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INTRODUCTION
Since the takeover of the „Mariazellerbahn“ train 
route by the Niederösterreichische Verkehrsorgani-
sationsgesellschaft m.b.H./NÖVOG (Lower Austrian 
Traffic Authority), the laws governing train traffic 
specify that responsibility for the safety of train 
operations rests upon its shoulders as operator. For 
that reason NÖVOG is also the responsible organ 
for evaluating the avalanche risks and exposure  
of the train tracks and the route in general. The 
Mariazellerbahn is categorized as a mountain route, 
meaning that in spite of existing avalanche protec-
tion constructions the dangers of avalanches are 
still present. Thus, it was necessary to devise an 
overall safety concept. This concept was generated 
both on a technical level, i.e. protocol instruments 
and warning tools including meteorlogical meas-
urement stations; and a human/social level, i.e. 
establishing an avalanche commission for purposes 
of consultation and various activities requiring 
experts.
In order to raise attainable levels of human safety,  
a variety of key parameters were examined and 
analyzed in greater depth and with a greater degree 
of precision. Observations have shown that during 
the winter season, snow depths alongside an 
avalanche plummet lane are highly varied. This 
might well be attributable to the snowfall altitude 
in each given zone. In the process of devising an 
avalanche safety concept it was determined that in 
general, two weather scenarios are the architects of 
acute avalanche danger along the course of an 
avalanche track. On the one hand, heavy snowfall 
in the wake of a weather scenario known as barrier 
cloud effect; on the other, the penetration of 
rainfall into a thick, deep, well established old 
snowpack. Apart from incorporation and analysis 
of historic data from older events, the protocol and 
communications tool contains results from a variety 
of models (avalanche dispositions and forest ava-
lanches) as well.

THE TASK OF THE AVALANCHE COMMISSION
The Avalanche Commission is made up of a chair-
man and at least four additional members. In cases 
when the chairman is prevented from being pre-
sent for a consultation, his/her responsibilities are 
automatically assumed by another member as 
determined by the commission. The methods of the 
Avalanche Commission focus on tried-and-tested 
habits and usages applied to the characteristics of 
local terrain and meteorology. It should be noted 
that the recommendations of the Avalanche Warn-
ing Service, an organ of the state government of 
Lower Austria, need to be carefully heeded as well. 
The members of the Avalanche Commmission, 
collaborating with weather and avalanche observ-
ers, evaluate the ongoing progress of a developing 
avalanche situation and record a detailed protocol 
fulfilling the requirements of the NÖVOG digital 
protocol tool (LINK-P). As written verification for 
any and all activity, e.g. explorations into outlying 
terrain, making snow profiles and on-site analysis, 
consultations, etc. a protocol record is to be studi-
ously maintained.
The Avalanche Commission obtains and gathers 
information and other forms of input regarding the 
reigning conditions by means of meteorological 
data received at automated weather measurement 
stations throughout the vicinity. In the area around 
Wastl am Wald, a new weather station has been 
put into place by NÖVOG. Besides measuring air 
temperature and humidity and saving the data, the 
unusual achievement of this station is an examina-
tion of the snowpack‘s structure by means of a 
so-called Snowpack Analysing System (SPA). All 
relevant measurements deep inside the snow cover, 
i.e. depth, density, water equivalents, proportion of 
liquid/proportion of ice, are ascertained and record-
ed. It is a system of ongoing automated measure-
ment-taking in accordance with pre-determined 
parameters which have been programmed into the 
settings.  
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DECISION-MAKING
In case of imminent danger and/or urgent circum-
stances demanding measures which cannot be 
delayed, each individual member of the Avalanche 
Commission is authorized to recommend measures 
for protection against avalanche threats, even to 
actually order such measures, e.g. closure of roads, 
paths, etc. This same leeway does not apply to the 
revocation or suspension of such edicts, however. 
In passing resolutions on these matters, the com-
mission strives for a unanimous vote. Insofar as a 
resolution has dissenting votes, this must be sepa-
rately noted in LINK-P.  If a vote is tied, the princi-
ple of overriding safety shall prevail, take priority 
and be put into effect (in case the Avalanche 
Commission issues no recommendations with 
regard to suspending the safety measures which 
were inaugurated).
Information with regard to area closures and 
suspension of emergency measures along the 
avalanche track are also to be communicated (via 
LINK-P)  and distributed to
 – the surrounding towns
 – the Avalanche Warning Service of the State of  

 Lower Austria
 – the ZAMG - Styria

SUMMARY
The new safety concept of the NÖVOG faced its first 
trials during the winter season 2014/2015 and 
passed them. Due to prevalent problems created by 
wet snow, i.e. rainfall penetrating into the snow 
cover, the Avalanche Commission recommended 
an area closure of the avalanche track on 9 January 
2015. Prior to this emergency measure, talks, 
investigations and conferences took place among all 
the members of the Avalanche Commission, on the 
one hand, and with experts at the ZAMG and at the 
NÖVOG, including telephone discussions, on the 
other. Through the warning tool LINK-P, an initial 

alarm was passed on to all the affected communi-
ties and attention called to the area closure which 
had been ordered, and which went into effect a few 
hours later. In the very moment the closure began, 
additional information was distributed to all those 
concerned and the resolution was recorded and 
saved in the protocol tool. The next day, the ava-
lanche experts conducted on-site inspections and 
surveyed the affected zone. The unanimous deci-
sion was to recommence cablecar operations for the 
public. By means of LINK-P, comprehensive infor-
mation was communicated continually to all people 
or organizations in any way involved.

Figure 1. New weather station at Wastl am Wald 
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