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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. 
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These glaciers constitute a large part of the Earth’s fresh water resources. 
So, in fact, this is not an ‘all clear’, the consequences of climate change 
are more tangible than ever. In fact the UN climate board has hardened its 
forecast of change for the end of the 21st century: sea levels will rise much 
more than anticipated; the amount of the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide 
(CO

2)
 in the atmosphere has reached its highest level for 800,000 years.

The challenges of climate change and free access to the mountains are 
two core issues for the future of mountaineering. One long-standing ques-

Hotel Belvedere and the Rhone glacier – top: today and below: 100 years ago. 
(Gesellschaft für ökologische Forschung, Munich)

tion connects both subjects: who owns the mountains? Is it just the people 
who live there and who cultivate them, or do those who travel to the moun-
tains, explore and climb them also have a claim? The answer to this ques-
tion is tightly bound to the future of mountaineering. 

Climate change and mountaineering
As mountaineers we are familiar with the consequences of climate 

change; it can be clearly seen on every trip to the high mountains – each 
time we see glaciers they have retreated even more. Mountain slopes that in 
the past were covered with firn or corn snow until late summer are exposed 
earlier. Less obvious to the lay person is melting permafrost. Storms, heavy 
precipitation and floods seem to occur more often.

In the Alps alone there are more than 5000 glaciers. Since their peak level 
in the mid 19th century these glaciers have lost more than half their surface 
area and even more of their volume. The situation is similar in other high 
mountain regions of the world: in the eastern Himalaya, for example, about 
2000 glaciers have already disappeared. In the United States the glaciers 
are disappearing from the very national park to which they gave a name – 
‘Glacier National Park’; Kilimanjaro, the highest mountain in Africa, has 
lost more than 80 percent of its snow and ice since records began 100 years 
ago. At least another half-metre of ice thickness disappears from Kili each 
year – the famous summit icefields of the volcano could be gone in 10 to 
20 years. Glacier retreat is alarming in Patagonia too where, according to 
the calculations of Greenpeace, more than 40 cubic kilometres of ice are 
disappearing per year.

I asked a mountain guide friend of mine what is the biggest impact of 
climate change on his work. He said that there are no longer any specific 
tricky spots, but that nowadays he has to be ready for surprises on every 
mountain tour. It may be bergschrunds or cols that can hardly be crossed 
due to ice retreat; rockfall danger below the melted snowfields; or changes 
in the position and structure of crevasses. Many routes have become more 
difficult and dangerous, demanding more attention, experience and local 
knowledge. Literature for guides is slow to document such rapid changes. 
Sometimes the only source of information is the local hut guardian’s 
website.

Two examples illustrate the consequences of global warming for moun-
taineering.

During the very hot summer of 2003 a large lake backed up at the snout 
of the Trift glacier in the Bernese Oberland and made access to the SAC’s 
Trift hut impossible. Access was only restored by the construction of a long 
and expensive suspension bridge. In fact a second bridge had to be built, 
the first being destroyed by a storm shortly after it was opened.

Rockfall has become an increasing danger on the route from the SAC’s 
Tschierva hut to the Biancograt on the Piz Bernina. A via ferrata had to be 
installed, with great effort, to avoid the dangerous section.

A recent study on behalf of the SAC has shown that in the medium 
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term access to every fifth 
SAC hut will be endangered 
due to climate change. The 
most famous example is the 
Konkordia hut on the Aletsch 
glacier. The hut was origi-
nally constructed right at the 
glacier’s ‘edge’; to reach it now, 
mountaineers have to ascend 
a metal staircase for almost 
150 metres. If the Aletsch 
glacier loses further thickness 
or mass, the hut might have to 
be moved or even closed due 
to inaccessibility. Alternative 
access routes to the new Monte 
Rosa hut are also being exam-
ined. This hut is important for 
tourism in Zermatt and costs 
of up to one million Swiss 
Francs for the work have been 
mentioned, but the question 
as to how such sums might be 
raised remains unanswered.

An important aspect of 
climate change is its effect on 
water supplies. Where there is 
too much water at one time, 
there is not enough at another. 
In some regions glacial lakes 
are accumulating in a rapid and 
dangerous manner. In order to 
protect parts of Grindelwald 
from flooding should a glacial 

lake breach, a two kilometre drainage tunnel has been built at the Lower 
Grindelwald glacier at a cost of SF15 million. Some years ago in the Upper 
Engadine the river Flaz had to be diverted into a new riverbed at a cost of 
almost SF30 million, in order to protect the village and airport of Samedan 
from the consequences of heavy precipitation and high water levels in the 
Bernina and Roseg valleys. 

