Melting ice Threatens Glaciers in the Italian Alps
by Angela Giuffrida
May 4, 2021 – (abridged) “A corpse is found every 2 or 3 years, usually in places where there was fighting [in World War I] on the glacier,” said Marco Ghizzoni, a member of staff at the White War museum in Adamello who also helped to excavate the Mount Scorluzzo barracks.
Before the thawing of the soldiers’ icy tombs, the most extraordinary discovery of human remains on a melting glacier was made in 1991, when 2 German hikers found the 5,300-year-old mummified body of a hunter in the Ötztal Alps, close to Italy’s border with Austria.  The body of “Ötzi the Iceman”, replete with tattoos, is on display at a museum in Bolzano.
“The Ötzi discovery was huge,” said Morosini.  “Here was a relic of the prehistoric era, and today we are finding relics of the 1st world war.”
Ötzi paved the way for glacial archaeology.  A rock with writing on it that is believed to date back 3,500 years was uncovered by the retreating Forni glacier, also part of Stelvio national park.
The effects of climate change are visible all across the Italian Alps.  Forni, one of Italy’s largest valley glaciers, has retreated 800 meters within the past 30 years and 1.2 miles (2 km) over the past century.  In the summer of 1987, the guard of a shelter looking out towards Forni witnessed huge chunks of ice fall from the glacier amid days of heavy storms, eventually producing a rock avalanche that triggered the Val Pola landslide and killed 43 people.
Luca Pedrotti, a scientific coordinator at Stelvio national park, said the melting glacier was also changing the vegetation dynamic in the area, while rising temperatures had led to a reduction of wildlife populations, including chamois, a species of goat-antelope, and grouse.  “Some species really suffer, as they are very adapted to the cold Alpine environment,” said Pedrotti.  “So they have to go higher and higher in search of cold temperatures and better-quality food.”
Pedrotti said human beings were as much responsible for the altered Alpine landscape as climate change.  Close to Scorluzzo is the Stelvio glacier, where ardent skiers have flocked during the summer since the 1950s.  “We have gone from a garden that was perfectly managed through cultivation, to a situation with lots of tourism – this has a strong footprint on the landscape,” Pedrotti said.  “We need tourism, but we also need conservation.  And the 2 things don’t always follow the same path.” 
With grim climate forecasts, it is only a matter of time before glacial melting brings a stop to skiing at the Stelvio glacier.  A study published last year found that the melting of Italy’s glaciers is accelerating, especially at Marmolada, the largest and most symbolic glacier of the Dolomites.  “Marmolada is decreasing in volume so dramatically, and we don’t have a clue how to stop this process,” said Aldino Bondesan, a geophysics professor at the University of Padua and member of the Italian Glaciological Committee, which is monitoring 200 of Italy’s 900 glaciers.
Meanwhile, the changes in mountain permafrost in the Alps also risks triggering landslides.
“When I was asked, 20 or 30 years ago, whether I agreed with climate change, my answer was not as sharp as the one I give today,” said Bondesan.  “The climatic models were not so clear … but now we have more than a century’s worth of data, and every time you go to the Alps, you see how much things are changing.”
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