PROFESSIONAL

ANIVMIAL
TRAINING

BY SIMON PRINS

or the last 25 years, I've worked as a professional animal trainer for the Netherlands Police. | started training dogs in
the hunting dog community. As a young police officer, | spent all my free time in the hunting field. | loved working with
dogs, and watched them closely. Finding animals, anticipating the gunshots, and how they eagerly and skillfully collected
game. The thought dawned upon me about using these animal skillsets in the police world. You see, during that time, my
work heavily involved running after fleeing suspects, searching for them in bushes, and the like. | then realized that a dog
could help me here! My career switch was not easy. | first started to train in a civilian dog program called the KNPV.

KNPV is short for ‘Koninklijke Neder-
landse Politiehond Vereniging’, which
is Dutch for ‘Royal Dutch Police Dog
Association’. The system began in the
early 1900s in Holland. The KNPV is
also known as the Royal Dutch Police
Dog Sport. The sport was originally
designed to provide a certification
program for civilians to train and title
dogs that would then be made avail-
able to the Dutch Police.

Here, | gained some experience in
training police dogs. | first learned
some basic skillsets, which would
give me enough of an edge to ap-
ply for a position as a police dog
handler. | applied, and was hired as
a new patrol dog handler.... and |
couldn’t have been happier. As a
very young police officer, | stepped
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into this world and learned very
quickly this was no easy position.
My journey on becoming a profes-
sional dog handler had begun. While
I'd learned a lot from the hunters and

'll never forget
how shocked | was
that there wasn't
an actual course to

take when | started.

the KNPV sport people, | was thrilled
to be able to work with the “profes-
sionals”. I'll never forget how shocked
| was that there wasn't an actual

course to take when | started. My in-
structor offered me a coffee, showed
me the training field, then pointed
out my police car with a big, aggres-
sive barking Belgian Malinois in the
back. “This is your new dog,” he told
me. Then he instructed me to open
the cage and take the dog for a walk.
. how?1?” | asked. His answer was
simple, “when you open the door,
you make sure you dominate the
dog. | advise you to hit and kick him
otherwise he will bite you and you will
end up in a hospital. If that's the case,
| don't think this job is something for
you. Oh, by the way, it's a good dog".
This was my introduction into “the
world of the professionals”.

In that time (1993), there was no
course, no coaching. The profess-



ional education that | was looking
for didn't exist. | eventually found
my way in this “professional” dog
training world, but | didn't like how
dogs were being “trained”... and

The professional
education that

| was looking for
didn't exist.

started to become a rebel of sorts.

Back in the day, “rebels” became
known as “entrepreneurs”. | wasn't
changing my behavior to be called
a rebel. | changed my behavior
because | didn't like the training.
| felt there was another way, but |
couldn’t find a professional course
to learn this.

In 1996, | was challenged by a
special police unit to start a new,
innovative animal program. Animals
helping their investigations in a way
and on a level that had never been
done before. If | complied, they'd
offer me a three year contract,
which included enough budget
and time to create something
totally new... but | had to leave my
patrol unit. Of course | agreed, and
started right away.

One of my assignments in the new
unit was to train a dog we could
guide into a remote operation.
That means sending a dog into an
operational zone in a way where we
have full control and influence over
the dog at times. So, the dog will
move towards a specific spot only
when we'd want, then would come
back right away when asked.

The goal was to design a program
to send animals over distances of
more than 200 meters into unknown
terrain and into the night. Even after

20 years, | still refer to them as “bio
robots”. Because these well-trained
animals are controllable like robots,

use their own natural sensors and

are capable of thinking themselves.
They can move quickly through
difficult terrains, can jump and crawl
and always find their way back to
their handlers.

| realized this
program would
rely heavily on
trust, confidence,
and relationship.
No space for
punishment.

This was, by far, the biggest
challenge I'd been given... and it
wasn't easy. During that time, my
only background and experience
in animal training was punishment
training. | was trained in that man-
ner by the KNPV and police train-

ers. No theory, no training program.
Just practical, one-on-one ‘lessons’
in a form of craftsmanship. | needed
more knowledge, a different ap-
proach, to start this innovative pro-
gram and to succeed in this great
challenge | was facing.

| wanted to change. | never felt
comfortable in using these sort of
coercion techniques, but change in
this line of work wasn't easy. While
| was already beginning to change
my behavior and training methods

| was stunned to
discover so many
varying paradigms
in the dog world.

while working with police patrol
dogs, | know | needed to change
my behavior much faster. | realized
this program would rely heavily on
trust, confidence, and relationship.
No space for punishment.

