Dealing with difficult situations

Dog Scouts of America has an “open door” policy for membership in the national organization.  Anyone that agrees to strive to follow the DSA laws is welcome to become a member and supporter of the non-profit organization. 

At the troop level, however, the policy of allowing everyone can sometimes become a bit more of a “gray area”.  The following information was developed as a way for troop leaders and potential troop members to better understand what is allowed and not allowed within a troop setting.  

Denying Troop Membership

Denying someone from becoming a troop member would be very rare.  It cannot be based solely on a demographic (age, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, disability, economic class, location, political affiliation, etc.) or the person’s affiliation with certain others.  
Documented/witnessed behavior or actions may be a reason a person could be denied troop membership.  Here are a few examples of when a person’s troop membership (and possibly DSA membership) may be denied or put on hold:

· If a person has been observed by unbiased witnesses performing criminal acts of animal abuse, neglect or cruelty or convicted of such acts or under legal investigation for such acts.   
· If the person has a recent documented history of threats and or violence that the troop leader and troop members feel would put them at risk. This could be against people in general, or against an established member of the troop. Note: Troop Leaders should use caution if members are engaged in domestic violence or other potentially violent disagreements.  It may be best for troop safety for both parties to be excused until a resolution can be reached. 

· Providing false or forged vet records or failing to maintain state or local legal standards for vaccinations and pet care.  Note: Use of titer tests in lieu of vaccination are not grounds for denial. Choosing to not spay/neuter a pet is also not grounds for denial unless failing to do so is against the law. 

If you are a troop leader and believe you have found a situation not covered above in which you feel you can deny troop membership to an individual, please contact the Certification Program Director. 
Limiting Troop Membership/Participation
Anytime you have more than one person in a situation, there is potential for conflict.  It is the Troop Leader’s responsibility to find solutions that will help keep the peace without undue discrimination against one side.  Sometimes you need to get creative and sometimes it helps to try to help the person understand what the issue is and help them to make a decision that will be best for all involved.  If the situation involves strong feelings or anger, it can often help to step back, take a breath and even get an unbiased third person involved if needed. Troop Leaders are expected to help diffuse these types of situations (as long as there is not risk of harm) and if there is risk of harm, inform the local law enforcement if needed. If a situation is ongoing and resolution is difficult for those involved, the Troop Leader may contact DSA to be a “mediator” and propose a solution.  One way to avoid these types of conflict is to make sure that the troop rules and DSA laws are signed by each person at their first contact with the troop.  Making a copy of those rules available (to refer to) can go a long way in diffusing situations involving rule violations. 

In some situations, it can be solved by not having the people with the conflict at the same events.  One option would be an online event sign-up for troop members that will allow all to see who plans to attend each event.  If the conflict is between only two people, a 3rd person may be able to help them work out a plan regarding which of them will be attending which events. 

If membership grows to the point that space becomes an issue, using a sign-up for certain activities is allowed.  When announcing the sign-up availability, it should be announced to all members at once. However, getting early access to sign-up for all or certain activities can be a temporary reward earned by troop members. How to earn this perk should be clearly defined and known/accessible to all troop members.

Sometimes it is not the humans that have the issues, but the dogs that can’t seem to get along.  If a dog’s behavior shows it is not ready for a particular event, the dog may be denied attendance at the event, but the human is still welcome.  For example, if the event is something in which the troop will be representing DSA to the public, the dog that attends that event should be well mannered or well managed so that the public can say “I want my dog to be like that!”  This does not mean the dogs denied these types of events are not able to participate in ‘troop only’ events like meetings, hikes, swim days, parties, etc. where the troop is not representing DSA to the general public.
If a dog’s behavior is aggressive, and options like visual barriers, more space and the owner trying to redirect the dog’s attention and reward desired behavior are not working, the dog may be denied from activities in which it is likely to use aggressive displays.  The owner is still welcome to attend and learn from the troop activities. It can be very helpful if there is a dog for that person to borrow and work with to get some hands-on practice with the skills being taught.  This can teach the handler the skills they need to work with their dog at home.  Often times, a dog that is defensive in a closed space in close proximity to other dogs is much less defensive at outdoor activities.  Group hikes, in which all the dogs are moving the same direction, can be great socialization for dogs that are insecure and use aggression as a way to communicate those feelings. Even if the owner is referred to a local specialist for additional dog training, the owner should always be welcome to attend troop functions without the dog.  As the dog’s training progresses, the owner may request that the dog be included again.  
During any troop event, if a dog bite incident with injury occurs it should be well documented.  Written statements as soon after the incident as possible should be obtained from anyone that saw the incident (before, during or after). And if possible, photos of any injuries. Of course if medical attention is needed by anyone or any dog involved, that takes priority.  If a cause for the incident can be determined, then solutions can be developed.  This does not need to result in automatic expulsion from the troop, but in some circumstances it may.  If there is a later dispute regarding whether or not the dog should be allowed to continue to attend troop functions, the witness statements taken as soon after the incident as possible will provide very helpful information. 
Removal from the troop

