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Avalanches

What would the Alps or Pyrenees be without snow? Winter sport enthusiasts 
look forward to it every year, but there mustn’t be too much of it. Excessive 
snowfall can isolate whole areas. In addition the danger of avalanches is then 
exacerbated, so that your winter sport holiday in the mountains can end  
dramatically. Every year tens of skiers are killed by avalanches, sometimes set 
off unwittingly by themselves.

Avalanches of snow may occur under totally different circumstances, both 
during periods of frost and of thaw, especially when a warm (Föhn) wind blows 
up. In such a case the top layer of snow melts rapidly, especially if the sun is 
shining. This layer of snow can then easily start to slide. Wet snow or slush can 
also easily cause avalanches from the weight of the large amounts of water 
they contain. Rain and thawing, often in springtime, cause wet or surface 
avalanches that slide or roll down mountainsides or plunge into valleys.

Heavy snowfall accompanied by low temperatures can result in avalanches of 
powdery snow, thick clouds of snow which descend at high speed, sometimes 
up to 200 or 300 km per hour. Such a thick cloud of snow has enormous  
destructive power, mainly through the pressure wave that precedes it and the 
wind that accompanies it. Such avalanches can easily kill because victims’ lungs 
are ýlled with powdery snow, which may literally suffocate them as it melts.

The colour coding of www.meteoalarm.eu offers you up to the minute  
coverage of the severity of the avalanche risk in parts of Europe.
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Meteoalarm.eu 

The weather knows no boundaries. That’s why meteorologists from Europe’s 
national weather services have taken the initiative to launch a European  
website that will provide advice on exceptional weather. The address of the 
website is www.meteoalarm.eu. It is intended for anyone traveling  
through Europe. Pictograms and colour-coded maps of Europe show at a glance 
where the weather might be, or soon become, dangerous. Gales, torrential rain, 
snow and ice, thunder and lightning, fog, and extreme temperatures are all 
indicated as well as weather conditions that could lead to increased risk, such 
as storm surges and high waves, forest ýres, and avalanches. The level of risk 
is colour-coded.

Everyone can instantly understand these messages and take the necessary  
precautions, whichever country is involved and whatever language spoken.  
To facilitate an unambiguous presentation the information has been  
standardized and all the countries have agreed on a similar colour coding, 
based on likely damage, disruption and danger. User of the website can surf 
for more detailed information on the web pages of the co-operating weather 
services. 
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Forest ýres

The summer sun has its drawbacks too: the pictures of blazing countryside 
are truly shocking. Every summer large areas of forest are burnt down, mainly 
in southern Europe and particularly in countries such as Portugal, Spain and 
France.

The risk of forest ýres is closely related to the weather. If it hasnôt rained for 
a long time and is very warm the countryside dries out and ýre can easily 
break out. Many ýres are a result of peopleôs carelessness but lightning strikes 
can also ignite ýres. Strong winds can fan the þames and spread the ýre in a 
particular direction, sometimes at a speed of 25 km per hour. In regions with 
mountains and coastline the ýres can spread very unevenly as a result of local 
winds from the sea or the hillsides.

Global warming is leading to further desiccation in the Mediterranean area, 
resulting in an increased ýre risk. A number of meteorological services already 
publish warnings of forest ýre danger levels.

Photo: John McColgan, Alaska Fire Service
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Seaside dangers

In coastal areas the wind is generally stronger, but the local population is used 
to it. Waves as high as houses, caused by a severe gale or hurricane, do of 
course cause dangerous conditions and damage at the seaside. Ice þoes  
reaching the coast and slabs of drift ice forced up and over each other can be a 
hazard. The worst disasters of all are caused by sea surges, extremely high sea 
levels along the coast caused by high winds. If the peak of such a storm  
coincides with a spring tide large areas can be inundated. Infamous are the  
historic þoods caused by persistent northwesterly gales along the North Sea 
coastlines. In particular, a series of gales one after another can raise water 
levels considerably and endanger the protecting dykes. The most severe storms 
occur mainly in the winter half of the year, but even in the summer it can blow 
a gale. In that case the main risk is of sudden gusts of wind during  
thunderstorms, but a ýerce gale with winds of force 9 or 10 hammering the 
coast is quite possible even in the summer. This is an exceptionally unpleasant 
surprise for the carefree holidaymaker on the beach who is not used to so much 
wind . . . 

www.meteoalarm.eu give a timely warning of an approaching storm, 
wherever in Europe you choose to go.
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Green Is your country coloured green?  
Then there’s nothing to worry about.

Yellow
Yellow means potential danger. The weather is unlikely to be 
extreme but care is called for in activities that are dependent 
on the weather. Keep an eye on the information.

