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ABSTRACT

Operational canines (OpK9s) are frequently injured in the line of duty and may benefit from specialized med-
ical transport, including air medical transport. Reports of such transports can be found in the popular press,
but there is a lack of research aimed at quantifying and examining these transports. We sent a survey to 295
programs in the United States identified through the Atlas and Database of Air Medical Services database to
inquire about OpK9 transports and program policies and procedures for these transports. Of those 295 pro-
grams, we received 147 responses with 15 programs reporting that they have transported at least 1 OpK9.
Programs also provided insight into policies and procedures that they have established for these types of
transports. Although not all air medical programs will choose to complete this type of transport, we recom-
mend that those that do establish policies and procedures to prepare for successful transports.

© 2018 Air Medical Journal Associates. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Operational canines (OpK9s) is the col-
lective term for police canines, force protec-
tion canines, and search and rescue canines.
These animals are often crucial members of
their teams. Although injured military work-
ing dogs, the military's OpK9s, are routinely
transported by air and there are policies and
research to support this practice,' instances
of nonmilitary OpK9 air medical transports
have only been documented in the popular
press. There have been no studies to look at
the prevalence of such transports or to
determine what, if any, policies flight pro-
grams have in place to address this challeng-
ing transport issue. Here we present the
results of this uninvestigated topic. We
sought to assess the prevalence of OpK9
transports as well as the existence and con-
tent of protocols to conduct such a transport
should an air medical team be called upon to
perform this type of transport.
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Methods

This study was submitted to and approved
by the Human Subjects Protection Office of
the Pennsylvania State College of Medicine,
Hershey, PA, and granted an institutional
review board exemption (STUDY00005148).
We distributed an electronic survey to air
medical programs in the United States via the
Research Electronic Data Capture (REDCap)
program (Appendix 1). Programs were identi-
fied using the Atlas and Database of Air Medi-
cal Services. Programs that could not be
reached via e-mail were excluded. A survey
developed by the authors containing up to 23
questions inquiring about OpK9 transports,
policies, and procedures was e-mailed to 295
identified programs in January 2017. Survey
questions were included in an attempt to
gather information about this uninvestigated
topic, and, as such, the survey was simply
designed to gather basic information and is
not a validated survey instrument. Select
questions included opportunities for free-text
responses to allow for programs to provide
additional details. Programs that did not
respond to the initial e-mail received follow-
up e-mails and a follow-up phone call, with
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the survey open through May 2017. Programs
were asked to provide their name in the sur-
vey for the purpose of analyzing potential
data trends. Survey responses went directly
to the secure REDCap database to ensure con-
fidentiality, and responses are presented only
as aggregates without identification of spe-
cific program information to protect the ano-
nymity of respondents.

Results

In total, 147 of the 295 surveyed pro-
grams responded for a response rate of
49.83%. Of those 147 respondents, 22
reported receiving at least 1 request to
transport an OpK9, and 15 of those pro-
grams completed at least 1 transport. A
total of 41 transports were reported. Table
1 outlines the demographics of programs
reporting at least 1 OpK9 transport. Most
of the programs that reported flying an
OpK9 were either private or affiliated
with law enforcement, but programs affili-
ated with law enforcement agencies
reported the highest number of transports
on average (4.2). Private companies, those
affiliated with health care systems, and
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Table 1
Demographics of the 15 Programs Reporting at Least 1
Operational Canine Transport

Demographic Number %

Private transport company 5/15 33.33
Affiliated with law enforcement ~ 5/15 3333
Affiliated with health care system 3/15 20.00
Affiliated with academic medical  2/15 1333
center

those affiliated with academic medical
centers transported an average of 2.6,
1.64, and 1 OpK9s, respectively. A total of
41 transports were reported. One limita-
tion of our survey was that respondents
could only report up to 9 transports.
Programs were also asked to discuss any
policies or procedures they use for canine
transports, which are outlined in Table 2.
Programs that answered these questions
affirmatively were asked to provide addi-
tional free-text details to better explain their
policies and/or procedures. Table 2 provides
a summation of the various free-text
responses received to these questions.

