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SCIENCE 
 

 
Pitztal glacier ski resort:  The trail’s disappearing 
 
 

CLIMATE 
 

Prosthesis for the slope 
 

Operators of glacier ski areas defy global warming with an 
industrial product: Already established as a coolant in mining, 

compact artificial snow will replace melting ice masses. 
 
This snow is not falling silently. It spurts out of the narrow opening of an 
otherwise windowless building at regular intervals and thuds to the ground like 
a bulk material does.  
 

The operators of the Pitztal glacier ski resort in Tirol can now produce 
nearly a thousand cubic meters of artificial snow a day, regardless of 
temperature and, naturally, precipitation. The system comes from Israel, is 
called the “All Weather Snowmaker”, and should “sustainably secure” ski 
tourism in the area, explains Martina Dobler, spokesperson for the local 
tourism association.  
 
 This choice of words may produce a frosty dissonance in the ears of a 
well-tempered friend of the environment. Sustainability is generally talked 
about when it comes to helping the planet get by. Lining ski trails melting due 
to climate change with artificial coolants is definitely not in accordance with 
this mission.  
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 However, for the local Pitztal economy, nothing comes as more of a 
blessing than the All Weather Snowmaker does. Quite simply, it prevents ruin.  
 
 Austria’s highest-elevation glacier ski area – the lift reaches 3,440 
meters – used to be able to be used all year long for winter sports. Nowadays 
it’s shut down between May and September. Over the last few years the 
season has been starting in mid-September, and with increasingly more 
problems. Why? The trail is disappearing. 
 
 At the valley station of the Pitz Panorama lift at an altitude of 2,840 
meters, marketing manager Willi Krüger points to a wooden pole stuck in the 
ground: “The glacier used to extend up to here.” The entrance to the gondola 
lift used to be able to be reached throughout the year. Today the ice mass 
ends about 200 meters further up. Below that is rubble, and that makes it 
especially difficult.  
 
 Snow on an alpine meadow quickly makes a good ski slope, but glacier 
areas are rocky moonscapes. If the ice crust is missing, new snow cannot 
quickly makes a foundation that can be skied on. Snow guns don’t help much, 
either; for one thing, they can only be used with frost because addition of 
bacteria and chemicals used elsewhere to make snow even at above-zero 
temperatures is prohibited in Tirol; for another thing, the cold in the fall is often 
accompanied by strong winds that can blight the positioning of the snow: “The 
stuff then flies everywhere except where it’s needed,” complains Krüger.  
 
 So, there was a real problem. The offseason is the high trump held by 
the glacier ski resorts. Professionals and junior teams from various countries 
start training here in the late summer. If prominent alpine acrobats in hard 
plastic armor fill up the gondolas, the highland of winter sports gains an exotic 
flair, which then draws more tourists. 
 
 However, this all only works as long as the lift at the bottom end can 
still be reached. If 200 meters are missing, things get difficult. The trail needs 
a prosthesis.  
 
 And the relief was great when it was discovered that such a thing 
exists. 
 
 The Israeli company IDE Technologies Ltd. is one of the largest 
artificial snow producers in the world. With headquarters near Tel Aviv, the 
company has been working for more than 15 years with a vacuum ice 
technology, initially for seawater desalination and today mainly for producing 
snow as a coolant in gold mines – in huge quantities.  
 
 Large-scale plants such as those in South Africa produce up to 2,000 
cubic meters a day of snow, which is used to lower the temperatures, in part 
reaching over 60 degrees Celsius, in the kilometer-deep shafts to a tolerable 
level.  
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 “All Weather Snowmaker” artificial snow factory, d istribution:  Perfect modeling material 
 
Just for a joke, sometimes the engineers modeled little ski trails on the 
surface, explains project manager Moshe Tessel, “but nobody thought of a 
new business field.” 
 
