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I. Scope 

 
These Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) shall be used as a guide for members of Greater Atlantic 
Rescue Dogs (GARD) who participate in training, educational, and search activities.  These SOPs shall 
also be used as a guide for prospective members who seek to meet the requirements for membership.  All 
members and prospective members are expected to follow these SOPs when representing GARD.  These 
procedures are designed to facilitate an organized, efficient, and professional response by members of this 
unit to a search and to facilitate organized, efficient, and professional training and educational exercises 
by both members and prospective members of GARD.  While these guidelines shall be specific, base 
personnel and operational dog handlers responding to a search shall be allowed flexibility within reason to 
tailor activities to meet the needs of a particular search task.  At no time shall non-operational members or 
prospective members violate these SOPs of their own volition either in training, educational, or search 
response settings. 
 

A. These standards are intended to define minimum qualification requirements for area search by 
canine and non-canine teams of GARD. 
 

B. All team members should be able to perform the following functions in the general environment 
of the Commonwealth of Virginia:  

 
1. Search for lost or missing persons anytime of the year, day or night, in all weather conditions 

experienced in the Commonwealth.   
2. Assist with the evaluation and organization and investigation of missing person incidents. 

 
C. The team should be capable of performing these functions any time of the year, day or night, and 

in all weather conditions experienced in the Commonwealth. The team may work with a variety 
of individuals and organizations, including law enforcement, fire and rescue, casual volunteers, 
and family members of the missing subject(s). In order to do this the handler should be able to: 

 
1. Understand the search and rescue system used in the Commonwealth.  
2. Understand the theory and practice of missing person search. 
3. Plan, execute, debrief, and document a variety of dog search tasks.  
4. Navigate accurately on land.  
5. Survive an unexpected emergency. 

 
D. These standards do not address any particular breed of canine since many breeds can be trained 

to do search work. However, it is important that the canine have the stamina for long hours of 
searching in all kinds of weather. In addition, the canine must be sociable and controllable in 
situations involving crowds, noise, other canines, and a variety of distractions. 

 
II. Commonwealth of Virginia SAR Dog Team Prerequisites 

 
       In order to be eligible to test to become a certified "Virginia Canine Team", the handler shall: 
 

1. Be 18 years of age. 
2. Pass a background criminal investigation by the Virginia State Police. 
3. Complete the required National Incident Management System (NIMS) courses.  
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4. Successfully complete a VDEM approved crime scene preservation class. 
5. Be an active member in good standing with a Canine Search and Rescue group currently operating 

under a Canine Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the Department of Emergency 
Management in the Commonwealth of Virginia, or be a member of a team that has an application 
pending for a canine MOU with the Department of Emergency Management in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia. 

6. Graduate from Field Team Member (FTM) or state approved equivalent course. 
7. Maintain CPR/First Aid certification. 
8. Maintain a current canine training log. 
9. Provide documentation indicating canine immunizations are current. 

 
III. GARD’s Membership Pre-requisites 

 
A. Membership Categories: 

 
 1. GARD has established the following pre-memberships: 

a. Guests 
b.   Prospective Members 
  

2.  GARD has established the following memberships: 
a.  Applicant Members 
b.    Candidate Members  
c.  Operational Members 
d.    Associate Members 

 
B. Guests 

 
1. A guest is anyone who has requested and been granted permission to attend one or more 

training sessions to learn about search and rescue and the GARD organization and mission. 
2. Guests may be invited to attend training only by a voting member.  Voting members who 

invite guests will further advise the training facilitator and training officer prior to the training 
the guest will be attending. 

3. At the end of the first training session, prospective members may be invited to attend 
additional training sessions. 

4. Guests are required to attend four (4) trainings before requesting to submit an application for 
Prospective Membership. 

5. Guests will only be expected to observe and ask questions about the SAR and GARD mission 
for the first four trainings. They will not be allowed to actively participate as a subject or other 
training aid. 

6. After attending four trainings, guests will be asked to submit an application and will be 
advised of the $35.00 fee that accompanies the application request for their desired discipline.  
Guests will also be required to complete Block 1 of the SP 167 Background Investigation form 
and provide to the training officer to submit for a background criminal & sex offender 
investigation series with the Virginia State Police. A negative finding on the background 
investigation will immediately terminate the guest’s affiliation with GARD. 

7. GARD will review the application and hold the application for a total of 2 months. 
Once an application has been submitted; guests are considered Prospective members. 
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C. Prospective Members 

 
1. Prospective members are those who have expressed an interest in GARD and have requested 

and attended four training sessions and submitted an application identifying their intent to 
fulfill the obligations for their desired discipline.  

2. Prospective dog handlers will not bring their dogs for the first 2 months of training. 
3. Prospective members will be expected to complete NIMS and learn as much as possible 

about land navigation, communications, K9 behavior, subject awareness, base support and 
subjecting.  

4. Prospective members are encouraged to ask questions to determine their level of interest. 
5. GARD members and applicants are encouraged to answer questions of prospective members. 
6. Prospective members are required to qualify as Call-Out-Qualified (COQ) (Section VI.) 

prior to responding to searches to assist as a COQ Flanker on a Trailing task or a COQ 
Walker on a Wilderness Air Scent task. Once qualified as a COQ Walker, the individual may 
go on searches, provided a certified dog team from GARD is also responding. 

7. Prospective dog handlers will be provided a veterinary health care letter and form to be filled 
out by their regular veterinarian. Prospective dog handlers are requested not to bring their 
dogs to training sessions until this veterinary form has been filled out and returned to GARD, 
current K9 vaccination records have been submitted to GARD, met the 2 month 
familiarization period, and submitted NIMS certificates. 

8. Having a GARD veterinary form on file does not guarantee the suitability of any dog for 
GARD. Prospective dogs must be in good health and of suitable temperament. Any 
prospective dog that demonstrates any inappropriate aggressive tendencies towards people or 
other animals may be terminated from the program at any time. The suitability of the dog’s 
temperament for search work is made solely at the discretion of GARD.  Prospective dog 
handlers, whose dog has been deemed of unsuitable temperament, may be asked not to bring 
the dog to further training sessions. Any dog showing signs of ill health or injury may be 
terminated from the program at any time. The health or injury status of the dog, for purposes 
of inclusion in or exclusion from GARD training sessions, is made solely at the discretion of 
GARD.  If GARD assesses that a dog’s health or injury status is of a temporary nature, the 
prospective member may ask for reevaluation of the dog after a suitable rehabilitation 
period.  Prospective members, whose dog has been determined unsuitable due to 
temperament or health or injury status, may attempt to find a suitable dog, decide to work 
toward Associate member, or may elect to discontinue their association with GARD. 

9. An Operational handler will instruct the Prospective Member to bring their canine to one (1) 
training for GARD to assess the canine's potential in the desired discipline. This training will 
be scheduled when at least two (2) Operational Handlers are available for the assessment.  

10. Filling out an application is not a guarantee that Applicant status will be granted. Prospective 
members are voted to Applicant status by a two thirds (2/3) majority vote of the active 
membership as provided in the by-laws(Article II, section 1.). 

11. Prospective members will attend trainings for two (2) months or approximately eight (8) 
training sessions before their application will be considered for a vote.  This requirement is 
intended to ensure the prospective member demonstrates the necessary commitment to 
GARD and its SAR mission and the two month period is not used by the prospective 
member as recreational and not progressing toward operational status. Prospective members 
may request evaluations during this time to fulfill the requirements to advance to Applicant. 
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12. Although the prospective members are not subjected to the same attendance requirement as 
other members, they are encouraged to attend at least fifty percent (50%) of the trainings 
during the quarter. This allows GARD members to assess the commitment of prospective 
members and to determine whether promotion of an individual to Applicant status is in 
GARD’s best interest. It also enables operational dog handlers to better advise prospective 
dog handlers on a particular dog’s suitability for search work. 

13. Once the prospective member completes the Prospective to Applicant GARD Proficiency 
Check List; the application of prospective members will be reviewed and voted on by the 
active membership present and through proxy (if not present) during the next business 
meeting.  Prospective members may continue attending training pending the outcome the 
vote of active GARD membership. 

 
D. Applicant Members 

 
1. An applicant is a prospective member who has attended the required number of trainings as 

outlined in Prospective Members (Section III.C) and whose application has been reviewed 
and approved by the active membership. An application may be accepted for one of the 
following positions:  1) Dog Handler (Wilderness Air Scent, Cadaver or Trailing) or 2) 
Associate Member (Subject, Walker, Base Administrator or Dispatch).Prospective dog 
handler members must have completed a GARD veterinary form on their dog and have on 
file with the training officer before being voted to Applicant status. 

2. Applicant Dog Teams are required to attend at least fifty percent (50%) of training sessions 
per quarter and fifty percent (50%) of business meetings per year to maintain Applicant 
status and be eligible for advancement. 

3. Applicant Dog Handlers are given a six (6) month period to meet the requirements for 
Candidate Dog Handler status as noted in (Section III. E) 

4. At the end of this six (6) month period, Applicant Dog Handlers may; a).request promotion 
to Candidate status after completing the requirements noted in Section III.C.13; b). request 
a six (6) month extension to meet the requirements for Candidate Dog Handler status; c. 
terminate their application; d. apply for Applicant status as an Associate Member.   

5. Applicant Dog Handlers are expected to train their dog in basic obedience and to pass the 
GARD Basic Obedience Test as outlined in Section VII.A.  After passing the Basic 
Obedience Test, the Applicant may take his/her dog to demonstrations.  Puppies under six 
months of age are permitted at demonstrations before passing the test.  Puppies between 
six and ten months of age must pass the test prior to attending demonstrations, but are 
exempt from the “stay” element of the test. It is the responsibility of the Applicant Dog 
Handler to formally request a Basic Obedience Test when they feel their dog is ready.  

6. Dogs being trained by Applicant Dog Handlers will be consistently evaluated by 
Operational Dog Handlers. Applicants may periodically ask for an evaluation by 
Operational Dog Handlers of the dog for suitability for search work. Such evaluations will 
be informal and are no guarantee that the dog will or will not pass formal evaluation tests.  

7. If at any time any dog shows inappropriate aggressive behavior towards people or other 
animals, the dog’s inclusion in training may be terminated by a two-thirds (2/3) vote of the 
Board of Directors.   

8. While Operational Dog Handlers or other designated instructors will conduct training 
sessions, it is ultimately the responsibility of the Applicant Dog Handler to ensure that 
his/her dog receives the training it needs.   

9. Applicants are expected to learn land navigation and search strategy sufficient to pass the 
appropriate Field Evaluation necessary to reach Candidate status. While training sessions 
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will include discussions of these topics, it is ultimately the responsibility of the Applicant 
Wilderness Dog Handler to ensure that they learn the skills necessary.  

10. The Applicant Dog Handler may formally request the appropriate Field Evaluations during 
the specified time frame or when they feel ready. These field evaluations will be conducted 
according to the standards delineated in Section VII.C&D. 

11. After successfully completing the Field Evaluation and the Basic Obedience Test, the 
Applicant Dog Handler may request promotion to Candidate Dog Handler status. 

