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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 
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comfortable hotels to serve them soon sprung up in what had been poor 
farming villages. Cable cars followed and soon everyone who had the 
necessary funds was able to enjoy breath-taking views from high mountain 
summits. 

Yet this sufficed only for a short time. More tourists arrived. Ski-lifts 
were invented. Rock climbing became popular. Resorts were built in the 
middle of nowhere. Artificial snow made the skiing season almost inde-
pendent of natural weather conditions. Technical innovations such as 
battery-powered drills made even the steepest rock walls accessible. So the 
story has gone on until hardly any blank spots remain on the maps of our 
planet. 

A new organisation is born
For the men and women who founded Mountain Wilderness in 1987 

these developments were alarming, because they are emblematic of our 
sense of entitlement and the domination of man over the natural environ-
ment. Many now take for granted the ascent of any given peak at any given 
point in time.

An ascent is too long for you, but you still want to be the first to ski its 
powder slope? Take a helicopter ride. The rock walls are too steep but you 
still want to call yourself a climber? Sure, you’ll find enough via ferrata. 
You’ve never even seen crampons at close quarters? Don’t worry, you’ll 
learn how to put them on at base camp of the peak you’ve paid for. And 
what about all the traffic generated and the waste left behind? No worries, 
someone will take care of it. 

Concerned at these developments, a number of renowned mountaineers, 
among them Chris Bonington, Yvon Chouinard, Reinhold Messner and 
Doug Scott, got together in the Italian city of Biella and signed the ‘Theses 
of Biella’, bringing Mountain Wilderness into being. The Biella confer-
ence attracted a large attendance of mountaineers and intellectuals from all 
over the world, several of whom were to become founding guarantors and 
founding members of Mountain Wilderness, including Haroun Tazieff, 
Kurt Diemberger, Jim Bridwell, John Hunt and Wanda Rutkiewicz.

From the very beginning, wilderness was not only understood as ‘a 

A new alpine leisure 
park, Madrisaland near 
Davos, Switzerland. 
Such developments 
are being built close 
to cable car stations in 
order to increase their 
usage during summer. 
(Sam Kreuzer, Mountain 
Wilderness)

place unaffected by man and his activities, a place where natural processes 
govern environmental change and man is at most a spectator or visitor’, 
it was also clearly visualised in opposition to civilisation, as its antithesis 
and a complement to the physical and social structures of man (Henderson 
1992). Mountain Wilderness hence views it as crucial that wilderness is 
preserved, that spaces remain where adventure can still be lived. Yet it is 
clear that this brings with it an obligation to respect mountains and to leave 
them as they were before we came. 

In the following years, various MW national chapters were founded, 
dedicated to preserving wilderness and promoting a self-responsible, 
respectful and environmentally sustainable mountain sport.

Mountain Wilderness Switzerland
Mountain Wilderness hence shares some of the values of traditional 

alpine clubs as well as of environmental organisations; but is somehow 
distinct from both, placing a strong value on the human experience of 
wilderness. Some of its core activities include: 

• From the very beginning, Mountain Wilderness lobbied against heli-
skiing. Heli-skiing stands for fast, consumption-oriented mountaineering 
and is the complete opposite of the self-responsible alpinism that Mountain 
Wilderness advocates. While most European countries apply severe restric-
tions, heli-skiing is enormously popular in Switzerland, with more than 42 
landing spots, half located either directly in or adjacent to protected areas. 
With demonstrations and political lobbying, MW Switzerland has tried for 
more than 20 years to reduce the number of landing spots – not an easy 
undertaking when the federal office responsible clearly adopts the position 
of the flight lobbyists – but we will definitely continue our struggle. 

• Mountain Wilderness works together with other environmental organi-
sations to preserve an intact mountain landscape, and is entitled to file 
legal complaints against infrastructure projects. MW Switzerland makes 
use of this with regard to new tourist infrastructure such as ski areas, cable 
cars and the like, but more and more over projects for the production of 
renewable energy, particularly so when the existence of the last remaining 
free-flowing rivers becomes problematic. 

• Keepwild! climbs: In Switzerland, a heated debate is going on over 
where routes should be bolted, how ‘historic’ climbing routes should be 
improved or made safer, and where no bolting should take place. MW 
Switzerland sensitizes the climbing community on this issue and promotes 
peaceful co-existence between bolted and ‘clean’ routes. 

Numerous other awareness-raising campaigns urging respectful sporting 
use of the mountains have been launched, not only by MW Switzerland 
but also by other chapters. In France, the national chapter encourages alpi-
nists to travel to the mountains by public transport; German activists grant 
an ironic award for the ‘best’ tourism project of the year. Internationally, 
MW has become known for its clean-up campaign ‘Free K2’, which has 
seen large amounts of rubbish removed from that mountain. 
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Where do we head?
The work of Mountain Wilderness is not that of romantic dreamers who 

live in the past and glorify a style of mountaineering popular 100 years 
ago. We value and respect recent great mountaineering accomplishments, 
many of which would not have been feasible decades ago. Nevertheless, 
it has become necessary to question whether much of today’s mountain-
eering, as well as the current mountain-related tourism development is 
what we really want.

Is it justifiable that the province of the Tyrol produces so much artificial 
snow every year that a four-lane highway from Innsbruck to Madrid, more 
than 2000 km, could be covered by 1 metre of snow (ÖRF 2013) – for the 
sake of maintaining a form of tourism that is long beyond sustainability? 
Is it reasonable, that a tunnel should be built on Mont Blanc to protect 
mountaineers from potential rockfall on their ascent to a newly renovated 
Cabane Goûter? Should a ladder be installed on Hillary Step in order to 
prevent deadly congestion on the world’s highest mountain? Is it desirable 
that alpinism become an Olympic sport? 

These are questions that should concern all of us. As responsible moun-
taineers, we should not allow mountaineering to become a commodity. 
Mountain Wilderness has a clear take on this: it is in our hands whether 
we leave the joy of wild areas to future generations – or whether we subject 
mountain sports to total commercialisation. 
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The ‘highest 
suspension bridge in 
Europe’ was opened 
last year on Titlis in 
central Switzerland. 
The bridge has no 
function – it leads from 
the top station into an 
artificial tunnel and 
back. (Sam Kreuzer, 
Mountain Wilderness)
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The Golden State Revisited
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My jet landed in Fresno on a Friday night, close to midnight local 
time. Fortunately there was still one lone taxi loitering outside which 

conveyed me to the La Quinta Inn where I had a reservation for the night. 
I’d been invited by the American Alpine Club to participate in their week-
long 2012 International Climbers’ Meet (ICM), to be held in Yosemite in 
early October. The late night air was warm, dry and pleasingly fragrant 
with the scent of fruit trees wafting in from the vast tracts of agricultural 
land surrounding the city. A subtle wave of nostalgia followed on the 
fragrance – I was back in the Golden State after many years away. 

The hotel looked a bit seedier than in their website photos, and there was 
a bunch of Harley choppers parked outside. In an exhausted and jet-lagged 
state I struggled to wedge myself, duffel bag and large rucksack through the 
narrow spring-loaded reception door. Two enormous black Hell’s Angels 
were in the process of checking in and turned around to watch as I wres-
tled my bags through. Their Levi jackets bore the winged insignia of Black 
Hawks M.C. Each wore a large sheath knife at his belt, legal in California 

Climber on Knob Job (5.10b), Pat and Jack Pinnacle, Yosemite. (Dan Moore)


