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Abstract 
Canines serve a crucial function in our modern military and police force, frequently 

undertaking dangerous tasks that can lead to their injury or death. This report 
investigates the nature of these injuries as well as existing K9 protective equipment’s 
effectiveness and features in order to guide the design of new protective equipment. 
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Introduction 

Aim 
The objective of this report is to build an in-depth understanding of the systems in which military and police K9s operate, in 
order to design improved K9 protective equipment. This involves; analysing statistics surrounding the injury and death of 
military working dogs and law enforcement K9s, benchmarking and comparing existing K9 protective equipment as well as 
primary research aiming to corroborate the aforementioned sections and further drive the direction of subsequent K9 
protective equipment designs.  

Background Information 
MOLLE – Modular Lightweight Load-Carrying Equipment, MWD – Military Working Dog, LEO – Law Enforcement Officer,    

K9 - Canine, KIA – Killed In Action, Mil-spec – Military Specifications, PPE – Personal Protective Equipment 

The Roles of Working K9s  
Working canines play a vital role in modern military and law enforcement operations, working alongside their handlers and 
often being assigned tasks that are too dangerous for humans. These highly trained dogs are utilized in a variety of tasks. 
These include but are not limited to; explosive and drug detection, tracking, search and rescue, patrol and the 
apprehension of suspects. They are also employed in an array of environments ranging from urban door-to-door situations 
to jungle, mountainous or aquatic locations. Their unique ability to detect scents, navigate challenging terrain and execute 
orders makes them invaluable assets to both military personnel and law enforcement officers. 

Causes of Death & Injury for MWDs & LEO K9s 
Considering the dangerous working environment of MWDs and LEO 
K9s, serious injury or death is relatively common – yet rarely reported 
or recorded, therefore there is limited data surrounding this topic. An 
article covering ‘K9s Killed in the Line of Duty’ details 95 United States 
police K9s that died during service between the years 2011 and 2015. 
Heat exhaustion was the highest cause of death at 33%. This is 
followed by death by gunfire at 22%, vehicular collision at 20% and 
notably low, stabbings at 5%. The report further states that K9 heat 
related deaths tended to spike during the summer period of each year 
whereas other deaths remained constant (Barberi et al., 2019). A 
similar Georgia State University study analysing the cause of death for 
405 LEO K9s from 2000-2023 provided similar results with a larger 
dataset. They found the highest cause of death to be gunfire at 31.3% 
followed closely by heatstroke at 21.5% and vehicular incidents at 
19.2%. Stabbings and assaults also made up 6% of all K9 deaths in 
this time frame (Wise, 2014). 

Military working dogs face significantly riskier situations when compared to LEO K9s, they often operate in much harsher 
conditions and environments. A study analysing 92 MWDs KIA during Operations Enduring Freedom & Iraqi Freedom found 
a large majority (77.2%) of these deaths were a result of physical injury instead of disease. Of these deaths, 74.65% can be 
attributed to ballistic injuries from gunshots or explosions, these can be seen in figure 1 on the right (Miller et al., 2018).  

Another investigation with similar results was conducted on 33 MWDs. Fatal injuries consisted of; 15 from haemorrhages 
(45.5%), 7 from head trauma (21.2%) and 5 from catastrophic tissue destruction (15.2%). The most common method of 
injury were gunshot wounds or explosions, with 46.6% of haemorrhage and 71.4% of head trauma wounds being caused 
by gunshot injuries. Whereas 26.6% of haemorrhage and 80% of tissue destruction injuries were due to explosive events 
(Storer et al., 2024). This investigation also established that blunt and penetrating trauma was 13.38 times more likely to 
kill a K9 than blunt force trauma. However, civilian dogs have a higher survival rate when experiencing penetrating wounds 
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(96.5%) over blunt force injuries (89.5%). This can be contributed to the less severe penetrating injuries amongst civilian 
dogs, majority being bite wounds (71.3%) (Storer et al., 2024).  

Furthermore, a United States government defence report evaluating aero-medically evacuated MWDs identifies the 
location and type of injury amongst the evacuated K9s. This report states that amongst penetrating battle injuries, 40% 
occurred on the extremities of the K9 and 20% each on the head, chest and pelvis area. When analysing the aetiology of 
these injuries, a vast majority (76%) were due to gunshots and the remaining 24% consisted of improvised explosives and 
shrapnel (Butler et al., 2021). 

