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To my father, whose gentleness, honesty, and love of humanity have been lifelong examples for me; and to my mother, whose love of animals has inspired me for as long as I can remember. Also to my son, Tom, who spent his entire childhood traipsing through the woods and hiding for our SAR unit and then served in Iraq with the Marines.


Equally as important, to all of the rescue people who sacrifice their time and risk their lives to save the lost and injured. So often, the press gives the canine handlers all of the attention, but they could not do their jobs without the rest of the team. These volunteers have the quiet, behind-the-scenes jobs that never make the headlines.
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The revised edition of READY! Training the Search and Rescue Dog has taken as much, if not more, time and effort than did the original version, first published in 1994. I want to thank all of the people who assisted me with this edition by offering photos and information and helping me research new techniques in the field of search and rescue. I especially owe a debt of gratitude to my husband, Larry, who contributed to the writing of this second edition. He has been a SAR dog handler and incident commander for a little longer than I have. He also served on a rescue squad long before I met him.


I want to thank Vi (Hummel-Carr) Shaffer for her contributions, especially to the chapters on land cadavers and disaster dogs. Next, I want to thank Bill Dotson, who was the first person to suggest that I write this book. His faith in me gave me the courage to take on such a task at a time when few books about canine SAR existed. I want to offer a special thanks to Ken and Sharon Boyles for their confidence in me. Their concept of working with contaminated scent articles was a genuine inspiration.


I also want to thank Amy Deputato, my editor at Kennel Club Books, for helping me make this edition of READY! an exceptional book.
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Since the first edition of this book was published, new training techniques and new search techniques have been developed, and many more units have come into operation. The use of dogs in search and rescue (SAR) has increased overall, and new jobs have become available both for dogs in general and for SAR dogs. At the same time, the growth of canine SAR units has contributed to a rise in the number of problems associated with canine SAR. In addition, there are more opinions about what constitutes a mission-ready SAR dog and what these dogs can and cannot do. In this new edition of READY!, I intend to clarify some of the questions that have arisen and suggest solutions to problems now being encountered. This book also includes new chapters: one about running a mission and search management, one about backtracking with a dog, and another about the politics of SAR.





Although I never intended for READY! to be the only resource for people who want to become SAR dog handlers and/or start a unit, the book has taken on a life of its own, has been adopted worldwide, and for many people has been the primary source of information on the subject. Therefore, I felt it was necessary to expand on my original topics in a revised edition.


This book offers the basic information about training a dog for search and rescue. When I wrote the first edition, the only similar book on the market was Sandy Bryson’s Search Dog Training. Since that time, other books have been written that detail specialized aspects of canine SAR work. They are listed at the end of this book.


My husband, Larry, who has conducted specialized studies about canine scenting ability for Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory and who has been an incident commander, land search manager, and rescue-squad member, has contributed to every chapter of this book.


We wish to stress that there are many right ways to train a dog. We have taken what we feel are the best of many methods—some that we’ve used and have worked for us and some that we’ve not used but have worked for others—and incorporated them into this book. We also want to stress that it takes the effort of an entire unit to teach someone to be an ethical and credible SAR dog handler; without that joint effort and dedication, the missing person’s life, as well as the lives of the SAR dog and handler, could be at risk.


As you’re getting started, it is essential that you understand what it means to be a SAR dog handler. The consensus among serious, professional SAR dog personnel is that a SAR dog handler is, first and foremost, a rescue person. This may mean that the SAR dog handler is certified in all of the professional training that a qualified rescue person needs to perform his job. These requirements will vary with the type of SAR work that the person will perform. Even if the type of SAR work does not require extensive rescue training, the SAR dog handler maintains the professionalism expected of a member of a rescue team at all times.


The SAR dog handler is not someone who just follows the dog through the woods. He is the other half of a team, and he must be educated in myriad subjects and employ various search strategies to conduct an effective search. It is not Lassie or Rin Tin Tin type of work; it is not a sport or a hobby. The dog is a tool that the rescue person specializes in using.


Numerous components make up a qualified K9 search unit, and the dog is just one of them. The dog is not the only resource available to the rescue person, and the dog handler will recognize and accept the fact that there are times and situations during a rescue mission where a dog is not needed. In such cases, a good SAR dog handler will be able to function in other rescue capacities, such as working on a grid team, or at least will have the professionalism and ethics to step down.


