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Photos from the 2011 NASAR National Pre-Conference 
“Training the Disaster Dog” Workshop. Top left, Ben Alex-
ander’s “Caile”, top center, canine being rewarded on rub-
ble pile, top right, rubble familiarization for dogs and han-
dlers, left instructor Lynn Engelbert doing a drive building 
exercise, below waiting on the rubble pile.  
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Canine Committee  

How can we help you? 
 

 
Canine Committee Chair 
Ann Christensen  (ID) 
srchk9s@highcountryshepherds.com 

 
Canine Educational 
Development  John Burdue (AR) 
k9sar@ipa.net  
 
Certification Criteria Review 
Ben Alexander (TX)  
michael-b-alexander@neo.tamu.edu 

 
Evaluator Recruitment and 
Development  
TC Crippen  
baydog@gmail.com  

 
Communications/Secretary  
Sandy Vernlund (SD) 
sandy4sd@hotmail.com 
 
The K9 Committee meets monthly 
via conference call.  If you have 
suggestions or input please let one 
of us know so we can bring it up at 
our meeting. 
 
Minutes from Canine Committee 
Meetings—are posted on the 
website.  We update them upon 
approval by the committee. Find 
them here. 

Canine Certification Program 
(CCP) find the most current  
CCP here. 
 

From the Canine Committee Chair 
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Dear NASAR SAR Dog Community,  
 

We have just wrapped up another successful NASAR Conference.  I was 

very pleased with the quality of instruction we were able to provide this 

year and I want to thank the instructors and presenters who helped make 

this year so educational. I also enjoyed this year‟s community meeting and 

the opportunity it gave to explain what we have done this past year and 

where we are going as a NASAR canine community.  
 

During the Community 

Meeting, AZSAR 

K9CON presented the 

Canine Committee 

with a wonderful 

plaque acknowledging 

the assistance given 

them this year.  It was 

a wonderful confirma-

tion that our efforts to 

help with education at 

the state and regional 

level are on target and 

making a difference.  

 

 

 

On a personal level, my dog Kessa and I were able to test to NASAR‟s 

new Type II Canine Disaster Responder criteria during the pre-conference 

workshop taught by Lynne Engelbert and Hilda Wood.  It was a great feel-

ing to obtain that certification and I encourage all those who want to train 

and certify to a criteria that is on the same level as the FEMA FSA or 

SUSAR Type II to take advantage of this certification opportunity.   

 

I want to thank you for all the support you have given us as a Canine 

Committee and ask for your continued assistance.  If you have questions, 

suggestions, or concerns, please contact any member of the Committee.  

 

Finally, I hope that all those unable to attend the conference this year will 

start making plans to join us in 2012.  

 

Ann Christensen  

NASAR Canine Committee Chair  

Ann Christensen, NASAR Canine Committee Chair and 
Cindy McArthur, Co-Training Coordinator/Canine Evaluator, 
Coconino County Sheriff’s SAR Canine Unit.  

mailto:srchk9s@highcountryshepherds.com?subject=From%20Canine%20Finds
mailto:k9sar@ipa.net?subject=From%20NASAR%20Canine%20Finds
mailto:michael-b-alexander@neo.tamu.edu?subject=From%20Canine%20Finds
mailto:baydog@gmail.com
mailto:sandy4sd@hotmail.com
http://www.nasar.org/nasar/news.php?id=300
http://www.nasar.org/nasar/downloads/Canine_Certification_Programs_2008.pdf
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Nomination Letter Written by Ben Alexander 
 

In November of 2010, Moses, at that time just under the age of three and 
his handler, Robin Habeger responded to a call for an Alzheimer‟s patient 
who was missing from his care facility in Ames Iowa.  The night was cold 
and expected to get colder.  The subject had been missing for about four 
hours and the community, including many law enforcement and fire de-
partments, responded to assist in the search. 
 

As the night went on, search areas were assigned and a trailing dog gave 
a strong indication of direction of travel.  Moses and Robin, assigned to a 
specific area along the route identified, were gearing up to search.  Robin 
was on the phone with the trailing dog handler gathering information, al-
lowing Moses to break before they started searching when Moses disap-
peared.  
 

Robin called Moses so they could begin their search and after a few calls, 
Moses returned, very excited and barking.  Robin leashed him up and put 
on his bell and gave him his cue to search facing into their assigned 
search area but directly opposite of the direction that Moses had just 

come from.  Upon being released, Moses jumped up, nipped Robin‟s chin and sped off, 180 degrees in the „wrong‟ 
direction. Her attempts to call him back to her were unsuccessful.  He then started barking.  Moses had found the lost 
man, lying in a drainage culvert 150 yards outside their assigned search area.  
 