Product Benchmarking 

Product Positioning Map 

A comprehensive range of harnesses and vests were arranged on a product positioning map (figure 2) in order to identify 
potential gaps in the market. This analysis focuses on comparing the functionality and protectivity of the products. In this 
context, functionality refers to the tactical capabilities, situational adaptability and modularity of each device. Protectivity 
on the other hand, refers to how effective the product is at protecting the K9 wearing it. The map displays a variety of 
civilian, military and tactical spec harnesses and vests – with each product’s intended situation of use influencing its 
position on the map. 

Civilian spec, protective harnesses and collars for hunting K9s can be found on the bottom right corner as they offer 
minimal tactical features yet have high protectivity from blunt & penetrating injuries. In contrast, mil-spec, operation-
focused harness provides advanced yet often situation-specific harnesses that focuses on assisting the K9 rather than 
protecting it, a good example of this is the K9 Vision System. 

Products that offer low protection and functionality consists primarily of civilian spec harnesses and vests. Whilst these 
products offer some practical features such as the cooling features in the Ruff Wear Swamp Cooler Vest and the 
Switchback storage options, they are less durable and offer less protection to the user. Corresponding mil-spec options 
offer similar tactical and protective features, however, are constructed with more durable and robust materials. 
Alternatively, some military spec products offer both high levels of protection and functionality as they tend to focus more 
on the protective aspect and often sacrifice the situational adaptability and tactical features that can be found in other 
less protective products.  

Figure 2 



Existing Service K9 Equipment  
K9 protective and tactical equipment are used in 
military, police and civilian settings to protect K9s 
working in high-risk environments. The market 
currently offers a variety of products, each 
designed for specific scenarios and applications. 
These products can be primarily classified into 
protective or tactical gear, with some serving both 
purposes. They can then be further separated by 
‘protection areas’, with majority of products 
focusing on the main body and neck of the K9s. 
Although eye, ear and paw protection products 
exist, they are less common and often only used in 
specific scenarios. Thus, they will be omitted from 
this section of the report and the benchmarking 
process will only focus on protective, tactical and 
civilian spec harnesses and vests. 

Six significant criteria points were selected in order 
to compare product performance: ballistic 
protection, stab protection, elemental protection, 
tactical modularity, durability and adjustability. 
Each product was then given a rating on a scale 
from one to ten. This was based off any publicly 
available information on the websites selling these 
products.  

The table to the right as well as figure 3 below provides practical visual representation into which products perform the 
best overall, as well as each products individual strengths and weaknesses. This identifies aspects of certain products 
that are beneficial in future design efforts as well as product shortcomings to avoid. Mil-spec equipment performed the 
best overall with the Elite K9 Tex 10 Vest being the overall best performer. In contrast, the IDC PowerHarness was the worst 
overall but scored highly in durability & adjustability – both important features to be considered in future products. 
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PRODUCTS Ballistic 
Protection 