A study published in 2002 by the UN environmental organisation 

Stairway to heaven? Access 
to the SAC Konkordia Hut. 
(Hansrudolf Keusen, geotest, 
Berne)

(UNEP) for the Himalaya warned of potential flood disasters due to 
melting glaciers: 44 glacial lakes were identified as posing a threat to the 
valleys below due to high water levels. In the Himalaya, though, there is 
not the money to finance expensive protection measures.

And suddenly there is a lack of water: with the disappearance of glaciers 
the high mountains would no longer function as water reservoirs. In 
Europe, approximately 170 million people depend on rivers that rise in 
the Alps for drinking water; in countries fringing the Himalaya more than 
one billion people are similarly dependent. These perspectives are dramatic 
and of unimaginable extent. Where water supplies are drastically reduced 
or lost, the population loses its basis for existence and the valleys become 
wastelands. In such catastrophic circumstances there is not much likeli-
hood of maintaining any infrastructure for mountaineering!

Free access to the mountains
Today, mountaineering, hiking and outdoor activities are booming 

worldwide. The big alpine clubs have seen a clear increase of members in 
recent years. Membership of the German alpine club (DAV) reached one 
million in summer 2013, and the SAC today has 140,000 members. At 
the same time, the number of non-organised mountaineers is constantly 
growing. One indicator of this is the strong increase in sales of outdoor 
equipment. Retailers such as Globetrotter in Germany, Transa in Switzer-
land or MEC in North America have reached the size of shopping centres. 
A survey by the DAV in 2009 revealed that its members alone accounted 
for more than 50 million person-days of mountain sport activities per year. 
These activities included hiking, mountain biking, mountaineering, sport 
climbing and ski-touring. 

Big mountain-sport events have become very common: the Marmot 
Climbing Festival in the Frankenjura attracted about 20,000 visitors in 
2012. A climbing event in the Val di Mello, which began 10 years ago with 
400 participants, today attracts thousands of visitors and in mid-March the 
big North Face Climbing Festival returns to the Greek island of Kalymnos. 

Our seemingly unlimited mobility is also a concern. The number of 
kilometres driven for leisure purposes in the small country of Switzer-
land totals 300 times the distance from Earth to the Moon. A survey by 
the DAV members’ journal Panorama in 2010 provided a sobering result: 
almost 90 percent of German mountaineers mainly drive to the hills, often 
for distances of up to 1000km. In other countries the situation is probably 
quite similar, though the number of mountaineers using public transport in 
Switzerland is higher.

Mont Blanc is often in the news, not only for suffering the highest 
number of accidents in the Alps but also for visitor numbers. On some days 
way over 500 mountaineers are present on the roof of the Alps. Even the 
access routes to the huts are not harmless, with fatal accidents from time to 
time. The traverse of the Grand Couloir is infamous for heavy rockfall yet 
every summer it is crossed by about 20,000 people. There is now a proposal 
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King Albert Mountain 
Award
Established in 1993, the aim 
of King Albert I Memorial 
Foundation is to grant the 
King Albert Mountain Award 
to persons or institutions that 
have rendered exceptional, 
sustainable services with 
respect to the world’s 
mountains. 
Award winners have included 
outstanding mountaineers 
and rock climbers, 
geographers and geologists, 
photographers and writers, 
publishers of alpine literature, 
doctors specialising in 
high-altitude medicine and 
persons and institutions that 
have dedicated themselves to 
the protection of mountains.
To date 52 persons and in-
stitutions have been granted 
the Award including British 
recipients Mick Fowler, 
John Hunt, Martin Price and 
Stephen Venables. 
The award for 2014 goes to 
the Swiss National Park,  
celebrating its 100th 
anniversary. DS
See also: king-albert.ch

King Albert I on the Tannen-
spitze, Engelhörner range, 
30 Sept. 1930. The Engel-
hörner, the ‘Dolomites of the 
Bernese Oberland’, are not 
far from the Haslihorn estate, 
summer residence of the 
Belgian Royal family on Lake 
Lucerne. (Walter Amstutz)