Major disasters such as 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina that have occurred since the first edition of this book was printed have given rise to widespread media coverage of the use of dogs in search and rescue. As a result, a number of well-meaning but misled people have tried to form units and train dogs. Some of those people have relied on sport-dog titles and training methods (such as those used for competitive performance events and Schutzhund) to do this. Real search and rescue work is not the same as sport-dog work, and using these methods can increase risk and liability, which can lead to the suffering or possibly the death of the missing person, the dog, the handler, and even other team members.


SAR volunteers are typically on call seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year, including holidays. Training sessions usually are held once a week for the dog handlers and once a month for the entire unit. In addition to all of the time requirements, the volunteers must pay for their own equipment and any expenses connected with travel to and from missions.


It is the hope of the authors that this book will help the potential SAR dog person recognize the requirements of responsible SAR and inspire him to get the proper training needed to save lives. The appendices of this book list most of the types of training that a person needs to be a professional, ethical SAR dog handler. It is also essential that the potential SAR dog handler evaluate the qualifications of any unit that he wishes to join.
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Because each chapter has a wealth of information, we recommend that you read READY! from cover to cover. Even though you may not plan to train your dog to perform all of the types of SAR work covered in this book, the training concepts will enhance your work with your dog. We have covered the general topics from as many viewpoints as possible and discuss the basics of each SAR discipline, realizing that each is a specialty in and of itself and requires additional training.


Everyone has opinions about what works and what doesn’t work and why something should be done one way versus another. If there are common problems associated with an aspect of SAR work or training, one or more solutions are offered. If one method does not work for you, do not hesitate to try another. Dogs and people are so varied that it is difficult to stick to one hard-and-fast rule about training. The main point to remember is that everything works some of the time, and nothing works all of the time. However, at no time will a SAR handler use fear or punishment as part of his training.


The levels of SAR training are broken down into small steps. Each level includes a goal, a target skill, and a method. Most levels also include descriptions of problems typically associated with each level, as well as a test.


At the end of the book are supplemental exercises and lessons that SAR dogs must learn, as well as additional problems that may be encountered. A training outline suggests what a SAR dog/handler team must know for the type of SAR work that they plan to do. Lastly, we’ve included a list of resources.




[image: image]




[image: image]





[image: image]


HISTORY OF CANINE SAR


The first documented cases of dogs used for search and rescue (SAR) come from the Mount Saint Bernard Hospice at the Great Saint Bernard Pass, the St. Gotthard Pass, and other Alpine passes. There is no record of the first time a dog was employed for search and rescue, but by researching available documents, we can learn when the concept of using dogs for search work was developed. A detailed record from 1698 does not indicate that the hospice monks were using dogs for this purpose; however, by 1800, the use of dogs for SAR had become commonplace at the hospice.


A letter written by the Father Superior of the Mount Saint Bernard Hospice to the editor of the Illustrated Kennel News, published in the 1910 book War, Police, and Watch Dogs by Major E. H. Richardson, reads:







Dear Sir,


The information which I can give about our dogs is not very extensive. As regards their origin, nothing certain is known. In 1698 they do not seem to have been used for the assistance of travelers, because a minute account written by a monk who lived at that time does not make any mention of them, although he carefully described when and how the monks and the Hospice servants went in search of travelers, to which parts of the pass they proceeded, and what was given to the victims when found to revive and comfort them; but this chronicler does not refer in any way to the dogs. And if dogs had been used at that epoch for rescue work that omission would indeed be astonishing, as that same monk actually mentions the dogs kept at the Hospice to turn the roasting-spit in the kitchen.


In 1800, however, the use of the dogs for the work of mercy had become habitual. To that period belongs the famous Barry, whose intelligence was the means of saving so many lives, and whose image, preserved by the art of the taxidermist, is in the museum at Berne.


Barry was credited with saving many lives during his lifetime. He was killed by a traveler who, stranded in a snowstorm, mistook Barry for a wolf and stabbed him. Despite his wounds, he returned to the Hospice to alert the monks of the lost person. By the time the monks rescued the man, Barry had died.


