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157. Figure 4: After a massive ice calving event on a supraglacial lake.  
(Ang Phula Sherpa, Peak Promotion)

current cameras, install a few more at higher elevation, to get an ‘overview’ 
look of the glacial lakes, and to conduct a field survey of ‘Spillway’ lake 
to determine how much it has expanded and deepened in recent years. If 
we can quantify this then we can gain a better understanding of its future 
growth and flooding potential. 
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Glacier retreat may be old news but it still has the capacity to shock. 
Hiking off the Morteratsch glacier in June last year I came to the 

point where the snout of this leviathan would have rested at the time of 
my birth in 1949. Where then there would have been an ice cliff and a 
silty stream issuing from beneath it to run through bare stones there were, 
instead, mature larches, thickets of alder, grasses and alpine flowers.

I had stepped off the ice nearly half an hour earlier, a full 1.5km up the 
valley. It’s a sobering business measuring one’s years by glacier retreat, 
almost like seeing your life in geological time. And there’s little comfort in 
the knowledge that in this instance what is so extraordinary is not one’s age 
but the speed at which the Morteratsch is disappearing.

Many of you will know the Morteratsch glacier. It grinds northwards 
to the Swiss Engadine from between Piz Bernina, the most easterly 4000-
metre peak in the Alps, and Piz Zupo (3966m) on the border with Italy. 
Climbers on the Biancograt, the classic snow arête to Bernina’s 4049-metre 
summit, can look down on the infamous ‘Labyrinth’; for ski-mountaineers, 
the name of this contorted icefall says it all. The crevasse jumping there can 
be heart stopping.

But to return to those measurements: a special feature of the Morteratsch 
valley is that since 1900 signs have been erected at 10-year intervals at the 
foot of the glacier snout, or tongue in direct translation of gletscherzunge. 
The latest sign went up in 2010, recording a retreat of 2185 metres since 
1900. Even with my slender grasp of arithmetic it was obvious that the pace 
is literally hotting up, more than 300 metres less glacier than at the turn of 
the millennium compared to die backs of only around 100m in each of the 
early decades of the 20th century.

Calculating the loss of mass of the Morteratsch is beyond me, suffice 
to say that the moraine walls to either side of the glacier appeared vastly 
higher than on my last visit some 20 years previously and the Boval hut 
is now so far above the ice that the detour was just not worth the effort, 
welcome though a beer would have been on that scorching day. Where 
the Pers glacier flows in from beneath Piz Palü, a junction once of ice has 
crumbled to grey cliffs and cascades of melt water.

None of this should have surprised me; even if I hadn’t observed partic-
ular instances over many years – notably all those extra ladders to climb 
to the Concordia hut – glacier retreat in the Alps is a phenomenon well 
recorded and extensively publicised. Seeing it so ‘in your face’ – chunks 
of the Pers collapsing before one’s eyes and willow herb and alder where 
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I remember walking on seemingly permanent ice – is another, brutally 
confirmatory, matter.

As we stood at Morteratsch station waiting for the train to Pontresina, 
Marco Onida, secretary general of the Alpine Convention, must have felt 
of glow of satisfaction at ‘mission accomplished’. He had wanted to show 
a group of international journalists the reality of climate change in the Alps 
and the melting Morteratsch had driven the message home as if with a 
sledgehammer. A blunt instrument is often necessary to convince sceptical 
hacks, though in this case the group included a handful of mountaineer-
journalists familiar enough with the evidence of glacier retreat, if not in 
such dramatic form.

Except that it wasn’t really ‘mission accomplished’, just a very small 
step along a road that has no ending. Marco’s mission, and that of Alpine 
Convention, is, to put it at its broadest, a sustainable Alps. What would 
that be like? Man and nature occupying this 1000km long arc of mountains 
and valleys in harmony; the landscape undefiled yet able to provide a living 
to the 14 million who live among the Alps and space for the 120 million 
people who take their holidays there each year; mountain ecosystems kept 
intact while their waters are exploited for hydropower and agriculture to 
serve the cities of the plains. Surely that’s a pipe dream?