Stab 
Protection 

Elemental 
Protection 

Tactical 
Modularity Durability Adjustability 

DUNCAN'S 3/4 
Collar 1 8 4 1 8 5 
DUNCAN'S Full 
Body Collar W/ 
Shoulder Flaps 

1 9 5 1 8 5 

ELITE K9 Tex 10 Vest 9 9 8 8 7 5 

IDC PowerHarness 1 2 3 3 7 7 

K9 Storm Aerial 
Insertion Vest 4 4 5 10 8 4 

K9 Storm Patrol 
Swat Vest 8 8 7 6 6 4 

K9 VISION System 3 3 2 10 5 4 

LOF Defence K9 
Streetfighter Vest 8 8 8 8 6 4 

Nomad Ballistic 
Body - Complete 
Set 

9 8 7 7 7 5 

RECON Ballistics 
K9 Carrier 7 7 5 5 7 5 

RECON K9 'DT 
ALPHA' VEST 6 6 4 6 7 5 

Recon K9 Sky 
Snapper Magnetic 
Recovery System 

3 4 6 9 7 5 

Ruff Wear Swamp 
Cooler Vest 1 1 10 3 4 8 

Ruff Wear 
Switchback 1 1 7 7 4 8 

Sabre K9 Expedition 
Harness 1 3 7 6 8 6 

Sabre Mako K9 
Harness 7 8 6 7 8 6 

Safe K9 Lifevest 2 2 8 8 6 5 

VESTGUARD K9 
Body Armour 10 10 5 4 8 3 

WORKING K9 Patrol 
Harness 1 1 2 6 8 8 

WORKING K9 
Tracking Harness 1 1 3 10 8 8 

Figure 3 



Standout Products Criteria Comparison  
In order to effectively compare existing products, the information from the previous section was mapped into a Radar 
Chart for easy visual representation. A diverse range of products were chosen to be compared, showing the effectiveness 
and different capabilities of the products. The following five products were chosen as they each have a distinct use-case, 
resulting in each product having different strengths and weaknesses. This will help influence future design as the key 
strengths identified can be implemented in any future designs.  

 

VestGuard K9 Body Armour 

This mil-spec vest was the most protective of the products analysed, covering 
majority of the K9 with high levels of stab, ballistic and shrapnel protection. 
However, it was less adaptable, only offering quick release and grab/drag handles 
as tactical features (Canine K-9 Body Armour Vest, 2015).  

 

Working K9 Tracking Harness 

This mil-spec harness focuses on durability and functionality over protection, 
featuring heavy duty materials and modern technology. Its more ergonomic 
design and straps allows for a full range of motion for the K9. Its features include, 
integrated GPS tracking, MOLLE panels and integrated carry handles (Tracking 
Harness, 2021).  

 

Elite K9 Tex-10 Vest 

This vest was the best all-round design of the aforementioned products. It features 
full belly, chest and side ballistic and stab-proof protection with 3D Spacer mesh 
for cooling & padding. Additionally, a variety of tactical features such as multiple 
grab and clip points, wireless camera mounting, quick-release points and ID 
badge attaching points – useful for identifying the K9 or using high-vis (TEX 10 
Ballistic Vest, 2024). 

 

Ruff Wear Swamp Cooler Vest 

This civilian-spec vest is designed to keep K9s cool in hot environments using its 
lightweight, multilayered, SWAMP COOLER™ TECH which promotes evaporative 
cooling (Swamp CoolerTM Dog Cooling Vest, 2024). Whilst not providing any 
significant ballistics or stab protection, the device is very adjustable with secure 
straps that hold the vest in place in movement.  

 

Sabre Mako K9 Harness  

This multi-functional, protective harness is built for durability and tactical 
versatility. It features a sleeve for optional armour panels or cold packs as well as 
metal leash attachment points, MOLLE strips and exterior Velcro for high-vis or ID 
patches. The device is relatively adjustable but comes in multiple sizes, the 
durable materials also provide decent environmental protection (MAKO K9 
Harness, 2021).  



Research & Methodology  
Methodological triangulation was used to get an array of quantitative and qualitative data in order to cross-verify the 
experiences of the research participants. Archival observations in the form of publicly available police and military K9 
bodycam and other footage was analysed, providing a better understanding of the contexts in which K9s are used. A 
relatively broad survey was then conducted with the aim of collecting background information that would drive the 
direction of further interviews. Finally, for an in-depth understanding, an interview was conducted with a current 
Queensland Police K9 Handler, with the survey responses affecting the questions asked.  

Archival Observations 
Due to the specialized and often covert and dangerous scenarios that military and law enforcement K9s operate, it is not 
possible to conduct in-person observations – instead, archival observations of publicly available videos were performed.  
Whilst somewhat limiting, these observations provide valuable insight from a covert non-participant observers’ 
perspective on the contexts in which K9s are utilized. Another limiting factor was the nature of the bodycam footage – 
sourced from publicly available videos uploaded to YouTube by United States police agencies – with much of the footage 
was grainy, unstable and/or poorly lit making it difficult to interpret the events happening. Four categories were selected 
for observations; K9 behaviour, equipment used, type of situation and environment. Eighteen separate incidents were then 
analysed 4 times, once for each category – allowing more accurate classifications in each category. 

