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Three hikers wander off a trail in the wilderness. 
They think they know a shortcut back to their car. 
As they walk, the terrain becomes steep and rocky. 
The hikers do not recognize any landmarks. 
They are lost. Suddenly, one of the hikers trips 
on a sharp rock. She hurts her leg and 
cannot walk. Darkness sets in.  
The hikers are cold, scared, and  
in need of help.
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Back home, their worried families call the police.  
A rescue team is sent to look for the lost hikers. The team 
includes a highly trained dog and its handler. The dog 
picks up the hikers’ scents at their car. The handler gives 
a command. “Search!” The dog knows just what to do. It 
follows the scent trail and finds the hikers. The heroic dog 
saves the day!

A Colorful Uniform 

Wilderness search dogs usually wear 

bright vests when they are on duty. 

This makes them easy to recognize. 

Many also wear a bell so their 

handlers can hear them.
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Wilderness search dogs use their keen sense of 
smell to find people lost in wilderness areas. Dogs 
have very sensitive noses. They can find people faster 
than humans can. These specially trained dogs search 
for people in forests, mountains, and deserts. They 
also search in fields, parks, and the edges of towns.

The dogs and their handlers work day and night 
during a rescue mission. They work in all kinds of 
weather and in almost any 
kind of terrain. They must 
be able to navigate streams, 
fallen trees, thick brush, and 
other obstacles. Some may 
have to rappel down cliffs or 
crawl into tight spaces. Being 
a wilderness search dog is 
tough work!
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Dropping In

Many wilderness search dogs 

are trained to ride in and rappel 

from helicopters. This way they 

can quickly get to areas that 

may be far from roads.
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