Better, though, to set out on the road than give up on the journey alto-
gether. In 1991 the eight Alpine states and the European Union signed a 
treaty – the Alpine Convention – ‘with the objective of furthering sustain-

158. Meltwater cascading from the Pers glacier, a tributary of the Morteratsch 
glacier in the Bernina Alps, Switzerland. (Stephen Goodwin)

able development in the Alps 
while safeguarding community 
interests and the region’s natural 
beauty and abundance’. The 
eight states are, Austria, France, 
Germany, Italy, Liechtenstein, 
Monaco, Slovenia and Switzer-
land. Operated by a small secre-
tariat based in Innsbruck and 
Bolzano, the treaty provides a 
framework for these countries 
to develop and implement 
common policies for a ‘greener’ 
Alps. And as habitués of these 
mountains, climbers, hikers and 
ski-tourers should have a keen 
interest in their success.

Fortune favoured the 
Convention in the choice of the 
Italian lawyer Marco Onida to 
head its secretariat. A specialist 
in European and environmental 
law, Onida is also an experi-
enced mountaineer with family 

ties to the Aosta valley. He thus combines elements of a Brussels bureau-
crat (which in a sense, on secondment, he is) with Italian flair and a deep-
rooted love of the mountains. This last, the psychological affinity with the 
mountains, is important for it is something Onida shares with many of 
the people – regional politicians, councillors, rural business folk and local 
conservation activists – who he has to keep on side. There’s a common 
bond with Alps as ‘home’ even though they may have different ideas on 
its preservation or exploitation. As in UK national parks, nothing antago-
nises a farmer or local entrepreneur more than being told what to do by ‘an 
outsider’ from an environmental agency.

Each of the last three summers I’ve spent 10 days with Onida and one 
or two of his colleagues, criss-crossing the Alps by bus, train, bike and 
on foot; seeing the consequences of ill-considered development, greed, 
regional rivalries and climate change, and then the myriad of initiatives by 
communities, scientific bodies, enterprising individuals and public authori-
ties to restore some harmony in the relationship with their alpine environ-
ment. Often it is really enlightened self-interest. For example, summers 
are getting drier in the southern Alps, winters wetter, the apple growers 
of Trentino will have to adapt to this; ski resorts below 1500m need to 
develop alternative incomes, snow cannons, besides scarring the hillsides, 
just will not produce the white stuff as temperatures rise; Alpine clubs like 
the CAF and the SAC are having to dig deep in their coffers to rebuild 

159. Junction of the Pers and Morteratsch 
glaciers, bare rock and water where once 
was continuous ice. (Stephen Goodwin)
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popular refuges, like the Goûter, Albert Premier and the Monte Rosa, 
according to sustainable principles.

In 2009 on my first of these Alpine Convention roadshows – SuperAlp 
is the banner – the theme was water.1 We began by rafting on the crystal 
waters of the Soca in Slovenia, but the abiding memory of the trip is of 
rows of identical headstones at two cemeteries in northern Italy, memo-
rials to the victims of inundations by water and mud at Longarone (1963) 
and Stava (1985) when warnings were ignored and dams overwhelmed. In 
both cases corporate greed and arrogance had over-ridden respect for water 
and the mountains it flowed from. Hundreds perished. Part of the Conven-
tion’s unglamorous remit is to persuade states and authorities in the Alps 
to adopt best practice in river and water management, covering everything 
from hydro power, to fish ladders and keeping pristine the glacial headwa-
ters of at least some alpine rivers.

Then in 2010 the mood lightened as SuperAlp focused on food – slow 
food to be more specific – and the mountain farms that produce it. Priming 
the market for speciality cheeses, cured meats and honey from alpine 
flowers helps keep alive alpine communities and counter the drift of popu-
lations to cities and service jobs in big resorts. I wouldn’t want to blunt 
your appetite for the peaks, but with the occasional diversion to sample 
say, Bleu de Queyras, a blue cow’s cheese from the Tarine and Abondance 
breeds in the Hautes-Alpes, Banale Ciuighe, a type of salami in the Brenta 
1 ‘Who Cares About the Playground of Europe’, AJ 114, 129-142 (2009).