Moses and Robin deployed with STAR 1 Search and Rescue, Story County Iowa, for this particular mission.  They 
also are rostered with Iowa Task Force 1 – Cedar Rapids, IA and Nebraska Task Force 1, Lincoln NE. 
  

Moses was found at the local shelter as a three month old puppy and started his search dog training at six months.  At 
the age of two, January 2010, he completed his NASAR Type II Area Search and Type I Area Search certification on 
the same day, in California.  In March 2011 he became a certified FEMA US&R disaster dog.  
 

Please accept this nomination as I believe the event that spurred this nomination with this dog is truly an incredible 
event and captures the essence of what a true search dog is. This exemplifies the type of dog we as NASAR would 
like to promote. One that is so dedicated to his victim that he would ignore his handler‟s commands to stay with that 
victim until they are found. I can think of no better dog to receive such an honor! He is truly an outstanding search dog 
and deserves this recognition. 

Thank you for your consideration. 
Ben Alexander  

            Acceptance Letter from Robin Habeger 
 

Dear Friends,  
 

I wish Moses and I could be there with you to express our gratitude at 
receiving this honor.  However, like many of you I have a 'real' job that 
pays the bills and allows me to enjoy my passion, which is canine search 
and rescue. After a five day deployment to Joplin and a four day visit to 
Chicago fulfilling a speaking request at a professional conference, I 
couldn't make the timing work to be there. 
 

However, I want to thank NASAR for this recognition of Moses and his 
skill for this work.  I also want to thank Ben Alexander for nominating 
him.  It truly takes a village to train a search dog and my team members, 
mentors, and subjects deserve recognition for helping mold Moses to a 
point where he could perform his job and save a life. 
 

Moses is a blessing in my life and he teaches me something new every 
day. Thank you so much for this honor.  Moe will get another steak. 
 
 Robin Habeger and K9 Moses 

NASAR K9 of the Year “Moses” & Handler Robin Habeger 
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The membership of the Scientific Working Group 
on Dog and Orthogonal detector Guidelines 
(SWGDOG), www.swgdog.org, is writing to com-
ment on the article entitled “Handler beliefs affect 
scent detection dog outcomes” authored by L. Lit, 
J.B. Schweitzer and A.M. Oberbauer. SWGDOG is 
a recognized group of 55 subject matter experts 
from local, state, federal, and international agen-
cies including scientists, law enforcement, and 
practitioners. Over the last seven years, 
SWGDOG, has developed and published 34 con-
sensus based best practice guidelines for detector 
dog teams as well as resources to assist the com-
munity including recommended research method-
ologies. 
 

The authors stated in their findings that “handler 
beliefs affect working dog outcomes, and human 
indication of scent location affects distribution of 
alerts more than dog interest in a particular loca-
tion.” It is universally agreed that understanding 
how to minimize the manipulation of handlers and 
canines is important to incorporate into best prac-
tices. However, the relevant scientific and canine 
community represented on SWGDOG believes 
there are a number of characteristics of the study 
presented that limit or invalidate the conclusions 
that may be drawn from this research. In particular, 
the conclusion of this study cannot be extended to 
working detector dog teams. 
 

This study was meant to focus on the behavior of 
the handlers and not the performance of the ca-
nines, but baseline performance of the canines, 
critical in evaluating handler influence, was not ad-
dressed. The failure to evaluate the proficiency of 
the canine teams in a controlled blind setting at the 
time of testing prevents scientifically valid conclu-
sions; a canine with a propensity to false respond-
during blind testing would render different results 
than a canine with no propensity to false respond. 
The authors speculated throughout the paper as to 
possible explanations for the canine responses, but 
there is insufficient baseline data and insufficient 
controls to allow the readers to make meaningful 
conclusions. The authors did not indicate if the ca-
nine team‟s training records were reviewed to de-
termine if the teams regularly engaged in docu-
mented maintenance training to include (multiple)   

31 March 2011—SWGDOG Membership Commentary on “Handler beliefs affect 

scent detection dog outcomes” by L. Lit, J.B. Schweitzer and A.M. Oberbauer 

blank areas, and distracters, such as food and  
experimenter‟s hand scent. Certification details are 
lacking and do not appear to conform to best prac-
tices. The use of two dual-trained drug/explosive ca-
nines described in this study as “certified” is problem-
atic. This is universally recognized as an unsafe prac-
tice. The article failed to describe what certification 
standard was used for each detector dog team, when 
each canine team was initially certified and last certi-
fied, if distractors were included in the certification, 
and whether blank areas were included in the certifi-
cation. 
 

