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Introduction 
 
Avalanche transceivers are simple electronic devices, which send and receive an electronic signal.  The 
transceiver is normally worn on the body, under exterior layers, and is set to transmit mode while traveling in 
avalanche terrain.  If a member of the group is buried in an avalanche, all the other parties switch their devices 
to search mode and they are able to hone in on the buried skier.   
 
Pieps, founded in 1967, has a long and respected history of selling avalanche transceivers.  Black Diamond Inc. 
successfully purchased Pieps from their original Austrian owner SEIDEL Group, in 2012. 
 
The Pieps DPS which began production in 2014 is a device designed for “fast, accurate searches in the event of 
a slide”.  Throughout the backcountry, the DPS and related models began to have problems but the failures 
were disparate and no connections between near misses were made.  More serious incidents occurred as time 
went on and in 2017, Corey Lynam of Whistler, died as the result of being buried in an avalanche while 
backcountry skiing at Hanging Lake near Whistler. Lynam was wearing a Pieps DPS transceiver.   
 
In March 2020, Nick McNutt – a professional skier, was buried in an avalanche while filming a segment for Teton 
Gravity Research.  His transceiver was not transmitting but he was successfully rescued after a team member 
located him with a lucky probe strike.  McNutt was wearing a Pieps DPS transceiver. 
 
The push back from the ski and snowboard community began in earnest after a video of McNutt’s accident was 
posted on social media.  With a striking video of the McNutt burial and lucky recovery, concern grew.  More and 
more members of the ski community began to come forward with stories and anecdotal evidence of their 
incidents.  More videos were uploaded and each demonstrated the ease with which it was possible to 
inappropriately change the modes of the transceiver.   
 
Initially Black Diamond resisted any responsibility and claimed any problems arose from improper maintenance 
and user error.  On Oct 16th, 2020 Rice Harbut Elliott LLP launched a class action lawsuit in the British Columbia 
Supreme Court against Black Diamond.  In addition to the lawsuit, Black Diamond quickly met a consumer 
backlash. Black Diamond released a new statement on Oct 20th, 2020:  they did not accept any new responsibility 
related to their design flaw, but did “offer you an upgrade to the latest generation of our avalanche 
transceivers.”   
 
The court case is proceeding and Black Diamond has chosen to offer replacement transceivers but have not 
initiated any official recalls.  This report will examine the device itself, the real world consequences, how the 
incidents played out in social media, how Black Diamond has acted, how it affects us as guides, and what 
happens moving forward. 
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Timeline 
 
2012 – Black Diamond purchases Pieps 
2014 – Pieps DPS and similar models released 
2017 – Corey Lynam dies in avalanche while wearing Pieps DPS in off setting 
2020 – March – Nick McNutt is buried in avalanche while wearing Pieps DPS, no signal 
2020 – October 13th – Black Diamond releases statement 
2020 – October 16th – Class action lawsuit launches 
2020 – October 20th – Ian McCintosh uploads a YouTube video criticizing Black Diamond 
2020 – October 20th – Black Diamond releases new statement: will ‘upgrade’ device 
2020 – October 29th – Teton Gravity Research uploads video of McNutt’s incident to YouTube 
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been physically damaged in various ways, and units whose locking mechanism had been 
intentionally overridden by force. 
 
On beacons that were damaged (including cracked or otherwise broken lock switches), Vance 
says BD found that, “depending on the severity of that crack, the slider resistance is reduced 
by 50 to 100 percent.” In other words, if the lock is physically damaged, it can lead to the 
slider accidentally moving. 
 
Finally, on beacons who had been overridden by force, Vance explains that, “We’ve tested 
the life cycle of the lock button multiple times and found that in a lab environment that lock 
button survives more cycles than the crustiest ski patroller could put on it. We’re talking on 
the order of 100,000 cycles. The lock switch can be forcefully overridden hundreds of times 
before it begins to show cracks.” 
 