In 1817, there is another authentic record of a dog that, of his own accord, aroused the attention of the monks by his barking and restless running forward and back again. The monks followed him, and he led the way to a very desolate and abandoned hut, where they found a poor fellow who had sought shelter there from the snowstorm and was already unconscious. Since then, the dogs have frequently saved lives. When the weary travelers lose themselves in the pathless snow wilds, the dogs follow their traces and show them, so to say, to the monks or servants. But the ordinary and most important service which the dogs render us is to act as guides when, during the thick fogs, the violent storms, or in the night, the uncertain paths are quite hidden by snow. A well-trained dog hardly ever loses his way, and even when the snow lies fifty to eighty centimeters on the ground, he will follow exactly the direction of the narrow footpath, and, as the area is called up here in the mountain, the piom. One of our most famous dogs, who was named Drapeau, and who died in 1899, would go sometimes quite alone on to the mountain to look for travelers. He used to stop for a time at the point where they were likely to pass, and then return leisurely to the Hospice.


— Le Prieur De L’Hospice.
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A WWI ambulance casualty dog, doing his job by taking an item from an unresponsive soldier, which he will bring to medics for help.


By 1899 in Europe, military ambulance dogs, also known as casualty dogs, were being used to search for wounded soldiers as well as for missing persons during peacetime. The British Army Corps had a military ambulance-dog program supervised by General Von Blumenthal. In his book, Major Richardson gives a good idea of how successful the military ambulance dogs were: “The report on a trial by a Prussian Jaeger Regiment states: ‘The performances of the ambulance dogs exceeded all expectations. Under the most unfavorable circumstances—a broiling sun, among total strangers, in close overgrown country unknown to the dogs, an entire lack of scent except that of numerous foxes and other game, they carried out their work wonderfully.’ ”


Later, the writer continues:




[Ambulance dogs] carry on their backs a small parcel, marked on the outside with a red cross, and containing a length of bandage and small flasks of brandy and of water. On finding a wounded man, the dog allows him, if he is able, to unfasten the packet and make use of its contents; if he can then manage to walk, the dog leads him to where the field hospital is at work, to give him proper medical dressing; if not, the dog trots off to fetch the searchers, who it guides to the man it has found. The dogs are said to show great intelligence in their work, and may be compared to the famous dogs of St. Bernard.
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War dogs also assisted medical personnel, such as nurses, in the field. The Airedale Terrier was one of Major Richardson’s preferred working breeds.


It’s important to note that the aforementioned dogs worked in very adverse conditions—such as the heat of the day. They also had to make decisions based on each find—whether to stay with the soldier and lead him to the hospital or to go get help. Keep in mind that the field hospital and searchers were rarely in the same place for long.
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One of Major Richardson’s dogs, a British World War I messenger dog; on his collar is a tube in which messages were transported.


The dog’s job was to aid the medical personnel in finding wounded soldiers on the battlefield. This meant that the dog was trained to ignore anyone who was standing, marching, or walking; the dog was to locate anyone sitting or lying down. The dog also had to differentiate between those soldiers who were alive, even if they were unconscious, and those who were dead. It clearly illustrates that dogs can be taught to do multiple complicated tasks.


Major Richardson clearly states that any dog can do SAR work, but he seemed to prefer Border Collies, other shepherd/ sheepherding breeds, Airedale Terriers, and Bloodhounds. He worked his own Bloodhounds off leash, something not commonly done today.


The “alerts” that Richardson used fell into three categories. One was to have the dog return to the searchers, give a signal, and lead them back to the wounded soldier. Sometimes the signal in such an instance was an object that the dog took from the solider and brought back to the medical personnel. The second was to have the dog stay with the soldier and bark, and the third was to put the dog on a long leash and follow the dog to the wounded person. Richardson made it clear that one method was not better than another and that the wise trainer used the method that worked best for that individual dog.


According to Richardson, it took three months of intense training, six days a week, to qualify a dog for the military program. The goals of the modern SAR dog are not much different from those of the early ambulance dogs. They have been adapted to modern situations and in some cases expanded upon.
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These are perhaps two of the first dogs ever trained for SAR/ambulance work by Major Richardson, circa 1907. Note that they are Border Collies.
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This photo was originally captioned: “Major Richardson and his ambulance Bloodhound in the trenches at Melilla in the Spanish War, 1909.”
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Many war dogs were trained in France; this is a Bouvier des Flandres from the Société Nationale du Chien.
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THE FUNCTIONS OF THE SAR DOG


Understanding what jobs the SAR dog must do will help determine which dogs will succeed. Although the details about each type of SAR work can vary widely based on the geographic location and weather conditions in which the work is being done, the dog’s job will remain the same: locate humans, give a signal to the handler, and realize that the problem is not over until the handler is next to the missing person.