Survey 
Initially, the survey was used to collect background information to guide the interview questions and design decisions. The 
survey targets participants within Australia with experience working with MWD and LEO K9s. The survey aims to establish 
the roles of Working K9s and their service-related injuries, as well as to identify the features, limitations and effectiveness 
of equipment currently or previously used in the industry. 

Survey Topic: K9 Tactical & Protective Harness Research 
No. of Participants: 13 
Survey Form: Online via. Google Forms 
No. of Questions: 13 

 

The survey was split into four sections: participant history, harness design & 
features, usability & comfort, and a final open-ended long-answer questions. The 
first three sections only consisted of multiple choice and linear scale questions so 
as to not fatigue the participants early in the survey. These questions also provided 
somewhat limited yet beneficial numeric data for a quantitative analysis. The open-
ended long-answer questions were strategically placed at the end of the survey, 
with the previous questions adding context to the project and guiding participants to 
more relevant responses. However, these questions were optional which resulted in 
limited responses. 

The survey was distributed via email and social media to a variety of active or retired professional K9 trainers, police 
officers and military personnel. Majority of the participants were Australian or American – however, the survey was left 
anonymous to encourage participation so not all participant information is available. Figure 4 shows the experience levels 
of the 13 survey participants. 

Interview 
A semi-structured interview was conducted on a Queensland Law Enforcement Officer and K9 Handler via a phone call. 
For documentation purposes, the interview was recorded a transcript was made with a combination of Descript AI and 
manual editing. Relevant sections of this transcript were referenced throughout the report to support statistics or design 
implications. Questions aimed at establishing the interviewee’s experience working with LEO K9s, what equipment was 
used and how as well as the participants input into design features of specific equipment. The interview also provided 
important context in which Australian police officers implement K9s.  
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Analysis and Findings 

Archival Observations 

K9 Behaviour 

The most common behavioural issue identified during the observation process 
was that approximately 35% of K9 handlers struggled to physically control their 
K9 during the apprehension of suspects (figure 5). This typically took place 
after the suspect had surrendered to the K9 and the officer struggles to detach 
and move the K9. Signs of overheating and discomfort were also apparent in 
23.5% of the situations, all of these took place during the daytime and involved 
either full-protective or tactical harnesses.  

Equipment Used 

The most common type of harness used was the basic tactical harness, followed closely by 
the flat collar – with the full-protective style harnesses coming in last, only being implemented 
by 5 of the 18 K9s (figure 6). Flat collars were most commonly used when the K9 officer was 
arriving at an urgent scene (e.g. fleeing suspect) and did not have time to fully equip a harness 
before deploying the K9. This affected the K9 handlers’ ability to physically control their K9 as 
they had less points of contact to restrain the dog.  

Notably, during the interview section of research the LEO K9 officer describes his use of 
harnesses, “I won’t put the harness on until we pull up to a job. So, if we go track or do a 
building search or something, I will put it on him when he gets out of the truck. Then I’ll take it 
off him when and put it in the back of the truck when we’re ready to go to the next job. Some 
handlers will put the harness on the dog for the whole shift, there’s no sort of right or wrong. I 
tend to not, it’s more of a thing cos of my style of dog” 

Reflective materials and K9 bodycams were also present during 3 of the 18 scenarios, with reflective materials being used 
to identify the police K9 so as not to mistake the K9 with a civilian animal. Quick release mechanisms were used once, 
when a suspect had managed to grab a hold of the K9’s vest and was attempting to attack the K9. A K9 radio system was 
also used in one suspect tracking and apprehension situation, when the K9 was required to enter a building that officers 
could not access, the radio was used to give the K9 basic commands. 

Type of Situation 

K9s were mainly used for locating or apprehending suspects – with only 2 
of the 18 incidents showing detection work (figure 7). Location of 
suspects refers to the tracking and finding of the suspect – whilst similar, 
apprehension refers to the take-down or capture of a fleeing suspect. This 
is often more physically demanding for the K9 with some suspects fighting 
back. 12 of the 18 suspects attempted to resist arrest and fight the K9. Of 
these, 4 possessed a knife or pointed object and 3 possessed a firearm, 
the remaining 5 suspects attempted to fight the K9 off with their hands.  

