
 
ACCIDENT AND RESCUE SUMMARY: 
 
 
A group of seven snowmobilers were riding together on February 20 when one of 
the riders was caught and completely buried.  He did not survive.  This incident 
occurred at the head of Sheep Creek drainage near the summit of Sheep Creek Peak 
in Bonneville County, Idaho.  The accident site is 4 miles northeast of Palisades 
Reservoir and 4.7 miles west of the Wyoming/Idaho border (Figure 1). 

 
The group had climbed a steep slope, in mature pine trees, multiple times.  There 
was one rider on the slope when the avalanche occurred.  That rider was caught, 
carried and fully buried.  His body was found beneath 2 to 3 feet of avalanche debris 
in a prone position with his head downhill.   His snowmobile was partially buried on 
the uphill side of a tree 220 feet below the crown of the avalanche.  His burial 
location was 245 feet downhill of his sled.   

 
The rider was able to deploy an airbag.  However that bag became deflated during 
the avalanche event.  The deflation was caused by a separation of the bag from its 
port.  The airbag itself had no signs of tears or holes.   

 
The rider was wearing an old, discontinued transceiver and the beacon’s signal was 
not checked at the trailhead by the group.  It was found to be in the transmit mode, 
but the searchers were unable to detect a signal during the rescue efforts.  The 
battery compartment of the beacon was previously broken and the rider had used 
duct tape to secure the batteries within the unit.  Temperatures were in the negative 
single digits to near zero at the time of the accident.  These cold temperatures 
negatively affected the batteries in flashlights and cell phones used during the 
rescue operations.  An inspection of the beacon after the accident did not reveal any 
evidence of damage to the unit during the avalanche event.  After the accident, when 
the beacon was warmed, the display turned on and showed a 0% battery charge. 

 
The rescue was conducted by the other members of the group.  The Bonneville 
County Sheriff’s Office was called shortly after 4 PM.   Probe poles were used to 
locate the rider who was unresponsive.  CPR was conducted on site.  The body was 
reported to have been uncovered at about 5:40 PM.  The search was hampered by a 
beacon that was not transmitting a signal and the long distance (245 feet) between 
the visual clue (partially buried snowmachine) and the location of the buried rider.  
The buried rider was uncovered just before four members of the Bonneville County 
Search and Rescue team arrived on-site. 

 
 
 
 
 



Avalanche specialists from the Bridger-Teton National Forest Avalanche Center 
visited the accident location on February 22.   They observed signs of an impact 
event on a tree that was uphill of the location of the partially buried snowmachine 
and broken snowmachine parts at the location of the partially buried sled.    Impacts 
with trees may have caused the deflation of the rider’s airbag.   The Bonneville 
County Coroner reported suffocation to be the cause of death. 

 
 
AVALANCHE DATA: 
 
 
The avalanche occurred on a steep, east-northeast facing slope at an elevation of 
9,130 feet.  The slope was treed, however the slide released from a convex open area 
in the upper portion of the slope.  The slide was characterized as a relative size 3, 
destructive size 2 hard slab avalanche.  It ran a distance of 600 feet.   It was 190 feet 
across at it widest point which was up near the crown.  The estimated vertical fall of 
this avalanche from the crown to the toe of the avalanche debris is about 280 feet.  
Figure 2 depicts the extent of the slide, the location of the partially buried 
snowmachine, the burial location of the rider and the location of a crown profile.   
Figures 3-6 are photographs of the slide.  

 
A crown profile was conducted on February 22.  The slope angle at the location of 
the profile was 38 degrees.   The depth of the crown at the location of the profile was 
34 inches.  This slide failed on a persistent weak layer of faceted snow that formed 
during a dry period in early December.      

 
 

WEATHER AND SNOWPACK HISTORY 
  
  
A four day storm cycle brought two feet of snow with two inches of moisture to the 
mountains of eastern Idaho and western Wyoming.  This storm cycle culminated 
with the passage of a cold front on February 18.  Snowfall intensity increased during 
the evening on February 17 and into the early morning hours on February 18 ahead 
of the front.  Strong westerly winds with gusts to 87 miles per hour accompanied the 
heavy snowfall.   
 
This avalanche failed on a weak layer of faceted snow that formed during an 
extended dry period in early December.  This persistent weak layer and a layer of 
surface hoar that formed in mid-January had a history of producing numerous large 
to vary large deep slab avalanches during and after storm events that occurred in 
January and February.   Those two layers are visible in a photograph of the crown 
face profile conducted on February 22 (Figure 7).   Those layers are also depicted in 
a drawing of that profile (Figure 8).  
 



On February 20 the general avalanche hazard issued by the Bridger-Teton National 
Forest Avalanche Center was moderate for this area.  That day’s advisory warned 
that dangerous deep slab avalanches could be triggered on deeply buried persistent 
weak layers by snowmobiles who ventured into steep terrain.  A slab avalanche that 
released naturally was observed on the afternoon of this incident on a slope 
adjacent to the area where this accident occurred.     
 
 
Maps, Photographs & Snow Pit Profile 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1 Avalanche Site Vicinity Map 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2 Avalanche Accident Site  
 



 
Figure 3 Photograph of the accident site provided by the Bonneville County, Idaho 
Sheriff’s Department. 



 

 
 
Figure 4 Photograph taken on February 22 looking up the slide path towards the 
crown of the avalanche 
 



 
 
Figure 5 Photograph taken on February 22 looking up the slide path from the 
location of the buried rider 
 



 
 
Figure 6 Photograph taken on February 22 of the location where the riders 
snowmobile had been partially buried 
 
 



 
 
Figure 7 Photograph of the crown face profile.  Two persistent weak layers are 
visible in this image.  The upper layer is comprised of a buried layer of surface haor 
that formed in mid-January.  The lower layer is comprised of faceted snow crystals 
that formed during a dry period in December.  The Sheep Creek slab avalanche 
failed on the lower layer. 
 



 
 

 
Figure 8  Drawing of the crown face profile conducted at the Sheep Creek avalanche 
accident site on February 22.  The failure plane of this avalanche was the layer of 
faceted snow depicted by the red line at a height of 44 to 46 centimeters above the 
ground surface.  A layer of surface hoar was also observed in this profile at a height 
of 90 centimeters above the ground surface. 
 
 