12. While not required for Applicant status, an Applicant may participate in the Survival Night 
Evaluation (Section III.E.13.), Basic first aid and CPR courses, Crime Scene Preservation 
course, and the State Written Test(Section III.E.12.) in partial fulfillment of Operational 
status requirements. 

 
 

E. Candidate Members 

 
1. A Candidate Dog Handler is a member who has passed the requirements for Applicant Dog 

Handler as delineated in Section III.D. and who has been voted to Candidate status. A 
Candidate Dog Handler is a voting member as noted in the by-laws.  

2. Candidate Dog Handlers are required to attend at least fifty percent (50%) of training sessions 
per quarter and fifty percent (50%) of business meetings per year to maintain Candidate status 
and be eligible for testing. 

3. Candidate Dog Handlers are given a six (6) month period to meet the requirements for 
Operational Dog Handler status as noted in Section III.E. 

4. At the end of this six (6) month period, Candidate Dog Handlers may: a). Request promotion 
to Operational status after completing the requirements noted in Section III.E.; b). Request a 
six (6) month extension to meet the requirements for Operational Dog Handler status; c). 
terminate their application; d). Apply for Applicant status as Base Support Personnel or other 
support personnel. 

5. Candidate Dog Handlers are expected to train their dog in advanced obedience and agility 
and to pass the GARD Advanced Obedience and Agility Test as outlined in Section VII.B. It 
is the responsibility of the Candidate Dog Handler to formally request an Advanced 
Obedience and Agility Test when they feel their dog is ready. Operational Dog Handlers will 
schedule the test so as not to interfere with group training schedules. 

6. Dogs being trained by Candidate Dog Handlers will be constantly evaluated by Operational 
Dog Handlers. Candidates may periodically ask for an evaluation by Operational Dog 
Handlers of the dog for suitability for search work. Such evaluations will be informal and are 
no guarantee that the dog will or will not pass formal evaluation tests. 

7. While Operational Dog Handlers or other designated instructors will conduct training 
sessions, it is ultimately the responsibility of the Candidate Dog Handler to ensure that 
his/her dog receives the training it needs.  

8. Candidates are expected to learn land navigation, search strategy, communications, as well 
as other topics sufficient to pass the appropriate Field Evaluations necessary to reach 
Operational status. While training sessions will include discussions of these topics, it is 
ultimately the responsibility of the Candidate Dog Handler to ensure that they learn the skills 
necessary. 

9. The Candidate Dog Handler may formally request the appropriate Field Evaluations within 
the specified time frame or when they feel ready.  These field evaluations will be conducted 
according to the standards delineated in Section VII. at a time not to interfere with regular 
training.   
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10. Candidate Dog Handlers must pass the following; the state’s written Canine SAR test, an 
American Heart Association (AHA) certification course in first aid and CPR (or equivalent 
or higher training), and the Survival Night Evaluation (Section III. E.13) prior to applying 
for promotion to Operational Status. 

11. After successfully completing the requirements delineated in paragraph 8, 9 and 10 above; 
the Candidate Dog Handler may request promotion to Operational Dog Handler status.  The 
requirements delineated in paragraph 8, 9 and 10. above may be completed in any order. 

12. Written Test 
a. Candidate Dog Handlers must achieve a passing score on GARD’s written test for the 

appropriate specialty (Air Scent, Trailing, or Cadaver). 
b. The test will be provided by the Virginia Department of Emergency Management with 

questions being randomly selected from questions supplied by the SAR Dog Standards 
Committee.*The Air Scent test will be administered to all canine dog handlers 
(regardless of discipline) until discipline specific tests are formally adopted by the 
State.* 

c. The test will be administered by the unit’s evaluator(s) and kept with the unit’s records. 
d. The test will cover topics including, but not limited to, the following: 

 
1). Scent transport theory 
2). Canine first aid 
3). Land navigation 
4). Search theory 
5). Lost Person Behavior 
6). Topographical maps 
7). Search strategy 
8). UTM/ASRC grid 
9). Clue and site protection procedures 
10).  Legal Aspects of SAR 
11).  SAR Terminology 
12).  Communication and Standard Radio Communication 
13).  Documentation 
 

13. Survival Night Evaluation 
a. The purpose of the survival night evaluation is to test the individual’s, (and the canine 

team in the case of the applicant handler and canine), ability to spend the night in the 
outdoors and still be able to function adequately and perform search related tasksthe next 
day. 

b. The reason for this requirement is that search and rescue personnel may find themselves 
in a situation in the field where they are forced to spend the night with whatever 
equipment they happen to have with them. 

c. Prospective members (Standards Committee approval required), Applicants or 
Candidates may participate in the Survival Night Evaluation. Approved Prospective 
Member, Applicant or Candidate dog handlers (regardless of discipline) must participate 
with their dog.  

d. Prior to participating in the Survival Night Evaluation, participants MUST first attend a 
survival night lecture. A survival night lecture and survival night evaluation shall be 
scheduled at least once annually. 

e. The following guidelines shall apply: 
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1). The individual’s equipment should be restricted to what they normally carry in a 
“day pack” during actual searches. 

2). The bivouac area should be typical terrain found in searches and far enough from 
roads and vehicles to accurately reflect the austere conditions a team will experience 
on a real search. 

3). Access to vehicles and equipment caches during the bivouac shall be prohibited. 
4). The individual must demonstrate the ability to build a fire and temporary shelter. 
5). The evaluators shall inspect each person’s equipment and help ensure that it is at 

least minimally adequate for the environment. 
6). Safety is of paramount importance. The participating individuals shall be monitored 

carefully during the night to ensure that problems such as hypothermia do not 
develop. The evaluators shall have contingency plans for emergencies. 

 

F.  Operational Members 

 
1. An Operational Dog Handler is a member who has passed the requirements for Operational 

Dog Handler as delineated in Section III.E. above.  
2. Operational Dog Handlers must re-certify every two years by passing the appropriate Re-

Certification Field Evaluation as delineated in Sections VII.E.4., VII.F.4., VII.G.6.orVII. H.  
For Wilderness Air Scent, HRD or Wilderness Cadaver; this re-evaluation may take place no 
sooner than three (3) months prior to the two (2) year anniversary date and no later than three 
(3) months after the two (2) year anniversary date.  Trailing teams are also required to 
recertify every two years.  However, Trailing teams have up to six (6) months before or after 
the two year anniversary date of their initial certification to successfully complete the re-
certification. 

3. For Wilderness Air Scent, HRD and Wilderness Cadaver; an Operational Dog Team that 
fails the re-certification evaluation may retake the evaluation within two (2) months of the 
first test. Should the team again fail to pass the evaluation or the two (2) month period 
elapses, the dog team shall be removed from Operational status and the Board of Directors 
will review and advise the canine team on available options (i.e. re-test at a later date, pursue 
another discipline, terminate application). If a Trailing Team fails to successfully recertify by 
the end of the six (6) month grace period, at a minimum and per the state standard; they will 
be required to re-start the certification process. Also, the Board of Directors will similarly 
review the canine team’s record and advise the team on available options. 

4. Operational Dog Handlers may respond to searches with their dogs as delineated in 
Operations Procedures (Section IX.B). 

5. Operational Dog Handlers who lose or retire a dog shall remain operational within the 
parameters set in Article II, Section 3.of the by-laws. 

6. Operational Dog Handlers who fail to meet the requirements to maintain active membership 
status must meet the requirements of Article III, Section 3.1 of the by-laws to be returned to 
Operational status. 

 

G. Associate Members 

 
1. Walker – An individual who goes on missions as a support person to a Canine Team, their 

primary concern is: Navigation, Communication or an extra set of eyes for the Canine Team.  
See Walker standards (Section VIII.B). 

2. Subject – An individual who goes to training as an assistant to the trainer, and acts as the 
subject and gets to play with the dog for its reward.  See Subject standards (Section VII.C). 



Standard Operating Procedure  

June, 2015 
10

3. Base (Mission Coordinator) Administrator – An individual who goes on missions as a 
coordinator of base operations and liaison with the Responsible Agent and other incident 
staff. See Base (Mission Coordinator) Administrator standards (Section VIII.D.). 

4.   Dispatch– An individual who performs the dispatch function, and no other activities, for 
GARD on a continuous basis. See Dispatch standards (Section VIII.E.). 

 
IV. Training Standards/Requirements 

 
The purpose of these Training Standards is to identify the training that will be provided to members 
and applicants of GARD. These Standards will provide general guidelines for weekly training 
sessions as well as describe annual special lectures and training events. These Standards will also 
provide general guidelines for members and applicants to receive training in areas not specifically 
covered by GARD’s unit training sessions. 

 
A. Weekly Training Sessions 

 
1. GARD will hold weekly training sessions throughout the year except for major holiday 

weekends and for the last two weeks of December including Christmas and New Year.    
2. Prospective members, Applicants, Candidates, and Operational members shall attend weekly 

training sessions as required by these SOPs.   
3. A training schedule will be e-mailed to members and applicants on a quarterly basis. 
4. Training sessions shall be held in several different locations providing varying experiences 

for the dogs and handlers. An effort will be made to train in an area no more often than once 
a quarter as well as alternating training areas as much as practicable to prevent any undue 
travel burden on individual members. 

5. A topic will be assigned for each training session. Topics may include, but are not limited to, 
the following: 
a. Compass work 
b. Land navigation (map and compass) 
c. Scent theory 
d. Search strategy 
e. Subject characteristics/Lost Person Behavior 
f.  Cadaver 
g. Multiple subjects 
h. Short motivational problems 
j. Article searches 
k Canine Drive 
l. Clue awareness 
m. Obedience training 
n. Interviewing 
o. Night training 

  
7. A Candidate or Operational member will be assigned to run each training session. On 

occasion, an Applicant or other person shall be assigned to run a training session provided 
that person is fully qualified to teach the assigned topic. 

8. The emphasis of the weekly training sessions shall be to train dogs for wilderness, trailing, 
and cadaver. 

9. The person running the training is responsible for making sure each person achieves his/her 
goals for that day. 
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10. Those present for training may be divided into groups to facilitate more efficient training. An 
operational dog handler will remain with each group to oversee training. 

11. The priority for weekly training sessions shall be as follows: 
a. Ensure that Operational Dog/Handler Teams remain competent and improve skills 
b. Help Candidate Dog/Handler Teams work towards Operational status 
c. Help Applicant Dog/Handler Teams work towards Candidate status 
d. Help Prospective members work towards Applicant status 

12. Dogs that have been deemed not suitable for search work should not be brought to training 
and under no circumstances should they interfere with the training of the other dogs  

13. Prospective members, Applicants, Candidates, and Operational members are expected to 
wear appropriate attire at training sessions. Candidates and Operational members should 
wear uniforms as much as possible. Any person not appropriately attired will not be allowed 
to participate in training activities that require going into the training environment (i.e. 
woods, water, urban, disaster).  The standard applies equally to working a dog, serving as a 
walker, or serving as a subject. Such persons not appropriately attired will be asked to 
remain at base at all times. 
a. Shirts: Long sleeves should be worn at all times in the woods. Short sleeves are strongly 

discouraged, even in summer, but can be worn in thin woods with light underbrush. 
Cotton shirts should be avoided. Synthetic and synthetic blends are preferred. Tank tops 
and sleeveless shirts shall not be worn in the woods.  

b. Pants: Jeans and other cotton fabrics are discouraged. Military style Battle Dress 
Uniform (BDU) (preferably dark blue) are the pants of choice, preferably synthetic or 
synthetic blends. Shorts shall not be worn in the woods. 

c. Footwear: Athletic footwear, sandals or other open-toed shoes shall not be worn in the 
woods. Footwear made specifically for wilderness excursions is preferred. Waterproof 
footwear is recommended.  

d. Inclement weather clothing: Wearing rain gear and layering is strongly encouraged in 
cold and inclement weather.  