Types of Search and Rescue Dogs


When most people think of tracking or trailing dogs, they think of Bloodhounds. In reality, many breeds can follow human scent successfully. What surprises many people is that there are Bloodhounds that do not have the ability to be good scent-detection dogs. The lesson is simple: a dog’s ability to detect scent is ultimately based on the individual dog, not on the breed. The major restrictions that will prevent a dog from becoming a SAR dog are a lack of physical ability and a lack of desire to do the work. Physical features such as a short, pushed-in nose (as in the brachycephalic breeds); a long back (as in the Dachshund); or short legs/stature (as in the Bulldog) will render a dog incapable of doing SAR work. The breeds most commonly used for SAR work are hunting, herding, and working dogs. To better understand or decide which type of dog is best, consider what canine SAR work involves.
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Border Collie Jib, an award-winning search and rescue dog trained and handled by Larry Bulanda.


The scent-specific dog follows one particular person’s scent, which is identified by the handler in the form of either a scent article or a footprint. Weather conditions, terrain, and the conditions where the person traveled will dictate how long after the person went missing that the scent-specific dog can find/follow the scent. The scent-specific dog may not find the scent in the footprints, but rather in the general area where the person traveled or walked. Under certain conditions, the scent may not last long at all.
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A scent-specific dog working on a tracking harness and lead stops to test the wind.


Typically, the scent-specific dog works on leash. However, the scent-specific dog can work off leash in the same manner as an airscenting dog if trained to do so. (See Chapter 10 for a discussion about tracking/trailing dogs.)


The airscenting dog finds any human scent in the area; the dog does not need a scent article. A well-trained dog can work an area where other people have walked, where there are other searchers, or where searchers have passed through.


The airscenting dog will put his nose where the scent is located, which can be up in the air, on the ground, or anywhere in between. Because the dog is looking for any human scent, there are no restrictions as to when or where the dog can work.


Airscenting dogs work off leash in a grid pattern as outlined by the handler. The airscenting dog can work with as many searchers in the team as needed.




Note: In cases where the authors have used “he” to refer to a dog or person, it is for literary convenience only. It is not our intention to imply that men or women, or male or female dogs, are better or worse for SAR work.










SAR TERMS


To avoid confusion, a list of SAR terms follows:


Alert—The signal that a dog gives when a person or target scent source has been located. Some people use the word alert to also describe the indication (see below), although the two are different.


Assistant—The person who, under the direction of the SAR dog handler/trainer, helps teach the dog how to find people (in the first edition of this book, this person was called the victim).


Command post—Location from which the search managers and incident commanders run the search mission.


Dog vest (also SAR vest or shabrack)—The vest that a dog wears to identify him as a SAR dog. The handler decides whether the dog will wear the vest on missions. Depending upon the situation, the vest can get caught, be hot in warm weather, get wet in rainy or cold conditions, or get very dirty. The dog’s safety and comfort always comes first. The same consideration should be given regarding a collar for the dog.


Find—When the dog firsts finds the assistant/missing person.


Hasty search—A quick search of the areas where the missing person most likely could be, based on the situation. This is usually conducted while the rest of the mission is planned.


Incident commander (IC)—The person who is legally responsible for the search; this may or may not be the search manager.


Indication—A term used by some SAR people to refer to the signal that the dog gives to the handler when the dog returns to the handler on a refind. This is different from the alert, which is the signal given by the dog when he is next to the searched-for object.


Last known position or last known point (LKP) —The point at which there is evidence showing that the missing person was there, i.e., a parked car or wallet. This point can shift during the search based on new information.


Missing person—A person who is actually missing, not the assistant who helps in training.


Observer/flanker/field technician/ spotter—The experienced person or mentor who goes along with the dog/handler team to set up the training exercises and instruct the handler how to train the dog and search the area. The observer also watches how the dog/handler team operates and may make suggestions. On a mission, this is the second person in the dog/handler team, which must consist of the dog, the dog handler, and a second person. Each person’s job will depend on his training and skill level.


Point last seen (PLS) —The place where the missing person was last physically seen. This location may change based on new evidence.


Probability of area (POA) —A statistical determination by the search manager of the areas where the missing person is most likely to be found.


Probability of detection (POD) —The probability that the missing person is in a given area. Searchers need to determine this based on how well their sector was covered, and report this information to the command post.