Above: Albert I, King of the Belgians from 
1909 to 1934, on the Albigna glacier, 
Bregaglia, July 1930. (Walter Amstutz)

to bore a 180 metre tunnel to avoid this accident black spot.
The Alps are both an Eldorado for mountaineers and the biodiversity 

hotspot of Europe, home to around 30,000 animal and 13,000 plant species 
according to the WWF. In order to preserve and promote this diversity, 
dozens of protected areas and parks have been established. This protec-
tion is important, but it requires a good balance with mountaineering. A 
positive example has been set in Switzerland in the case of ski-touring and 
snowshoeing maps. Furthermore the Swiss Alpine Club with the cantons 

Mer de Glace, then and now. (Gesellschaft für ökologische Forschung, Munich)
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examine the environmental impact of all publicised routes. Unfortunately, 
even in Switzerland there are still instances of conflicts of interest between 
wildlife protection and mountaineers; for example when the cantons disre-
gard the need to involve the most important interested parties.

Whether nature and wildlife conservation in the Alps really is a serious 
handicap for mountaineering is judged differently according to one’s partic-
ular interest. The numerous mountain railways and ski areas are, however, 
a real limitation. Many of the places where the masses are now having 
fun were once popular ski-touring areas. For sure tourism has brought 
economic wealth to the mountain regions, and the various infrastructures 
have improved access to the high mountains for mountaineers, however 
further ski industry developments in the Alps are planned that would have 
negative consequences for all who want to travel in peace through the 
natural environment – for example at Piz Val Gronda near Ischgl in Tyrol. 

In the Himalaya organised mountaineering has become ever more 
popular; Mount Everest is breaking all records. According to figures from 
Elizabeth Hawley and Richard Salisbury, whereas in the first three decades 
after the first ascent of Everest 143 mountaineers reached the summit, since 
1983 around 6000 have stood on top. On 19 May 2013, 150 persons stood 
on the summit on a single day. Most of today’s ascents take place as part of 
commercially organised expeditions, with prices ranging from $20,000 up 
to one million US dollars for an ascent of the peak. Between 1953 and 1989 
the ratio of non-commercial to commercially guided ascents was 1 to 1.5; 
between 1989 and 2009 this ratio changed to 1 to 22 – and there are many 
signs that this development is not over.

The issue of ‘free’ access by mountaineers to Mount Everest was further 
highlighted by the fracas on 27 April 2013 involving mountaineers Ueli 
Steck, Simone Moro and Jonathan Griffith and a group of Sherpas. (The 
incident was commented upon in AJ 2013.) Reporting went global, with 
rounds of discussion on TV and pages of print, often illustrated by images 
of long queues of mountaineers high on Everest. 

Many uninvolved people seeing this reportage probably asked them-
selves what could be the sense of this happening on the roof of the world? 
Was the attack by the Sherpas the result of more than just a lapse by one 
party or other? Is free access to Everest for mountaineers now basically 
a point for discussion? There is, of course, an historical dimension that 
should be considered here: we easily forget that early ascents in the Hima-
laya and Karakoram were made in the spirit and practice of colonialism 
and are part of colonialist history. 

But what of the future of mountaineering, and our initial question: who 
owns the mountains? In my opinion the mountains belong to all human 
beings, irrespective of race, religion or gender. Mountains constitute a 
natural and cultural heritage for all mankind and thus we all have a duty to 
protect them, be we residents, land managers, visitors – or mountaineers.

KATHARINA CONRADIN
Mountain Wilderness – Responsible Alpinism

Heli-skiing is allowed even in the Jungfrau-Aletsch UNESCO World Natural 
Heritage site. (Mountain Wilderness) 

One of the panellists at the SAC conference on the future of mountaineering 
was Katharina Conradin, executive director of Mountain Wilderness 
Switzerland. In the following article Katharina gives an overview of the 
origins, activities and aims of the mountain campaigners.

From ‘montes horribilis’ to ‘The Playground of Europe’
The perception of mountains has changed greatly over time. For centu-

ries mountains were a place where the forces of nature humbled humanity, 
a place where bad harvests, hunger and natural disasters dominated 
everyday life. Almost no one came to the mountains for pleasure. 

This only changed in the 19th century, when industrialisation saw cities 
explode, their air darkened by soot and smoke. All of a sudden, glaciers 
and rugged peaks appeared in a different light, clean air became desirable 
– elegant ladies and cultivated men arrived, astonished at the impressive 
landscapes spread before their eyes. Tourism started to boom; the moun-
tains became fascinating. But then it was no longer enough to simply look 
at the Mer de Glace in Chamonix or at the steep north face of the Eiger – 
the peaks were to be ascended. At first such endeavours were the preserve 
of brave mountaineers, but on their heels came the first cog railways, and 