The goal of the second test was to evaluate how easy it is to inadvertently switch modes on a 
beacon, and BD compared the Pieps DSP Sport and DSP Pro to as many competitors’ models 
as possible that all pass the same standards. Jerry Hicks explains the results of their findings, 
saying: “We looked at as many competitor beacons as we could to evaluate switch/mechanical 
security. They all pass the same standards. And what we found is that there are actually 
beacons with designs that are more susceptible to that inadvertent mode switch. That’s 
primarily based on assembly of locking mechanisms. There are mechanisms in the market 
without locks or unprotected by the harness.” In other words, it is possible to inadvertently 
switch modes on all manner of avalanche beacons. 
 
Nick McNutt says, “After the incident, my beacon would pass the ‘inspection instructions’ in 
the video PIEPS posted with Rick Vance. This is after it had failed already.” tetongravity.com 

 
 

Deadly Consequences 
 
 
Corey Lynam – Fatality  
 
Corey Lynam, a 32-year-old new father, died in the backcountry after he was buried under an avalanche and his 
ski partners could not locate him under the snow in sufficient time.  The RCMP and coroner investigated and a 
report was sent to Black Diamond.  During the investigation the beacon was tested by the RCMP and TUV 
(Technischer Überwachungsverein: a Germain safety company) and no damage to the unit was found.   
 

“Lynam was caught in an avalanche in Callaghan Valley near Whistler, British Columbia, while 
using that beacon. When a 150-meter-wide slab buried Lynam under 80 cm of snow on March 
4, 2017, his five skiing partners found, to their horror, that Lynam’s beacon was not transmitting 
a signal. They hadn’t seen the events that triggered the avalanche, Howard said, so they didn’t 
have a visual reference where he was likely to be buried. A long search started. 
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As the minutes, then hours, passed and the grim realization set 
in that their rescue mission was turning into a body recovery, 
Lyman’s ski partners started asking themselves what happened 
with their friend’s beacon.” adventure-journal.com 
 
"It was not extreme terrain and to a lot of folks it probably 
looked like great skiing, but it was just wind loaded enough and 
steep enough that it ended up causing a very serious accident." 
Grant Helgeson, Avalanche Canada - cbc.ca 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Corey & son 

 
 
Nick McNutt – Near Miss 
 
On March 9th, 2020 Nick McNutt was filming a pillow skiing segment with Teton Gravity Research in the 
backcountry in the Pemberton, BC area.  As he descended, his line cut off a segment of a pillow which ran down 
a natural feature parallel to McNutt, which ultimately collided with him.  McNutt was struck by the moving mass 
of snow and forcefully slammed into a section of small treetops protruding from the snow.  The avalanche 
continued to the base of the slope to the lake’s surface, which was a natural terrain trap.  His ski partners 
initiated a search, but quickly found that McNutt’s transceiver was not transmitting.  On a lucky probe stroke, 
the rescuers located and successfully extracted McNutt who recovered with no major physical repercussions.  
McNutt and the crew were certain they had performed safety checks in the morning together before 
commencing the day and they had function tested their avalanche transceivers. 
 
The push back from the ski and snowboard community began in earnest.  With a striking video of the McNutt 
burial and lucky recovery, concern grew.   

 
“The experience left me questioning the integrity of the Pieps 
DSP Pro… a few days after the incident I sent an email to the 
guiding community enquiring about similar experiences or 
issues with this device.  I was surprised to see my email flooded 
with similar accounts, even dating back to 2017. The problem 
being it can switch modes easily without the user’s knowledge, 
[d]ue to poor design the button wears out and no longer 
provides resistance allowing it to slide out of send mode.” 
Lustenberge – a member of the McNutt rescue party - ACMG guide – cbc.ca 

 
 
 
 
Nick McNutt  
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The screen captures below are from a Teton Gravity Research video of McNutt’s avalanche and burial: 
 
 
 
           

…….. 
1 – McNutt begins run 
2 – McNutt cuts large block of snow off top of cliff 
3 – McNutt and avalanche debris travel parallel 
4 – Avalanche debris catches McNutt and strikes his 
back launching him forward 
5 – McNutt is slammed into the trees by the snow 
mass and presumably the transceiver is switched off 
 
The Day Nick McNutt Nearly Died in An Avalanche 
youtube.com 
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Black Diamond’s Response 
 
 
There was no public response from Black Diamond in relation to the death of Corey Lynam.  But when the 
McNutt incident took place Black Diamond strongly resisted taking responsibility for the faulty product and 
denied there was a problem, and if there was an issue, they claimed it was user error.  BD posted the following 
statement to Instagram on Oct 13th, 2020: 
 

“We have received inquiries about the design and safety of the Pieps DSP Sport and DSP Pro 
avalanche beacons. 
 
