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Anatomy of an avalanche
While the principal causes of an avalanche – heavy snowfall, altitude,

temperature, orientation and slope angle – are generally understood, the
transient nature of snow remains the main obstacle to accurate prediction
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1. Sluffing: Loose snow avalanche prevents
critical build-up, especially on steep slopes
2. Soft slab: New, low-cohesion snow forms a slab
but may break up into loose snow
3. Hard slab: New, dense, high-cohesion snow
builds up on unstable base
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Starting zone: Most volatile area of slope.
Surface snow cracks and slides

away from fracture line
Avalanche track: Channel that snow

follows as it goes downhill
Runout zone: Snow and debris

stops moving – victims most
likely to be buried here