There was also insufficient information regarding the 
handler‟s experience including number of historical 
deployments or searches conducted. The experimen-
tal design did not consider the complexity of using de-
tection canines in a study and did not follow detection 
canine testing best practices. Drugs and explosives 
should never have been introduced into the blank 
search area due to the potential for contamination of 
the test area and test materials. The authors stated 
that each day the experimenter carried a metal box 
and canvas bag containing drugs and explosives into 
the church. Though the containers were never opened 
in the test area, it does not alleviate the possibility of 
contamination. It is well known that drug and explo-
sive odors can readily permeate even multiple layers 
of plastic and other materials. The authors should 
have mitigated the design problems by conducting a 
blind odor recognition assessment of participating ca-
nine teams prior to the start of the testing, as well as 
proofing the test area with a non-participating certified 
canine team to ensure the absence of target odors 
such as drugs or explosives. The authors stated a 
“double-blind” test was conducted. In a conventional 
double-blind test, neither the tester nor the canine 
team would know any parameters of the test. The au-
thors did not describe if the handlers were given in-
structions not to discuss their search results or 
whether they were sequestered until the conclusion of 
the study. In this study the handlers were instructed 
that “each condition might contain up to three target 
scents and that target scent markers consisting of a 
red piece of construction paper would be present in 
two conditions.” It is SWGDOG‟s opinion that the au-
thors should have provided some discussion of the 
extreme nature of the bias that was intentionally cre-
ated relative to a typical detector dog scenario. 
    Continued on next page 



The unusually high “false alert1” rate indicates more 

than a cuing effect. There were 12 runs where han-

dlers called more than the instructed maximum of 

odors present. SWGDOG members routinely in-

volved in detection canine research indicate there 

are a number of factors that can contribute to higher 

than normal false response rates under testing sce-

narios. Failures that have occurred with dogs tested 

in an artificial environment have been attributed to 

factors including test site contamination, unfamiliarity 

and pressures associated with blind testing, extreme 

expectations, unfamiliar working procedures, and 

having canine teams search the same area multiple 

times. The authors did not describe if the handlers 

were instructed to search on or off-lead, or whether 

they were given a choice. If instructed to search in a 

particular method, the team must have demonstrated 

prior competency in that method. Finally, the authors 

stated, “…handler beliefs affect outcomes of scent 

detection dog deployments.” It should be noted that 

the performance of teams used in such small scale 

research studies, is not necessarily indicative of op-

erational performance capabilities. The data col-

lected from these 18 participating detection teams 

cannot be extrapolated to the thousands of deployed 

teams across the world. Future studies must include 

a diverse population of detection teams before any 

generalizations can be made. It is important that fu-

ture studies be conducted that can accurately assess 

the extent to which handlers beliefs affect working 

dog outcomes. Designs that minimize this effect 

have been previously developed by SWGDOG Sub-

committee 2 and should be incorporated into any 

such future studies to be conducted. 

1 SWGDOG and the scientific community use the 

term false response in their lexicon of terminology as 

opposed to the term false alert used in this article. 

Above article reprinted with permission from SWGDOG. 
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SWGDOG Membership Commentary on 

“Handler beliefs affect scent detection dog 

outcomes” continued 

The pre-conference 
“Training the Disaster 
Dog” workshop was 
facilitated by Lynne 
Engelbert and Hilda 
Wood, both FEMA Type 
I canine handlers.  At 
left, a presentation by 
Hilda Wood.  

“Methamphetamine & Other Scent Abnormali-
ties” with Kimberly Kelly and Chuck Melvin, 1SRG, K-
9 SAR Team.  

“Building Search for SAR” with Lou Castle, retired 
Law Enforcement Canine handler.  

“Concept, Context 
and Complexity: The 
Three “C’s” of Training 
Scent Detection Ca-
nines” with Craig 
Schultz, Kansas Search 
and Rescue Dog Asso-
ciation.  

NASAR 2011 National Conference  
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NASAR Regional  
Training Workshop  

 

The first regional NASAR Training Workshop was held April 29 

through May 1, 2011 at Camp Ripley, Minnesota. Training for 

Air Scent  and Trailing was available, along with SAR TECH II 

evaluations. While dates for this event were advertised late, 

many canine/handler teams were able to attend.  All those at-

tending had a great training experience. The NASAR K9 Com-

mittee hopes to make available several more regional training/

certification workshops throughout the United States. Watch 

the website for more information.   

“Scout” working a hard surface trail. Handler Deb Plumley.  

“Shiloh” working a hard surface trail. Handler Diane Stefanick.  

Mark Gritzmacher’s bloodhound “Star”. 

