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The Northwest Avalanche Center (NWAC)  
exists to increase avalanche awareness, reduce 
avalanche impacts, and equip the community  
with mountain weather and avalanche forecasts, 
education, and data. 



DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

Our third consecutive La Niña year in 2022-23 gifted us with many days of exceptional, low density snow. While 
reminiscing on the powder days the season had to offer, we have also been reflecting on how this year has 
been one of increased engagement with our users. Reconnecting with our community in-person and finding 
new ways to deliver information and solicit feedback has left us feeling reinvigorated. Your enthusiasm and 
support motivate us to build on these community connections in the 2023/24 season.

The year’s most lively community engagement stemmed from a full return to in-person programming. We 
kicked things off with our largest Snowbash to date at evo Seattle, with over 500 people there to support 
NWAC and celebrate the return of winter. We also brought back NSAW, in-person Awareness Classes, and 
launched the Meet Your Forecaster series. It was wonderful to see old friends as well as meet the new faces 
of our ever-growing backcountry community. The Trailhead Outreach program remained at the core of our 
outreach efforts and this year also served as a research opportunity. Our staff partnered with the University 
of Washington’s Recreation and Data Lab at Trailhead Outreach events to better understand how many people 
are accessing the wintertime backcountry and who these users are.

In addition to increasing face-to-face connection, we invested in technology to help recreationists use and  
apply our products. We devoted resources to building and launching a native mobile application that we believe 
will significantly improve your experience reading the forecast on your phone and accessing information when 
you’re out in the mountains. The app will launch in the fall of 2023 and we’re looking forward to receiving your 
feedback.

The 2022/23 season reinforced our understanding that there is no ‘one size fits all’ method for reaching our 
vast and varied users. Building and publishing great products isn’t enough if they don’t cater to all backcountry 
users. It is fundamental to build programs based on user type, level, and location, and it is important to invest 
in technology that is easy for our entire community to use. We look forward to improving our programming 
and products in the 2023/24 season as well as expanding our crew of dedicated staff, and are grateful to all 
of you for making all of this possible through memberships, submitting observations, attending events, and 
much more. 

We look forward to seeing you in the mountains. 
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Scott Schell,
Executive Director

Dennis D’Amico, 
Forecast Director



1,360
Forecasts published 

136 
Days of forecast season 

300
Forecaster field days

35
Professional NWAC 

observer days

27
Intern observer days

1,171
Public observations 
(35% increase YOY)

22/23 BY THE NUMBERS 

SEASON SUMMARY
Those of us in the Pacific Northwest will likely remember the 2022-
23 season as the year it didn’t rain — or rather, the year it didn’t rain 
as much as normal. After all, we are talking about the Cascades and 
Olympics. While there was less rain, the winter brought cold weather 
and a near-constant barrage of storms, which kept plenty of light, dry 
snow flying in the mountains. 

Both on and off the mountains, this year proved to be a period of growth 
and innovation at NWAC. Together, we made huge strides in developing 
data, outreach, mentorship, and technology. This growth wouldn’t be 
possible without the NWAC community. Your support enabled improve-
ments in NWAC programs and tools that are vital to reducing the impact 
of avalanches on everyone living and recreating in the Pacific 
North-west. Our professional avalanche forecasters, our non-profit 
staff and board, and our ever-growing community of recreationalists, 
volunteers, and members, all play an important role in keeping one 
another safe, equipped, and informed in the backcountry. 

FORECASTING OPERATIONS
With a third consecutive La Niña forecasted, many wondered what 
the winter would bring. Three common themes seem to categorize 
the season: fewer large atmospheric rivers, colder temperatures, and 
a steady stream of modest storms. This resulted in a snowpack not 
frequently seen in the Cascades and a lack of thick crusts. “Dry, layered, 
and cold” was a commonly used phrase this winter.

The main atmospheric river events occurred during mid-November 
and early January. While they resulted in significant avalanche cycles, 
relatively modest snow levels and colder temperatures kept these 
storms from producing the widespread, very large slides we’re used 
to. Instead, D1.5-2 wind slabs seemed to be the norm. One of the most 
impressive cycles of the season appeared when our prolonged winter 
seemingly skipped spring and jumped straight to summer on the last 
weekend of April. Unsurprisingly, very large wet slabs were reported 
across the forecast region. 

Regardless of the season’s lack of large slides, a rash of avalanche 
accidents mid-February through mid-March emphasized the impact 
of terrain traps on injuries and fatalities. Tragically, four members of 
a team of six climbers were caught in an avalanche while attempting 
the northwest couloir of Colchuck Peak, and the sustained steep slope 
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through rocks and over cliffs took the lives of three of the individuals. 
Additional accidents saw travelers caught and carried over cliffs, some 
as large as 200 feet tall, resulting in life-altering injuries. In all of these 
accidents, we are gravely reminded of the risks and consequences that 
backcountry terrain poses.