Sometimes things just don’t work out.  Often this can be prevented by making sure each new person understands what they are getting into by joining.  It is recommended that new people attend a troop function or two (usually without their dog) so they can meet the troop members and get a feel for how things are run and what is expected of them.  By doing this without their dog, they are able to relax and look around and better observe others without having to worry about what their dog is doing.  It is not required that they be “dogless” during these initial encounters, but strongly recommended for at least the first visit.  At this first visit, the person should be greeted by the Troop Leader or representative, introduced to the group (individually or all at once) and given a copy of the Dog Scout Laws and the troop rules. If desired, the person can add their signature to a copy of the troop rules that is kept on file.  These rules can also get posted on a troop’s website or blog. 

If a person violates the troop rules, they may be asked to leave the troop.  The Troop Leader should be able to articulate which rule(s) were broken, on what date(s), what the person did to break the rule(s) and who witnessed it.  This is the information that will be requested by DSA if a person complains that they were “kicked out of the troop for no reason”.  Having these details along with the person’s signature on the rules makes it clear that it was not a matter of discrimination and that it was not without reason.   

Resources:

If you or a troop member is not sure how to read canine body language, please refer to:

(Article) Body Language 101 (2 pgs.)- http://www.dogscouts.org/uploads/Dog_Body_Language_101.pdf 

(Book) “Canine Body Language- A photographic guide” by Brenda Aloff

(Book) “The Evolution of Charlie Darwin” by Beth Duman

For information on “walk-by’s” and how to use them to teach dogs to properly greet or tolerate other dogs refer to:

(Article) Teaching dogs to greet each other properly:

http://www.dogscouts.org/uploads/Teaching_dogs_to_greet_each_other_politely.pdf
There is also information and photos in the two books referenced above.
Troop Rules
The following list of rules may be used by any Dog Scout troop or “future troop”.  Troops may choose to exclude some of the following rules, but if you wish to add a new troop rule, it should be run by the Certification Program Director for approval. 

Troop Event Rules

In an effort to further education and keep meetings and troop events safe, the following is a list of rules for troop events.

1. Dogs must have current vaccinations (or titers) as required by local law on file with the troop leader to participate in troop activities. 

2. Everyone is responsible for their own actions and the actions of their own dog(s) or any dog they are holding (in their arms or by the leash/collar).  If your dog (or a dog you have been put in charge of) pees inside or leaves a pile anywhere, you should be watching them closely enough that you will see this and it is your responsibility to clean it up. If you see someone else’s dog depositing anything they shouldn’t, please point it out to the handler. Everyone needs to bring baggies with them and deposit full baggies in the designated container.

