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The big picture-window of the Congress Centre Rondo in Pontresina 
looks straight up Val Roseg amid the western peaks of the Bernina 

group. It’s a day of intermittent sunshine in October and the larches on the 
lower slopes are starting to turn from green to gold.

In the hall Phinjo Gombu, web editor of the International Mountain-
eering and Climbing Federation (UIAA), is giving a lengthy presentation 
of the wonders of the UIAA’s upcoming new website. ‘The UIAA is not 
using the simple tools that are available today for communications,’ Phinjo 
regrets. (At least now the new 
website is up and running. Check it 
out: theuiaa.org)

Not everyone is paying rapt 
attention. As Phinjo tells us the 
UIAA is now ready to press the 
reset button on communications 
(even he admits it ‘sounds cheesy’) 
there is a low background mumble 
in many languages. Representa-
tives from some 45 countries are in 
the hall. I’m drifting a bit myself: 
wouldn’t I rather be out in that 
autumn sunshine? Will the good 
weather last ’til tomorrow when 
I’m free?

Next morning low cloud 
hangs just above the rooftops of 
Pontresina. But the day brightens 
for a while as I walk up the Morter-
atsch valley, clearing my head of 
the Babel babble and the after-
effects of the Swiss Alpine Club’s 
generous evening hospitality. A 
cold rain begins soon after I reach the Boval hut (2495m), obscuring the 
view of Piz Bernina and the peerless Biancograt. 

Way below the hut the Morteratsch glacier is grey and disintegrating, 
torrents of water pouring over slabby cliffs from the subsidiary Pers glacier 
cliffs that were deep below ‘perpetual’ ice the first time I made the exciting 

‘Pavilioned in splendour.’ Hotel Walther, the 
UIAA’s HQ in Pontresina. (Stephen Goodwin)
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ski descent of the Morteratsch from the col below Piz Zupo. That was in 
1990. The Morteratsch was shrinking then, but today the effects of global 
warming are more pronounced.

Here was the hard evidence of the climate change we had discussed at 
a day-long conference preceding the UIAA meeting. The conference, enti-
tled ‘Mountaineering in the Future – challenges for alpine associations’, 
had been organised by the Swiss Alpine Club and the King Albert I Memo-
rial Foundation (KAMF) as part the SAC’s 150th anniversary programme. 
Climate change is certainly an issue – glacier decay, for example, is threat-
ening access to several alpine huts – but it is mainly one of dealing with 
local consequences; actually curbing carbon emissions is for big politics. 
What focused minds more sharply was our own impact on the mountain 
environment, and in particular overcrowding on Mount Everest, an issue 
that would spill over in the UIAA general assembly itself.

So there was plenty to think about as I wandered back down to the valley. 
What follows are reflections on my first attendance at a UIAA general 
assembly. I was there to represent the Alpine Club; the lead voice for the 
UK is the British Mountaineering Council, represented at Pontresina by 
Tut Braithwaite, Doug Scott, Anne Arran and David Hillebrandt, all AC 
members. The issues addressed by the SAC conference are dealt with in 
articles below by Dominik Siegrist, president of CIPRA International and 
board member of KAMF, and Katharina Conradin, managing director of 
Mountain Wilderness Switzerland.

Shrinking ice. Bare rock now separates the Morteratsch glacier from the 
subsidiary Pers glacier. (Stephen Goodwin)

The main work of the UIAA is done through Commissions: on training 
standards, ice climbing competitions, medical matters, mountaineering, 
and so forth. While the general assembly, as the UIAA’s supreme body, 
rubber-stamps reports from the Commissions and on various matters such 
as the budget and membership, its most valuable function seems to be as 
an opportunity for associations from all over the world to get together, talk 
over matters of mutual concern and bend the ear of UIAA chiefs.

If that sounds rather vague, remember this was my first face-to-face 
encounter with the doings of the UIAA. If asked, what is the point of the 
UIAA? How is your trip to the crags or greater ranges actually enhanced 
by its existence? Well I cannot authoritatively give an answer yet. Head-
quarters hotel for Pontresina was a turreted edifice in alpine-gothic style, 
special UIAA rates €185 double/€137 single per night. There seems almost 
a whiff of FIFA in such self-aggrandisement, but this apparently troubles 
few consciences. Ordinary 
climbers, who are by exten-
sion footing the bills, may feel 
differently.