14. All Applicants, Candidates, and Operational members are expected to arrive for training on   
time. This means arriving early enough to provide an appropriate break for the dog and still 
be ready to begin training at the appropriate time. Repeated tardiness (later than 30 minutes 
of scheduled training start time)by a member (2 trainings in one quarter), will result in any 
subsequent training that quarter (where the member is again tardy) to NOT count towards 
their attendance requirements. 

15. Minor children shall not be brought to trainings. Exceptions may be made when such minor 
children are part of a group to include, but not be limited to, the Boy Scouts of America 
when their attendance is an official function of their group and when they are covered by that 
group’s liability coverage. Other exceptions may be made on an individual basis when 
training is held on private property and the property owner specifically allows the presence 
of minor children. Additional exceptions may be made on a limited basis when a minor is 
over 12 years of age and has demonstrated the ability to serve as a subject for dog training 
purposes. Such a minor shall be accompanied by a parent or legal guardian at all times.  
 

B. Periodic Training Sessions 
 

1. Night training shall be scheduled at least once a quarter. 
2. A Survival Lecture shall be given at least once a year or as required. 
3. A Survival Night Evaluation shall be held at least once a year or as required. 
4. A Canine First Aid Course should be held at least once a year. 
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5. A mock search, either exclusively GARD’s or in cooperation with another search group, 
shall be scheduled at least twice yearly. 

6. Training with another canine search group shall be scheduled at least once a year. 
 

C. Outside Training Requirements 
 

It is not within GARD’s scope to provide all training necessary to serve as an effective member of a 
search and rescue team. For this reason, GARD requires members to receive some training from 
other sources. 

1. First aid and CPR Certification: VDEM requires Operational Members to hold a current First 
Aid and CPR certification from the Red Cross or other agency. GARD strongly recommends 
that all members and applicants obtain this certification. Information on courses is available 
through the American Red Cross or the American Heart Association. GARD may 
periodically provide a certification course when sufficient GARD members are in need of a 
class and an instructor can be obtained. 

2. Canine First Aid: Members should seek Canine First Aid where possible.  Canine First Aid 
Courses are available through such organizations as the American Red Cross, GARD 
requires completion of its course since it is tailored specifically to hazards and injuries that 
may occur as a result of being in a wilderness search environment. Its course also includes a 
practical portion which teaches the handler restraint techniques that must be practiced on the 
handlers search dog. Evaluation of how the dog responds to restraint techniques can be 
valuable should an actual emergency occur during training or a search. 

3. Field Team Member: VDEM requires members to successfully complete the Field Team 
Member class prior to becoming operational. This class provides basic information on all 
aspects of search and rescue missions, including map and compass skills and an overview of 
the Incident Command system of search operations. This information is invaluable in 
helping members develop baseline knowledge as a search resource in Virginia and become 
acquainted with the search and rescue community. The FTM course also provides 
information necessary to pass the written test.The Virginia Department of Emergency 
Management (VDEM) offers FTM classes. The GARD training officer will inform interested 
parties of up-coming FTM classes. 

4. Independent workshops: GARD encourages members to attend workshops held by outside 
independent groups. When available, GARD may provide funding to assist members 
(applicant status or higher)with the costs of attending such workshops.  To qualify for the 
funding reimbursement and/or for the workshop to count as an official training, it is the 
individuals’ responsibility to request support/approval at the business meeting prior to the 
workshop.  If not practicable because no meeting is scheduled, the individual must request 
approval from the Board of Directors who will inform the GARD membership of their 
decision at the next business meeting.  Individuals may apply for reimbursement as many 
times as needed, but will not exceed $300.00 per annum. 

5. VDEM requires all Operational Canine Search and Rescue team members to satisfactorily 
complete the FEMA Emergency Management Institute’s Study course, ICS-100a, 200a, 
700a, 800 & 809 for the Incident Command System. 

6.  GARD maintains a lending library of books and video tape on SAR related topics. These 
resources are available for Applicants and higher. 
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V.   Basic (In House) Field Evaluation (Land Navigation) for all members 

 
All prospective members (with the exception of Dispatch) shall pass a Basic Field Evaluation test in 
order to advance to applicant member status and become Call-Out-Qualified (COQ) (Section VI.).The 
objective of the Basic Field Evaluation is to assess the progress of prospective members in attaining 
the skills necessary to become a member of GARD. 

1.  10 Acre Navigation Evaluation  
  All teams must successfully complete a 10 acre land navigation exercise. This exercise shall 

assess the individual’s land navigation, map and compass and basic search strategy skills.   
a.    A 10-acre site will be chosen by the evaluators.  The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with at least some light to moderate underbrush. The area should not 
contain large areas of extreme terrain such as dense underbrush, swamps, or large 
streams, or be extremely steep. It should not contain large areas of open fields. The 
area should contain a variety of terrain features such as ridges, drainages, knolls, etc. 

b. The evaluation will take place during daylight hours. Weather conditions should not 
be extreme, such as heavy rain or snow or high winds. 

        2. Individual Skills: 
a. Be familiar with the use of a map and compass and how to use each in conjunction with 

one another. 
b. Assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and ask appropriate questions to aid in the 

formulation of a search strategy. 
c. Outline and carry out an effective search strategy based on the scenario, the search area, 

wind conditions, time of day, etc. 
d. Demonstrate the ability to provide accurate coordinates of a specific location to within 

twenty-five (50) meters. 
e. Be able to measure distance in paces, state distance in meters and relate it on a map. 
f. The individual shall demonstrate the following map and compass field skills: 

1). Follow a compass bearing 
2). Follow a contour 
3). Identify and locate terrain features 
4). Provide map coordinates 
5). Trace route of travel on map 
6). Identify a bailout plan 

g. The individual shall debrief with the evaluators at the completion of Evaluation. 
 

3. Evaluation Procedures: 
a. The individual shall arrive on time and with appropriate gear for the evaluation.  To pass 

the evaluation, the individual must pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills listed on the 
evaluation form.  Failure of the individual to pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills shall 
result in the failing of the evaluation.  A failing mark on any starred skill on the 
evaluation form shall result in a failure of the evaluation.  If the individual fails, the 
subsequent evaluation shall retest. 

b.  This evaluation will last no longer than two (2) hours. 
1). The individual shall be given a map with a 10-acre area outlined on the map. 

Evaluators will provide a basic scenario, but the individual should demonstrate at 
least some subject awareness by asking questions about the subject. The individual 
will then outline a search strategy. The search strategy should be based on wind and 
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terrain. The individual will not be expected to take subject characteristics or scent 
movement into consideration when developing a search strategy. 

2). The area will be drawn on the base map and the individual must be able to transfer 
the area to their map.  The individual will have 15 minutes to look over the area and 
come up with a search strategy based on temperature, wind direction, etc.  The 
individual must be able to explain the search strategy that they have chosen and why. 

3). The individual will be asked to demonstrate basic land navigation skills. 
4). The individual will then walk the area, identify and describe terrain features within 

sight as requested by evaluator.  The evaluators will pick three (3) points within the 
search area and mark them on the individual’s map. The individual must navigate to 
all three points and then return to base. 

5). The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the individual with navigation and 
strategy in searching a small area. Prospective members and evaluators should 
critique the performance.  Strengths and weaknesses should be included in the 
critique.  The evaluators shall assign a pass/fail after completion of the evaluation. 
a). Additional time may be granted by the evaluator's if it determined that the 

individual is actively working in a manner consistent with the intent of the 
evaluation.     

VI. Call-Out-Qualified 

 

All members that have met the following criteria are considered Call-Out-Qualified and may 
represent GARD as a walker on searches.  

1. Purpose:   
The purpose of this section is to describe the basic knowledge needed by members to qualify 
as Call-Out-Qualified and be able to go on operational missions as a Call-Out-Qualified 
Walkers. 

 
 2. Knowledge and Practical Evaluations: 

a.   Pass a background investigation 
b.  Complete NIMS 100, 200, 700, 800 and 809 
c.   Pass the Basic Field (Land Navigation) Evaluation (Section V) 
d.  Show basic proficiency with radio/communications 

 

 

VII. Canine Specialty Evaluation Standards  
 

The purpose of these standards for Evaluation is to delineate the criteria that must be met in order to 
ensure that all GARD members and applicants responding to search missions are qualified to 
perform the duties they are assigned. All Canine teams will need to successfully complete basic and 
State tests. These evaluation standards will: 
 

1. Outline the skills and knowledge required of dogs, and handlers, for Applicant, Candidate 
and Operational levels;  

2. Delineate the methods for evaluating and assessing the progress and maintenance of search 
skills of all levels;  

3. Specify training and educational requirements to improve and maintain search skills of all 
levels. 
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A. Basic Obedience (In House) Evaluation for Canine Teams 

 
 All canines must complete the following: 

1. Have an up-to-date medical record in accordance with the Commonwealth of Virginia 
requirements. 

2. Basic Obedience Test for Canine Teams 
Applicants and their dogs shall be required to demonstrate basic obedience skills using voice 
and/or hand signals. Puppies under ten months of age need not pass the stay element. 
Puppies under six months of age need not pass the basic obedience test in order to attend 
demonstrations. The following skills will be tested: 
 
a. Heel on Lead:  The dog will start from a sitting position. The handler will give the 

command to heel and step forward. The dog should remain at the side of the handler with 
its head near the handler’s leg. The dog should always be on a loose lead. The handler 
shall walk the dog in a pattern called by the evaluator to include the following elements: 
1). Forward 
2). Left Turn 
3). Right Turn 
4). Halt with Automatic Sit 
5). Fast Pace 
6). Slow Pace 
7). About Turn 

 
Note: The dog must receive either an Excellent or Good on elements 1) and 4) in order to pass the 

heeling element. 
 

b. Recall Element: The dog shall be placed on a stay or wait command in a sitting or down 
position. The handler shall walk away from the dog at least twenty-five (25) yards. The 
handler shall wait for the evaluator’s cue to call the dog. The dog shall proceed directly 
to the handler and stop in a sit position automatically either directly in front of or at the 
side of the handler (with no additional commands) at no more than an arm’s length away. 

c. Stay Element: The handler shall place the dog on a sit or down stay off lead. The handler 
shall walk away from the dog at least twenty-five (25) yards. The handler may remain in 
sight of the dog and may offer verbal commands/reinforcements to the dog if needed. 
The dog shall remain on the stay for five (5) consecutive minutes to begin when the 
handler leaves the dog. The dog shall remain within one body length during the stay 
period. The dog shall remain in position until the handler returns to the heel position and 
releases the dog after being so instructed by the evaluator.  

