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I do conservation for a living, and while I don’t want to start out by whining, I need to share with you that conservation is hard, because we focus on things that have disappeared or are in the process of doing so, we often don’t know where they are, where they go, or what they need to survive.  So for species like these, finding basic information can be a big challenge

[rare and elusive species]
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Our response is often to look to expensive, high tech options. This is an example from my past, when we spent almost $200,000 in just 36 hours of catching pronghorn- On top of the expense, operations like this are invasive and can be risky for animals involved…
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.. .and they can be risky for people too.  This is the same helicopter just months later, and this is how a wolf capture ended.  Fortunately everyone lived…. but a small up side is that incidents like this giving us all the chance to re-think the high tech, expensive, invasive approach… to think of a better way.
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of better technology- better ways to get information- something more flexible, more mobile, less expensive and much safer for people and wildlife.  THAT’S what we need!! It truly is the best chemical sensor the world has ever known. and it’s amazing what we can do with it.
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It’s also amazing that we’ve been so slow to realize dogs’ potential, given that they’ve have been living with us for maybe as long as 50,000 years- They’ve been right under our noses, but only recently did we think to ask them what’s under THEIR noses…
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…so in the mid 90s a handful of people set about learning how to collaborate with dogs to find the species that make conservation so hard: and it turns out, we don’t need to find the animals themselves, we can go a long way by just finding what they leave behind, because out there on the landscape, there may be just one bear but each one leaves behind lots of scat..
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And so our organization, Working Dogs for Conservation, was born.  That’s one of the co-founders, Megan Parker, giving  Pepin his paycheck for finding something: a wild tug on his toy… so wild that he rips it right out of Megan’s hands…
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.. that wild intensity motivates a conservation detection dog to work and to tell us what they find, but it also makes them difficult to be around, so many actually come from shelters, where their intensity puts them at risk to be euthanized…so for some at least, they actually save themselves by getting a job saving wildlife
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So here are a couple examples of how they do that :In the Centennials, Dogs were able to find grizzly and wolf scats in places nobody knew they’d re-colonized.  Those data helped move a 1200 home and golf development away from carnivore habitat, even though no one had seen the bears and wolves living there…
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And remember the centennials?  As bears and wolves moved back in there, some people thought that every bear they saw would cause problems, and many of them got killed– Dogs demonstrated that far more bears were using that area and that most WEREN’T causing problems, so land owners became more tolerant and more vigilant.
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in California, dogs have  helped identify and protect habitat for the endangered San Joaquin kit fox, which is struggling to survive in the midst of rapid recreational and residential development.  And dogs have also helped helped monitor their survival in and around construction of the world’s largest solar farm.
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… and that’s no easy job, because kit fox are shy and notcturnal.. and that’s what their scats look like.  So it’s pretty amazing that Rio and the other dogs found almost 1300 them in just one field season. And guess how often they correctly identified Kit fox scats: 100% of the time.
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The worlds rarest ape- the cross river gorilla- lives in In the Cameroon-Nigeria highlands.  They are so shy and the landscape so rugged, that conservationists knew next to nothing about them. Dogs found dung samples with DNA so they could be counted, and CDC was able to screen for human and gorilla diseases in their dung. 
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Seamus here is trained to detect invasive weeds.  He kept alerting where weeds had been “removed”- we thought he was jus finding residual scent– And then weeds re-sprouted right where he alerted– leave it to a border collie point out that we had the science wrong… 
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so we’re trying even harder stuff: lots of people say metal won’t volatilize enough, so dog’s can’t find poachers snares in Africa…Pepin didn’t get that memo, and he’ll be heading off to Zambia and Botswana next moth to pilot a snare removal program…
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so we’re trying even harder stuff: lots of people say metal won’t volatilize enough, so dog’s can’t find poachers snares in Africa…Pepin didn’t get that memo, and he’ll be heading off to Zambia and Botswana next moth to pilot a snare removal program…
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Pepin has also found lots of scats in the water, so we thought, why not look for other stuff there?  This summer, he’ll start working on aquatic invasive species and aquatic contaminants, including heavy metals, fire retardants and pharmaceuticals, right here in Montana’s streams and rivers..





On 3rd Party Interdiction 
• Narcotic and security protocols are often rigid 
• Techniques do not transfer well from other disciplines 

to conservation detection  
• Political and Institutional 

relationships often make it 
impossible to combine 
wildlife with drugs and/or 
security 

• Leverage existing 
relationships: SMART, 
threat detection, tracking 
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We’re certainly not the only ones learning to ask dogs questions: dogs are helping diabetics, veterans with PTSD and daisy in the middle there can detect any of 5 types of cancer from a woman’s breath sample– and she can do it earlier and more accurately than lab diagnostics.  We’re hard pressed to find things they can’t detect…


veteran photo caption:

Robert Soliz, a 31-year-old former Army Specialist, participates in Paws for Purple Hearts, one of four experimental programs nationwide that pair veterans afflicted by PTSD with Labrador and golden retrievers. (Joseph Matthews, Veterans Affairs Photo) 

Read more: http://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/How-Dogs-Can-Help-Veterans-Overcome-PTSD-160281185.html#ixzz2QJfT2eOx 
Follow us: @SmithsonianMag on Twitter
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So given all they’re capable of , it’s no surprise that a few Montana shelter dogs have turned into globe trotting conservation heroes…These are some of the the species and places where dogs from just our organization have worked in the last 15 years– and you can bet the field will grow even more quickly over the NEXT 15 years.



 
100% accuracy: 1,298 / 1,298 kit fox scats correctly ID’d 
5x faster finding brown tree snakes 

9x more likely than camera traps to detect single bear or 
bobcat 

10x faster finding the first black footed ferret  

16x more area searched for black footed ferrets/unit time 

36x more likely than hair snares to detect single bear or 
bobcat 

39x more turtles discovered / unit time 
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They never missed.  And in addition to being more accurate than people, they’re also a lot more efficient: anywhere from 5 to almost 40 times more efficient than humans or remote cameras or hair snares….It’s pretty cool.  But they also make us more effective--



When to Use Dogs: • Efficiency 

o Low density 

o Structurally complex habitat 

o Cryptic species (nocturnal, camouflaged, tiny) 

o Hard to discriminate (sp., sex, reproductive status) 

• High Accuracy Necessary 

• Varied search environments and search strategies 

• Long duty cycles 

• Simultaneous searching for multiple targets 

• Seeking many targets over career 



Dogs complement Existing & 
Future Technology: 



Concerns about using dogs: 
Safety for the Target Species  

Detecting Non-target species 

Safety for Other Species  

Scalability  

Cross-Site Contamination 



For a Successful Dog Project: 

Known Training Samples 

Safety while working  
   (temperature, natural hazards, disease)  

Confirmation in the Field 

Known Seasonality and Natural History of the Target 



Best Practices for Conservation 
Detection Dogs: 

Long-Term Trainer/Handler Relationship 

Multiple Dogs for Each (novel) Target 

Ethical Handling and Husbandry 

ICDDA Membership 

Structured (rigorous!) Survey Design 
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 So, conservation will always be hard, but it’s clear that dogs can help us be more efficient, more effective and more ethical, and we’re really lucky to have the world’s best conservation dogs right here in Montana, so I hope you’ll all get to know us and our dogs and the amazing stuff they do. THANK YOU.