John Burdue and “Star”.  John is a member 
of the NASAR K9 Committee and organized 
the event.  Below, some of the sights at 
Camp Ripley, MN.  
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A Flanker’s Perspective 
This was written by a teammate, Kiona Strickland, who is a 
flanker, diver, go-fer, victim...oops... subject. The extract from her 
blog below shows the impact our dogs have not only on us, but on 
those around us. Grab a tissue.   Ben Alexander 

 

Sad News by Kiona Strickland 
 
I was just informed by my team leader yesterday afternoon 
that one of my teammates' dogs has been diagnosed with 
cancer and has only three to six months left to live.  
We are a small, close-knit team, and have been told re-
peatedly that to outside viewers we look more like a family 
than a search and rescue team (albeit a really morbid and 
insanely focused family with some strange hobbies), and 
after three years and over a dozen missions (and I'm the 
newcomer!) it feels that way. None of us can feel the loss 
quite as deeply as the handler who now faces losing her 
partner, but we all feel it, in ways that would probably sur-
prise outsiders. 
 
There is no connection quite like that between a working 
canine handler and her dog. They share hours in training 
filled with the shared challenge of teaching and learning- 
both their respective tasks and the much more complex 
process of teaching each other to communicate and under-
stand- as well as the laughter and play of fun and reward 
and the thrill and pride of success. Then they share gruel-
ing hours in the field, in heat and cold, in wind and sun and 
rain, through mud and brush and water, over rocks and 
rubble, hungry and thirsty and tired but united by shared 
trials and shared dedication. At last they share the pro-
found fulfillment of a find. It is the dog with whom the han-
dler first shares the rewarding knowledge of having brought 
closure to a family and dignity to a lost human being. If 
there is no find, it is with the dog that the handler first 
shares the frustration and disappointment of failure. It is the 
dog with whom the handler also first shares her reaction to 
the emotional nature of the work- the fact that even the joy 
of a find is a grim thing, and that the things we find are al-
most never pleasant. And in the end, it is the dog for whom 
the handler reserves her pride. If the handler has suc-
ceeded in anything, it is in teaching, for it is the dog upon 
whom all else relies. 
 
The other members of a team form their own attachments. 
Every handler and flanker assists in some way with the 
training of every dog on the team; all of us share at least 
some of those hours in the field, some of those victories 
and defeats and the challenges and joys along the way. 
That sharing binds all of us, human and canine alike, into 
something very like a family. The word "team" for me will 
always carry that connotation, and "teammate" will never 
mean merely "colleague" or "friend"; it means something 
more like "brother" or "sister". Now we all grieve the loss of 
one of our teammates, and we also grieve for the suffering 
of another teammate as she faces the loss of her partner. 

Aspen and her handler have been my friends and my team-
mates for three years now. I've followed that dog over rub-
ble piles after Hurricane Ike and feared for her safety at 
every step. I've fallen asleep in the car on the way home 
from missions using her as a pillow, and I've watched her 
sleep with her head on my knee on those same trips, drool-
ing down my leg. I've sat behind her on a boat, trying to 
gauge whether she might be about to alert by counting the 
wrinkles in her forehead (that worried, hyperfocused ex-
pression Rottweilers do so well) and suffered no end of 
teasing because the resultant picture looks like I'm sniffing 
her butt. That dog has stepped on my head more times 
than I can count during training, when I was lying underwa-
ter playing simulated drowning victim and she chose to 
mark my position by walking over me. She has also very 
patiently been there when I needed a hug- there is nothing 
in the world quite so solid and reassuring to hug as an 
amiable Rottweiler. 
 

I remember one search last spring, when we had been out 
all day in the heat and a group of us accompanied Aspen 
down to the water for a cool-down. Her handler was tossing 
a tennis ball into the water for her to retrieve, enjoying a 
nice cooling swim in the process. The victim's family was 
on-scene not far away, and a little boy- a younger cousin or 
nephew of the victim, I think- walked up and asked if he 
could throw the ball for the big dog. The kid's father was 
hesitant, not wanting to bother the busy rescue team, but 
Aspen's handler assented- Aspen is a certified therapy dog 
in addition to SAR, and the kid was, for a few minutes, not 
an anxious family member, not languishing in the heat, not 
wondering why the adults were all so sad- he was just a 
happy little kid playing in the water with a big happy dog, 
and I've always thought Aspen probably changed his entire 
perception of the day.  
 

Aspen has been a good dog, a good friend, and a good 
teammate, and we will all miss her. 
 

Afternote: Aspen left this world on Sept. 20, 2010. She was 
a founding member of our team and deeply loved by every-
one. 
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