 
Note: On-lead Trailing Canine Teams may perform the recall and stay elements using a 

standard 30’ long lead. 
 
d. Aggression Element: 

1). Dog Aggression: The handler shall tie the dog to his/her vehicle (post, tree, etc) and 
go out of sight of the dog.  Another person shall heel a (preferably unknown) dog 
past the back of the vehicle within ten (10) feet of the tied dog.  The dog shall not 
exhibit any aggressive behavior to include lunging, growling, snarling, bearing of 
teeth or barking aggressively. The dog shall not be under a wait or stay command 
during this test. 
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2).  People Aggression:  The handler shall tie the dog to his/her vehicle (post, tree, etc.) 
and go out of sight of the dog.  Another person (preferably unknown to the dog) shall 
approach the dog, hook him/her to a lead and walk away from the vehicle.  The dog 
shall not exhibit any aggressive behavior to include lunging, growling, snarling, 
baring of teeth, barking aggressively or biting.  The dog shall not be under a wait or 
stay command during this test. 

 
B. BOA (Behavior/Obedience/Agility) Evaluation for Canine Teams 

 

1. Behavior Evaluation 

The Canine shall be required to demonstrate that it does not exhibit aggressive behavior. 
The following skills will be tested: 

1. Aggression/Behavior Element: 
1) The dog and handler will load into the back of a vehicle, such as a pickup truck, along 

with at least two other people and two other dogs. The vehicle will then be driven for 
a period of at least one mile during which time the dog must not display aggressive or 
uncontrolled behavior. 

2) The handler will stand with the dog in the heeling position. A stranger will approach 
and engage the handler in conversation. The dog must not show aggressive behavior 
toward the stranger. 

3) The dog will be tied to a stationary point on a 6-foot lead. Another handler, with a dog 
at heel, will walk within 10 feet of the point where the dog is tied. The dog will show 
no aggressive behavior. 

 

2. Obedience Evaluation  

The Canine shall be required to demonstrate obedience skills from the handler’s voice 
and/or hand signals. The following skills will be tested: 

a. Heel on Lead through a Straight Walk: The dog will start from a sitting position. The 
handler will give the command to heel and step forward. The dog should remain at the side 
of the handler with its head near the handler’s leg. The dog should always be on a loose 
lead. The handler shall walk the dog in a pattern called by the evaluator to include the 
following elements: 

a.  Forward 
b.  Left Turn 
c.  Right Turn 
d.  Halt with Automatic Sit 
e.  Fast Pace 
f.  Slow Pace 
g.  About Turn 

      The dog will sit or stand in the heeling position when the handler stops. 
 
Note: The dog must get either an Excellent or Good on element 1. in order to pass the heeling element. 
 

b. Stay Element: The handler shall place the dog on a sit or down stay off lead.  The dog will 
remain in place without correction for a minimum of 5 consecutive minutes with the 
handler out of sight at a minimum of 50 feet away. Distractions that may be encountered in 
a search scenario may be present. The dog will remain in place even if people or other dogs 
are present and moving around the dog. At no time shall the distractions come within ten 
(10) feet of the dog being tested. The dog shall remain within one body length during the 
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stay period. The dog shall remain in position until the handler returns to the heel position 
and releases the dog after being so instructed by the evaluator.  The dog will not be tied.   

c. Recall Element: The dog shall be placed on a stay or wait command in a sitting or down 
position. The handler shall walk away from the dog at least twenty-five (25) yards. The 
handler shall wait for the evaluator’s cue to call the dog. The dog shall proceed directly to 
the handler and stop in a sit position automatically either directly in front of or at the side 
of the handler (with no additional commands) at no more than an arm’s length away.  

d. Halt on Command Element (Emergency Stop): The handler shall place the dog in a sit or 
down and walk approximately twenty-five (25) yards away. On the evaluator’s signal, the 
handler shall call the dog. While in motion, the handler shall command the dog to stop. 
Following the command to stop, the dog must show an immediate change in gait and come 
to a complete stop within 10 feet. Any position is acceptable. 

e. Figure 8: The canine search team will complete a Figure “8” around two team handlers 
with             their canines on lead, sitting at their sides positioned about eight feet apart. 
The testing team shall complete the pattern, on lead, passing within two feet of each of the 
post teams. The post teams will remain still and not interfere with the testing team. 

 

3. Agility Evaluation  

The canine must demonstrate the ability to negotiate obstacles and walk on elevated 
surfaces. The following skills will be tested: 

 
Agility Element (Air Scent and HRD Canines):  The following agility elements must be 

performed by the dog without physical aid from the handler: 
1).  The dog will jump onto a surface at least two and one-half (2 ½) feet high. 
2).  The dog will walk across a board at least twelve (12) feet long and at least three (3) feet 

off the ground. The board shall be no more than twelve (12) inches wide. Tests one and 
two may be combined. 

3).  The dog will go through a thirty-six (36) inch or smaller diameter passageway at least 
eight (8) feet long. 

 
Retesting- Upon the event of a failure on one portion of the BOA 
(Behavior/Obedience/Agility) evaluation, the team may request a retest on the area that was 
failed. Shall they receive a fail on the entire BOA, the team will need to retest all portions on 
the same day.  

 

C. 20 Acre Evaluation for Canine Handlers (Land Navigation) 

All canine handlers shall pass a 20 Acre Field Evaluation test in order to be voted to Candidate 
status.  The objective of the 20 Acre Field Evaluation is to assess the progress of Applicants in 
attaining the skills necessary to become an Operational Canine/ Handler Team. *This evaluation 
satisfies the State 20 Acre Navigation Evaluation for HRD & Trailing Canine Teams.* 
1. 20 Acre Navigation Evaluation  
  All teams must successfully complete a 20 acre land navigation exercise. This exercise shall 

assess the handler’s land navigation, map and compass and basic search strategy skills.   
a. A 20-acre site will be chosen by the evaluators.  The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with at least some light to moderate underbrush. The area should not 
contain large areas of extreme terrain such as dense underbrush, swamps, or large 
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streams, or be extremely steep. It should not contain large areas of open fields. The 
area should contain a variety of terrain features such as ridges, drainages, knolls, etc. 

b. The evaluation will take place during daylight hours. Weather conditions should not 
be extreme, such as heavy rain or snow or high winds. 

        2. Handler Skills: 
a. Effectively demonstrate use of map and compass for land navigation. 
b. Assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and ask appropriate questions to aid in the 

formulation of a search strategy. 
c. Outline and carry out an effective search strategy based on the scenario, the search area, 

wind conditions, time of day, etc. 
d. Demonstrate the ability to provide accurate coordinates of a specific location to within 

twenty-five (25) meters. 
e. Be able to measure distance in paces, state distance in meters and relate it on a map. 
f. The handler shall demonstrate the following map and compass field skills: 

1). Follow a compass bearing 
2). Follow a contour 
3). Identify and locate terrain features 
4). Provide map coordinates 
5). Trace route of travel on map 
6). Identify a bailout plan 

g. The handler shall debrief with the evaluators at the completion of Evaluation. 
 

3. Evaluation Procedures: 
a. The handler shall arrive on time and with appropriate gear for the evaluation.  To pass 

the evaluation, the canine must locate the subject/sources (as appropriate).  A canine 
team must pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills listed on the evaluation form.  Failure 
of the handler to pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills shall result in the failing of the 
evaluation.  A failing mark on any starred skill on the evaluation form shall result in a 
failure of the evaluation.  If either member of the team fails, the subsequent evaluation 
shall retest both. 

b.  This evaluation will last no longer than one and one half (1½) hours. 
1). The handler shall be given a map with a 20-acre area outlined on the map. Evaluators 

will provide a basic scenario, but the handler should demonstrate at least some 
subject awareness by asking questions about the subject. The handler will then 
outline a search strategy. The search strategy should be based on wind and terrain. 
The handler will not be expected to take subject characteristics or scent movement 
into consideration when developing a search strategy. 

2). The area will be drawn on the base map and the handler must be able to transfer the 
area to their map.  The handler will have 15 minutes to look over the area and come 
up with a search strategy based on temperature, wind direction, etc.  The handler 
must be able to explain the search strategy that they have chosen and why. 

3). The handler will be asked to demonstrate basic land navigation skills. 
4). The handler will then walk the area, identify and describe terrain features within sight 

as requested by evaluator.  The evaluators will pick up to four (4) points and allow 
the handler to navigate to those points using their search strategy. The handler must 
navigate to all points and then return to base. 

5). The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the handler with navigation and 
strategy in searching a small area. Applicants and evaluators should critique the 
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performance.  Strengths and weaknesses should be included in the critique.  The 
evaluators shall assign a pass/fail after completion of the evaluation. 
a). Additional time may be granted by the evaluator's if it determined that the 

handler is actively working in a manner consistent with the intent of the 
evaluation.     

 

 

D. Practical Field (In House) Evaluation for Applicant Canine Teams 

All Applicant Canine Teams shall pass a Practical Field Evaluation with their canine partner in 
order to be voted to candidate status.  The objective of the Practical Field Evaluation is to assess 
the progress of the canine applicant in attaining the skills necessary to become part of an 
Operational Canine/ Handler Team.  The evaluation site will vary depending on the applicant’s 
specialty: 
1. Specialties:   

a. Wilderness Air Scent: 20 acre site.  Evaluators may utilize the same site used for the 20 
Acre Evaluation.  

b. Trailing: ½ mile trail aged one to two hours with three turns and variable surfaces. 
c. Human Remains Detection: 1 acre site.  

 
            2.   Canine Skills (Air Scent and HRD): 

a. The dog must be actively searching. He should move out in front of or away from the 
handler. The dog should not be constantly behind or close to the handler. 

b. The dog should continue to search despite common distractions associated with the 
search environment (i.e. livestock, wildlife, noise, etc.). Brief registering of interest is 
permissible as long as it does not interfere with the orderly conduct of the search. 

c. After alerting, the dog must be willing to approach the subject/source. 
d. After finding the subject/source, the dog must give the previously described 

indication.(For Wilderness Air Scent, the handler is allowed to prompt for the 
indication.) 

e. For teams with re-find sequence, the dog and its handler must return to the 
subject/source. 

f. During the evaluation, the handler may be asked to call his dog. The dog must return 
promptly to the handler. 

 
3.  Canine Skills: Trailing Canines 

    a. Must be actively searching. Canine should move out in front of (away from) the   
     handler and should not be consistently behind or close to the handler. 
    b. Canine must be focused during the search and should continue to search despite   
     distractions associated with the search environment. 
    c. Canine must establish the correct direction of travel from the place last seen or last  
     known place. 
    d. The canine must make a self-directed find of the subject.  

