one of the victims, Jeff Wagner, survived the avalanche and remains with family in McBride.

The snowmobilers were caught in an avalanche in the remote Cushing Creek area of Renshaw Mountain at about 4:30 on Tuesday afternoon. 

The two victims were buried under more than 2½ metres of snow, while the survivor was able to free himself and his snowmobile and ride to safety, where he called for help.

"We've recovered both men," said RCMP Sergeant Pat McTiernan, who said the bodies were recovered by about 1:30 p.m.

On Wednesday a helicopter went out to trigger avalanches with explosives to clear the unstable snow.

Renshaw Mountain is a popular destination for recreational snowmobilers, with many coming from the Edmonton area. 

While the men had prior experience in the area and were equipped with safety equipment, including avalanche beacons and shovels, experts say little can be done once an avalanche is triggered. 

"The safety equipment is not going to prevent an accident from happening," said Karl Klassen, an avalanche forecaster at the Canadian Avalanche Centre in Revelstoke. "If you're buried more than a couple of metres, the chances are you're not going to come out alive."

The deaths raise the toll of B.C. avalanches to 22 people this winter. 

On Wednesday, Clayten Sean Smith, 27, was killed near Kimberley when five snowmobilers were caught in an avalanche.

The deadly conditions have been created by cold and dry weather patterns early in the season, leaving the snow base weak and sugary, Mr. Klassen said.

"The snow pack this year is inherently weak and unstable compared to other years," he said. "You have this multilayered sandwich of firm hard slabby snow interspersed with weaker layers, all of it sitting on a weak layer on the ground." 

The avalanche centre is advising extreme caution when choosing terrain for all outdoor activities. The agency has given the North Region a avalanche danger rating of "considerable," indicating a high probability of human-triggered slides.

Experts seek guidance from snowmobilers
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Snowmobilers can't simply be told to say out of the mountains, even after six people died in 10 days in B.C. avalanches, experts say.

"If we said, 'stay out the backcountry' we'd lose credibility and it wouldn't work anyway," said Karl Klassen, avalanche forecaster for the Canadian Avalanche Centre. The non-profit organization has been urging extreme caution in the choice of terrain due to an unusual snow pack, as well as avalanche safety courses. 

Avalanches have killed 18 snowmobilers in British Columbia this winter, six since March 18. Frustrated with the high rate of fatalities, the Canadian Avalanche Centre is appealing to sledders to get their message out. 

"It's either not working or we have missed something somewhere," Mr. Klassen said. 

"We're hoping to get some guidance from the snowmobilers themselves."

Unusual weather patterns have made this winter especially treacherous for backcountry recreation in the Canadian Rockies. 

A relatively cold and dry beginning to the winter left a fragile, sugary base, while intermittent snowfalls have created slabs. The result has been perfect for triggering avalanches. 

B.C.'s snowmobilers say there is considerable frustration in the community over the deaths. 

"There's a feeling among B.C. snowmobilers that if they grew up in the mountains, they understand the mountains," said Tanya Laing, senior writer at Snoriders magazine in Cranbrook. 

Ms. Laing thinks snowmobiling associations can play a pivotal role in raising safety expectations. 

"It may mean getting the associations to be the front line on this, saying, if you want a trail pass, we need to see some proof you've taken avalanche safety courses."

Mr. Klassen said he remains hopeful people will listen, seeing proof in this year's absence of backcountry skiing fatalities. 

"Usually, most people that get killed in the mountains are backcountry skiers. This year, we have no fatalities in the backcountry skiing users group."