It is generally a good deal 
easier to influence an organi-
sation by being on the inside 
rather than sulking on the 
sidelines; this must be true of 
the UIAA just as it is of the 
European Union. Certainly 
the Germans and Austrians 
think so. For Frits Vrijlandt, 
incoming UIAA president, the 
headline news of the meeting 
was the return to the UIAA 
fold of the Deutscher Alpenv-
erein (DAV) and the Österreichischer Alpenverein – the latter as the biggest 
component of an Austrian grouping VAVÖ.

With the DAV bringing a thumping 1.008 million members and the 
Austrians 626,925, the readmission of these powerful associations doubles 
the number of mountaineers, climbers and hikers under the UIAA umbrella.

Notwithstanding the diligent work of the Commissions, the test of an 
international body such as the UIAA must be its ability to find a common 
voice on issues of fundamental principle. And on this, the Pontresina 
assembly fell short. The issue it allowed to be fudged is that of whether a 
ladder should be fixed on the Hillary Step for the convenience of Everest 
‘climbers’.1

1. This report deals with issues at the 2013 UIAA general assembly. It was written soon after that meeting and 
several months before the tragedy on Everest on 18 April 2014. The death of 16 Sherpas and other high altitude 
workers that day totally eclipsed the ladder issue for the spring 2014 climbing season. However the proposal could 
well resurface, along with ideas such as lifting stores into the Western Cwm by helicopter if, in the wake of the 
tragedy, management of Everest traffic is raised at the next UIAA assembly in Flagstaff, USA, in October 2014.

The British are coming! BMC and AC representatives 
at the UIAA general assembly. L to r: David Hillebrandt, 
Stephen Goodwin, Anne Arran, Tut Braithwaite and 
Doug Scott. (Goodwin coll.)
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When on 29 May 1953 Ed Hillary and Tenzing Norgay encountered the 
step on the ridge between the south and main peaks, they knew it spelt the 
difference between success and failure. Hillary described it thus:

I could see no way of turning it on the steep rock bluff on the west, but 
fortunately another possibility of tackling it still remained. On its east side was 
another great cornice, and running up the full forty feet of the step was a narrow 
crack between the cornice and the rock. Leaving Tenzing to belay me as best 
he could, I jammed my way into this crack, then kicking backwards with my 
crampons I sank their spikes deep into the frozen snow behind me and levered 
myself off the ground. Taking advantage of every little rock hold and all the force 
of knee, shoulder and arms I could muster, I literally cramponned backwards 
up the crack, with a fervent prayer that the cornice would remain attached to 
the rock. Despite the considerable effort involved, my progress although slow 
was steady, and as Tenzing paid out the rope I inched my way upwards until 
I could finally reach over the top of the rock and drag myself out of the crack 
and on to a wide ledge. For a few moments I lay regaining my breath and for 
the first time really felt the fierce determination that nothing could now stop us 
reaching the top.2

I have quoted Hillary at length here firstly to recall what a great piece of 
exploratory climbing it was and secondly as a reminder to UIAA officers 
and delegates (should any of them trouble to read this) of what ‘alpinism’ 
is really about. They are, in name at least, representing the alpine asso-
ciations of the world. Alpinism should mean something to the UIAA; a 
ladder on the highest piece of climbable rock on the planet should surely 
be sacrilege?

Tut Braithwaite, Doug Scott and David Hillebrandt thought so; at the 
SAC conference Hillebrandt even managed to break through a ruling 
against hearing contributions from the floor, and make a spirited protest 
against any further defiling of the Hillary Step. Debate at the SAC event 
was otherwise restricted to the panellists; they too were concerned about 
the state of affairs on Everest; queues, the fracas on the Lhotse Face, 
combining with the shadow of a ladder to create an uneasy sense of ‘some-
thing must be done’… but what?