 
            4. Evaluation Procedures: 

a. The canine team shall arrive on time and with appropriate gear for the evaluation.  To 
pass the evaluation, the canine must locate the subject/sources (as appropriate).  A canine 
team must pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills listed on the evaluation form.  Failure 
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of the canine to pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills shall result in the failing of the 
evaluation.  A failing mark on any starred skill on the evaluation form shall result in a 
failure of the evaluation.  If either member of the team fails, the subsequent evaluation 
shall retest both. 

b.  This evaluation will last no longer than one and a half (1½) hours. 
1). The handler shall be given a map with an area appropriate to the specialty 

(wilderness air scent, trailing, and HRD), outlined on the map. Evaluators will 
provide a basic scenario, but the handler should demonstrate at least some subject 
awareness by asking questions about the subject. The handler will then outline a 
search strategy. The search strategy should be based on wind and terrain. The handler 
will not be expected to take subject characteristics or scent movement into 
consideration when developing a search strategy. 

2). The area will be drawn on the base map and the handler must be able to transfer the 
area to their map.  The handler will have 15 minutes to look over the area and come 
up with a search strategy based on temperature, wind direction, etc.  The handler 
must be able to explain the search strategy that they have chosen and why. 

3). Evaluators shall use appropriate evaluation sheet for designated specialty.  
4). The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the dog and handler as a team in 

searching a small area. Applicants and evaluators should critique the performance.  
Strengths and weaknesses should be included in the critique.  The evaluators shall 
assign a pass/fail after completion of the evaluation. 
a). Additional time may be granted by the evaluator's if it determined that the team is 

actively working in a manner consistent with the intent of the evaluation.     
 

E. Wilderness Air Scent: 

 
               1.    40-Acre Night Field Evaluation 

a. Purpose: 
The objective of the 40-acre Night Field Evaluation is to assess the ability of the dog 
team to function effectively at night. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). The 40-acre site will be chosen by the evaluators. The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with at least some light to moderate underbrush. The area should not 
contain large areas of extreme terrain such as dense underbrush, swamps, or large 
streams, or be extremely steep. It should not contain large areas of open fields. The 
area should contain a variety of terrain features such as ridges, drainages, knolls, etc. 

2). The evaluation will take place during nighttime hours. Weather conditions should not 
be extreme, such as heavy rain or snow or high winds. The test will last no longer 
than three (3) hours. The evaluators will place one (1) or two (2) subjects in the 
search area. 

 
2. 160 Acre Field Evaluation for Dog/Handler Teams 

a. Purpose: 
The objective of the 160-Acre Field Evaluation is to assess the ability of the dog 
team to effectively search a large area for an extended period of time. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). The 160-acre site will be chosen by the evaluators. The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with at least some light to moderate underbrush. The area should not 
contain large areas of extreme terrain such as dense underbrush, swamps, or large 
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streams, or be extremely steep. It should not contain large areas of open fields. The 
area should contain a variety of terrain features such as ridges, drainages, knolls, etc. 

2). The evaluation will take place during daylight hours. Weather conditions should not 
be extreme, such as heavy rain or snow or high winds. The canine team must search 
for at least (4) four hours and no longer than (6) hours. The evaluators will place two 
(2) or three (3) subjects in the search area. 

3. 40-Acre Re-certification Field Test 
a. Purpose: 

The purpose of the 40-Acre Re-certification Field Test is to assess whether the 
dog/handler team has maintained the skills necessary to be an effective search team. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). The 40-acre site will be chosen by the evaluators. The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with at least some light to moderate underbrush. The area should not 
contain large areas of extreme terrain such as dense underbrush, swamps, or large 
streams, or be extremely steep. It should not contain large areas of open fields. The 
area should contain a variety of terrain features such as ridges, drainages, knolls, etc. 

2). The evaluation will take place during daylight hours. Weather conditions should not 
be extreme, such as heavy rain or snow or high winds. The canine team must search 
for at least one (1) hour and the test will last no longer than three (3) hours. The 
evaluators will place zero (0) to two (2) subjects in the search area. 

 4. Team Evaluation Skills and Procedures 
a. Handler: 

1). The handler shall be expected to assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and 
ask appropriate questions which may influence his/her search strategy. 

2). The handler shall outline and carry out an effective search strategy based on the 
search area, wind conditions, time of day, and the scenario provided by the evaluators 

3). The handler shall describe his dog’s alerts and shall advise the evaluators whenever 
he believes his dog alerts during the evaluation. The handler shall be able to 
differentiate between animal and human alerts, if applicable. 

4). The handler shall describe his dog’s indication upon finding the subject. 
5). The handler shall accurately mark on his map his path of travel, wind direction, 

clues, alerts, and finds. 
6). The handler shall demonstrate a working ability to land-navigate utilizing map and 

compass. 
7). The handler shall demonstrate radio skills and communicate to Base the coordinates 

of any clues and/or finds. 
8). The handler shall debrief at the end of the task and give a POD of the search area. 

b. Canine: 
1). The dog must be actively searching. He should move out in front of or away from the 

handler. The dog should not be constantly behind or close to the handler. 
2). The dog should continue to search despite common distractions associated with the 

search environment (i.e. livestock, wildlife, noise, etc.). Brief registering of interest is 
permissible as long as it does not interfere with the orderly conduct of the search. 

3). After alerting, the dog shall approach the subject. 
4). After finding the subject, the dog must give the previously described indication  
5). For teams with re-finds, the dog and its handler must return to the subject without 

excessive urging from the handler. 
6). During the evaluation, the handler may be asked to call or halt the dog. The dog must 

respond to the handler’s commands. 
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7). The dog must show a willingness to continue to work after he has made a find. 
 

c. Evaluation Procedure: 

1). The handler shall arrive on time and with appropriate gear for the evaluation. To pass 
the evaluation, the dog must locate the subject. A dog team must pass eighty percent 
(80%) of the skills listed on the evaluation form. Failure of either dog or handler to 
pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills shall result in the failing of the evaluation. A 
failing mark on any starred skill on the evaluation form shall result in a failure of the 
evaluation. If either the dog or the handler fails, the subsequent evaluation shall retest 
both. 

2). The handler shall be given a map with the appropriate acre area outlined on the map. 
Evaluators will provide a basic scenario, but the handler should ask appropriate 
questions. The handler will then outline a search strategy. The search strategy should 
be based on wind and terrain as well as subject characteristics and scent movement. 

3). The handler shall follow the search strategy they have outlined. The handler will be 
asked to demonstrate basic land navigation skills during the evaluation. The handler 
shall revise the search strategy as appropriate based on alerts, changes in weather, 
etc. The handler will notify the evaluators of the dog’s alerts and indications. The dog 
should make at least one self-directed air scent find and indicate to the handler when 
he finds the subject(s). 

4). Upon making a find, the handler shall demonstrate appropriate radio communications 
skills in notifying Base of the find. The handler shall give Base coordinates of any 
clues and finds. The handler shall provide Base with appropriate evaluation of the 
subject and request the appropriate equipment to get the subject back to Base. 

5). The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the dog and handler as a team in 
searching at night. Candidates and evaluators should critique the performance in each 
part. Strengths and weaknesses should be included in the critique. The evaluators 
shall assign a pass/fail after completion of the evaluation. 

 
F. Trailing  

 
 1.   One-half-mile Field Evaluation (On lead) (Part 2 of 20/.5) 

 a. Purpose: 
 Assess the ability of the Canine Team to become a GARD Candidate member. 

 b. Site Requirements: 
1). The trail shall be a minimum of one-half mile in length.  It will contain multiple turns 

and be aged for one (1) to two (2) hours.   
2). The trail may include farmland, fields with high grass, wooded area, ridges, 

drainages, knolls, water crossing, trails, etc... 
3). The start of the track shall not be contaminated by other human and canine traffic. 
4). The subject shall not be in plain sight for either the handler or canine. 

 
2. Urban (On lead) Trailing Field Evaluation 

a. Purpose:   
To assess the ability of the Canine Team to search for a subject in populated areas 
that are highly contaminated. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). The trail shall be approximately one mile in length.  It will contain multiple turns. 
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2). The trail/site shall include a combination of shopping centers and typical populated 
areas. 

3). The trail shall be aged for eight (8) to twelve (12) hours.  The subject shall not be in 
plain sight for either the handler or canine. 

4).  The start of the track shall be contaminated by other human and canine traffic. 
5).  Canine must be on-lead for Urban Trailing Test. 
 

3. Wilderness/Rural Trailing Field Evaluation 
a. Purpose:   

To assess the ability of the Canine Team to search for a subject in a wilderness/rural 
environment. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). The trail shall be a minimum of one mile in length.  It will contain multiple turns and 

be aged for eight (8) to twelve (12) hours.   
2). The trail may include farmland, fields with high grass, wooded area, ridges, 

drainages, knolls, water crossing, trails, etc. 
3). The start of the track will be contaminated by other human and canine traffic. 
4). The subject shall not be in plain sight for either the handler or canine. 

 
 4. Re-certification Field Evaluation 

a. Purpose:   
To assess whether the Canine Team has maintained the skills necessary to be an 
effective wilderness search team. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). The trail shall be a minimum of one mile in length.  It will contain multiple turns and 

be aged for eight (8) to twelve (12) hours.   
2). The trail may be either Wilderness or Urban at the discretion of the evaluator 

(include farmland, fields with high grass, wooded area, ridges, drainages, knolls, 
water crossing, trails, etc or a combination of shopping centers, sub-division, office 
parks, etc….). 

3). The start of the track will be contaminated by other human and canine traffic. 
4). The subject shall not be in plain sight of either canine team members. 

  
 5. Team Evaluation Skills and Procedures 

a. Handler Skills: 
1). Assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and ask appropriate questions. 
2). Outline and carry out an effective search based on the scenario. 
3). Accurately articulate direction of travel. 
4). Demonstrate proper radio skills. 
5). The handler must debrief at the end of the task. 
6). Demonstrate proper techniques for handling and collecting a scent article. 

b. Canine Skills: 
1). Must be activity searching.  Canine should move out in front of (away from) the 

handler and should not be consistently behind or close to the handler. 
2). Canine must be focused during the search and should continue to search despite 

distractions associated with the search environment. 
3).  Canine must establish the correct direction of travel from the place last seen or last 

known place. 
       4).  The canine must make a self-directed find of the subject.  
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c. Evaluation Procedures: 

1). The canine must locate and follow the subject’s scent trail and locate the subject.  A 
canine team must pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills listed on the on the 
evaluation form.  Failure of either of the canine team to pass eighty percent (80%) of 
the skills shall result in failure of the evaluation.  A failing mark of any starred skill 
on the evaluation form shall result in a failure of the evaluation.  If either canine or 
handler fails, the both must be re-evaluated. 

2). The handler being evaluated shall not provide the subject or bystanders. 
3). The start and end of the trail will be located in highly contaminated areas. 
4). The handler will be given a brief scenario, the location of the PLS, and location of 

the scent article (s) and the article (s) must be the same age as the trail. 
5). There will be a one-hour (1) time limit to find the subject.  However, at the discretion 

of the evaluators, the time may be extended due to the variability of search areas 
provided the team is actively working. 

6). The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the canine and handler as a team.  
Strength and weaknesses should be included in the critique.  The evaluation shall 
assign a ‘Pass’ or ‘Fail’, which will be recorded in the candidate’s training records. 

