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Man’s Best Friend Critical to Search Effort

DATELINE, STATE – As rescue workers comb through rubble looking for survivors in the [disaster], the timber of the search dogs’ barks sparks a fury of activity.

Urban search-and-rescue task forces from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) utilize these highly trained canines to search for people trapped in the wreckage.  The nationally certified search animals are trained, amongst other things, to bark for at least 30 seconds when they find the scent of a possible survivor. 

So far [number] of victims have been located, [number] by the keen noses of the four-legged volunteers.  [Anecdote about finds, particularly if there were any survivors found.]

The canines work in tandem with their handlers, who have trained together and passed rigorous national certification tests at least every two years.  For the handler, certification includes written and verbal tests regarding search-and-rescue strategies, briefing and debriefing skills, and canine handling skills.  For the search animals, testing is even more rigorous.

“Our search dogs must demonstrate their agility skills, their ability to follow commands in chaotic situations, and a willingness to overcome innate fears under the guidance of the handler,” said [ESF-9 coordinating officer for the disaster,] who heads urban search-and-rescue for FEMA’s [regional office.]  “Good search dogs are a very rare breed.”

There are two levels of certification for search and rescue canine/handler teams.  Basic certification requires the search animal to perform to specific standards under the handler’s supervision and guidance.  Advance certification requires the search animal to perform to specific standards outside the direct supervision and guidance by the handler and to successfully search more difficult rescue simulation courses, which include distractions such as false scents, food, and smoke.  
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“The dogs have learned to listen carefully to their handlers’ commands, to work independently when necessary, and to overcome their fear of tunnels and wobbly surfaces.  Their agility, work ethic and hunting skills make them invaluable to our search efforts,” [ESF-9 official] said.

[Verified facts about the disaster: When the disaster occurred, what happened (stick to the facts), where injured individuals were taken, whether or not there are confirmed fatalities.]

Search-and-rescue task forces here are working [12-hour shifts round-the-clock] to locate survivors, shore up damaged structures, and remove rubble and debris which impede rescue operations. 

“Obviously, our hearts go out to everyone affected by this disaster,” [ESF-9 officer] said.  “We will work as hard as we can for as long as we are needed to locate the missing individuals.”

####

Note to Editor: Information, photos, and soundbites about the disaster is available online at www.fema.gov.  Information also is available through FEMA’s 24-hour fax-on-demand service by calling 202-646-FEMA.
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