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Using Canines as a Remote Sensing Tool:  What 
Archaeologists Can Learn From SAR Dogs

 

 

Canine SAR Background: 
ÅCertified 3 canines in various specialties (live - wilderness & disaster, cadaver ï land, building & water) 
ÅFEMA Canine Search Specialist  
ÅApproximately 300 searches since 1989 working with local, state, regional, and federal agencies to 
locate missing persons. 

ÅIncluding Operation Noble Eagle - Pentagon September 16-27, 2001 for Human Remains 
Recovery;   
FEMA deployments: LaPlata Maryland tornado 2002, and the Space Shuttle Columbia crew 
recovery efforts 2003  
ÅSpecialize in training & utilizing cadaver dogs 

ÅCurrently investigating using canines for historical & pre-historical grave detection  
ÅParticipated & instructed at the First & Second Human Remains Detection Specialized Training 
Invitationals hosted by the Washington County Sheriffôs Department, K-9 Services of Washington 
County and Mississippi Department of Archives and History (John Sullivan and John Connaway) 
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Why Find Burials?

 

 
Finding burials may lead to discovering a ólostô camp or colony, a nomadic peoples last stop or travelers 
that didnôt make it to their destination.  Or perhaps to locate servant or slave cemeteries that lead to 
locating other structures not yet known.  When we find burials we can better understand the people of the 
past. Through studying how deaths are treated: how the person is buried, what is buried with them, where 
they are buried, why they died and at what age, the condition of the body, etc gives us great insight to the 
people and culture of the time. Finding the artifacts associated with burials helps us learn who, when and 
what activities they engaged in.  We learn what was significant to that culture and often the social 
structure of that society. These associated cultural artifacts are as important as the remains for unlocking 
keys into the past.   
 
If a dig site is suspected to have remains, this can be planned for rather than reacted to. We can protect 
and preserve these sites so they are not accidentally or maliciously harmed.  Often unmarked burials are 
damaged or destroyed because no one knew they were there until construction.  Maybe there wasnôt any 
oral or written history of them available to the surveyors.  If burials are located before hand, developers 
can plan for preserving these sites into the site plan.   
 
In order to protect the sites, one must first know the location, size and shape of the burials.  Is the site a 
single burial or an actual cemetery?  How large of an area does it entail and what are the boundaries?  
Are there outliers near the cemetery (servants/slaves, woman who died during childbirth, or suicides)?  
Are there burials that are not marked due to wood decaying, the family not having funds to provide a 
marker, or didnôt for religious reasons?  Only when these are answered can steps be taken to prevent 
accidental disturbance of the site, as well as, hopefully respectfully mark the area to preserve and protect 
it.  We also then have the option to study the siteôs artifacts including the remains, with or without 
excavating.   
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When to Use Dogs & Why

 

Using properly trained cadaver/human remains detection dogs can speed the site survey or help narrow 
dig locations.  They should be viewed as a human remains detection or remote sensing tool that can help 
set boundaries of cemeteries, locate individual graves, or eliminate areas (free of remains).  
Archaeologists are limited in how they find unmarked burials  Shovel-testing is often useless.  GPR is 
expensive, you need a highly trained operator, and a narrowed area of open ground.  Surface inspection 
is the most used technique but you would have to have some reason to suspect there are graves in the 
vicinity.  Written documentation can be faulty as can oral history; oral history can also be told by those 
who do not want the land developed.  Ground conditions place limits on tools as well as techniques.  If 
the area is plowed, visual inspection is useless.  Heavy vegetation growth and trees hinder GPR.  Even if 
the area is cleared, GPR may give false interpretations for burials due to roots or air pockets.  
Magnetometer doesnôt work in areas with heavy amounts of metal or in dense woods.  Archaeologists are 
often left with mechanical stripping of the land.  Backhoes can damage valuable information, artifacts, and 
remains.   
 
Dogs are an inexpensive survey tool to perform preliminary searches for evidence of decomp.  Dogs are 
highly mobile, can work over most ground conditions, cover a lot of land quickly, in most types of 
weather*, are non-invasive, and can be highly effective at locating remains or clearing an area of remains.  
If they are brought in early during the survey process, they can help the team give more focus to specific 
areas and maybe bring in additional tools such as GPR.   
ÅFind unmarked graves or cemeteries, including locating óoutlinersô near cemeteries & cemetery 
boundaries 
ÅHelp pinpoint burials/remains on digs or locate scattered bones 
 
*Weather greatly affects dogs ability to locate scent and pinpoint itôs source.  Morning and dew are ideal 
and in moderate temps.  The worst is hot, humid, mid-day when scent evaporates quickly and dogs work 
the fringe scent in vegetation, in trees, and in any shade. 