7). The handler, for safety purposes, may utilize evaluators for traffic or crowd control. 
 

G. Cadaver (Human Remains Detection) 

 
 The following definitions for scent material shall be used but is not limited to. 

a. Scent sources may include: 
1). Soil sample from where a body has decomposed 
2). Clothing items or cloth from a decomposing body 
3). Bone with tissue 
4). Tissue 
5), Decomposing blood 
6). Hair or teeth mixed with other approved scent material 

b. Scent sources may not include: 
1). Dry, bleached bone only 
2). Ashes 
3). Synthetic scent 
4). Teeth only 
5). Hair only  

c. The handler being tested shall not provide the scent sources. 
 

1.   One (1) Acre Above Ground Cadaver Team Field Evaluation (Part 2 of 20/1) 
a. Purpose:   

Assess the ability of the Canine Team to become a GARD Candidate member. The 
purpose of the One (1) Acre Above Ground Cadaver Dog/Handler Evaluation is to 
assess the progress of Applicants in teaching their dogs to locate and indicate on 
human cadaver scent. 

b. Site requirements:  
1) A one (1) acre site shall be chosen by the evaluators. The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with light to moderate underbrush. The terrain shall not be excessively 
steep or contain any bodies of water. 
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2) The evaluation shall take place during daylight hours. Weather conditions shall not 
be extreme. 

3) The source will be positioned 1-2 hours prior to the start of the test and the 
designated sector should not contain any distracting scent (e.g., food or dead 
animal).   

 
2. Wilderness Evaluations: Above Ground and Buried (AGB) Evaluation: 

 
I. Above Ground Evaluation (Part 1 of Above/ Buried Evaluation) 

a. Purpose: 
The objective of the above ground multi-sites is to assess the ability of the team to 
search for human remains or articles over an extended period of time in a large area. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). Three non-contiguous (2) acre sites for the evaluation, no fewer than 100 feet apart. 

Area shall have clearly delineated boundaries or be marked by flagging tape. 
2). The sites should include fields, wooded areas, and a variety of vegetation and terrain 

features (ridges, drainages, knolls, etc). 
3). One sector shall contain no scent source.  The remaining sectors shall contain one to 

two scent sources per sector at the discretion of the evaluators.  All scent sources will 
have been placed a minimum of 24 hours and a maximum of 48 hours prior to the 
test.  Scent sources may be placed on the ground and out of plain sight, or hung at a 
height no less than two (2) feet, but not more than four (4) feet off the ground out of 
plain sight.  No scent sources shall be buried.  One sector shall contain one dead 
animal scent source. 

 
II. Buried Evaluation (Part 2 of Above/Buried Evaluation) 

a. Purpose: 
The objective of the Buried Evaluation is to assess the ability of the team to search for 
scent sources buried in shallow graves. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). Two (2) half-acre non-contiguous sites for the evaluation, no fewer than 100 feet 

apart. Areas shall have clearly delineated boundaries, or be marked by flagging tape. 
The sites shall include fields, wooded areas, and a variety of terrain features (ridges, 
drainages, knolls, etc). 

2). One sector shall contain one scent source. The second sector may or may not contain 
a scent source, at the discretion of the evaluators. All scent sources will be placed a 
minimum of 24 hours and a maximum of 48 hours prior to the test. Each source 
should be buried a minimum of six (6) inches and a maximum of ten (10) inches 
from the top of the ground.  

3). The area around the source should blend in with the surrounding soil and vegetation. 
Both sectors shall contain false holes dug at the time the samples were placed. One 
sector shall contain one above ground dead animal scent source. Handler may use a 
probe. 

 
Retesting- Upon the event of a failure on one portion of the Above Ground or Buried 
evaluation, the team may request a retest on the area that was failed. Shall they receive a fail 
on both the Above and Buried portion, the team will need to retest both portions on the same 
day.  
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3. Urban Evaluation 
a. Purpose: 

The objective of the urban evaluation is to assess the ability of the team to search for 
scent sources in confined urban sites.    

b. Site requirements: 
1) An urban test site. This site must include two of the following:  building, lumber pile, 

crawl space, debris pile, vehicles or dumpsters.  Test site should be 400 to 800 square 
feet total. 

2) The evaluators shall set out one to three cadaver scent sources, in the search site. 
These sources shall be placed a minimum of 24 hours and a maximum of 48 hours 
prior to the test and shall be placed out of plain sight. The source shall not be placed 
at a height more than 4 feet. One dead animal distraction must be placed inside the 
search site.   

 
4. Re-certification Evaluation 

a. Purpose: 
The objective of the evaluation is to assess the ability of the team to search for scent 
sources above, on or below ground. 

b. Site requirements: 
1). Two (2) half-acre non-contiguous sites for the test, no fewer than 100 feet apart.  

Areas shall have clearly delineated boundaries, or be marked by flagging tape 
2). The sites shall include fields, wooded areas, and a variety of terrain features (ridges, 

drainages, knolls, etc). 
3). One sector shall contain at least one scent source. The second sector may or may not 

contain scent sources, at the discretion of the evaluators. All scent sources will be 
placed a minimum of 24 hours and a maximum of 48 hours prior to the test.  

4). Scent sources may be placed on the ground and out of plain sight, or hung at a height 
no less than two (2) feet, but not more than four (4) feet off the ground out of plain 
sight.  

5). Scent sources may be buried a minimum of six (6) inches and a maximum of ten (10) 
inches from the top of the ground.  

6). The area around the source should blend in with the surrounding soil and vegetation. 
Both sectors may contain false holes dug at the time the samples were placed.  

7). One sector shall contain one above ground dead animal scent source. Handler may 
use a probe. 

 
5. Team Evaluation Skills and Procedures 

a. Handler: 
  1). Assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and ask appropriate questions to aid 

in the formulation of a search strategy. 
  2). Outline and carry out an effective search strategy based on the scenario, the search 

area, wind conditions, time of day, etc. 
  3). Describe the canine’s alert and indication prior to the test and shall advise the 

evaluators when the canine alerts and indicates during the test. 
  4). Be able to differentiate when the canine is alerting on cadaver scent versus when 

the canine is reacting to a distraction scent. 
  5). If the canine cannot pinpoint the source of scent, the handler must be able to read 

the canine and identify the scent source location within four (4) feet.  
  6). Demonstrate crime scene preservation techniques. 
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  7). Demonstrate adequate land navigation skills (if applicable). 
  8). Accurately mark on a map the direction of travel, wind direction, clues, alerts, and 

finds. 
  9). Demonstrate proper radio skills. 
10). The handler must debrief at the end of the task and give a realistic POD of the 

search area. 
b. Canine: 

1). Must be actively searching. Canine should move out in front of (away from) the 
handler and should not be consistently behind or close to the handler. 

2). Canine must be focused during the search and should continue to search despite 
common distractions associated with the search environment. Brief registering of 
interest is permissible as long as it does not interfere with the orderly conduct of the 
search. 

3). Must give a recognizable indication to the handler.   
4). Canine must locate all scent sources and may search on or off lead. 
5). Upon finding each scent source, the canine must give the previously described 

indication of a find, even if unable to pinpoint the exact location of the source.  
6). The canine shall not indicate on the dead animal scent. Doing so shall result in 

failure of the test. 
 

c. Evaluation Procedure: 
1) To pass the evaluation, the canine team must locate all scent sources. The 

handler must be able to determine the location within a radius of four (4) feet 
based on the dog’s indication.  A team must pass eighty percent (80%) of the 
skills listed on the evaluation form. Failure of either dog or handler to pass 
eighty percent (80%) of the skills shall result in failure of the test.  A failing 
mark on any starred (*) skill on the evaluation form shall result in a failure of 
the test. Indicating on a dead animal distraction shall result in failure of the test. 
If either dog or handler fails, both must be retested. 

2) The handler will be given a brief scenario, at which time the handler can ask 
questions, which may aid in the location of the scent sources. Scent sources 
shall be consistent with the scenario given.   

3) There will be a one-hour time limit to search each sector/site with a 20-minute 
rest period in between. Each sector/site will be debriefed, including estimation 
of POD after the 20-minute rest and prior to proceeding to the next sector/site.   

4) The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the canine and handler as a team 
in searching a large area for an extended period of time. Strengths and 
weaknesses should be included in the comment section. The evaluators shall 
assign a pass/fail, which will be recorded in the handler’s training record kept 
by his/her unit. 

5) Should the canine not find all sources, the handler has the right to request a 
demonstration of the validity of the scent sources using an operational land 
cadaver canine. Canine should be available within 15 minutes or a no-test will 
be declared. 
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H. Wilderness Cadaver (Tier II level certification) 
 

1. Canine teams seeking Tier II level certification must have obtained and maintain 
certification in Wilderness Air Scent canine discipline recognized by VDEM. These teams are 
beneficial resources to be utilized for suspected recent deceased persons. Timeframe for 
effective use of the this K9 team is dependent on environmental and incident factors (trauma 
death) and can vary situation to situation. (Typically 0-14 days). 

2. Procedure: GARD has established the following objectives and tasks for Virginia 
certifiedK9 teams to achieve in order to be recognized as competent in wilderness cadaver 
skillset and to be utilized as an effective Wilderness Cadaver K9 team resource. 

3. Five (5) Acres Wilderness Cadaver Evaluation 
a. Purpose:  

The objective of this evaluation is to assess the ability of the team to effectively 
search for recently deceased victims. 

b.Site Requierments  
1) The evaluators shall select a five (5) acres site consistent with the scenario 

to be used.  
2) The site shall contain one (1) scent source placed between 12-24 hours of 

the test time. 
3) The source should be strong enough to simulate recent death. 
4) The source may include clothing or other items that are consistent with the 

search scenario. 
5) The source should be lightly covered, or camouflaged to avoid allowing the 

handler to inadvertently locate the scent source by sight. 
6) The evaluation search time shall take no longer than one (1) hour up to two 

(2) hours if the team is actively working based on evaluators opinion. 
7) The sector shall contain at least one distracting scent (animal bones, 

carcass). 
 

4. Wilderness Cadaver Recertification Evaluation 
a. Purpose: 

The objective of the Wilderness Cadaver recertification evaluation is to assess 
whether the K9 team has maintained the necessary skillset needed to be an 
effective resource. (as listed above) 

b.Site Reqiurements: 
1) The evaluators shall select a one (1) acres site consistent with the scenario 

to be used. 
2) The sector shall contain one (1) scent source (strong enough to be consisent 

with recent death), placed a minimum of three (3) hours and a maximum of 
six (6) hours prior to start of the evaluation. 

3) The source may include clothing or other items consent with search 
scenario. 

4) The evaluation search time shall take no longer than 30 minutes up to one 
hour if the team is acively working based on evaluators opinion. 

5) The sector shall contain at least one distracting scent (animal bones, 
carcass). 
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6) The K9 team must pass 80% of essential handler and K9 skills as defined 
on the evaluation form.  

7) If the K9 team does not pass, the evaluators shall discuss with the Standards 
Committee and handler to discuss areas for remediation. A re-test may be 
scheduled within one (1) month of the original evaluation.  