160. Markers placed at 10 year-
intervals at the snout of Morter-
atsch glacier chart the retreat of 
the ice. (Stephen Goodwin)

161. The author at the source of 
the Po river. Drinking from the 
spring is said to restore a full 
head of hair. It doesn’t!  
(Stephen Goodwin)

Dolomites, Mercantour olives from the Alpes-Maritimes, dried Calizzano 
and Murialdo chestnuts in the Bormida valley of Savona, or Mustardela, 
a blood sausage from the valleys above Turin, your taste buds would get 
to share in the pleasure of being in the mountains and you would, as the 
saying goes, ‘be putting something back’.

From the Monviso hut we had ascended in pouring rain towards the 
ridge that runs north from the eponymous peak and then, at nearly 2900m, 
‘slipped’ into Italy through Europe’s oldest cross-border tunnel – an 80m 
shaft, partially blocked by old snow, cut beneath the jagged crest in the 
15th century for the salt trade. Below, on the Pian de Re, is the source of 

162. The Aletsch glacier viewed from the Eggishorn with the Mönch rising 
at its northern end. Approximately 23km long, the Aletsch is the largest 
glacier in the Alps, but it too is shrinking. (Stephen Goodwin)
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Italy’s great river, the Po, and a hallowed gathering place for Umberto 
Bossi and his fellow reactionaries of the Northern League. The infant Po 
issues from rocks in a mossy dell and a drink from its waters is said, among 
other wonders, to restore a full thatch to the balding. I can personally attest 
that it does no such thing. Perhaps the spring has become too polluted by 
politicians.

Down on the lush Piedmont plain we got a primer in the produce of 
the mountains at the heart of Slow Food – the University of Gastronomic 
Sciences beautifully housed in the restored royal estate buildings of King 
Carlo Alberto of Savoy at Pollenzo. Guided by gourmand Eric Vassallo we 
tasted a range of rare cheeses, often with mountain honey on the same plate. 
It is Eric and people like him in the Slow Food movement who are helping 
keep indigenous breeds of goats, sheep and cattle alive in the Alps and 
by extension the traditional farming practices – including transhumance – 

that have shaped our alpine 
playground. I’d been served 
honey with cheese before, 
by shepherds in the Taurus 
range in Turkey, and now 
the memory of how good it 
is returned. As Eric put it at 
the end of his tutorial: ‘You 
know the mountains much 
better than me, but I hope 
I have given you one more 
reason to love them.’

For 2011 Onida wanted 
to take SuperAlp higher 
into the Alps and a tour 
was devised taking in five 
major glaciers – the Glacier 
du Géant at the head of the 
Mer de Glace, the Plateau 

Rosa beneath the Matterhorn, the mighty Aletsch in the Bernese Alps, 
the Morteratsch, and the ‘Similaun’ in the Ötztaler Alps of Austria. The 
itinerary, superbly organised by Onida’s energetic colleague Marcella 
Morandini, underlined the pan-Alps nature of the Convention and its need 
to show its public face as widely as possible. I lost count of how many 
mayors, deputies, and sundry officials I shook hands with; then there were 
the glaciologists, climatologists, archaeologists, volunteers and officers of 
the CAF, Austrian Alpenverein and so on. The breadth of concern and 
energy going into the creation of a more sustainable Alps is substantial and 
heartening.

The Chamonix valley, where SuperAlp 2011 began, is the first mountain 
region in France to have set up a climate action plan the aim of which is 
to reduce carbon emissions and to adapt its tourist economy to the conse-

163. Zdenka Mihelič, press officer of the Slovenian 
Alpine Association, gets down to photographic 
business on the summit of the Breithorn. 
(Stephen Goodwin)

quences of climate change. It’s no simple task. In high season there are 
120,000 people staying in the valley; 90 to 95 percent of its income comes 
from tourism. The most popular move to greening the valley, at least for 
hikers, climbers and skiers, is the free public transport system. It costs 
€3.8m a year, a slice of which is paid for through lift tickets. Hotels and 
restaurants are being pressed into a range of eco-projects, notably aware-
ness-raising, while scientists are as active in the Mont Blanc range as they 
were when Saussure and Paccard were conducting research in the 18th 
century. The Centre de Recherches sur les Ecosystèmes d’Altitude has an 
important monitoring site above the village of Vallorcine.

