A Week in the Life of an Arson Dog Handler
I’m sure you’ve read about or have seen specialized working dogs on TV as they search for drugs, bombs or even people.  Here at State Farm, we sponsor one of these unique breeds of super sleuths and I was fortunate enough to spend a week going through the training and handling of one of these incredible K-9s.

The program is called Arson Dogs (K-9).  These K-9s are trained to sniff out minute traces of accelerants that may have been used to start a fire.  If a fire has been classified as suspicious, there is a good bet that one of the 200 teams that have been trained through the State Farm program will be on the scene investigating the site.  
State Farm has been the sponsor of this program since 1993 and there are K-9 teams in 40 states, Washington D.C. and three Canadian provinces.  All Arson Dog teams which include a K-9 and a handler must complete a 5-week training course in Alfred, Maine.  
The course is certified through the Maine Criminal Justice Academy and the training is supervised by Paul Gallagher, who runs Maine Specialty Dogs.  Paul is retired from the Maine State Police and was in charge of their K-9 program.  

In 2003, there were 37,500 intentional structure fires set causing over $692 million in property damage according to the National Fire Prevention Association (NFPA).  There were 305 civilian deaths as a result of intentionally set fires and over 30,000 intentionally set vehicle fires causing $132 million in property damage.  
The Arson Dog Program was established to help fight the crime of arson and deter would be arsonists.  The program is also instrumental in providing education through community out reach programs and demonstrations.
Day one: My week begins at the training facility in Alfred, Maine.  The eight K-9s and their handlers were working a site that had been set up to simulate a real fire scene.  The teams were working both the building and a field that held drops of accelerants.  
The K-9 teams were trying to locate a piece of wood with the drops.  The grass was wet, which suppresses scent and makes the tasks all that more difficult.  
The building was a whole different animal.  It was a two story structure that was charred, soot covered and wet from the water used to put out the fire.  The teams had to work through burnt debris, mud, ashes and soot to find the drops.  
I was then introduced to my K-9 partner for the week, Seymour.  Seymour was obtained from the “Seeing Guide Dog” program and has a personality that you would associate with a Goldador.  A Goldador is half Labrador Retriever and half Golden Retriever.  

All K-9s in this program are either Labs or a Lab mix.  Seymour showed me how to do “Basics” and we began our week of training. Basics are the training method to teach/train the K-9 to sniff out accelerants.  A couple of drops of 50 percent evaporated gasoline are place in a tin can, the K-9 alerts the handler by sniffing the can and sitting, then the K-9 is rewarded with food.  
Basics are the first thing done every morning and the last thing done every night.  The handlers will continue to do basics throughout the career of their K-9 partner.  

I arrived during the third week of training.  For the past two weeks, the handlers and K-9s became familiar with each other and learned each other’s tendencies and personalities.  
Basics are the most important part of training but it’s the relationship between the handler and the K-9 that will determine the success of the team.  The K-9s become part of the handler’s immediate family.

Day two: Started with Basics about 7 a.m. and then some exercise for the K-9, approximately a two mile walk.  Pictures were taken of the class and individual teams.  The individual pictures of the K-9 teams are used as trading cards for the handlers to hand out at community programs, demonstrations and other events they attend.  
Educating the public on the dangers of arson, providing resources and knowledge to youths in their communities, and demonstrating the effectiveness of their skills is all part of the job.  
The afternoon was spent at the “skating rink.”  The skating rink is a typical oval building where the trainers put 40 to 50 drops of gasoline along the edges.  The teams work the entire rink and are videotaped to evaluate their progress. 
Day three: It’s typical spring weather in Maine with rain in the forecast. Luckily media training is scheduled for the day but the dogs still need to be exercised and basics completed before breakfast.  

Day four:  It’s raining again and forecast calls for two to three inches of rain.  We complete the morning basics and prepare to head out to another fire scene in Ocean Harbor, Maine.  The local fire department has burned a six-building motel that was scheduled for demolition so we can train.  The drops are placed in three buildings and the teams begin their search.  
The handlers search the buildings for hazards that could pose a danger to themselves or their partner. After lunch, evaluation and discussion occurs from the morning’s searches.  
Day five: We complete our morning basics and load up our equipment and K-9s for the road trip to New Hampshire.  There is a house that was involved in a fire and we have access to the building.  It’s a three story structure that will need searches completed on each floor.  
The building is inspected for any harmful debris or areas that could cause injury to the K-9 or handler, something the handler does at every scene.  This is the first time drops are placed on a staircase.  
It is the Friday of week three of training, which leaves only two days left of training before testing and final evaluation. After all three floors have been searched; we have the challenge to do people searches.  People searches are done because there have been numerous occasions when arsonists have been caught at the scene of a fire they started.
Day six: This is a Saturday and will be a light day of training. This allows the handlers to relax a little prior to the start of week four.  Week four is nail-biting time.  
The K-9s and handlers must pass a written test and two evaluations in order to get certified as an official Accelerant Detection K-9.  If a team doesn’t pass, they have to go through another week of training.  

Day seven:  This will be the last time Seymour and I work together.  He has done an excellent job and has taught me a lot.  
It has been an amazing week.  The handlers and the K-9s are truly an incredible bunch.  It is an experience I will never forget and one I hope I can duplicate in the future.  I was honored just to be a part of it even though it was only for a week.  

The good news is that all handlers and K-9s passed their written and physical tests in week four and Seymour is well on his way to becoming a search and rescue dog for the state of Florida.  

The bad news is my dog at home smelled the scent of eight other dogs on my clothes and growled at me for a week.