 
5. Team Evaluation Skills and Procedures 

a.  Handler Skills 
 The following are the requirements/skills that the team will need to 

successfully demonstrate to achieve Operational Wilderness-Cadaver status: 

1) Expected to assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and ask appropriate 
questions which may influence the search strategy. The handler should be 
knowledgeable of potential hazards (blood and body fluid) associated with 
searching for despondent, traumatic victims.  

2) Outline and carry out an effective search stratgey based on the search area, 
wind conditions, time of day, and the scenario provided by the evaluators.  

3) Describe K9 alerts and indication. Thehandler shall advise evaluators when the 
K9 alerts and indicates during the evaluation. The handler will be able to 
differentiate between animal and human alerts if applicable. (distraction scent) 

4) Mark on the map the path of travel, wind direction, clues, alerts and cadaver 
scent source location, if applicable. 

5) Demonstrate radio skills, and communication to Base the coordinates of a 
clue(s), alert(s) and find. 

6) After making a find the handler shall demonstration proper procedures for 
handling a potential crime scene. 

7) Debrief at the end of the task and give POD for responsive/unresponsive 
subject and clue of assigned task. 
 

b.    Canine Skills 
c. The following are requirements, skills the K9 must successfully demonstrate to 

achieve Operational Wilderness Cadaver status. 
d.The K9 must be actively searching, ranging away from handler 
e. Continue to search even though environmental distractions (livestock, animal 

cacasses, noise) may be present. Brief interest is permissible as long as the K9 re-
engages and it does not interfere with orderly conduct of the search operations. 

f. After alerting on the cadaver scent the K9 shall approach the scent and perform the 
previously described indication 

g.For teams with refinds the K9 must lead the handler directly back to the cadaver 
scent (without prompting). 

h.The K9 shall not disturb the potential crime scene. 

c.     Evaluation Proceedure 

1) Evaluations will be requested, arranged, and conducted in accordance with 
GARD Standard Operation Procedures. 

2) The K9 team shall be assessed as to their effectiveness as a team.To pass the 
evaluation, the K9 must: 
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a. Locate the scent source. If the K9 does not locate the scent source the 
evaluators must demonstrate that the evaluation source is viable. 

b.Pass 80% of the total applicable points for handler and K9 skills in order to pass 
the evaluation. Failure of either the handler skills or K9 skills section shall 
result in a failure of the evaluation. Subsequent evaluations shall retest both 
skill set sections. 

c. The team shall arrive on time with appropriate gear for the environment, task 
and evaluation. 

 

VIII. Associate Members Evaluation Standards 

 
A. Fundamental Field Evaluation for Associate Members 

All applicant associate members (with the exception of Dispatch) shall pass a Fundamental Field 
Evaluation test in order to advance to associate status.  The objective of the Fundamental Field 
Evaluation is to assess the progress of Applicants in attaining the skills necessary to become an 
Associate member of GARD. 
1. 20 Acre Navigation Evaluation  
       All members must successfully complete a 20 acre land navigation exercise. This exercise 

shall assess the member’s land navigation, map and compass and basic search strategy skills.   
a. A 20-acre site will be chosen by the evaluators.  The evaluation site shall contain 

mostly woods with at least some light to moderate underbrush. The area should not 
contain large areas of extreme terrain such as dense underbrush, swamps, or large 
streams, or be extremely steep. It should not contain large areas of open fields. The 
area should contain a variety of terrain features such as ridges, drainages, knolls, etc. 

b. The evaluation will take place during daylight hours. Weather conditions should not 
be extreme, such as heavy rain or snow or high winds. 

        2. Member Skills: 
a. Effectively demonstrate use of map and compass for land navigation. 
b. Assess the scenario provided by the evaluators and ask appropriate questions to aid in the 

formulation of a search strategy. 
c. Outline and carry out an effective search strategy based on the scenario, the search area, 

wind conditions, time of day, etc. 
d. Demonstrate the ability to provide accurate coordinates of a specific location to within 

twenty-five (25) meters. 
e. Be able to measure distance in paces, state distance in meters and relate it on a map. 
f. The member shall demonstrate the following map and compass field skills: 

1). Follow a compass bearing 
2). Follow a contour 
3). Identify and locate terrain features 
4). Provide map coordinates 
5). Trace route of travel on map 
6). Identify a bailout plan 

g. The member shall debrief with the evaluators at the completion of Evaluation. 
 

3. Evaluation Procedures: 
a. The member shall arrive on time and with appropriate gear for the evaluation.  To pass 

the evaluation, the member must pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills listed on the 
evaluation form.  Failure of the member to pass eighty percent (80%) of the skills shall 
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result in the failing of the evaluation.  A failing mark on any starred skill on the 
evaluation form shall result in a failure of the evaluation.  If the member fails, the 
subsequent evaluation shall retest. 

b.  This evaluation will last no longer than one and one half (1½) hours. 
1). The member shall be given a map with a 20-acre area outlined on the map. 

Evaluators will provide a basic scenario, but the member should demonstrate at least 
some subject awareness by asking questions about the subject. The member will then 
outline a search strategy. The member is allowed to take subject characteristics into 
consideration when developing a search strategy. 

2). The area will be drawn on the base map and the member must be able to transfer the 
area to their map.  The member will have 15 minutes to look over the area and come 
up with a search strategy based on temperature, subject characteristics, etc.  The 
member must be able to explain the search strategy that they have chosen and why. 

3). The member will be asked to demonstrate basic land navigation skills. 
4). The member will then walk the area, identify and describe terrain features within 

sight as requested by evaluator.  The evaluators will pick four points within the 
search area and mark them on the handlers map. The handler must navigate to all 
four points and then return to base. 

5). The evaluators shall assess the effectiveness of the member with navigation and 
strategy in searching a small area. Applicants and evaluators should critique the 
performance.  Strengths and weaknesses should be included in the critique.  The 
evaluators shall assign a pass/fail after completion of the evaluation. 
a). Additional time may be granted by the evaluator's if it determined that the 

member is actively working in a manner consistent with the intent of the 
evaluation.      

 
B. Walker 

1. Purpose:   
The purpose of this section is to describe the basic knowledge needed by prospective 
members to qualify as support personnel or an Operational Canine Team and be able to go 
on operational missions as a Call-Out-Qualified member as delineated in Section VI. 

 
 2. Knowledge and Practical Evaluations: 
 a. Knowledge requirement 
 1). Behavior (Both human and canine, plus first aid) 
 2). Clue awareness (Both human and canine) 
 3). Mission requirements (Land Navigation, Communications and Task Assignment) 
 b. Practical Evaluations 
 1). Communication 
 2). Land Navigation 
 3). Task assignment  
 
 

C. Subject (Training Assistant) 
1. Purpose: 

Teach members necessary skills to use during training scenarios.  Members will be taught to 
role play victim characteristics, provide canine motivation (stipulated by each handler) at 
the reward stage of the scenario, and contribute meaningful observations during the debrief 
stage following completion of the scenario.   
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2. Training assistants must qualify as a “Walker” or higher for GARD.  (Field Team Member) 

plus the knowledge requirements for Walker)   
 

D. Base (Mission Coordinator) Administrator 
 
1. Background 

a. Personnel assigned to base staff are considered a liaison between the Responsible Agent 
(RA), SAR Ground Coordinators and GARD/other SAR team dog handlers. Members may 
progress through several layers of expertise leading ultimately to Incident Command Staff. 

b. The Commonwealth of Virginia Department of Emergency Management (VDEM) 
sponsors many SAR courses and awards state certification in base operations among other 
specialties. Members successfully completing the basic SAR course will be qualified as a 
Field Team Member (FTM), recommended for all GARD personnel. Although not 
mandatory for all GARD members; Associate members are encouraged to attend VDEM’s 
FTL course. Once complete, FTL qualified members will be certified to lead a SAR team 
in the field.  

c. After achieving FTL status (or performing FTM for many years), associate members can 
become part of the management team or Incident Staff (IS) by attending the Managing 
Land Search Operations (MLSO) and Practical Search Operations (PLO).  

d. Mission Coordinator (MC). The MC is the senior base administrator position and is further 
delineated by MC 1, MC 2 and MC 3. The highest ranking MC is MC 1.  

 
2. Membership and position requirements for becoming Base Administrator (BA): 

a. Satisfactorily complete the required FEMA Emergency Management Institute Study 
course’s for the Incident Command System. 

b. Participate in the Survival Night Evaluation, Basic First Aid and CPR courses and a Crime 
Scene Preservation Class 

c. Satisfactorily complete the Lost Person Behavior (LPB) course. 
d. Satisfactorily complete the Management Team Member (MTM) course.  

 
3. Applicants: 

a. Are expected to have a working knowledge and skills to qualify as a group Walker. 
b. Will walk with a minimum of three (3) different specialty Operational Dog Handlers 

during training sessions. It will be left to the Applicant to inform the individual in charge 
of a training session if they have already walked with a particular dog handler. 

c. Will work at base with an Operational member for a least some portion of the three (3) 
training sessions. This should include the demonstrations of the use of GARD radios using 
appropriate radio protocol which include general information on search procedures. 

 
4. Candidates: 

a. Must pass the requirements for Applicants as delineated in Section VIII.C.3 above and 
has been voted to Candidate status. 

b. Are expected to have a working knowledge of scent theory, search strategy and tactics, 
Lost Person Behavior and land navigation. 

c. Are expected to have a working knowledge of base operations sufficient to pass the Base 
Administrator Evaluation (Section VIII. F.) at a SAR simulation. 

d. Must assist an Operational member or qualified State IS in base operations on a 
minimum of two (2) missions or SAR simulations. 
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e. Fulfillment of Associate member requirements. 
 

5. Base Administrator (BA) 
a. After successfully completing all the requirements delineated in Section VIII. C. 4 

above, the Candidate may request promotion to Base Administrator status. 
 

E. Dispatch 
All dispatch members are excluded from any of the GARD education and training requirements 
set forth for active members with the exception of: 

a. Complete NIMS 100, 200, 700, 800 and 809 
b. Dispatch on Duty Class 
c. Maintain CPR/First Aid certification 

 
F. Base Administrator Evaluation 

1. Purpose: Base Administrator Candidates shall pass a Base Administrator Evaluation prior to 
being voted to Base Administrator status. The objective of this test is to assess the 
Candidate’s ability to perform basic base operations duties. 
 

2. Candidate Skills: The following are skills the Candidate needs to successfully demonstrate to 
achieve Base Administrator status: 
a. The Candidate shall be expected to maintain a communications log. 
b. The Candidate shall be expected to perform the initial investigation at a mock 

search/simulation. 
c. The Candidate shall be expected to determine the Probability of Area (POA). 
d. The Candidate shall be expected to segment the search area into workable sectors. 
e. The Candidate shall be expected to conduct briefings and debriefings of search teams. 
f. The Candidate shall demonstrate the ability to move available assets when deemed 

appropriate to do so. 
g. The Candidate shall demonstrate the ability to complete all necessary documentation for 

a mission. 
h. The Candidate shall demonstrate the ability to mark task and master maps appropriately. 
i. The Candidate shall demonstrate the ability to organize an evacuation plan. 
j. The Candidate shall demonstrate the ability to evaluate resource requirements. 
k. The Candidate shall demonstrate the ability to maintain control of the search 

environment. 
 

