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ONLINE and BROADCAST
 
Intrawest sets mandatory helmet rules at ski resorts, including Whistler, B.C.

By: Dene Moore
Date: October 2, 2009

VANCOUVER _ Six months after actress Natasha Richardson died following a fall at the Mont Tremblant ski resort in Quebec, the company that operates
the facility has announced helmet requirements at all its North American resorts.

Vancouver-based Intrawest announced Thursday that when the ski season begins in a few weeks, it will recommend all skiers and
snowboarders wear helmets.

The headgear will be mandatory for children and teens enrolled in ski and snowboard programs and for any student, regardless of age, taking
part in freestyle terrain park programs.

``The objective is to raise the awareness of helmet use and the obligation of everyone to ski and ride in a controlled and responsible manner,''
said Ian Galbraith, spokesman for Intrawest.

Galbraith said the move is an important ``first step'' that will increase awareness of the importance of helmets. But the company decided not to
make them mandatory across the board.

``It's an evolutionary thing. At this point, it's a personal choice whether resort guests want to wear helmets or not,'' he said.

Some may balk at even the limited helmet rules for children and teens, Galbraith said, but ``we feel it's the right way to go and it's really the
way the industry is heading.''

He said the new rules have been in the works for some time and are not a response to any particular incident.

However, the death of Richardson at Mont Tremblant earlier this year focused attention on the issue, although the new rules would not have
forced Richardson, an adult, to don a helmet during her private ski lesson.

The 45-year-old actress, wife of actor Liam Neeson, died of a blood clot on the brain two days after the fall.

The Canadian Standards Association, which recommends skiers and snowboarders wear helmets, has said they can reduce the risk of head
injury by 60 per cent.

``Ski hills making it mandatory is certainly going to help raise awareness,'' said Anthony Toderian, spokesman for the association.
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But ``like any rule or law or any regulation, it can only go so far. It really needs to be the public themselves that recognize and be aware that
these things can happen,'' he said.

According to the Canadian Ski Council, there were about 4.2 million Canadian skiers and snowboarder in the 2007-2008 season.

Statistics from the U.S. show that nearly 50 per cent of skiers and snowboarders voluntarily donned helmets last season, up from 25 per cent six
years earlier.

Intrawest said it will also update its advertising images to feature skiers and snowboarders wearing helmets. The company operates nine ski
resorts in North America, including Mount Tremblant in Quebec, Panorama Mountain near Invermere, B.C., and Whistler Blackcomb, which
will host alpine events for the 2010 Winter Games.

Michael Ballingall, senior vice-president at Big White and Silverstar Resorts in the Okanagan, said they've been providing complimentary
helmets for the last 10 years for children involved in their ski schools, but fewer and fewer need them.

``We've noticed a trend in the last five years that 90 per cent of the kids coming to our ski school already have a helmet, so we have helmets for
the other 10 per cent.''

He said helmets are already mandatory for their ski patrol, slope watch staff, and instructors teaching in the trees. Intrawest's announcement is
not a new direction for the industry, he said.

``For us in the Interior, it's just a wake up call that we highly recommend the use of helmets but we don't believe they should be mandatory.''

The Big White and Silver Star resorts in the southern B.C. Interior say they will not follow Intrawest's lead this year.

Management said Thursday it believes skiers and snow boarders should still have the personal choice of whether or not to wear helmets.

Big White and sister mountain, Silver Star, have required helmets on all children participating in ski school programs for the last couple of
seasons, said senior vice-president Michael Ballingall.

``All kids, three to 12, participating in lessons through the Star Kids/Kids Centre and public school programs at Silver Star and Big White are
required to have a helmet or a helmet will be provided,'' he said.

It has also been mandatory for all students participating in freestyle terrain park programs, regardless of their age.

``For our instructors, it has been left to personal choice unless teaching or guiding in the trees, terrain parks or race courses,'' Ballingall said. ``It
is mandatory for the ski patrol.''

``While I know there is a push for helmets everywhere, I still feel there needs to be a personal choice here.''

``Mandating anything does not help sell the sport. Having everyone wearing helmets on the mountain does not make skiing/boarding any safer.
It is how people conduct themselves on the slopes that will make sliding down the mountain safer.''
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(Kelowna Daily Courier)

http://www.thestar.com/article/703842
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