The biggest benefit was that
there was nothing. | needed to
start from scratch. So, the first year
| used to study and research. |
started studying animal training in
great detail, spending a lot of time
with marine mammal trainers, and
discovered some pioneers who'd
produced a lot of information in
the 19th century. | studied the
works of Pavlov, Watson, Thorn-
dike, Skinner, Premack, and many
others, and also visited many
dog programs in Europe and
other parts of the world. Evaluat-
ing training programs and their
results. During this research, | was
stunned to discover so many vary-
ing paradigms in the dog world.

The second year | started to train,
using a minimum of 5 dogs to col-
lect data. This data was used to
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make reliable protocols because professional animal
training asks for protocols. My third year was more
operational. Checking if the animals were well pre-

protocols were improving all the time.
These days, we have a lot of K9 camera systems
and all sorts of communication devices on the mar-

pared for their tasks and if the protocols gave enough | ket. The education of handlers and trainers is starting

reliable behavior for the
real-life operations.
Towards the end of 1998,
we had our first radio and
laser-guided camera dog
by the name of Andor.
There was no reliable K9
camera on the market. We ;
had to build it ourselves. A B8
radio to give the dog au- ||
dio commands, and a laser
to guide him towards his
target. It was huge, bulky,
and weighed over 11lbs.

It was then |
realized that
animal train-
Ing is not a
craftsman-
ship...but a
technique.

This was the result of a two [
year program, and now it
was ready for operations.
The protocols we de-
signed to put this training
program together would
serve as the foundation
for all our future work;
because during this time,
| learned how important
it was to collect data. To
THINK and PLAN before diving into the DO phase,
the actual training. The biggest benefit for me (and
the animals), was my shift from a punishment ap-
proach into an operant conditioning one. It was then

| realized that animal training is not a craftsmanship...

but a technique.

By using these techniques, the animals became
much more reliable in their work and in their overall
behavior. We learned a lot from operations, and our

Radio and laser guided camera dog Andor (1998)

to become standard and
better all the time. | don't
see much punishment in
the professional canine
training world anymore,
which is a relief. For me
there is no difference
between the professional
pet dog or working dog
world. But what about
the professional training
world, as a whole? Who is
a professional? What is a
professional?

My dentist, my doctor,
and my car mechanic...
they are all professionals.
They have their licenses
hanging on the wall. But
is a license enough to
become a professional? |
know professional ath-
letes, professional chefs,
and professional coaches
who can show me a wall
full of certificates. How
many certificates do you
need to be called “a
professional? How many
licenses or certificates
can a professional soccer
player or musician show
you? Most of the time it's
a wall full of medals and
other trophies. But what
defines “professional”?

We could argue that
professionals are those
people that are highly
focused on what they do. They spend a lot of time,
money, thinking, and energy to become successful in
what they want to achieve. They listen to all the mo-
tivational speeches, read all the motivational books
and writings; but there is one general question ....
How bad do you want it? The bottom line is, if we're
willing to invest in ourselves, if we're willing to give
up some things to gain others, if we can focus... we
can become a professional.
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ADD SOMETHING BAD

OPERATIONAL CONDITIONING
IS SIMPLE BUT NOT EASY

You can study it, learn it, use it and teach it - Operant Conditioning Schedule

REMOVE SOMETHING BAD

-

ar behavior

I'm blessed to have had the opportu-
nity to have met a lot of enthusiastic,
motivated, and highly focused people.
A big network of scientists, trainers, op-
erational handlers, and others who are
helping- not only me- but each other to
both ask and answer better questions.

When we can ask
better questions, and
get better answers,
we can understand
our animals better.

When we can ask better questions, and
get better answers, we can understand
our animals better. I'm convinced we're
often asking “the wrong questions”.
Are we really sure what the dog is fol-
lowing during a hard surface track? Do
we really know which scent picture the
dog is selecting between a piece of
metal or a hidden firearm? Do we need
to train each day? How many times do

we need to repeat a specific scent picture
before it's finally conditioned?

Science can help us, and trainers can help
scientists... but we need to listen to each
other. To trust each other, so we can start
communicating better. The only way to
become a professional animal trainer is to
maintain an open mind and a very wide
view on animal training. Always question
the paradigms. Keep searching for more
efficient and effective ways to train your
animal. Be sure you can always answer the
question WIIFM (what's in it for me) for your
animal. And don't get frustrated by mis-
takes! They're teachable moments.

It's time to bring the joy back into animal
training. Who's with me? 4

Simon Prins is known for introducing operant
conditioning to the Police K9 training world. For
the last 25 years, he’s skillfully trained and pur-
Eosed dogs for special operation missions, and

as mastered the art of using robotics and sensors
with dogs to perform such tasks successfully. He’s
titled and trained countless dogs and trainers from
special units across the globe, and firmly believes
that science can significantly improve our work with
animals. Simon Prins is a speaker, author, innova-
tor, animal trainer and behaviorist, and is currently
working with the Netherlands Police Agency.

Vizit his website at: www.simonprins.com
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