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"The search dog is not simply an animal, he is the special, the best friend of the handler and in general terms, the friend of all persons. Therefore he must be treated as such; he must be cared  for and trained."    (Canadian Avalanche Rescue Dog Association Certification Standards, 1988. )

Avalanches are an unavoidable hazard of the mountains of Canada and unfortunately an average of 11 people in Canada have been killed in avalanches annually over the last 33 years. This number has risen to 16 over the last five years. Consequently, volunteer avalanche search and rescue dogs are a valuable resource. In Europe volunteer avalanche rescue dog teams have been used for over 50 years with live recoveries to their credit on virtually an annual basis.

In BC and Alberta various RCMP canine units are trained in avalanche rescue and provide this search and rescue service. RCMP units, however, are generally located in urban areas and because of their location, limited numbers, and primarily law enforcement responsibilities it is recognized that volunteers dedicated to avalanche rescues are a valuable asset. 

Properly trained avalanche search and rescue dog teams can be more efficient than SAR teams. The dog teams can search an area of approximately 1 Ha in 30 min. for a coarse search, and 1-2 hrs. for a fine search. In comparison, a probe line would take 4 hrs for a coarse search, and 20 hrs. for a fine search. This is very important as any precious time lost increases the likelihood of a body recovery, rather than the recovery of a live person.

The Canadian Avalanche Rescue Dog Association ( CARDA ) was founded in 1978, and is an organization dedicated to saving the lives of avalanche victims. Made up of volunteers who have passed an intensive training program, CARDA strives to maintain a network of efficient avalanche search and rescue dog teams in Canada.  The training program was initially patterned after the German Berghwacht dog program.  A certification Standard was developed in conjunction with the RCMP, Parks Canada, and the Provincial Emergency Program of BC.

CARDA presently maintains an exchange program with the Berghwacht, with participation in each others annual training courses.

CARDA currently has 34 certified teams in place in B.C., Alberta, and the Yukon, and an additional 13 teams which are still in training.

Qualifications:

Any breed of dog which is intelligent, has a good thick coat, lots of stamina, with a high level of natural retrieving and searching instincts might be capable of meeting the certification standards. The Dog Handlers must be registered with the Provincial Emergency Program ( PEP )  in B.C.,  be an active member of a local mountain search and rescue team and hold a valid Standard First Aid Certificate,  as well as a minimum of a Canadian Avalanche Association ( CAA ) Level 1 Avalanche certificate. The handler must also be skilled in mountaineering , and  be a strong backcountry skier.  The dog handler must be proficient in handling the dog.  At entry level the dog must be a minimum of 12 mos. old, and must be able to respond to basic obedience commands as well as hand signals.


Training and testing is very intensive and rigorous. Dog teams generally train for 2 years before they are ready for certification, and training must continue year round to keep the team sharp. Summer training might consist of wilderness searching, tracking, agility, as well as regular obedience training sessions.

The PEP certification standards outline the testing procedures for avalanche dog teams in BC. Validations are done annually during CARDA courses. Dog related profiles are examined by RCMP police dog service or their designate, while mountaineering skills are examined by other agencies such as Parks Canada Alpine Specialists, or a member of the Association of Canadian Mountain Guides ( ACMG ) guiding community. Instruction during the courses is provided by RCMP, Parks Canada, and CARDA personnel.

The dog handler is tested in a number of areas unique to avalanche search and rescue:

1.   Searching snow avalanches with probes

2.   Searching snow avalanches with electronic transceivers

3.   Ski mountaineering

4.   Snowpack structure

5.   Avalanche terrain and route selection

6.   Rescue

Additionally, each team will be tested in the following areas:

1.   Obedience

2.   Agility

3.   Retrieving

4.   Searching snow avalanches with the dogs for live victims as well as for articles

5.   Transporting/ travelling with search dogs

Some members also have training in advanced medical techniques and avalanche forecasting.

All of these qualifications combined are necessary to ensure the most professional service possible in the search for avalanche survivors.

Once certified, CARDA teams may be requested to provide their services to the RCMP and the Provincial Emergency Program of BC. 

Many CARDA teams are in place in various ski areas, heli and cat skiing operations, as well as in various towns in the mountainous regions of western Canada. They are ready to respond to any avalanche accident, whether it be in a commercial operation, or in a backcountry scenario.

Some of our teams are also certified in the tracking and general ground search profiles.

For more information, please see our website at www.carda.bc.ca
CARDA is a registered non-profit charitable society, and as such any donations are tax-deductible.