Refind—When the dog finds the assistant, returns to the handler, gives the signal, and leads the handler back to the assistant.


Search manager—The person who has the overall responsibility of running the search mission; this may or may not be the incident commander.
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A search dog and handler must be trained to work in the conditions of their area. Sue Purvis (RIGHT) with SAR dog Tasha and friend Kathy Tureck backpack along the Continental Divide in Colorado. Such excursions are a good way to test gear.


Types of Searches


There are seven major types of searches. Search dogs are trained for a specific type of search as well as the common environment for their geographical area. For example, a mountain wilderness search is handled differently and requires different equipment than a desert or forest wilderness search. It is critical for the safety of the dog/handler team that the handler understand the types of searches that he hopes to take part in with his dog. If the handler is in a position to replace a SAR dog or find his first SAR dog, he needs to be aware of the physical traits that the dog must have in order to search safely.


Wilderness or Large-Area Search


The wilderness search covers an area designated by the incident commander (IC or search manager/boss); the area can range in size from a fraction of an acre to hundreds of acres (1 square mile equals 640 acres). The terrain, each dog’s ability, and the number of dogs available determine the size of each individual search sector on a mission. The dog/handler team must be able to work in all conditions for at least eight to ten hours.


The dog’s job is to identify any human scent in the area. The search team and unit’s main job is to clear the area, which means to determine that the lost person is not in the area as well as to find any evidence or clues related to the lost person (or determine that there are none in that area). In a wilderness search, the dog/handler team will either do a hasty search (such as roads, trails, and the like) or sweep in a grid pattern with the dog off leash to find any human scent (for example, a footprint, an article of clothing, or an airborne scent). Although the distance of the dog’s sweeps is determined by the terrain, the dog must be willing to range at least 50 feet away from the handler. A dog that refuses to range and stays close to the handler will force the handler to walk twice as far. This will diminish the area that the handler can physically cover and will hinder the search effort.


It is necessary for the dog to navigate whatever obstacles he encounters, such as streams, logs, culverts, abandoned buildings, rubble or rock piles, and thick brush. If the dog finds the missing person, alive or dead, it is essential that the dog give the handler a readable signal, called an alert. The same is true if the dog finds evidence.
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Doberman Pinscher, searching in the wilderness.


It is equally important that the dog perform a refind if the dog is out of the handler’s sight and lead the handler directly back to the person or evidence. Some handlers train their dogs to stay by evidence or cadavers (human bodies or body parts) and give an alert by barking, whereas for a live person, the dog will return to the handler, give an indication, and lead the handler back to the missing person. (See Chapter 7.)


It is up to the handler to decide whether the dog will touch the missing person. However, no matter how the dog works, under no circumstances is the dog allowed to touch or move anything else found, especially evidence. The position and location of the evidence is very important and can give the searcher or the police additional clues. In many cases, the police will send the evidence to a crime lab, and dog saliva on the evidence is an additional source of contamination, which restricts accurate analysis for identification.
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A SAR Beauceron being airlifted in a wilderness setting.


When the dog/handler team has completed its search area, or sector, the handler is required to report to base, usually to the IC. The handler gives the IC a briefing about the quality of his mission, including the probability of detection (POD), scent clues, articles/evidence found, and the location(s) of the articles/evidence. The IC will pinpoint this information on a topographical map at base. Depending on how the dog/handler team worked, the handler will recommend whether the area needs to be searched again.


If the handler finds the missing person, he must examine the body to see if the person is alive. If so, the handler must be able to administer first aid to keep the person alive and comfortable until qualified personnel arrive to transport the missing person to base. If the missing person is dead, the handler must never move the body. He will back out of the area, contact the authorities immediately, and secure the area.


Evidence or Small-Area Search


In these types of searches, dogs are used to look for evidence in criminal cases. Searches of this nature usually involve a small area in which the dog must do a “fine” or “detailed” search. This means looking carefully, sometimes sniffing every square foot of ground. If an object is found, the dog must not touch it, dig near it, or otherwise disturb the area.
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After the HRD dog gives an alert, the handler may have to dig to find the scent source. The dog’s intent interest in the spot further confirms that the handler is on target.


If the dog finds evidence, the handler must remove the dog from the site and then mark the area with yellow tape (if possible) to identify the location of the evidence. The handler will radio back to base and then wait for the police or whoever is in charge of collecting and evaluating the evidence to arrive on scene. At that point, the dog/handler team can report back to base.