Discussion

The goal of this survey was to quantify
the number of transports for injured OpK9s
and to identify any policies or procedures
that programs have in place to perform a
transport if one is requested. Although sup-
posedly a rare occurrence, 15% of our
respondents have reported such a request.
Of those requests, the majority of transports
were completed.

Table 2
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Medical flight programs should evaluate
whether or not they would complete such a
transport if one is requested. Although some
programs may decide that they will not
transport an injured OpK9, those programs
that will should establish policies and proce-
dures for this type of mission. Suggestions
from programs that have transported an
OpK9 are to include training in K9 first aid
by veterinarians or law enforcement K9 han-
dlers. Others suggested that familiarizing
K9s with the aircraft may be helpful. Several
programs reported having specialized
equipment for K9s that may be transported.
Finally, multiple programs noted that main-
taining the safety of the flight crew should
always be of greatest importance.

One resource available to programs that
choose to adopt a practice of transporting
OpK9s is the Veterinary Committee on
Trauma?; they released a series of recom-
mendations for the care of injured canines
based on expert opinion.®> Consideration
must also be given to any state-specific laws
governing the actual provision of care by
emergency medical service personnel to
injured OpK9s because this may be con-
strued as practicing veterinary medicine. A
discussion of any proposed care guidelines
with the state board of veterinary medicine
for your particular state would likely be
prudent.?

Although not included in our survey, the
cost of these transports is another potential
concern and area for evaluation. For pro-
grams for which this would be a major con-
cern, a cost-benefit analysis would provide

The Reported Protocol and Training Details With Examples of Free-text Responses
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beneficial information that could aid in the
decision for pursing policies and procedures.
Baker et al' found that military working
dogs that sustained gunshot wounds, had
injuries that were all identified and treated
appropriately, and survived were ultimately
able to return to work. Although this study
was performed in the setting of the military
environment and may not be completely
applicable to civilian and law enforcement
OpK9s, it does lend some support to air
medical transport of OpK9s because it sug-
gests that they are often able to return to
work after their injuries.

The limitations of this survey include a
potential response bias from programs that
have transported or received a request to
transport an OpK9. Recall bias is also possi-
ble. Surveys were ultimately completed by
individuals who may not have been aware
of a request or flight. Additionally, because
of the technical construction of our survey,
any respondent could only report up to 9
transports. Additionally, although included
in our original survey, data pertaining to
specific OpK9 transports (including types of
injuries, actual treatment provided, hospital
vs. veterinary destination, and so on) were
not included in our analysis because of a
lack of response to those questions. This rep-
resents an important area of investigation
that remains to be addressed in future
research.

In conclusion, air medical transport of
OpK9s is an infrequent event. However, it
does occur. Flight programs are encouraged
to determine if they will honor a request for

Questions About Policies and Procedures With Bulleted Summation of Free-text Responses

Number of “Yes” Responses

1. Have any of your flight staff received special training in canine first aid?

e Tactical medicine K9 care

e (Canine first aid, hemorrhage control, intubation, fluid resuscitation, safe handling

e Training by veterinarians/K9 officers
e East Coast Helicopter Operations training

2. Have any of your flight staff received training in other aspects (besides first aid) of canine transport?
e Transporting K9s for nonmedical purposes/transport drills

e Training by veterinarians/K9 officers/SAR
e Use of special harnesses
Do you have a predesignated emergency vet?

w

4. Does your program have any specialized equipment available for canine transport?

Harness

Muzzle

ET tubes size 9-11

Quick clot bandages, CAT tourniquets
Specialized BVMs

“To go kits” with specialized equipment

o w

Do you have provisions in place that would allow the handler to fly with the OpK9?
Would the aircraft accommodate all crew in addition to the handler and OpK9?

