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Anyone who hunts or hikes with a dog in the Arizona desert is very well aware of the threat posed by rattlesnakes.  While extremely unusual for a snake to aggressively attack a dog, enough accidents occur to merit a great deal of thought about snake breaking.  

As luck would have it, the choices available when it comes to snake breaking are endless.  The problem is though that the seemingly endless list of those offering snake-breaking clinics can make it difficult for even the most experienced veteran to differentiate between snake breaking and snake oil.

The Method:

While there are those out there who use dead snakes or caged snakes, the fact remains that when a dog is face to face with a snake in the field, the snake probably won’t be dead and he most certainly won’t be caged.  As such the most widely recognized and preferred method is to use a defanged rattlesnake and maneuver a dog wearing an electronic collar up to the snake.  When the dog shows interest in the snake or fails to avoid the snake, the dog receives a rather intense shock from the collar.   While this process sounds incredibly simple, there’s a lot of thought that goes into this.

First of all, the trainer must make absolutely certain that the fangs and any remnants of fangs have been removed.  Broken fangs can still puncture the skin and allow invenomation to occur.   Worse yet, back-up or replacement fangs located just beneath the skin in the snake’s mouth can drop into place in very short order and can be easily missed by an inexperienced trainer.   In short, it takes an experienced eye to ensure that the defanging process is done correctly and if done improperly, the end results can be tragic.

The next step of the process is to place the snake on the ground and lead the dog by leash or check cord up to the snake.  At the point at which the dog shows interest in the snake, and the snake strikes, the stimulation or shock is applied to the dog.  Timing is critical as the optimum results occur when the dog feels the shock at the moment the snake strikes.  If stimulation occurs too soon or too late, the dog never really understands why it was shocked.  

Another factor to consider at this phase is the fact that in some instances dogs will actually attack the trainer when shocked.  As such, using an experienced trainer is critical as he or she will be able to read the dog fairly well before hand and take whatever precautions are needed to avoid being bitten by the dog.

Other factors critical to snake breaking are making sure that the dog is trained to avoid snakes by sight, sound and scent.  While sight and sound are usually easy enough to do, an experienced trainer can recognize wind shifts and adjust the dog’s position in relationship to the snake so that the dog not only learns to avoid snakes on sight and sound but also by scent.

Price:

As is often the case, you get what you pay for yet having an electronic collar and rattlesnake does not a trainer make.  As with anything it doesn’t hurt to be a little skeptical of a price that seems too good to be true.  As a norm snake breaking generally runs between $25.00 - $65.00 per dog, with rechecks included.

Guarantees:
One of the best ways to weed out snake oil salesmen is to enquire about their guarantee.  What the guarantee implies is that you have the option of bringing your dog back for a recheck each year just to make sure that Ol’ Lightnin’ still remembers that snakes are to be avoided.  A great example of this is the guarantee offered by Blankenburg Kennels in which after paying the initial snake breaking fee, a dog can be rechecked each year for free and an additional fee is paid only if during the recheck, the dog fails to avoid the snake and the snake breaking exercise must be repeated.  There are variations of guarantees but the main thing is to make sure the trainer is willing to stand behind his or her work by allowing rechecks.

References:

Selecting a trainer for snake breaking should merit a great deal of consideration and should not be based strictly on price.  Perhaps the best way to pick a trainer is to ask for references.  In doing so you can find out how long your prospective trainer has been conducting snake training and you can very often find out if there were any problems.  Dog clubs, message boards and good ol’ word of mouth can also help a prospective client locate a good trainer. It’s also interesting to hear the opinions of other trainers as in certain instances, a dog snake trained by one person and rechecked by another can lead to some very lively conversations.  

Ask Questions:

Often times people especially new dog owners, feel a bit intimidated when talking to a pro trainer.  After all, how could an unknowing mortal dare to question the genius of a true professional??? The answer is easy.  Any legitimate trainer who’s been in business long should welcome and answer openly, any questions a prospective client may have.  If for any reason a prospective trainer is less than forthcoming with his or her answers or seems the least bit put out by your questions, find another trainer.  After all, you are the client and that’s your dog’s life you’re entrusting to what is very likely, a complete stranger.  Mindful of the old adage that the only stupid question is the one that’s never asked, make a list of questions and ask away…    

Don’t Be Fooled By Imitations:

As the ad says, don’t be fooled by imitations.  In this case it’s pup’s life that lies in the balance so selecting a trainer to perform snake breaking should warrant the same consideration, as would the selection of a brain surgeon, lawyer or spouse.  To further emphasize the point consider a long forgotten quote, that is most often associated with German Shorthaired Pointer Rescue.  

“He is your friend, your partner, your defender, your dog.  You are his life, his love, his leader.  He will be yours, faithful and true to the last beat of his heart.  You owe it to him to be worthy of such devotion."

         




-Unknown-

   All the best,
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