Human-Remains Detection/ Cadaver Search


Human-remains detection (HRD) searching means looking for a body, body parts, items with decomposition on them, or bodily fluids. These things can be buried, hanging, submerged, or otherwise hidden from view. They may be wrapped—for example, in plastic bags, rags, or carpeting—or hidden in the trunk of a car. A body or body parts can be above ground and fragmented, as in the case of an explosion or plane crash. (See Chapter 15.) In the case of buried bodies, a dog can detect graves that are decades old. With additional training, HRD dogs can find the remains of people that have been burned in fires or whose bodies have been destroyed by other means. HRD searching is one of the disciplines that requires additional comprehensive training due to all of the factors involved.


The dogs work physically close to their handlers instead of ranging wide as in large-area searches. HRD searches are often conducted in the same manner as small-area searches. It is essential that the dogs do not give alerts on animal remains.


HRD searches can last for a long time, but the dogs typically work for only thirty minutes at a time, depending upon the situation. After a rest, the dogs can search again. Fine searching is exhausting to dogs, and the handlers must be able to determine that their dogs are really working and not just going through the motions because they are too tired to use their noses.


Water Body Location


Water searching involves using a dog or dogs to find a missing person who has drowned. In most cases, the dog works from a boat. In some cases, he will work from the shore. Because the current and wind will carry the scent of the missing person, the dog cannot always pinpoint exactly where the body is located. The handler must know the details of this type of search method to determine the meaning of the information that the dog gives him.
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A forest-service float plane and canoe with a Belgian Malinois SAR dog.


It is never a good idea to allow the dog to jump into the water. Although some dogs would love to do this, it is unsafe. The dogs will hang over the side of the boat; some may bite at the water and bark as their signal that they have found scent.


When the dog finds a scent, the handler must know how to direct the boat operator. The handler can only do this if he understands how the wind, water, and weather conditions affect the availability of the scent. This type of searching requires that the handler understand hydrology, air/water flow, and water dynamics to properly work the dog and determine the closest location to the scent source.
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Working a disaster search is the same worldwide. Here, a disaster team from Holland practices how to maneuver safely on a rubble pile.


Avalanche Search


In an avalanche search, the dog works through the snow and gives an alert at the point where the scent exits the snow. The dog is required to dig immediately upon finding the scent; the act of digging is the alert. In this type of search, the handler is usually very close to the dog.


To save a life, avalanche searchers have to deploy and move very quickly. In an avalanche, a missing person must be found and dug out within fifteen to thirty minutes; the chance of survival diminishes quickly after that period.


Disaster Search: Live


Disaster searches refer to a wide variety of circumstances, covering all types of disasters. These include but are not limited to mudslides, rockslides, floods, collapsed structures, earthquakes, tornados, explosions, hurricanes, crashes or other accidents, and terrorist attacks. Most disasters will require a number of technically skilled individuals such as structural experts, hazardous-material specialists, confined-space technicians, and explosives experts, to name just a few.


There is never a guarantee that there are any survivors of a disaster, so the search could be 100 percent body recovery. The rescuers do not know until the search is over. The dogs and handlers must be able to deal with all of it, both mentally and physically.


Most of the time, this type of search requires that the dog be under strict off-leash control and be very agile. The handler must be able to direct the dog to areas in which the handler cannot be near the dog. The dog must be able to deal with the general chaos of a disaster situation and to work even if there is heavy equipment running nearby, people yelling or crying, and injured people in the area. Sometimes rescue personnel—as well as the victims of the disaster—may feel angry, hostile, or fearful, although it is not professional for rescuers to show such emotions while on a mission. Dogs can often detect these feelings. Nonetheless, the disaster dog must remain focused and calm and must continue to work in a reliable manner.


[image: image]


Whether a dog works in disaster situations or on rough terrain, agility is essential.
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Labrador Retriever, searching debris.


Disaster Search: Mass-Fatality Recovery


Mass-fatality recovery disaster dogs must not alert on anything except bodies or body parts. These dogs will ignore blood and other bodily fluids that HRD dogs will locate. However, each handler must be able to read his dog’s body language if the dog comes across a live person buried in rubble.


All disaster-trained dogs, unlike wilderness and urban-search dogs, must ignore clothing, furniture, and other items that will have human scent on them, alerting only on the actual missing person. Unlike in an avalanche or mudslide, where the dog can dig, it is not wise for a disaster dog to dig in rubble. The dog is required to give a focused alert.


