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SARDA (Wales) were the first
association to train trailing dogs, and
have enjoyed a great deal of success.
Handlers of trailing dogs often work
alongside those with air-scenting
dogs, which has proven successful.
Trailing dogs in their own right have
made finds in mountain and
urban/rural environments, and are
proving invaluable in many searches
within mountain rescue.
Trailing differs from the open area

search dog work in that the dog works
on a line attached to a harness during
the trail. This gives the handler control
over the dog. To get the scent of the
missing person, the dog needs a
scent article from that person to allow
it to discriminate that person from
everyone else. Once the dog has the
scent, it will seek it out, working on or
off the line. When the trail has been
located, the dog is clipped onto its
harness and will follow the missing
person’s trail using the scent left by
the misper as they have travelled.
Where an article is not available, the
missing person’s scent can be
obtained from other sources, such as
their vehicle, by the handler taking a
swab of the scent from the set or other
area of the car’s interior.

It is essential for a trailing dog team
to know the location the person was
last seen in order to give the dog a
start area from which to look for the
trail (generally the Place Last Seen or
PLS). As long as the PLS is known
and a scent article is available, once
the trail is acquired, a trailing dog can
begin to trail the missing person.
If the trail is lost, which can happen

due to a number of factors including
weather conditions or pollution, the
direction of travel given helps the
search managers focus their effort in a
smaller area.
Trailing dogs are different in that

they don’t clear areas – they look for
trails. It’s not uncommon for a trailing
dog to head in a different direction to
the team, as they are following the
scent of the person, and hence a
good understanding and working
relationship between trailing dog team
and search management needs to be
maintained.
Scent can and does move. It’s a

living thing, and hence can be
affected by the weather greatly,
blooming in warm and shrinking in the
cold. It’s not uncommon to trail a
hundred metres from where the
person has walked on open land, and

in urban areas, scent will pool and lie
in hedges and other collecting areas.
So, what’s a human scent? It’s

known that there are over 370
different scents identifiable on a
human body, with approximately
fifteen to twenty of these specific to
any individual human. These scents
are dropped by everyone on skin rafts
(small pieces of skin) as we all move
around, and it is the bacteria living on
these that a trailing dog is taught to
identify, discriminate, and follow.
Where there may have been a

sighting on a hilltop or path, a trailing
dog can be deployed to that point to
see if it can indicate the presence of
that person’s trail, and thus confirm
the sighting of the person as correct
or not.
With the increasing use of search

teams in more urban and rural areas,
trailing dogs have been used to ‘ring’
the perimeter of a building (such as a
hospital or nursing home), to see if it
can acquire an exit trail. If none exists,
there’s a possibility the person is still
in the building, or has left by other
means.

Example one
In the case of a search with

Langdale Ambleside MRT at Kirkstone
Pass, the PLS was the main car park.
All exits and footpaths where Mij failed
to indicate the presence of the
person’s scent would be eliminated
and effort concentrated in the area
indicated by Mij. In this case, all exits
(and the pub!) were eliminated as Mij
didn’t indicate, with only one exit

being indicated. The path was trailed
along until the trail was lost in melting
snow. This provided a vastly reduced
area for the team to search, with a find
by the them in 45 minutes, compared
with what may have been a lengthy
overnight search.

Example two
In another incident, police had been

looking for a very vulnerable missing
female for a number of hours prior to
calling in Bowland Pennine MRT to
assist. Police search units and a
tracking dog had searched the area,
with no sign of the misper and a
worry, based on the police dog track,
that she was heading to the moors.
With a scent article acquired from the
house, Mij trailed into the local
farmland and toward the moorland. At
the point where the police had
decided (based on their tracking dog)
that she had exited the area via a gate,
Mij continued and looped back
toward the misper’s house,
disappearing through a hedgerow at
the edge of the moor a couple of
hundred metres further on. Sure
enough the misper was in the hedge,
standing in a stream with a collie
waiting for her reward!
The misper was invisible from the

other side, despite being dressed in
bright clothing. ASU had not seen the
woman as she was under tree cover.
This illustrates the difference in trailing
dogs, who follow one scent – hence
one specific person – and tracking
dogs, who follow any track. �
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railing, or ‘scent specific search dogs’, have been around
for a number of years now, but in the past couple of years
there’s been a great deal of interest as more people have
seen the benefits of having a trailing dog at an incident. In
essence, a trailing dog will follow one person from their
scent, and this can be days after the person has been there.

At the least, a trailing dog handler hopes to give a direction of travel
until the trail is lost, at the best he or she will find the person.
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