Away from the mountains, we were busy exploring ways to advance our 
mission. This season, we took a huge step in exploring new weather 
station infrastructure. The vast West Central forecast zone, which spans 
the west slopes of the Cascades from Highway 20 to I-90, contains a 
wide array of rugged and remote mountainous terrain. Weather station 
data for this area is extremely limited and largely relegated to lower 
elevations. In the summer and fall of 2022, NWAC Forecaster Andy  
Harrington and Forecast Director Dennis D’Amico designed and imple-
mented a new type of weather station especially for this zone. This 
tripod-style solar site is not permanent, and therefore results in minimal 
local disturbance. Installing this type of weather station allowed us 
to gather data from a high elevation, remote area near White Chuck 
Mountain and evaluate a site before stepping toward a permanent 
installation. The new station performed very well and withstood the 
crushing snow loads of this particularly wet forecast zone. 

Maintaining and expanding our network of weather stations is key 
to our forecasting. Adding a new weather station requires months 
— and sometimes years — of planning with a number of stakehold-
ers, and requires significant time and financial investment. Thanks to 
supporters like you, we were able to purchase the necessary equip-
ment and fund increased staff hours to make this endeavor possible.  

The portable nature of the station allows us to move it ten feet or ten 
miles if we notice anything about its location that causes issues, such 
as not receiving enough sunlight to generate the solar energy it needs. 
Keep an eye out for next season–you might see this station moved to a 
new zone or find a permanent home near White Chuck Mountain. 

WEATHER STATION INNOVATION

1,360
FORECASTS
PUBLISHED

100
Professional observations 

(92% increase YOY)  

1,592
Total observations  
(29% increase YOY)

814,000
Forecast views 
by the public  

739
Observations cited avalanches 

(46% of total observations)  

52
Active weather stations 

in the NWAC network
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“NWAC’s automated weather stations are the observations that 
keep on giving. When access to the mountains is difficult for us 
and our partners, the weather stations are there to at least give 
us some idea of what is unfolding.” 

- Andy Harrington, NWAC Avalanche Forecaster

“



Based in a tech epicenter, NWAC strives to keep pace 
with our community by continually upgrading and 
advancing our technology. Creating platforms tailored 
to serving users like you is crucial to our mission. After 
all, the forecast, weather station data, and observations 
are only helpful if you can read and apply them.

This year, after surveying our users, doing market 
analysis, and applying current user research, we took 
on one of our most significant tech projects to date: 
building a native mobile app. We surveyed our users 
in the spring of 2022, and over 1,600 of you responded.  
We learned that while our 2021 website update  
improved the mobile experience, there were still 
a number of friction points in the user experience, 
navigation, and connectivity. All of which could be 
improved or solved by building an app. 

NWAC’s Program Director Charlotte Guard worked  
with a volunteer tech committee to run user 
questionnaires and interviews, hire developers and 
designers, and ultimately create a beta version of the 
product that was released to a handful of users for the 

TECHNOLOGY/ APP LAUNCH
season. While testing and development are ongoing, 
we are excited about the potential for offline public 
observation submission, forecast caching, and push 
notifications. We are planning for a fall 2023 release 
to the public, and ultimately hope this can serve as 
a universal avalanche forecast app that any national 
center will be able to use. This app is a product of the 
successful collaborative effort between the National 
Avalanche Center, NWAC, our non-profit board, 
numerous volunteers, and dedicated members who 
backed the app during our 2023 spring fund drive. We 
can’t wait to share this exciting tool with all of you! 

I never cease to be amazed by the commitment 
and enthusiasm of the PNW backcountry com-
munity. The team working on this app was a 
mix of staff, contractors, and volunteers with 
a ton of input and feedback from the wider 
community. This was a passion project for 
everyone and we’re really excited about the 
end result.

- Charlotte Guard, NWAC Program Director

“ 



Trailhead  
Outreach (THO):
This was a busy year for the Trailhead Outreach  
Program! We ran 30 events over the course of the 
season and reached nine of our 10 forecasting zones. 
This program simply wouldn’t be possible without the 
dedication and support of our volunteers.  