The handler is responsible for determining what the dog’s alert means in terms of where the missing person is actually located. For example, in certain situations, air currents in a rubble pile can cause the scent to channel away from the missing person.
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CHOOSING AND SOCIALIZING THE DOG


The first decision a person faces when he decides to become a SAR dog handler is which dog to choose. If he has a dog, he may want to use that dog. If he does not have a dog, he is faced with selecting the right breed and choosing a good breeder to increase the odds that the dog will eventually qualify to become a SAR dog. Other people try to find dogs from shelters. Deciding which shelter dog will work, often without knowing anything about the dog’s past, can be a challenge indeed! This chapter will help you understand how to pick a dog and what to look for, as well as how to socialize the dog.


Before Choosing the Dog


People who decide that they want to become involved in SAR work often have family pets that they want to use. Sometimes this works, but often it does not. Before a person makes his first contact with a SAR unit, it is wise for him to think about what will happen if his dog does not qualify as a SAR dog. As carefully as we try to pick our SAR dogs, more dogs fail than succeed at the training. There are many reasons for this; for example, if the dog is a hunting breed, he could be too game-driven for SAR work. A dog may have no interest in finding people, may have temperamental or physical limitations that are not obvious initially, could lack the ability to detect scent well enough for SAR work, or could lack the intelligence to retain what he’s learned in SAR training to the necessary level. These are just some of the reasons why a dog will fail as a SAR dog.
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Susan Bulanda’s search dog, Ch. Aixport du Moulin de Soulage (“Scout”), was the first Beauceron to be trained in the United States for SAR work. He was a Dual Champion as well as the most titled working Beauceron at the time.


If your dog does not succeed as a SAR dog, will you keep him and get another dog so you can try again? You cannot bring pet dogs along on SAR missions. Can you maintain two or more dogs and still be gone for days at a time on search missions? Will you find a good pet home for your dog and then try another dog? If you have a family, can they deal with the decision to place your dog with someone else? You may have to try SAR training with a number of dogs before you find one that works, especially if you adopt your potential SAR dog from a shelter or rescue group.


The same types of decisions apply to that time that always comes—the time when your trained SAR dog is too old to work in the field. Many SAR dog handlers cannot transition from their solid working partners to new, young dogs that they feel they cannot trust. The average volunteer time for a SAR dog handler is five years, because it is about that long until a SAR dog is no longer able to work in the field. Many handlers quit at that point. Those who do not want to give up SAR work must plan to find and start training their new dogs about two years before their old dogs’ retirement. It is then not easy to leave the old dog behind when called for a search. And trust me—the old dog is most unhappy at being left out.
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Ness, the first Border Collie to be trained for SAR work in the United States, trained and handled by Larry Bulanda.


Choosing the Dog


The first step in canine SAR training is choosing the dog. If a potential handler already has a dog, the only way to find out if the dog will do the work is to try. Some dogs will fool potential handlers, and even trainers—an unlikely prospect may become the best SAR dog, while a seemingly prime candidate will turn out to be unmotivated or otherwise unsuitable for SAR work.


Trainers know that you can teach almost any dog to do almost anything using the correct training methods and motivation; however, it is unwise and potentially dangerous to force a dog to do SAR work if he does not like the work. It is essential for the dog to like the work if he is going to do a good, reliable job in adverse situations. Although certain breeds are favored as SAR dogs, and others are not, as I’ve mentioned, it is really a matter of the individual animal, not the breed.


A strong play or prey-chase drive is one of the first traits to look for in a potential SAR dog. Dogs that do not have strong drives usually are not suitable for this type of work. Other types of dogs that typically do not make good SAR dogs are those varieties or breeds that are bred to work independently of people, such as the livestock-guarding breeds, rather than with or for them. This is because the bond and teamwork that develops between the dog and handler is crucial to success.


Because most people love their dogs deeply and develop a special attachment to them, it is easy for a person to believe that his dog will perform effectively and cheerfully, when in reality the dog may not be good SAR material. The potential handler must remain objective about the dog. The SAR unit’s training evaluator will help decide if a dog is a good SAR prospect. If you are in doubt, a qualified training evaluator from another unit can provide an unbiased second opinion. Remember, somebody’s life may depend on the dog/handler team’s ability to do its job.
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