Chamonix is one of 35 communities from Haute-Savoie, Savoie, Aosta 
valley in Italy and Valais in Switzerland that came together in 1991 to form 
the Espace Mont-Blanc, testing and developing mutual policies for the care 
of their shared natural and cultural heritage. Like the Alpine Convention – 
founded in the same year – it works across borders, emphasising the unity 
of the Alps. It is a unity that may be tested in the ambition to have Mont 
Blanc designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site. How, for example, will 
the necessary management plan deal with heli-skiing, banned in France 
but not by its neighbours? Even on the French side of Mont Blanc, as the 
campaigning group Mountain Wilderness has highlighted, operators have 
exploited a loophole in the law which, while it forbids heli-skiers being 
dropped off in France, does not forbid them being picked up.

On a glorious morning the SuperAlp team descended the arête from 

164. Ascending the Niederjochferner to the Similaun hut. Rubble covered, 
dirty glaciers absorb seven times more of the sun’s heat than reflective 
white glaciers. (Stephen Goodwin)
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165. Mountain guide Alois Pirpamer, 
one of the ‘rescuers’ of Ötzi, on the 
spot where the mummified corpse 
was found. (Stephen Goodwin)

166. Memorial (in four languages) on the 
Tisenjoch to the nearby discovery of Ötzi 
the Iceman, or Similaun Man. 
(Stephen Goodwin)

Midi top station and walked across the 
Glacier du Géant to Pointe Helbronner 
– currently a construction site at 3462m 
with work in progress on the world’s 
most expensive cableway. When the 
€110m project is completed it will 
carry up 300,000 people a year from 
Entrêves, four times the current number 
and a worrying (for environmentalists) 
increase in people pressure on the Mont 
Blanc range. There also seemed an 
irony in listening, as we did, to scien-
tists telling of delicate measuring of 
rock temperatures and melting perma-
frost, while up above an 80m hole is to 
be bored through the granite of Pointe 
Helbronner to stabilise the new lift 
station and provide an escalator to the 
Torino hut. The two may not be techni-
cally incompatible, but the contrast in 
scale makes one wonder about relative 
priorities.

Next day, again assailed by glaciolo-
gists and geographers, we left Cervinia 
by cable car, hiked over the Theod-
ulpass and on to the summit of the 
Breithorn (4159m) before descending to 
Zermatt and a different sort of glacier – 
the Glacier Express. With a two-night 
stopover to visit Altesch glacier, we 
travelled in comfort over the Oberalp-
pass and on to Pontresina, ready to 
tread the Morteratsch. All the glaciers 
we surveyed are diminishing. It’s 
incredible that when the Boval hut was 
built in1870 it was only just above the 
level of the Morteratsch and now it is 

200 metres above; but while this makes for a dramatic illustration of global 
warming, it is not glacier shrinkage per se that most concerns the boffins. 
Over the Alps as a whole, glaciers account for only five percent of the 
water coming from the mountains. Much more important for farmers and 
water consumers generally is the decrease in snow cover. Instead of being 
stored in the snow pack and released gradually, it melts or falls as rain too 
early in the spring to be of much use for agriculture or hydropower, and is 
in short supply during the needy summer months. This is a simplification, 
and drought is likely be more prevalent on the south side the Alps than the 

north, but whatever, some 
old assumptions about the 
mountains as inexhaust-
ible water towers will have 
to change.

Our last glacier was in 
the Ötztaler Alps in the 
Austrian Tirol. It is some-
times referred to as the 
‘Similaun’, simply because 
that is name of the popular 
ski-mountain from which 
the glacier forms the usual 
descent line. On the maps 
it is the Niederjochferner, 
a name of such length 
that in print on my ÖAV 
(Austrian Alpine Asso-
ciation) sheet it extends 
beyond where, in reality, 
the snout of glacier now rests. Though I’d skied the 3606m-peak, I’d never 
been here in summer or stayed at the rebuilt Similaun hut. It would be an 
interesting visit on several counts.