For six years, Trailhead Outreach has served as a 
means of interacting with the public, gathering data, 
and understanding user demographics. This season, 
we partnered with the University of Washington’s 
Outdoor Recreation and Data Lab to tackle one of the 
biggest questions in winter recreation: How many 
people use the backcountry each season? The project 
ran a pilot study to see if a community-run monitoring 
program could provide statistically valid estimates 
of visitation rates during the winter. Needless to say, 
understanding the number of backcountry users 
and user days unlocks a world of opportunities for 
additional research. We look forward to sharing the  
results of this survey soon. 

168
Classes conducted 

4,536 
Class attendees 
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EDUCATION & OUTREACH
This season, we were thrilled to offer a wider range of 
education and outreach programs than ever before. In 
an effort to expand the Trailhead Outreach Program, 
we hired a Trailhead Outreach Coordinator and had 
a dedicated staff person present to attend all of the 
outreach events and assist the volunteers who typically 
run this program. We also worked with the University 
of Washington Outdoor Recreation and Data Lab to 
launch our first randomized survey in hopes of finding a 
new and sustainable method of collecting backcountry 
use data.

We are always looking for new ways to encourage 
mentorship and skill development among our 
backcountry community. So this season, we added 
the Intern Observer Program to our growing list of 
programming. NWAC forecasters mentored two Intern 
Observers, giving them hands-on experience in the field 
and valuable knowledge to continue their careers in 
the outdoor industry.

We continued to run the Women’s Mentorship, 
Awareness Instructor, and Youth Ambassador programs 
as well as Snow School. Six women shadowed and 
helped instruct an AIARE Level 1 course through the 
Women’s Mentorship Program. Six new instructors and 
17 Youth Ambassadors learned to instruct avalanche 
awareness classes through the Awareness Instructor 
and Youth Ambassadors programs. An impressive 
336 students joined us for some hands-on learning 
in the snow. Each class, event, and program brought 
new community members into the fold and provided 
invaluable education to strengthen these members’ 
knowledge and skills in the backcountry. 

EDUCATION  BY THE NUMBERS 
30

Trailhead outreach 
events

9 
Forecast zones 

4,060
Users counted

477
Surveys gathered

THO BY THE NUMBERS 



Women’s Professional Programming 
The Women’s Mentorship Program ran for the fourth 
year in a row with the aim of providing educational 
opportunities, mentorship, and professional connections 
for women seeking careers in the outdoor and avalanche 
industry. This season six women completed the program 
and shadowed a Level 1 avalanche class in collaboration 
with the SheJumps Snowpack Scholarship.  

Awareness Instructor Training
This was our second season running the Awareness 
Instructor Training Program. This program was 
designed to break down barriers in the snow and 
avalanche industry and create a concrete pathway to 
paid work in the industry. Through this train-the-trainer 
approach, six new instructors learned how to deliver 
introductory avalanche awareness classes and joined 
NWAC’s Awareness Instructor pool. 
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Intern Observers

A large focus of our avalanche center continues to be 
the development of programs that open welcoming 
doors to enter the field, gain experiences, and receive 
focused mentorship. With that in mind, we launched 
our first Intern Observer Program. These individuals 
interact weekly with our forecast team and receive direct 
experience gathering field information, communicating 
with the public, teaching avalanche courses, and 
reaching out to the community. The Intern Observer 
Program joins our Women’s Mentorship and Avalanche 
Awareness Instructor programs as an initiative designed 
to help newer avalanche professionals develop a solid 
foundation for their life-long apprenticeships in the snow. 
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Youth Ambassadors PROGRAM 
We expanded the Youth Ambassador Program signifi-
cantly this year, teaching 17 high school aged students 
how to present an introductory 90-minute avalanche 
awareness class. This program spanned four virtual 
sessions, one in-person classroom session, and one 
field day. Topics ranged from basic avalanche safety to 
how to effectively present information. As a final piece 
to the program, ambassadors were asked to present 
an avalanche awareness class to their peers at school 
or in their communities. 

Snow School
Snow School is a youth education program for mid-
dle school students that NWAC runs in partnership 
with the Mt Baker Ski Area and Western Washington 
University.  Students spend a day at the Mt Baker 
Ski Area traveling on snowshoes and learning about 
watershed ecology and snow science. This season, 
336 students participated in the program, the majority 
of which were from Title 1 schools.

Snowmobile Program
We continue to develop and devote resources to our 
snowmobile education and outreach initiatives. This 
season, we attended ten snowmobile club events,  
including three youth-specific club rides. During each 
of these events, NWAC instructors and forecasters 
join clubs for their scheduled rides and events, which 
range from 20-200 participants. NWAC forecaster Irene 
Henninger attended three events this year and is look-
ing forward to joining even more in the 2023/24 season.   
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EVENTS

Snowbash
Snowbash was our first step back into in-person events 
last fall and our community showed up in a huge way. 
This was a sold-out event with over 500 people joining us 
at evo Seattle to kick off the season. We celebrated being 
back together with live music and exciting raffle prizes. 
We’d like to thank our sponsors, volunteers, and all the 
guests that made the event such a memorable night.