Linda McMillan, president of the UIAA’s mountain protection commis-
sion, said the UIAA had to try and change the ‘tick list’ approach to moun-
taineering; Martin Price of the University of the Highlands and Islands 
(and AC member) said mountaineers should remember where they came 
from, they did not always have to go to the Andes or Himalaya for adven-
ture; Frank-Urs Müller, former SAC president, said Everest was a place 
‘where we, the real mountaineers, don’t feel good any more… the personal 
goal of every person should not be to get to the top of Mount Everest. We 
know (those people) are not mountaineers. They are people who go with 
an expedition and stand on top of Mount Everest.’

Panellist Robert Bösch, a Swiss mountain guide, took a more pragmatic 
view: places that were untouched should stay that way, places with facili-
2. Edmund Hillary in the chapter ‘The Summit’ he contributed to The Ascent of Everest by John Hunt (1953)

ties should keep them. The fact was there were so many people on Everest 
because there was a good infrastructure; this was good business for the 
Sherpas in a land where there were so many things that didn’t work.

The ‘ladder’ was a hot topic over dinner that evening, with Scott and 
others lobbying Frits Vrijlandt for a statement against any installation. The 
cheery UIAA president sounded emollient to me, however I was unaware 
at the time that he had already to some extent declared his position. In 
May 2013 Vrijlandt told The Guardian that a ladder could be a solution 
to increasing numbers on 
Everest.

‘It’s for the way down, so 
it won’t change the climb,’ 
Vrijlandt is quoted as saying. 
Did he really say that? Few 
nations are more observant 
of rules and codes than the 
Dutch, but it surely is naïve to 
think that a ‘climber’, already 
most likely on extra oxygen 
and drugs (Diamox etc) and 
assisted by Sherpas, isn’t going 
to take advantage of a set of 
metal rungs. Come off it Frits! 
And anyway, mountaineering is also about the art of getting yourself down 
safely too.

Dawa Steven Sherpa, a senior member of the Expedition Operators 
Association in Nepal had told The Guardian: ‘We are discussing putting 
a ladder on the Hillary Step, but it is obviously controversial.’ He said 
people could be waiting two or three hours at the Step, at risk of exposure. 
‘To make the climbing easier, that would be wrong. But this is a safety 
feature.’3

Nepal is represented at the UIAA by the Nepal Mountaineering Asso-
ciation. NMA representatives were clearly unhappy at all the ‘don’t go to 
Everest’ talk at the SAC conference, but were unable to intervene. Next 
day, however, NMA president Ang Tschering was given a slot to make a 
statement to the UIAA general assembly. After regretting the ‘incident’ in 
spring 2013, which he hoped would not tarnish Nepal’s image or the Sher-
pa’s reputation, he moved on to commercial expeditions and ‘rumours’ 
about the ladder.

‘Rumours’ was an odd word to use given the very public statements of 
Dawa Steven Sherpa (Ang Tshering’s son) and the UIAA president, but the 
Nepalis were clearly irked by the criticism at Pontresina. Ang Tschering 
pointed out to delegates that whereas in developed countries, mountain-
eering is perceived as a pleasure sport, a leisure activity and a source of 
additional income, in less developed countries it was fundamental, a bread 
3. The Guardian, 27 May 2013. Report by Jason Burke in Khumjung.

Doug Scott preaches the old religion at the UIAA. 
(Stephen Goodwin)
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and butter business where many were surviving hand to mouth.
No decision had been made to fix a ladder on the Hillary Step, Ang 

Tschering insisted. He said the NMA was reviewing Nepal’s mountain-
eering and mountain tourism rules. Many suggestions had been received 
including the idea to fix a ladder at the Hillary step, ‘just like at the Second 
Step on the China side’. ‘We know very well that Mount Everest is an inter-
national icon and a natural world heritage site, so of course it goes without 
saying that we are very conscious and concerned about the impacts of our 
actions.’

The statement brought an almost audible sign of relief and temporarily 
laid the matter to rest. Doug Scott entered the debate later in the day, 
showing a selection of iconic Everest photos and endeavouring to remind 
delegates that they were climbers and it is a tradition of climbing that the 
way of the first ascent is respected.

