
Non-packing sugary snow (also called "sugar snow," "sugary snow," or "non-binding snow") is a specific type of 
very dry, cold, fine-grained snow common in snowmobiling regions like the Upper Midwest (e.g., Michigan's Upper 
Peninsula) and parts of Canada. 

Definition 

It consists of small, rounded, granular snow crystals that look and feel like loose table sugar or sand. Unlike 
"packing snow" (which has a bit of moisture and compacts into a firm base when groomed or ridden over), sugary 
snow lacks enough liquid water or has been over-processed (e.g., by extreme cold, wind, repeated grooming, or 
temperature swings). This makes the crystals non-cohesive—they don't "sinter" (fuse together) or pack down well 
under pressure from snowmobile tracks, groomers, or even foot traffic. 

In grooming terms, excessive tilling can turn otherwise good snow into this "dead" or "sugary" state, where it 
behaves like loose ball bearings instead of a solid surface. 

How It Impacts Snowmobile Trails 

This snow type is a mixed bag for trail riders and groomers—fun in deep, fresh powder for off-trail play but 
problematic for maintained trails. Here's the breakdown: 

Aspect Impact on Trails Why It Happens Rider/Groomer Experience 

Grooming 
Very difficult to create a smooth, 
durable base. Snow gets pushed 
around rather than compacted. 

Crystals don't bond; 
groomer tillers/drags can't 
densify it effectively. 

Trails may look groomed but 
degrade fast. Groomers often skip or 
just track-pack in extreme cases. 

Trail 
Durability 

Breaks down quickly with traffic. 
Forms whoops, washboards, 
moguls, or loose powder. 

Snow "fluffs up" and 
redistributes under sleds; 
high-use areas thin out. 

Rough, unpredictable ride. Bumps 
form in hours instead of days. 

Traction & 
Handling 

Poor grip, especially in turns/hills. 
"Ball-bearing" slipperiness. 

Loose grains reduce 
friction; tracks/skis sink or 
slide sideways. 

Sleds can feel loose or 
unpredictable. More effort to 
control. 

Getting 
Stuck 

Higher risk in deeper snow or off-
trail. 

No firm base to float on; 
sleds bog down easily. 

Nightmare in 12+ inches—common 
complaint in dry powder areas. 

Overall 
Conditions 

Trails often rated "good" early but 
drop to "fair/poor" fast. Can 
expose ice/gravel underneath. 

Cold/dry weather prevents 
natural packing; needs 
moisture to improve. 

Fun for powder hogs, frustrating for 
trail cruisers. Clubs may warn of 
hazards. 

Bottom line: Non-packing sugary snow makes trails less predictable and more maintenance-intensive. It's why 
you'll see trail reports mention "sugary non-binding snow" or "powdery/sugary base" during cold snaps—riders 
love the float in fresh stuff, but groomers hate it for building a solid trail system. Warmer temps or new moist snow 
often "fix" it by helping everything pack down. If you're riding in these conditions, stay on marked trails, slow down 
in corners, and carry a shovel! 

 


