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THE ROLE OF A PRIVATE ASSOCIATION IN IMPROVING RISK 
PREVENTION IN FRANCE 

Jean-Claude Bourdais1 

OBJECTIVE 

To help the specialized departments of the French State to have adopted, at the political level, the 
measures that they have proposed in order to avoid the consequences of avalanches in urban centers  
There are three measures of this kind: 

1. Definitive approval of the Methodological Guide for avalanche risk zoning, which defines, for 
the exposed sectors in France, new zoning methods that take the pluri-centennial hazard into 
account 

2. An awareness campaign of the 292 high-risk mountain communities in the 1429 avalanche 
paths recently defined and identified by Cemagref and RTM as more susceptible to 
experiencing pluri-centennial avalanches.   

3. Have the Chamonix PPRA Avalanche Prevention Plan, retaining the pluri-centennial concept, 
adopted; reevaluate the quarantine of officially admitted as potentially insufficiently analyzed 
sectors. 

AIRAP, the Association for Information on the Risks of Urban Avalanches and their Prevention, 
created in 2005 by the parents of three young people, among twelve, who died in the Montroc 
avalanche on February 9, 1999 (Chamonix valley), works actively on national and local levels, to 
offer: better zoning displays, informing the public of incurred risks in certain sectors and more 
effective community protection plans. 

DETAILS OF ACTIONS UNDERTAKEN: 

1. The 2003 Methodological Guide for avalanche risk zoning. Written in late 2003 at the request 
of 4 departments by a committee of forty experts, this guide still has not been implemented at 
the national level because formal validation was opposed at ministry level by regional 
politicians. 
This Guide created the concept of pluri-centennial hazard taking into account rares avalanches 
to establish areas suitable for development but which would also be evacuated in the case of 
emergency. 
AIRAP edited and distributed the Guide (in its paper version) and published it on the Internet, 
helping to ensure that this concept would be maintained. In March 2010, the Chamonix PPR, 
after 5 years of procrastination, has been approved with these new zonings ("yellow zones”). 
Moreover, an "interministerial mission" was named after these interventions to make a final 
evaluation of these issues (work was submitted in February 2011 and will shortly be made 
official). 

2. SSA, Avalanche Sensitive Sites in inhabited zones  
 A total of 1429 sites in France determine the urban sectors which may have a risk of 

avalanche (even if that risk is small and rare). Introduced at the request of DGPR, the 
General Office for Risk Prevention, by Cemagref, a French public research institute, this 
list was first distributed to local and regional authorities starting in 2006 and then was 
largely forgotten by their recipients. 

 AIRAP is in active contact with the 292 communities, the Prefectures of the 8 counties and 
DGPR, to remind them of the need for the recognition of these SSAs by undertaking the 
necessary actions. 
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3. The Chamonix PPR A, Prevention Plan for Avalanche Risks with information for residents of 
sensitive zones and the implementation of automated alarms      
 After 30 months of efforts on the part of AIRAP and under the directive of the Department 

of the Prime Minister, the PPRA was approved with pluri-centennial avalanches zoning 
1. In parallel, AIRAP asked DGPR to reevaluate the quarantine of Chamonix’s avalanche 

corridors (out of the existing 117). This was observed following PPR’s project analysis, 
executed at the request of AIRAP by Richard Lambert, a very well known avalanche 
expert. In January 2010, DGPR officially decided to name a “Commission” of three 
independent experts, including Richard Lambert, to reevaluate these sectors for April 30, 
2010.  

2. 12 months later, the “Commission” in charge of this project is still not active, which 
justifies AIRAP’s ongoing actions for this purpose.  

3. During this time, an active collaboration with the Chamonix City Hall developed 
regarding the subject of informing inhabitants by improving the PCS (community 
protective plan), helping with the setting up of an automated alarm, and raising awareness 
of the need for fire drills). 

MISCELLANEOUS ACTIONS:  

1. Organization in Chamonix of 4 Conferences on these problems, with the participation of 
well-known people, from France: such as Richard Lambert, Cemagref, Chamonix Mayor; 
Austria: Rudi Maïr; and Switzerland: James Médico. 

2. Active participation, through specific interventions, at the Innsbruck, Galtür and Davos 
Conferences in 2009 

3. Publication and distribution of the Methodological Guide for avalanche risk zoning, written in 
2003 

4. Publication of maps 
5. Creation of a website (www.airap.asso.fr), displaying different, interesting texts and actions 

that have been carried out and are in progress, which is meant to be a tool for information and 
action, to help with techniques that have already been undertaken. 

CONCLUSION AND ADVICES 

AIRAP is now a recognized partner of public and political authorities. The abstract proposed to the 
2012 Interpraevent Conference was intended to show the possible role of associations in areas where 
sometimes the well-being of people is not always taken into account by some groups. It particularly 
seeks to highlight the works of specialized services of the State. For an association, having the same 
concerns and facing the same difficulties in France or elsewhere, it  seems most important to: 

 Demonstrate the absence of the pursuit of individual interests 
 Develop trustworthy relationships with different Administrative stakeholders in order for 

those relationships to be considered as completely reliable 
 Not exclude those who cannot participate officially 
 Convince everybody that you will never give up. To be patient and open to the ideas of each 

person while remaining uncompromising on the foundation: personal safety. 
 Learn to knock on the right doors, those of people who are inspired by public service and 

serving the public. There are many, but who are often very difficult to get a hold of, or who 
are very private. 
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