
  

Man's best friend can be an intruder's worst enemy ; Jittery citizens are looking to 
trained dogs for protection:[FINAL Edition]
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Beware of Dog.
The Vawter family of Orlando posts no such sign on their house. Their German shepherd, 
Greta, is nothing to be wary of. She is a loving, loyal family pet, so gentle that the two 
Vawter tots ride her like a pony.
She's so well trained that, if the Vawters are threatened, Greta will hold an intruder at bay, 
baring her fangs, barking and snarling, biting if necessary.
Greta, all $4,500 of training and pedigree, embodies the latest in home security: She's a 
protection dog.
"If someone tries to carjack me, I can't do anything, but Greta can," Lynn Vawter says. "If I 
come home after dark, I don't worry about someone hiding in my house. I get telemarketing 
calls from security companies, and I just laugh."
Certainly, people have long thought of dogs as security devices, whether the canines in 
question are yappy house pets, disciplined police hounds or mean junkyard dogs.
But these dogs are a whole different breed, if you will -- highly trained animals employed by 
regular homeowners to protect their families and property.
The dog next door

Dog trainers are seeing an increased demand for such dogs, especially in the past two 
years as the sluggish economy provokes fears of crime. Their clients tend to be upper-
middle-class executives, single professionals, families with a traveling spouse and crime 
victims afraid of being targeted again. Trainers also report a rush of calls after disturbing 
news events that affect people in the home, such as break-ins and child abductions.
It's difficult to gauge how many protection dogs there are in the USA, says Cheryl 
Carlson, owner of Cher Car Kennels in Lansing, Mich., and publisher of DogSports.com, 
an online magazine for trainers of working dogs.
That's partly because there are no standards or regulations for protection dogs, or even a 
widely understood definition.
"Your idea might be a dog who barks at the door if a stranger comes," Carlson says. "My 
idea might be a dog that bites on command."
That's what dog trainers mean: a protection/patrol/pet combination that deters bad guys, 
stops crimes in progress, warns of possible danger -- and still plays fetch.
When it comes to home security devices, dogs don't spring immediately to mind. 
Homeowners are much more likely to upgrade physical security -- strengthening locks, 
adding window bars and the like -- says Robert McCrie, a professor at John Jay College 
of Criminal Justice in New York. In addition, about 12% of the nation's homes currently 



have an alarm system, primarily in urban and suburban areas, he says.
But with about 7,500 full-time professional dog trainers in the nation, according to 
Carlson, if each currently trains 100 protection dogs a year -- a generous estimate --
they're turning out 750,000 such dogs annually. For comparison, there are more than 68 
million pet dogs in the USA.
For each of the past two years, Carlson has trained more than 100 protection dogs, 
compared with just a handful a year since she started training in 1979.
Another trainer, Tom Brenneman, owner of Vom Kaiserhofe Training Center in Kansas 
City, Kan., has seen a rise from nine to 18 to 27 dogs a year in the past three years. He 
credits the Internet, which allows people to scout for trainers nationwide.
Conscientious trainers worry about reputations tainted by fly-by- night trainers, abusive 
dog owners and news accounts of malicious dogs. Good trainers routinely turn away 
potential customers who don't seem quite right.
"Anyone can teach a dog to bite," says Fred Woodard of K-9 Concepts in Flint, Mich., 
who trains about 30 protection dogs a year, up from eight a year during the 1990s. "I'm 
more interested in: Can you call it off?"
To address the growing interest in protection dogs, the United Kennel Club, together with 
a group called Service Dogs of America, is creating a certification program, scheduled to 
begin in January 2004.
That should help overcome the misconception that reputable trainers struggle with: that 
they are creating killer dogs that bite at whim.
"They are not trained to go for the jugular," Brenneman says. "They are used for defense, 
not in an offensive nature like a police dog."
None of this comes cheap. It costs about $1,500 to train an existing family dog, provided 
it has the right temperament. It's more common to get a fully trained dog installed in the 
home -- German shepherds, Belgian malinois, Rottweilers and Dobermans are the more 
popular protection breeds -- or a pup plus training. Total cost is $3,000 to $9,000, 
depending on pedigree, says Carlson.
The Vawters wanted a puppy to grow along with their family. They acquired Greta just 
before the birth of their daughter, Karsen, now 3.
"My husband works late," Vawter says. "I was not comfortable with a gun in the house. 
With alarms, with kids going in and out, you go, 'Let me just turn that off.' "
The Vawters don't worry that Greta is dangerous. If a child pets her, "she just sits there." 
But if panhandlers surround the car at a stoplight, Greta barks and they back off. When 
the exterminator comes, "I don't want Greta biting him, but I don't trust him, either, so I 
will say, 'Watch him,' " Vawter says.
Trainers tout another advantage -- a dog won't dither in a crisis. "A dog doesn't say, 'What 
are your intentions? Are you coming to steal the silverware?' " says Terry Aston of 
FloridaK9 Services, Greta's trainer. "There's no decision-making on the homeowner's 
part."
And, unlike a bullet, a dog can be called back.
Regardless of circumstance, owners are liable if their dog injures someone. So 
homeowners should have insurance that covers "any untoward event from a dog," says 
McCrie, the John Jay professor.
Dogged devotion
On two occasions, Jackie Marshall's barking dog drove away men approaching her car. 



She doesn't know whether they were threats, but she has been nervous about strangers for 
the past four years, since two men looking for drug money burst into her Eagle, Mich., 
home and shot her husband in the shoulder.
Within a week, she got Jacob, a Belgian malinois trained by Cheryl Carlson.
"It's breathtaking to see his devotion and intelligence," Marshall says. "If I am on the 
phone and someone says something that upsets me, he puts his head in my lap."
When she tells people that Jacob is her protection dog, "some get kind of snickery and 
say, 'Oh, so you're going to have him bite me,' and I'm like, 'Well, do you plan on 
attacking me?' "
Marshall often replays the crime in her head, wondering what would have happened if 
she'd had a protection dog. In one scenario, the dog overwhelms the intruders. In another, 
the men shoot the dog.
"I have no doubt that this dog would take a bullet and still bite, as long as he was alive," 
she says. "As much as I adore this dog, I would prefer him to get shot over my husband 
or me."
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