3. Test Procedure: 
a. The Candidate shall arrive on time to the base site of a mock search. 
b. The Candidate shall arrive with all documents, forms and maps necessary to effectively 

run base operations for the planned mock search. 
c. The Candidate shall conduct the initial investigation by asking appropriate questions of 

the Responsible Agent or any other persons needed to gather information necessary to 
effectively run base operations for the planned mock search. 

d. The Candidate shall evaluate resource requirements needed to conduct an effective 
search. 

e. The Candidate shall segment the search area into workable sectors and assign search 
tasks. 

f. The Candidate shall brief and debrief each search team before and after each search task. 
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g. The Candidate shall reassign available assets when appropriate to do so. 
h. The Candidate shall organize an evacuation plan. 
i. The Candidate shall determine POA and use this determination to assign tasks. 
j. The Candidate shall complete all paperwork customarily used in Virginia search 

missions. 
k. The evaluators shall assess the ability of the Candidate to conduct base operations tasks 

for a mock search. Candidates and evaluators should critique the performance of the 
Candidate. Strengths and weaknesses should be included in the critique. The evaluators 
shall assign a pass/fail after completion of the evaluation. 

 
IX. Operations Procedures 
  

A. Dispatch and Deployment 

1. GARD team dispatchers will establish, document and distribute a rotational calendar of 
Dispatcher on Duty (DOD) assignments.  Assignments will be from Monday 0800 to 
following week Monday 0800.  Upon assuming DOD the dispatcher will send a group text 
informing teammates of name and contact information.   

2. GARD dispatcher on duty shall upon receiving a SWAN alert from the Virginia Department of 
Emergency Management (VDEM), follow all directives within the message.  

3. The dispatcher shall obtain basic information from the VDEM dispatcher and shall notify all 
Operational and Candidate members summarizing the mission and giving their dispatch 
number for members to call or text with availability.  

4. In the event that Operational and Candidate members have not received a notification of a 
search from the dispatcher within twenty (20) minutes of receiving the SWAN alert, a 
secondary dispatcher shall assume the role of Dispatcher on Duty, and respond to VDEM. This 
person shall retain role of Dispatcher on Duty until relieved by assigned responsible 
individual.  (This is dependent on initial SWAN alert instructions; in the rare event that the 
VDEM Conference Call is beyond 20 minute limit, secondary dispatcher will not assume role 
of dispatcher) 

5. Upon notification to Operational and Candidate members all other FTM or COQ members 
shall be notified of call out. The number of “other” members dispatched is based on search 
mission needs and will be determined by the Dispatcher on Duty.  

6. Within fifteen (15) minutes of receiving notification of a search from the dispatcher, search 
qualified members shall call or text the dispatcher at the number provided and give 
information regarding their availability to respond to the mission and estimated response time 
to the scene.   

7. After receiving member information, the dispatcher shall contact VDEM and provide 
availability, qualification and estimated time of arrival at search site.    

8. The dispatcher is responsible for:  
b. Obtaining and passing on information regarding VDEM mission number, RA, and 

location of and directions to the search base of operations. 
c. Informing responding members of any change of status, for example, movement of 

base of operations 
d. Termination of search  

9. The dispatcher shall keep records of all responding members, noting time notification, 
deployment from home, arrival at base, leaving base, and time of arrival home (or other final 
destination). The dispatcher is responsible for assuring that all responding members are 
accounted for at the end of the search and for initiating emergency response procedures to 
account for any missing responders. 



Standard Operating Procedure  

June, 2015 
35

10. In the event that GARD is requested to respond to a search by a Responsible Agent other than 
VDEM, the member receiving that request shall inform requesting RA to contact VDEM 
directly with information. The member will then immediately contact the Dispatcher on Duty, 
proving them information on the request including, but not limited to: agency making the 
request, point of contact, location and type of search.  The dispatcher shall then contact 
VDEM for follow up. 

11. The dispatcher will maintain a dispatch log containing all information pertaining to the 
mission.  At a minimum the log will contain the VDEM mission number, search base location 
and changes to location, the RA, the SAR mission coordinator, subject information, and 
group members proposed deployment time, actual deployment, arrival and leaving base and 
arrival to home real-times.  

 
B. Call Out 

1. All Operational, Candidate and Call-Out-Qualified (Section VI) members shall at their own 
cost and responsibility carry a cell phone with text messaging capability. 

2. Within fifteen (15) minutes of receiving notification of a search from the Dispatcher on 
Duty, members must call or text the dispatcher at the number provided and provide their 
availability to respond to the mission and estimated time of deployment and arrival to Base.   

3. The qualified member deploying to the search must inform/provide the Dispatcher on Duty 
the following: 

• Time of deployment 

• Report any delay* in travel 

• Check in every two hours of travel time  

• Time of arrival at search base 

• Report any change in the information you received while traveling 

• Time of departure from search base 

• Check in every two hours of travel time to home or final destination  

• Time of arrival at final destination (For example; home). 
 
 
Notes: *Examples of acceptable delays include eating on the way to and from the search, and sleeping on 

the return trip only.  Responders that stop for rest breaks on the way home must inform the 
Dispatcher on Duty of exact location, time rest started, proposed length of rest, and inform 
dispatcher of time when travel home resumes. Responders must maintain communication resource 
with Dispatcher on Duty during rest period.  Some example for delays that will terminate 
Dispatcher on Duties tracking of deployed resources includes: stopping for shopping, or stopping 
at location other than home as designated final stop.  

  4. All members deployed to a search shall complete and submit a GARD In House After 
Action Report within 3 days of returning home to the GARD Reports and Attendance 
Officer. An extension will be granted to individuals that deploy to Back-to-back searches. 
The Reports and Attendance Officer will combine all in-house AARs into one AAR and 
provide to VDEM within five days following the search.   

 

C. Mission: 

1. An Operational member arriving at base shall report to the Responsible Agent (RA)/ Mission 
Coordinator (MC) to receive instructions. GARD Base Administrator shall serve on the 
incident staff if requested and able. 
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2. In absence of a SAR mission coordinator, a GARD Base Administrator or first   
operational canine team on site should perform the following:  

a. Assist Responsible Agent with coordination of SAR activities (as requested).  
b. Establish appropriate sign in logs. 
c. Maintain a record of all search activities. 
d. Assist incident staff (if requested) with overall search activities. 

3. Operational dog handlers shall serve as Field Team Leaders.   
4.   Operational canine handlers upon arrival at base location shall position their vehicle to limit 

stressers on canine partners. Stressers include weather, traffic and excessive noise. All 
canines shall be crated, or on leash walking to task area.   

5. Non-operational members may serve in any capacity for which they have been trained, 
including, walker, flanker, field team member (FTM), and base support.   

6.  The member shall be responsible for bringing his/her personal equipment. Members shall 
respond in uniform. Applicants shall dress neatly in attire appropriate for the search task.   

7. The member shall sign in on appropriate logs.  
8.   Non-operational members shall not bring a dog to any search mission. 
9.. All teams shall carry at all times a handheld radio or other means of communications with 

base and other search team members. 
10. After completion of a task, team members shall report to the command post to debrief their 

designated task. 
11. Prior to leaving a search, each member shall sign out on appropriate logs and notify GARD 

dispatcher. 
 
 

X. Terminology 

 
The definitions listed here are for the purpose of these standards only.  They may or may not reflect the 
definitions used by other individuals, groups, or agencies.  
 

Air scent canine A dog that will detect airborne human scent. 
 
Aggressive Canine Behavior Canine aggression is an attempted or actual unprovoked attack such as 

biting or lunging and growling on another canine or person. A canine 
may also be evaluated as aggressive if it exhibits significant warning 
signs of imminent unprovoked attack (continuous growling, snarling, 
fear-barking, etc.). 

 
Alert The canine’s natural response, recognizable to the handler, to its 

detection of   human scent.  
 
Area search Search of a specific geographical area. The area could be urban, 

suburban, rural, or wilderness.  
 
Article search Search for any object or article that may contain human scent which 

may be above or below ground.  
 
Authority Holding  A federal, state, local, or other regional department, or an individual 
Jurisdiction (AHJ) such as a Sheriff, Sherriff’s Deputy, Chief of Police, or other 

individual having statutory authority. 
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Cadaver search Search for human remains, bodily fluids, or the areas on which they 
may have rested. 

 
Cadaver Canine A canine that will detect and indicate on human remains including 

human decomposition scent. 
 
Critical Incident Stress Natural emotional reaction to destruction, injury and death related to a 

disaster environment. 
 
Canine team One (1) trained handler with one (1) trained dog certified together as a 

team.  
 
Event Training, mission, test or other activity, where search teams may 

gather. 
 
Good Samaritan Law Any person who, in good faith, renders emergency medical care or 

assistance to an injured person at the scene of an accident or other 
emergency without the expectation of receiving, or intending to 
receive compensation from such injured person, shall not be liable in 
civil damages for any act or omission, not constituting gross 
negligence, in the course of such care or assistance.  Good Samaritan 
Laws do not prevent subjects from filing civil suits and do not take the 
burden of proof off of the responder. 

 
Handler The person who controls and directs the canine during a search. 
 
Heeling The canine walking with the handler, on command, at the handler’s 

side, either on or off lead. 
 
Indication Canine’s trained method of communicating to the handler that the 

subject or scent source has been found. 
 
Incident Staff The SAR personnel working at the base of operation for the Mission 

Coordinator 
 
MOU Memorandum of Understanding. 
 
Mission Coordinator The SAR personnel responsible for coordinating the SAR operation. 
 
Operational Handler An individual who has completed the requirements of an operational 

team in any canine discipline in the state of Virginia. 
 
Operational Team One (1) trained handler and one (1) trained canine that together have 

passed all requirements set forth by these standards and have been 
issued an authorization by Virginia Department of Emergency 
Management. 
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Probability of Area (POA) The percentage of probability when assigning each area incorporated 
in the planning process that will form the basis for the strategy and 
tactics of the entire search operation based on assessment of the 
likelihood of the subject moving into each of these areas. 

 
Probability of Detection (POD) The percentage of probability that if a subject were actually in the 

search area that he would have been located (detected) by the search 
effort.  

 
Re-find When the canine has made a find, it returns to the handler and directs 

the handler back to the subject or article. 
 
Responsible Agent (RA) The local agencies representative who is in charge of the overall SAR 

operation, usually law enforcement. 
 
Rural Country often given to farming or to woodland and sparsely to 

moderately populated. 
 
SAR Search and Rescue. 
 
SAR Standards Committee A committee of representatives of each search dog unit that has an 

MOU with the Virginia Department of Emergency Management. Each 
canine unit may have up to two voting members on the committee.   

 
Unit The organization that a team represents. 
 
Urban or Suburban Moderately to heavily populated areas given primarily to business and 

residential development. 
 
VDEM Virginia Department of Emergency Management. 
 
Water search Search for human scent or remains under or along water, such as a   

drowned victim.  
 
Wilderness An area generally uncultivated and uninhabited, and often inaccessible 

by road. 