During the interview process the police K9 handler recounted a recent situation, “I attended a domestic violence situation, 
and the offender had left on foot from the location prior to police being there. He was observed leaving by witnesses. He 
was on outstanding other matters, wanted by police also. So, I deployed the police dog, locate (and) tracked (him) through 
suburban streets, then into parkland where my dog located the offender hiding in long shrubby grass. We were able to 
challenge the offender to come out and take him into custody.” 

Environment 

The K9s were predominantly used in a mix of urban and forested environments. 61.11% took place in urban/semi-urban 
environments, mostly consisting of residential neighbourhoods, houses and small parks. The forested environments were 
27.78% of environments and 11.11% of situations involved waterways (canals, dams, rivers, etc.). 
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Survey Results 
Survey results show that military and police K9s are used for a variety of jobs, with a majority of participants employing K9s 
for; patrol (76.9%), detection (61.5%), attack/protection (69.2%), tracking (53.8%) and crowd control purposes (61.5%). 
Additionally, 91.7% of participants reported using K9s in urban environments and 75% in forested areas. Although desert, 

aqueous and mountainous environments are mentioned, they 
are far less common (figure 8). This is further supported with a 
combined 53.8% of participants stating they either ‘rarely’ or 
‘never’ encounter water with their K9s, whilst 23.1% selected 
either ‘occasionally’ or ‘frequently’.  With such a broad range of 
jobs and environments, it can be hypothesized that a wide 
variety protective products and protective or tactical features 
are required to improve the K9s effectiveness.  

Harness Design and Features 

Participants state that the most important areas of the 
K9 to protect is the neck (92.3%) and chest (76.9%) 
region. Contrarily, protecting areas such as the K9’s 
extremities, hearing, and vision were considered 
relatively nonessential (figure 9). Notably, the back, 
flank and head of the K9s were considered more 
important than extremities, but less so than the chest 
and neck region (figure 9). 

When asked about important vest features; stab 
protection, GPS tracking and lightweight properties 
were all deemed important by 12 of the 13 
participants. Similarly, cooling or heating as well as 
ease of use were considered important features by 10 
of the 13 participants. This correlates to the 
equiptment being used, with a majority reportedly 
either currently or previously implementing; high-
visibility, k9 bodycam, gps tracking, cooling, tactical 
storage or stab resistant equiptment for K9s (figure 
10). When asked to grade the importance of the ease 
of donning and doffing the harness on a scale from 
one to five (five being very important), the participants gave an average score of approximately 3.5 out of 5.  

Participants were asked to list the names of any products or brands of K9 protective equipment they have experience with, 
these products were then added to the previous benchmarking section of the report. Finally, participants were given an 
open-ended question asking for final comments. Participants primarily used this section to state any design suggestions 
that they had. These included; a remote quick release function, waterproofing, breathability, GPS tracking, metal materials 
and protectivity recommendations.   

Only one of the survey participants agreed to partake in the interview process, however, he had the most experience of all 
the survey participants. This was a Queensland Police Officer and K9 Handler. When asked for suggestions designing a K9 
Protective vest in the survey, he responded, “Water resistant, Strong, Light, Metal harness buckles, Material which breaths. 
Stab proof if possible and not to heavy. Area for small GPS to be placed.” Additionally, when question on design features in 
previous products that he would avoid, he responded, “long as they have metal clips and ability to tighten firm to prevent 
slippage on the Dog.” 

 

Figure 8 
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Figure 10 



Findings & Design Implications 
The benchmarking section of this report heavily 
influences the general purpose of future designs. Using 
the product positioning map, I identified 2 distinct gaps 
in the market: highly functional & moderately protective 
equipment and low functionality, moderate protectivity 
equipment. These are highlighted with red circles in 
figure 11 on the right. Since the target demographic for 
this product is military and police K9s, the lower-
functionality equipment will not be considered. This 
narrows our design options to a highly functional and 
tactical harness with medium to high protectivity.  

Urban, semi-urban and forested regions were the most common throughout the studies and are also relevant to the 
Australian geography. This is supported by the interviewee, when asked to describe what environments he encounters, the 
Rockhampton LEO stated, “We’re a decent little regional town… surrounded by rural land… It’s not unheard of for one 
moment to be tracking through suburbia here, and the next out in the rural area.” Aquatic environment and situations 
causing the K9 to get wet were also relatively common. Thus, the material of the product must be durable enough to 
withstand common tears from branches or nails, whilst being suitable for aquatic use, not absorbing excessive water 
weight. Materials such as; neoprene, different nylons and Hypalon matches this criteria. 