Vent, at 1900m, is the roadhead village for several routes into the 
Ötztaler, including the Wildspitze (3774m) via the Breslauer hut. It is also 
a classic example of a Bergsteigerdorf, one of a family of mountain villages 
across Austria brought together under an initiative started by the ÖAV 
and supported by the federal government. Espousing low impact tourism 
while safeguarding landscape, nature and local culture, the Bergsteigerdorfer 
project exemplifies Alpine Convention principles in action. The commu-
nity of less than 200 inhabitants has also seen off, at least temporarily, a 
major dam project for the Rofen valley above the village.

A pleasurable day’s walk up the Niedertal, grazed by lop-eared sheep, 
and on to the dirty, melting ice of the glacier leads eventually to the scene 
of one of the most important archaeological discoveries of recent decades – 
a flattish patch of snow-covered ice near the Hauslabjoch on the Austrian-
Italian border, where on 19 September 1991 Helmut and Erika Simon 
discovered the head and shoulders of a body protruding from the ice. The 
corpse would soon become known as ‘Ötzi the Iceman’ who now holds 
court from his own specially designed fridge at the South Tyrol Museum of 
Archaeology in Bolzano.

167. Marker post at the 
Hauslabjoch with Similaun 
(3606m) beyond. (Stephen 
Goodwin)
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In 2004, some 5,300 years after Ötzi died on the Hauslabjoch of an 
arrow wound in the back, Helmut Simon also died alone on a snowy 
mountain in the eastern Alps, and I wrote his obituary for The Independent. 
Another actor in the Ötzi story was Alois Pirpamer, a former president 
of the UIAGM, Vent hotelier and head of the volunteer rescue service. 
Aged 74 and seeming sprightlier than most half his age, Alois escorted 
us from Vent to the spot at 3210m where the body was found. Sadly, two 
months after our visit, Alois passed away – 20 years to the day after Ötzi 

emerged from the disputed patch of 
ice. The exact location was important, 
for Ötzi was going to be a Copper Age 
celebrity and very big box office. While 
all the discovery action was on the 
Austrian side and Ötzi lay refrigerated 
in Innsbruck until 1998, he resides in 
Bolzano today because of a false stroke 
of a surveyor’s pencil.

Following the bitter fighting between 
Austria and Italy in the First World 
War, the 1919 Treaty of Saint-Germain 
decreed the border to be the water-
shed of the Inn and the Adige rivers. 
However mapping out the watershed 
on glaciated terrain did not prove easy 
and in the area of the Hauslabjoch the 
surveyors adopted the expedient of 
drawing a straight line between identi-
fiable watershed points. Much of that 
ice has since gone. Standing with Alois 
on the Ötzi spot, while cartographically 
we were 100m within Italy, we were, 
simultaneously, about 70 metres on the 
Inn (Austrian) side of the now clearly 

visible watershed. ‘Without any doubt Ötzi should have been Austrian,’ 
complained Alois. ‘The government didn’t fight for Ötzi because Austria 
was just getting into the EU and it didn’t want to upset Italy.’

Next day we descended from the Similaun hut into Val di Senales and 
on to Bolzano to pay our respects to Ötzi in person. Director Albert Zink 
cheerfully admitted the border had been drawn incorrectly but added that it 
‘wasn’t right to argue about it. It has to be respected as it has been drawn.’ 
Ötzi had provided an instructive end to the 2011 SuperAlp: glacier retreat 
had exposed both the true watershed of the Austria-Italy border and the 
Iceman himself, a herald of a warmer world if ever there was one. The 
tussle over his ‘nationality’ had also demonstrated a regard for self-interest 
that is probably the biggest obstacle for the Alpine Convention and all 
those seeking a common endeavour on behalf of the Alps.

168. Ötzi the Iceman as he may 
have looked 5300 years ago. A 
reconstruction in the South Tyrol 
Museum of Archaeology, Bolzano. 
(Stephen Goodwin)