These beacons have undergone vigorous testing and exceed all certification standards. They 
have been sold globally since 2014 and used by countless backcountry travellers ever since. 
 
A beacon is a personal safety tool which must be properly used and maintained. Any misuse may 
compromise its functionality. Please refer to the video on the fourth slide for how to inspect 
your beacon. 
 
Your safety in the backcountry is our top priority. Please reach out to Black Diamond Equipment 
in North America and Pieps in Europe if you need further information or if you are unsure how 
to verify the condition of your beacon.” Pieps – Instagram.com 

 
Black Diamond’s response to a warranty claim from Rafael Sola: 

 
“Thanks for your message. 
 
We have received several inquiries related to the security of the switch mechanism of the DSP Sport and DSP pro 
avalanche beacons. We have been in close contact and dialog with athletes and professionals on this issue since 
Nick McNutts accident in BC, Canada. In response to these requests, we have performed significant additional 
testing on these beacons in used and new condition. The findings are simple and significant at the same time. 
The lock mechanism of the DSP Sport and DSP Pro is not in any way compromised due to design or production 
issues. Yet we all saw the Instagram posts over the last few days and the explanation is as simple. Avalanche 
beacons are products built for the extremes, still they need a certain amount of maintenance as all your outdoor 
gear does. The evidence suggesting the slider to be faulty by design was corroborated with a heavily damaged 
beacon. PIEPS encourages all users to inspect their beacons at least before and after the season for mechanical 
damage due to use or accidents. We urge you not to go out with a broken beacon as, like all beacons it can not 
guarantee its reliability and performance when broken. Nevertheless PIEPS, in close cooperation with the Black 
Diamond quality lab has done extensive research and testing on this particular beacon, which we are happy to 
share. 
 
Switch Performance Testing 
 
Testing has shown no change in switch resistance for used DSP beacons with heavy use. 
DSP beacons that have had their switch overridden (intentionally forced between modes without depressing 
the lock button), show a reduction in switch resistance which is further reduced after multiple cycles. The 
reduction in switch resistance due to override is variable, but not as severe as lock/switch mechanisms with 
visibly damaged lock buttons. 
 
Different lock mechanisms 
 
Comparative evaluations were also made between the DSP lock/switch mechanism and lock mechanisms currently 
on the market. The purpose of this evaluation was to compare the likelihood of interference with various switching 
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Effect on Guides 
 
Guides should be aware of these faulty units and be able to recognize them when clients wear them.  As a guide, 
it would also be helpful to discuss the issue with the beacons with your group in the morning to ensure no one 
is wearing one.  If an accident does happen and a client is buried without a signal, a prudent guide would have 
documents supporting the details of the morning safety meeting, which would include discussions of the 
problems with the Pieps device and documents which detail your morning transceiver function tests.   
 

Solutions 
 
From reading online forums, there are many arm chair critics offering solutions, but wildsnow.com instructs 
the public to simply apply duct tape to the device to ensure the lock stays in place.  This appears to be an 
inadequate solution for such an important safety device. 
 
Another option is to have the device replaced with a newer model by contacting dsp@pieps.com. 
 
If you purchased your device from Guide’s Hut, you can take it in and they will help you replace it. 
 
To participate in the class action lawsuit, email: reception@rhelaw.com. 
 

List of Affected Transceivers 
 

• Black Diamond Recon BT 
• Black Diamond Guide BT 
• Pieps DSP Sport 
• Pieps DSP Pro 
• Pieps Powder BT 
• Pieps Pro BT 

Local SAR 
 
The Fernie SAR uses Mammut transceivers and have not had any incidents related to the Pieps DPS or related 
models. 
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