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To: SAR Managers

 As SAR Managers you may require the use of search dogs.  Outlined below is a guideline to assist you in getting a certified dog team on your search.

 The intent of this letter is to provide information to SAR Managers on the dog team resources that are available to them in BC.   We recognize that the SAR Manager is ultimately responsible for the strategies and tactics. Search dog teams are one of many resources that can be utilized by SAR Managers to help resolve search tasks. 

 A discussion between the dog handler and SAR Manager can assist in ensuring that the dog team is utilized in the most effective manner considering the other resources that are available.  

What are the different types of dog teams in BC.
1. RCMP Police Dog Services

         - All teams are certified for tracking, search, small article indication, criminal   

           Apprehension.

         - Each team has a specialty either narcotic detection or explosive detection.

         - There are also 7 teams that are trained for avalanche search.

2. PEP/RCMP certified SAR Dog Teams

   These teams can gain certification in either one or both working profiles



-Searching/ Tracking



-Searching only



-Tracking only

3. Avalanche certified

          These teams are trained to respond to avalanche searches; their training is extensive in    

          winter travel. Some avalanche dog teams are also certified for searching  

          and/or  tracking.

4. Private/Non-certified teams

          These dog teams have not gained certification in BC or they obtained certification 

          somewhere else like the U.S. which is not recognized in B.C. SAR managers when on a 

          PEP task should not use these teams due to liability issues.

What is scent and how do dogs work with it?


A missing person is a scent generator… dead or alive.  Dog teams search for “SCENT 

Clues”.  From a dog team’s standpoint, scent is created from two sources.  Firstly, pieces of dead skin flakes, sweat, oil, hair etc are shed off the body.  These microscopic particles are known as rafts.  They are blown by the wind just like smoke from a fire. Secondly, as a person walks they crush microorganisms, crush grass, bugs etc. and create a scent track.

 It can be either one, or both, of these sources, which the trained dog is able to detect and “alert” upon.  An experienced handler can “read” the dog’s “alert” and react accordingly.

What do the different certifications mean?

Searching Certification

In Search and Rescue the search profile is the most likely used profile. The search dog is generally worked in a zigzag pattern into, or perpendicular to the wind, within an assigned area, in an effort to detect human scent being blown from the lost subject or an article of discarded clothing.  The object is to “Clear or detect scent clues within the assigned area”

Key Points of interest

· Dog searches into the wind to detect the scent of the lost subject being blown towards it.

· Dog ranges away out front from the handler off lead.

· Dog uses wind to detect lost subject or an article subject may have dropped. i.e. hat.

· Dog will indicate person/article to handler by it’s alert.

· Other searchers may already have been in the area, but it is still possible for the dog to search.

· Weather conditions- a light breeze with light rain or fog are the perfect searching conditions for a dog.  Heavy rain or high wind make it more difficult for the dog but not impossible.  

· Delay in getting a dog team to the search site.  The longer the delay means more contamination in the area and more different scents for the dog to deal with.

Tracking certification

Probably the least used profile for search and rescue.  In this profile the dog uses its nose to follow where the subject has walked.  There has to be a proven PLS or LKP. i.e. a trail from the driver’s side of a car, a found article of clothing belonging to the lost subject.

Some of the limitations are:



Age of the track- as the track ages less and less scent is available for the dog

                                                    to smell, which makes it harder for the dog to follow the track.

                       Weather- On hot days the scent dissipates faster than on cool days, also if there is




   a light fog or rain it helps the dog.


           Contamination- If a lot of searchers or public have been in the area, there will be 





  a lot of other scents for the dog to work out and to follow the

                                                  right track.   The PEP dog teams are trained to follow a level 1 

                                                  track which means a track that is in a rural area with minimal 





  distractions and contamination.  The RCMP dogs are trained to a 





  much higher standard for tracking so they can work through a 





  great deal more distractions and contamination i.e. back alleys.

Avalanche certification

These dog teams would be requested when there has been an avalanche and someone may be buried or when your team has been requested to do a search in avalanche terrain.  The Canadian 

Avalanche Search Dog Association (CARDA) is the organization along with the RCMP that would assist you in gaining certification.  

When to request a dog team?
ANYTIME a SAR team is notified of a missing person.  Not when all other options have run out.

     Why call immediately

· Can always be cancelled. 

· The dog handler could assist you in determining if a dog is required.

· May have a long travel time.

· Before the search area gets too contaminated.

· Should be included in the hasty team if possible.

Responsibilities of a PEP Dog team

· Notify local Police Dog Handler that there is a search in his area

and get permission to search.

· Determine if more dogs are required.

· Give an ETA.

How do you get a Search dog team?


First contact the on-scene RCMP SAR Coordinator, to request a RCMP police dog, if there is one on duty and available the dog handler will get in touch with you to discuss the search and whether more teams are needed.  If more teams are needed or if there are no RCMP dog teams available, then you would contact the RCMP Police Dog Supervisor Tom Haworth at Cell-604-219-5324 or pager 604-977-1812 and he will contact the closest PEP dog team.  If this fails contact E.C.C. and they will have the contact list of certified teams.


Hopefully you have found this to be informative.  If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call.  If your SAR team would like a demo or a lecture regarding search dogs please contact us and we will be glad to arrange it.   

Thank-you

Sheldon Hillier

British Columbia Search Dog Association 
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