Orange

Orange means danger. There is severe weather that may cause 
damage or accidents. Keep in mind that the weather brings 
risks. Be careful and keep abreast of the latest developments in 
the weather. Take heed of all advice given by the authorities.

Red

Red means great danger from extremely severe weather.  
Major damage and accidents are likely, in many cases with 
threat to life and limb, over a wide area. Be extremely careful, 
pay constant attention to bulletins and obey the instructions 
and advice given by the authorities under all circumstances. 
Keep in mind that exceptional measures may be taken.

The colours explained
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Wind

Gales and high winds are a deýnite risk in heavily populated areas, towns and 
cities, and forests. Gales of Beaufort force 10 or more uproot trees, often felling 
large areas of forest, and damage to buildings is inevitable. Airborne objects 
such as roof tiles, fencing, corrugated sheeting and broken off branches  
fallen from trees are a threat to those outside. Gusts of wind, which in severe 
gales or thunderstorms can reach more than 100 km per hour, are especially 
treacherous, in particular for road trafýc, such as cars with trailers, caravans 
and lorries, and of course for cyclists and motorcyclists who quickly become a 
plaything of the wind. Indeed, roads and railways can be blocked, and public 
transport and air trafýc can be severely disrupted. 

Mountain winds are another story. On summits the wind speed is generally  
greater than in the valleys but even there the force of the wind can be  
increased by local relief and channelling through mountain passes. This is 
sometimes just a local feature, but it may also affect large areas. The Mistral 
is infamous, a cold northwesterly gale in the Rhône valley in France, which 
penetrates far south to the Mediterranean coast, and the warm dry Föhn winds, 
which particularly in the Alps and Pyrenees can increase to force 10 or more, 
are also well known.

Photo: KNMI 

Extreme cold 

Freezing air from the Arctic can penetrate far into the south of Europe causing 
bitterly cold conditions. If the sky is clear it may cool down rapidly at night, 
especially above freshly fallen snow and when the air is calm. Even during the 
daytime it may freeze all day, and severe wind chill is felt if it is windy. If at the 
same time it is snowing it may be almost impossible to stay outdoors. Every 
year arctic conditions take their toll, especially amoung the homeless. Also the 
vegetation could be affected by extreme low temperatures.

The temperature of the upper atmosphere generally declines gradually with 
height, but on occasions it may instead rise. Meteorologists call that an  
“inversion” (reversal of temperature). It may then be warmer on mountain 
summits than in the valleys, by as much as 10 oC. The warmer air lies on top 
of the colder air like a blanket. Then the cold conditions and pollutants cannot 
escape, causing the surface temperature to decline further, and the air to  
become more and more unhealthy with persistent fog and smog. 
 

Photo: WMO
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Extreme heat 
To cool down we may be able to ýnd water, in lakes, at the seaside or in the 
mountains, but by no means can everyone escape extremes of heat. That may 
be impossible, and tropical warmth can keep us awake at night.  
High temperatures do not cause immediate danger, but a heat wave lasting a 
number of days with very high temperatures does indeed create risks. A heat 
wave can be particularly hazardous for seniors and people in poor physical 
health. Days on end with temperatures above 40 oC, scarcely any wind and 
muggy weather related to high relative humidity, have been a source of anxiety 
for many people these last few summers, and it is the expected pattern for  
summers to come. As a result of global warming we shall be facing hot  
summers and tropical temperatures more often. 

www.meteoalarm.eu will show at a glance in which countries and regions 
of Europe heat waves are breaking all records. As a result of hot summers  
certain countries have already installed warning systems for heat waves.  
Meteorologists cooperate closely on this with health authorities, who give advice 
on dealing with heat, such as to avoid exertion, drink a lot, keep out of direct 
sunshine, wear light clothes, use a fan or air-conditioning, take a cold shower 
more often, keep an eye on elderly persons . . . 
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Some regional winds

Föhn:The Fºhn is a warm dry subsiding airþow descending from the northern þanks of 
mountain chains. It is especially prevalent in the Alps and Pyrenees, but a somewhat 
weaker version can be observed in other parts of Europe, for example in Scandinavia.  
The relative humidity in the Fºhn can often decline down a mountainside to less than 
20%, and the temperature can rise considerably. On the south side of the Alps the  
Northern Fºhn blows from the north.

Mistral:The Mistral is a cold north to northwesterly wind that often blows in the Rh¹ne 
valley in France where the wind þow is squeezed through a narrow valley between  
mountain sides, and further acclerated. The Mistral transports cold air from northern 
latitudes far south into the Mediterranean area. In the western part of the Mediterranean 
it is called the Tramontana.

Sirocco:The Sirocco is a hot dry wind from the Sahara desert which often blows in  
Mediterranean countries, conveying particles of desert sand to the north. 

Bora:The Bora is a cold northerly wind mainly occurring along the Adriatic coast. 
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