NSAW 
NSAW ran as a hybrid event for the first time. We 
welcomed over 300 guests in-person at Town Hall 
Seattle and virtually. Eight speakers took to the stage 
to share their knowledge and experiences. Topics were 
spread across three themes: Supporting Access to 
Our Winter Mountains, Making and Communicating 
Pertinent Observations, and Our Changing Mountain 
Snowpack. We are proud to facilitate this gathering of 
avalanche professionals and winter recreationalists in 
the Northwest, and look forward to evolving this event 
to keep up with the educational goals of the community.  
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Events are the cornerstone of our community 
engagement. It is you — our backcountry community 
— who sustains NWAC programming and forecasting 
operations. Events provide our community members 
with opportunities to form connections, rally for a cause, 
and share their excitement and appreciation for the 
backcountry. With the ability to safely come together 
this season, we eagerly planned to host events in-
person again. 



MEMBERSHIP
Our membership program supports the work we do 
while bringing our community together. Over 3,500 
people joined our membership program during the 
2022-23 season. This year, alongside the relaunch of 
in-person events, members were able to engage with 
NWAC staff and community more closely. Our free 
membership program for students who complete a 
Level 1 avalanche course grew in size throughout 
the season. Through this program, we aim to engage 
users that are just joining the backcountry community 
and are interested in furthering their education. 
In addition, we partnered closely with local guide 
services to offer 261 free memberships. 

Your membership makes all the difference! As an 
NWAC member, you sustain the forecast and all of 
the programs that keep us safer and better educated 
in the backcountry. 

A huge thank you to our Mountain Ghost members! 
This group of alpine enthusiasts came together to 
raise over $70,000 for NWAC this season, providing 
vital match funding throughout the year.

MEDIA OUTREACH
Social Media
Our social media channels continue to be a direct 
connection between NWAC and our community. The 
forecast team shared observations directly from 
the field multiple times a week throughout the 
season. These professional observations provide 
timely updates on mountain conditions with special 
insights from the team. This season, the forecast staff 
focused on providing more video content to give our 
community a better look at the work they do. 

Backcountry Bulletin
The Backcountry Bulletin remains one of our most 
viewed pieces of outreach. Every Friday throughout the 
forecast season we share the state of the snowpack, 
mountain weather update, highlight an observation, 
and share other updates on our programming. This 
year we sent 28 bulletins. Additionally, we saw our 
email list grow by 38% while maintaining an open rate 
that is well above industry standard. If you would 
like to subscribe to the Backcountry Bulletin, please 
visit our website. 

Followers 
/Users

Annual 
Growth

Instagram 43.7K 5%

Facebook 26.3K 4%

Twitter 8,756 2%

YouTube 1.65K 9%

Email 38.6K 38%
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DEI UPDATE
NWAC strives to promote an equitable, diverse, and 
growing backcountry community and to engage NWAC 
members and users with a unified voice in support 
of access and recreation. We envision a backcountry 
community as one that promotes and implements 
equitable and diverse policy, staffing, and access to 
the mountains. Our two key strategies are to 1.) dis-
mantle racist and sexist structures creating barriers 
or prohibiting backcountry recreation for traditionally 
underrepresented groups and 2.) to engage our users 
and members to catalyze backcountry access for all 
through legislative and policy priorities. 

Along with our existing partners — and in-step with 
our DEI consults, committee, and staff — we have  
begun working on advocacy and policy for an equitable 
and enjoyable backcountry experience for all.  As we  
evaluate our programming, we are including a lens 
of equity and inclusivity, and weighting additional 
programming toward underserved communities. We 
are also focusing on amplifying diverse voices across 
our platforms, supporting partner organizations that 
facilitate outdoor access and education to under- 
represented communities, and continuing to support 
a diverse workforce. 

We understand that this work is ongoing and the  
progress made at NWAC is a small part of a much  
larger picture. We’d like to thank our partners, teachers, 
and community for allowing us to make mistakes along 
the way and learn from those mistakes. Because of 
your commitment to us, we’ve been able to make great 
progress. We will continue to approach this work with 
humility and the acknowledgement that we must listen, 
learn, and push ourselves to contribute meaningfully 
to our community. 



THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS 

SKI AREAS

TITLE SPONSORS PREMIER SPONSORS

SUPPORTING SPONSORS

GUIDING SERVICES

PARTNERS
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