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The first excursion of the Swiss Young Geomorphologists of 2026 took place in the Val 
d'Anniviers and at the Illgraben, in Valais / Wallis — two great examples of Switzerland's 
alpine landscapes. 

  
The Val d'Anniviers is a deeply incised alpine valley, characterised by the dramatic Navizence 
gorge and its sheer rock walls. Altitudes rise sharply from 516 m a.s.l. at the mouth of the 
gorge to the Illhorn summit at 2717 m a.s.l. over a horizontal distance of just 6 km. This 
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extreme relief generates a range of natural hazards — rockfall, avalanches and falling trees 
— that pose a constant threat to the road infrastructure on which local communities and the 
valley economy depend. To address these risks, a variety of protection systems manufactured 
by Geobrugg have been installed throughout the valley, designed by Nivalp SA, an engineering 
consultancy specialising in natural hazard management. 

Seven participants were guided through several of these sites in the lower valley by consultant 
engineer Bernard Biedermann. Bernard's enthusiasm for his trade was infectious, and the 
scale of the rock walls in the Val d’Anniviers was suitably impressive. 

We also made a short stop to view the Fios landslide from across the valley, where bank 
undercutting during a flood on the Navizence has triggered slope movement along a 300 m 
fault line, threatening the pasture and agricultural buildings above. 

 

The Illgraben catchment is one of the most active debris-flow systems in the Alps, with 2-20 
events occurring each year. This activity is driven by an exceptional sediment supply 
generated by extremely high erosion rates in the upper catchment, which is periodically 
mobilised by intense rainfall to produce frequent debris flows and floods that pose a 
significant hazard to the village of Susten downstream. 

For this visit on day 2, we were joined by reinforcements — 11 participants in all — for a half-
day guided visit to the Illgraben with Dr Brian McArdell of the WSL. We walked up to the apex 
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of the alluvial fan, with in-depth explanations of the geomorphological processes that define 
this dynamic environment, visiting sites along the torrent channel, debris cone and rock 
avalanche deposits, and discussing the monitoring and remediation measures in place. The 
torrent itself, the Illbach, happens to mark the traditional linguistic border between French- 
and German-speaking Switzerland — the "Röstigraben" — which we crossed on the "Bhutan 
bridge" for an aerial view of the channel, with fresh evidence of a debris flow that occurred 
just five days earlier. 

 

Thanks to all the participants for joining! And a huge thank-you to Brian and Bernard for 
volunteering their time to show us around their work and study sites — it was fascinating! 
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