Overheating was a continuous issue throughout my research process, with many different products trying to mitigate this 
issues with varying levels of success. This problem is even more prevalent in Queensland due to our unforgiving weather; 
“The Rocky heat... or the Queensland heat is a huge factor too here… (it’s) so hot in summer, that’s always something 
we've got to take into consideration.” Heat is a significant factor when it comes to controlling the dogs safety, health and 
workloads; “If It's a really hot night… you'll monitor the dog, how he's performing…. You might stop it due to the dog safety 
or health. Or a cooler night through winter, they can go up to an hour depending on the condition… (if it’s the) middle of 
summer… (or) the middle of the day, you're probably not gonna even deploy ‘cos it’s just not safe for the dog.” There are 
also minimal existing technologies being implemented to monitor the K9s body temperature for overheating – with none of 
the benchmarked products including this feature. The officer describes this process as “done by eye. What kind of 
changes in your dog's behaviour and condition… basing it off yourself too… dogs with a really big working drive… are the 
ones you need to be careful of.” Whilst each dog may behave differently, quantitative measurements such as body 
temperatures can assist the handler with monitoring the dog’s health. This could consist of off-the-shelf smart 
thermometers being integrated into the product. Additionally, breathable materials should be implemented to prevent 
overheating. Whilst not common, K9s can also be implemented in snowy & icy environments. Optional heat retention 
should be considered for these scenarios. 

Protective Features 
The most common injuries identified consisted of ballistic, stab, overheating and vehicular injuries. Although ballistic 
related injuries were relatively rare amongst Australian police K9s, it is one of the most common injury-types amongst 
MWDs and American police K9s. When the Australian Police K9 Handler was questioned on the need for ballistic or stab 
protection he stated, “certain areas or states might have more jobs like sieges. They might want something with more 
protection.”  Thus, ballistics and stab protection – while not always necessary – should be available to protect K9s entering 
scenarios involving firearms or explosives. 

Stab and penetrating injuries are some of the most common injuries amongst K9s. These occur either from physical 
attacks from suspects or sharp objects in the environment. These injuries, especially to the body, neck or head area of the 
K9, can often be life threatening, “The more serious (injuries) I know of, it would be, the stabbing incidents.” Minor injuries 
cut and penetrating injuries to the extremities of the K9 are also very common, “(in the past, my K9s have received) minor 
cuts or grazes from jumping over fences or jumping up onto items, to search. Maybe It's a small cut or something… Other 
things, like… torn claws or things like that. (The) dog might’ve got a claw caught on the fence or torn it on tracking or 
something like that.” These kinds of injuries are often not life-threatening - not requiring protective equipment. Stab 
protection is more likely to be used in law enforcement situations. Although stab protection is generally lighter and less 
restrictive than ballistics protection, some users may choose the more protective ballistics option. 

Figure 11 



Tactical Features 
To prepare for possible injuries, the officer interviewed described carrying a small medical kit on his vest and in his vehicle, 
“Yeah, I got a basic one (medical kit)… a bit of flush, a bandage…(for) if I need to apply pressure or something like that.. It 
would be (for) getting the dog to vet care as quick as possible.”  This small addition could be the difference between the K9 
dying or surviving and injury. A dedicated compartment for medical items could be integrated into the harness design, 
allowing the handler quick access. 

Whilst many of the existing product’s feature MOLLE webbing to attach equipment, no mil-spec products offer secure, 
internal storage for loose items or prevent items from flapping and hindering K9s mobility. When the interviewee was 
asked what features he would like included in a harness, he stated, “the ability to have a pouch… properly built in, so we 
don’t have to attach it (a GPS) ourself… one less thing to be… flapping around or detach or catch on something.” This 
provides handlers with the flexibility to securely store any items they desired, such as medical supplies, GPS devices and 
more. 

