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100 years of snow avalanche disasters at Sakhalin and Kuril Islands
during Japanese and Russian eras
Evgeny Podolskiy, Ph.D.
(Institute of Low Temperature Science, Hokkaido University, Sapporo, Japan)

Abstract

The record of snow avalanche disasters on Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands is incomplete due to the
historical divide of the region between Japan and Russia. Here we combine and analyze all available
relevant information from Japanese and Russian archive sources in order to reconstruct a continuous
record of avalanche catastrophes in the region from 1910 to 2010. Despite the relatively small scale
of the majority of disastrous avalanches, with a total vertical drop less that 200 m, the evidence
documented in this study places the region among the most avalanche affected areas of the world. In

total, 756 fatalities occurred during 100 years (more than a half of the fatalities were among

Japanese).

History of snow avalanche disasters at
Sakhalin

The original research manuscript about our
study was already published [Podolskiy et al.,
2014]. Moreover, it has also received relatively
good outreach coverage after being highlighted
in “Nature” [Qui, 2014], and in “The
Avalanche Review” [Podolskiy, 2014].
Therefore, in order to avoid redundant
repetition of previous materials, we use this
article simply for introducing key references to
our findings about snow and avalanches at
Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands to Japanese snow
avalanche audience (following a presentation
last year prepared for Avalanche Branch
meeting at “Seppyo-2015” conference in
Matsumoto; Podolskiy, 2015).

The key point of our study consisted in
integration of all available knowledge about
snow avalanches at Sakhalin and the Kuril
Islands from Japanese and Russian archives.
The former were found as old newspaper
articles (<1945), the latter from Russian
scientific literature. Examples of titles from old
Japanese articles about incidents and avalanches
are shown in Fig. la&b, and illustrate how
challenging and tragic winters were. At the
same time, the majority of disastrous avalanches
had relatively small scale with a total vertical
drop less that 200 m (Fig. 2).
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Examples of newspaper article titles
about snow avalanche incidents in
Japanese Sakhalin (from Karafuto
nichi-nichi shin bun / K B H #7H;
Fig. 1a is from BEF0+VU4E " H and
WEFI+ 4 — A issues).
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Fig.1b

Surprisingly, even a cornice collapse from a 10-
m slope could kill as much as 23 people indoors
(Shumshu, the Kuril Islands; 1 March 1945).
Similar and larger disasters continued to occur
in Soviet times with up to 149 people killed in a
single avalanche at Sakhalin (Srednyaya
Medvejka; 9 Feb 1945) and 48 dead and 72
injured at the Kuril Islands (Paramushir; 25
December 1959). As a result of combined



. colonization of Sakhalin, which was especially
concentrated at the coastal areas of the Southern
Sakhalin (Fig. 4). One of additional factors for a
high number of snow avalanche disasters in the

first half of 20th century was deforestation (Fig.
ST 5). At that time, Sakhalin even had a nick-name,
o Setsmerts “Qji-shima” (£ 7- &), after a paper-company
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o1f - E§Eii£§°§ which was intensely pursuing logging activities

% . mﬁf 10* at the Southern Sakhalin (see inset citation from

' a travel diary of a Japanese writer; translation is

Fig.2 ~ Cumulative distribution of total available in the original article; Podolskiy et al.,
vertical drop of snow avalanches at 2014).

Sakhalin Island (blue indicates data
for 44 fatal avalanches; gray circles

show data for 3668 potential valanche In retrospect, we believe that our study remains

tracks over settlements, after strongly relevant to present: for instance, the
Kazakova (2010); red indicates actual social pressure to develop despite anything in
total vertical drop values for 35 soviet times, which led to several avalanche
avalanches in remote areas without disasters at mines, is somewhat comparable to

any victims) (reproduced from

Podolskiy et al., 2014). current economical pressure at ‘never-stop’-

operating mining industries, like those in Chile
[Valero, 2015].
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archive data, we found that the Sakhalin region
presents one of the world’s deadliest avalanche
terrains with at least 756 reported snow
avalanche fatalities during 100 years (54% of
the fatalities were among Japanese; Fig. 3). For
comparison, we note that this number is higher
than all avalanche fatalities in history of Canada
or New Zealand.

Detailed analysis suggested the most deadly
period corresponded to the most intense
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Fig.3 Fatalities, injuries and incidents among Japanese and Russian people living at Sakhalin and the
Kuril islands (1910-2010; reproduced from Podolskiy et al., 2014).



P.S. [from EP] While working on this study, |
personally learnt three simple, but important
things: (i) small avalanches are able to
produce the world’s deadliest avalanche
terrains; (ii) natural hazards, like snow
avalanches, do not care about neither national
borders nor political disputes and kill without
any mercy to anyone who misses the signs of
risk; and, finally, (iii) unique knowledge should
be preserved before it is too late (our co-author,
Dr. Vladimir E. Suchkov, who worked for a few
decades with snow and avalanches of Sakhalin
and the Kuril Islands, got hurt in a freak skiing
accident while working on Sochi Olympic
avalanche safety and has being in coma since
2013, just before our paper was accepted for
publication).
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Fig.4a&b (a) Maps with approximate
locations of all known avalanche
incidents occurring between 1910
and 1945 in the Japanese parts of
Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands.
(b) Map with locations of all
known avalanche fatalities
occurring between 1928 and 2010
in the Soviet/Russian parts of
Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands
(reproduced from Podolskiy et al.,
2014).

Fig.5 aview of deforested steep slopes
(1930s-40s) near a railway section
between Toyohara and Maoka (75 km
from Toyohara); reproduced from
Podolskiy et al. [2014].
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