‘Our task now in the UIAA is to offer a few suggestions and recommen-
dations to the countries concerned – mostly Nepal… We have to discuss 
how to protect a sacred mountain, and what is sacred to mountaineering… 
It is a future world heritage site, it isn’t the Matterhorn and it isn’t Mont 
Blanc. This is the roof of the world, the abode of the gods, and Miyolang-
sangma in particular.’

Given the numbers now attempting Everest, a limit on permits seemed 
almost inevitable, Doug said. Numbers would have to be capped, as on 
Denali. There could be checks on the experience of clients and the size 
of teams limited. Importantly, to compensate for any loss of income on 
Everest, he suggested that before anyone was allowed to attempt Everest 
they should have climbed one or two other peaks in Nepal, including 
perhaps one 8000er. This would spread the opportunity to make a living 
further afield from Everest.

To me, at least, this sounded a sensible way forward, but then so too do 
Doug’s proposals for preservation of natural rock for adventure climbing 
– essentially a compromise between the bolt and trad – and they too have 
not been exactly seized on with both hands. Doug is chair of the Adven-
ture Climbing Working Group but he has had the devil’s own job getting 
the UIAA to adopt even the middle way he proposes as federation policy. 
Hopefully by the time this article is published, he will have succeeded – 
the recommendations were due to be discussed at a UIAA management 
committee in May – but the lack of enthusiasm within the UIAA for adven-
ture climbing along with its apparent countenancing of a ladder on the 
Hillary Step make a worrying combination. There is an irony in the way 
Doug and his bold climbing style are revered at gatherings like Pontresina 
yet how little enthusiasm is evident to put adventure at the heart of UIAA 
policymaking.

Ang Tschering was correct when he pointed out that mountaineering 
is a leisure activity for westerners but a fundamental source of livelihood 
for Nepalis; however this distinction highlights a dilemma for the UIAA 
– whereas most of its member associations, such as the DAV or the BMC, 

represent thousands of ‘amateur’ mountaineers (I use the word in the 
French sense of pursuing an activity for the love of it), the NMA is in the 
mountain tourism business. There are few amateur mountaineers in Nepal, 
unlike, say, in its neighbour India. As with the Zermatt guides, whose ideas 
for equipping the Zmutt Ridge so upset adventure climbers, the visions of 
the two groups – amateurs and professionals – are not always the same. 
The UIAA must tread carefully here.

Back on the ladder, the NMA and the Operators’ Association are likely 
to lean on the fact that one already exists on the Second Step. But surely 
the action of China in the dying days of Mao Zedong and the so-called 
Cultural Revolution is not the finest of precedents. Acts of vandalism were 
its hallmark. Indeed the existence of a ladder on the north side of Everest 
is all the more reason to keep the south side clean. But what leverage is the 
UIAA really likely to have? As Robert Bösch noted, the Sherpas have a 
new (and more assertive) self-confidence. ‘They give the feeling they own 
this mountain in some way.’

DOMINIK SIEGRIST
Who Owns The Mountains?

The year 2013 saw the 150th anniversary of the Swiss Alpine Club (SAC). 
As a final event in a year of celebrations, the SAC, together with King Albert 
I Memorial Foundation organised a conference entitled: Mountaineering in 
the future – challenges for alpine associations. It took place in Pontresina, 
Switzerland, on 4 October, the day before the UIAA General Assembly at the 
same venue. An international panel discussed a range of issues, notably free 
access, climate change and the protection of the mountain environment. The 
conference was opened by Dominik Siegrist, president of CIPRA International 
(campaigning to protect the environment of the Alps) and a board member of 
the King Albert I Memorial Foundation. The following article is based on his 
introductory speech.

There’s good news and bad news. First the good: climate change is 
standing still. So says the climate advisory board of the United Nations 

(IPCC) in its report published at the end of September 2013. May we now 
be delighted that the average temperature on Earth has hardly increased 
since the year 2000? Were all warnings of scientists and concerned organi-
sations exaggerated, as in the past when they predicted that all forests in 
Europe would disappear within a few decades?

More precise study of the new climate report, however, leads to a 
different conclusion – and here comes the bad news. The IPCC states that 
the glaciers of Alaska, the Arctic, Greenland, the Andes, the Alps and the 
high mountains of Asia have all suffered big losses over the past 10 years. 