3. Dogs with any issues (fear, possessiveness, space issues, etc.) should wear a yellow bandanna as a reminder to others that your dog needs more space BUT it is still your responsibility to keep your dog (or the dog you are holding) out of trouble! If you need to, simply remind approaching owners of their need to “please keep your dog back”. If your dog gets too riled, you might need to step out till he/she can regain their composure and let their adrenalin subside before coming back into the meeting space. It is in your dog’s best interest to carefully choose the activities your dog will enjoy most. While you may respectfully explain why you think your dog can handle a certain situation/event, you need to respect the Troop Leader’s observations and suggestions regarding what activities your dog may or may not be able to attend. Even if your dog is excused from an activity, you may still attend without your dog. 
4. Watch your own dog at all times for signs of stress and so you know where your dog is looking and going.  If your dog gets barked at, it may have been staring at another dog (a challenge to “rumble” in dog language) or it may have invaded the space of another dog that has a bigger bubble of comfort zone.   
5. Do not let your dog approach another dog unless that dog’s owner says it’s ok.  If given the ok to greet, remember that a doggie greeting should last about as long as a human handshake (3 seconds max.) and after that amount of time, both handlers should call their dog out of the greeting.  Dogs have very capable noses and don’t need more than a few seconds to gather information about another dog. If the greeting goes on too long, dogs can get just as uneasy about it as humans get with a handshake that goes on too long. By keeping the greeting brief, it prevents it from going into “in-depth exam” mode.  If your dog is really exuberant about greetings, do walk-bys or lead/follow walking instead (or prior to) contact. If dogs are playing, that should be interrupted frequently and the dogs separated to be sure both dogs want to reengage in the play. This helps prevent friendly play from escalating into fighting and gives a tired or overwhelmed dog an excuse to bow out. 
6. Greetings should only be between 2 dogs at a time.  If a handler has more than 1 dog, they should not both be allowed to go up to another dog at the same time.  This makes the other dog feel defensive (it can’t protect front and back at the same time) and it’s not fair to the single dog.  

7. Each handler should not bring more than 2 dogs to a troop event.  It’s too hard to watch more than 2 dogs and if one dog gets into trouble, the handler is at a disadvantage.  If the handler feels additional dogs must attend, they need to bring additional competent handlers to hold and be responsible for their extra dogs. Or crates (in which the dogs will be quiet). 
8. Don’t pet another dog unless the dog moves into your space and has loose and wiggly body language.  If the dog is stiff or tense or seems uncertain, it is safer to keep your hands off till the dog relaxes or indicates he wants you to pet him (nuzzles his nose under your hand or rubs on you like a cat for example).  Not all dogs that come into your space want to be touched, some just want to check you out. 
9. Don’t feed any dog but your own unless the owner gives you permission.  Some dogs have allergies to certain things or need special diets.  Others may get possessive of really yummy treats.  If the dogs are loose try to slip them to your dog without the others noticing. If a “mob” starts to form near you and your dog and the treats, stop treating till the group disperses to avoid fights over the food.
10. If the meeting includes off-leash play, this should only be for the dogs that are comfortable with other dogs.  Turning a timid or uncertain dog loose with others does not help that dog trust you to keep it safe.  On-leash dogs should never be in the same area as the off-leash dogs because the dogs on leash know they can’t get away (or can’t join in the play) and that can lead to fear or frustration.
11. If your dog is attempting to mount other dogs, it’s your job to disrupt this behavior. Call your dog or go get him/her. If the behavior continues, you might need to put your dog back on leash. If you see your dog (or any other) starting to “posture” or give pre-aggression signals like lip lifting or growling, notify the owners who should call the dogs, and/or walk between the dogs and try to disrupt their focus on each other. Avoid grabbing the collar unless really necessary because a collar grab can start the aggression rather than stop it.
12. If your dog starts to bark during the presentation part of the meeting, do your best to focus your dog’s attention back on you and work on simple obedience that your dog knows (sit, down, touch, whatever) that you can reward in rapid fire sequence to keep their attention.  If your dog doesn’t bark when other dogs do, but sure to thank your dog with a reward for being quiet. 

13. Each member of the troop should be courteous to others in the troop, the general public and the owners and employees/volunteers of any facility or location the troop may be using. Rude behavior, snide remarks and outbursts are not tolerated.

14. Language and interactions should be suitable for a 7 year old to hear/observe.  Profanity, crude comments, angry yelling, and loud outbursts are not allowed.

15.  If there is a designated speaker or instructor, refrain from giving your own training advice unless given permission to do so by the speaker/instructor. Getting that permission once does not give blanket permission indefinitely. Be respectful of the speaker/instructor and ask questions only when the instructor/speaker is ready to answer them.  If you feel you have additional information to share, ask the Troop Leader to schedule you as a speaker/instructor.  If you want to talk to someone or train your dog during a class or presentation, do it far enough away from the class/presentation that it does not make it hard for anyone to hear or concentrate on the class/instructor.  

16.  Threats, intimidation and negativity directed at any individual or individuals are not allowed. 