 The idea germinated when the sweating mining world gained an 
increasing media presence in the extreme summer of 2003. Fears for the 
world climate reached a climax in bitter comedy: Mining operators covered 
their slopes with insulation blankets, as is only otherwise done with accident 
victims. Tessel saw the pictures and knew: “We have something that can 
help.” 
 
 Artificial snow used in mining is an ideal glacier patching material, the 
perfect modeling material for glacier repair with its extremely compact 
consistency.  
 
 In September of this year the people from Pitztal used the system for 
the first time, moved the artificial snow to the dripping edge of the glacier 
tongue using wheel loaders and snow groomers, and made their slope 
themselves. After a few days the white foundation once again reached the lift 
stations. “With this system, we can guarantee that the season starts on time 
again,” says Krüger.  
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 Originally from Lübeck, the economist went to Innsbruck as a student 
in the 1970s. He speaks a cabaret-appropriate mix of Holstein and Tyrolean 
dialects, is one of the founding fathers of the Pitztal glacier lift, and serves it in 
the role of authorized representative.  
 
 With an initial investment of 320 million Austrian schillings, nearly 
50 million Deutsche Marks at the time, the nearly uninhabited area was turned 
into a recreation park in the early 1980s. Today 7,400 people live in the valley, 
and there are 8,300 guest beds available. The villages are neither beautiful 
nor appalling, and there’s not much alpine romanticism, but there’s pizza with 
king prawns and sauvignon blanc.  
 

A funicular leads nearly four kilometers through the cliffs to an expert 
ski area with no frills. A self-service restaurant with the charm of a large 
cafeteria can be found at the lift station.  
 
 The ice factory building erected not far away blends in perfectly with 
the prevalent architectural style; it describes the shape of a cuboid and is 
essentially composed of concrete. Inside, there are two cylindrical containers 
joined with all kinds of pipes.  
 
 Water is pumped at a temperature of five degrees Celsius into the 
larger of the two vats and subjected to a vacuum reaction. It merrily changes 
its aggregate state and finally settles as a kind of soup with slush at the 
bottom.  
 

The slush is routed to the smaller vat, compacted, and slowly pushed 
upward like a freezie out of its plastic wrapper. At the top, a scraper rotates 
and sweeps the clumpy snow over a slide and out the window.  
 
 The operators certainly realize that the industrial snow bakery is 
ecologically delicate. Thus, they keep a few arguments on hand to arm their 
magic cauldron against expected attacks from environmental critics.  
 
 A sensitive issue in artificial snow production is the waste of water. 
Feeding snow guns from mountain streams is a serious ecological offense.  
 
 However, glacier areas have the advantage that they can make use of 
a cycle: The melting ice crust delivers water. At the Pitztal glacier, it runs 
together into two lakes – and the All Weather Snowmaker, as the operators 
promise, will only be filled with this melt water.  
 
 The only thing left is the power consumption. This, of course, cannot be 
denied, but it can be scaled down unlimitedly if it is compared with the power 
appetites of other alpine recreational equipment. With a maximum power of 
235 kilowatts, the Snowmaker is hardly noticeable among the power 
consumers at a ski resort. A large chairlift has twice the power. 
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 Modern organized winter sports are veritable energy devourers, with or 
without artificial snow, and the power-operated ice factory is only the worst 
machine insofar as it produces white gold for the slopes to secure the 
foundations that keep the fun going – and presumably for a long time to come. 
 
 Initial experiences suggest that the Snowmaker has easily won the 
race against global warming for the foreseeable future. Replacing the bit of 
melted firn this September was child’s play. The apparatus from the Holy 
Land can obviously deliver a lot more frozen products than the summer can 
consume.  
 
 Thus, out of the dismal experience of glacial recession, confidence that 
everything is just a question of technique can grow. If the Snowmaker were to 
be run continuously, it could possibly make the ice mass grow – and hence 
reverse a process that the Pitztal inhabitants once urgently asked of God. 
 
“Around 1900,” says Krüger, “the people here prayed that the glacier would 
recede and spare their houses.” 
 
 The people were very pious. 
 
 
 CHRISTIAN WÜST 