7. Does your air medical program have any other protocols in place for transporting OpK9s?

e Handler must fly with OpK9
o Safety of crew is paramount
¢ Nonprofit group officer K9 care guidelines

16

21

52
94

BVM = bag valve mask; CAT = combat application tourniquet; ET = endotracheal tube; OpK9 = operational canine; SAR = search and rescue.
Summation bullets are provided to indicate the aggregate of the free-text responses provided to these questions.
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this type of transport before being called on
to make an emergent decision. If the pro-
gram decides that they will transport an
injured OpK?9, then we would encourage the
flight program to work with law enforce-
ment in their service areas to determine pol-
icy and procedures for this type of flight.
Programs are encouraged to consider
obtaining expert consultation from a knowl-
edgeable veterinary medical professional
regarding the legality of provision of care,
care protocols, and specialized equipment
that they may wish to obtain if called on to
transport an injured OpK9.

Appendix 1. Canine Air Transport Survey

Program Name:

Definition: Operational canines (OpK9s)
is the collective term for police canines, force
protection canines, and search and rescue
canines.

For any given question, please select all
answer options that apply.

1. Questions about OpK9 transport inci-
dents:

a. Has your program ever had a request

to transport an OpK9? Yes/No

. If yes: Did your program fly the OpK9?
Yes/No

1. Ifyes:

a. How many OpK9s have your program
flown? _ (1 digit limit)

. For 1 OpK9 flown: In what year was
the OpK9 flown? (4 digits
required)

ii. For >1 OpK9 flown: In what years

were the OpK9s flown?

1. Note: For remaining questions please
answer for the most recent OpK9
flown.

b. What type of injury did the OpK9
have? Select all that apply.

i. Head

ii. Thorax

i. Pelvis

. Extremity

¢. What was the cause of the injury?

. Automobile

—-

—

—-
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ii
iii

iv.
V.
Vi.
d.

. Fall

. Gunfire

Stabbing

Assault

Other:

What pre-flight or inflight care did the
OpK9 receive?

. Oxygen administration

ii. Bleeding control
iii. Pain management
iv. Needle decompression of the chest

. Other:
. Who provided this care?
. Handler

ii. EMT
iii. Nurse
iv. Veterinarian

f. Who accompanied the OpK9 during

—

ii.

the flight?

i. Handler
ii. Regular flight crew
iii. Veterinarian

. Was any of the regular crew left at the
scene to accommodate the OpK9 and/
or the handler in the helicopter? Yes/
No

. How far was the OpK9 flown? ___
miles (3 digit limit)

. What kind of facility was the OpK9
flown to?

. Veterinary Center

Medical Center

. What was the approximate time from
injury to the time of arrival at the vet-
erinary or medical center?
minutes (time — 3 digit limit)

. Did the OpK9 survive discharge from
the veterinarian?

. Yes

. No

iii. Unknown

. Did the OpK9 return to duty?
. Yes

ii. No

. Unknown

. If no: Why was the OpK9 not flown?
. No clearance

. Policy not to transport animals

3. Resource restrictions

4. Other

a. Please briefly explain why the OpK9
was not flown.

2. Questions about policies and proce-
dures:

a. Have any of your flight staff received
special training in canine first aid?
Yes/No

. If yes: What has the training included?

b. Have any of your flight staff received
training in other aspects (besides first
aid) of canine transport? Yes/No

. If yes: Please explain.

c. Do you have a pre-designated emer-
gency vet? Yes/No

d. Does your program have any special-
ized equipment available for canine
transport? Yes/No

. If yes: Please list and describe the
equipment.

e. Do you have provisions in place which
would allow the handler to fly with
the OpK9? Yes/No

f. Would the aircraft accommodate all
crew in addition to the handler and
OpK9? Yes/No

g. Does your air medical program have
any other protocols in place for trans-
porting OpK9s? Yes/No

. If yes: Please elaborate.

—-

—

—

—-
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