When questioned on the need for radio equipment to communicate with the K9 when its out of sight, the interviewee 
responded, “I know there’s specialised police areas that may do that but for what I do, no… everything’s done where you 
got control of your dog, he can see you and you can see him. And that comes down to, obedience. I know people like the 
army do delve into that side where they’re using e-collars and stimulus to steer the dogs into areas where they might not 
be going, but yeah I don’t do any of that.” Whilst beneficial in certain situations, generic radio systems can be too bulky on 
the K9 and interfere with its range of motion. Subtle, integrated radio systems could be implemented to communicate with 
the K9 when necessary – similar to existing e-collars. 

A variety of quick-release mechanisms are used in existing products for emergency release, rapid deployment and general 
ease of use. Remote, wireless quick-release systems exist, however are not commonly implemented in K9 harnesses. 
When interviewed about this system the officer responded, “(remote release) would be very beneficial, (it) makes it easier 
to… get out of it quickly… But obviously it needs to be sturdy and not accidentally release itself if it gets caught on a bush or 
something.” Whilst this feature may protect the K9 if it gets stuck, it is important to ensure it doesn’t malfunction and 
detach accidentally. 

Bodycams are also very common in the police force and military; they are used to document or live-stream encounters. 
Whilst K9-mounted cameras are not common in the Australian police force, “We run our own body camera on ourselves. 
Because the dogs… 99 percent of the time, within distance of arms…  Theres probably no need on our end. But different 
agencies may require that, and… when they’re getting sent into a search area where the handler may not be entering 
themselves.” In this situation, a live video feed of the K9s point of view can help the handler give instructions or locate 
targets. Civilian equivalent of this would be go-pro mounts for dog vests, however this would be too bulky for a tactical 
scenario. Existing helmets with integrated cameras are more common than vest mounted cameras. However, there are 
aforementioned products that contain integrated cameras.  

The most common K9 involved situations/duties that were identified primarily consists of; patrolling, attack or protection, 
tracking and detection work. When interviewed about K9 duties, the officer stated he had experience, “(with the) detection 
style… (its searching for) things like firearms, drugs, explosives, things like that… the tracking, the general purpose, 
(includes) more tracking, bite work and apprehending offenders, and locating people…”  Each one of these situations will 
require different equipment. Detection work often requires more control over the K9 whilst providing it with less 
protection. Whereas, K9s apprehending offenders or in explosive detection may require extra protection to protect the K9.  

When the officer interviewed was asked to assess the viability of removable, modular protection, he stated, “if you had 
ability to put extra protection down the side of the dog, and around those vital areas… that definitely would help. (If) you 
also have the option to not have it on… if you're deploying for a missing… dementia patient, who’s got no warnings for being 
violent... You’re not going to need that protection stuff on your dog. But if you’re deploying for some guy who’s just stabbed 
someone and run off in bushland…  There's much higher risk of them using an edged weapon on yourself or your dog… 
being able to drop parts off and add parts on would be pretty cool.” This modularity allows the handler to read the situation 
and modify their equipment to match – increasing K9 effectiveness across the board. Modular attachment options include 
but are not limited to; ballistic panels, stab-proof panels, flotation devices, elemental protection (cooling or heating), high-
visibility ID panels and more.  



Conclusion 
In summary, the product benchmarking section of this report identifies a key market opportunity in which a new harness 
design aims to address. The product positioning map reveals there is currently a gap in the market for a highly functional, 
tactical and adaptable harness with medium to high protectivity. A product that is highly adaptable to different situations 
that military and police K9s might encounter, offering a range of protection and tactical capabilities. 

When analysing existing studies and statistics into the injury and death of military working dogs and law enforcement K9s, 
heat exhaustion, gunshot and other ballistics, stab and vehicular incidents were the most common causes for injury or 
death. This was further supported by the independent research conducted – consisting of the archival observation, survey 
and interview. The independent research also established the most common location of injuries on K9s, highlighting the 
critical areas to protect: the neck, chest, flank and vital organs of the K9.  

The resulting design should consist of a highly modular and adaptable harness built for various environments and 
situations. It should be constructed with durable and environmentally protective materials, and incorporate key features 
such as; ballistic, stab and blunt force protection, heat mitigation, GPS tracking and tactical modularity. Other innovative 
features identified include, integrated radio communication and cameras and remote quick release mechanisms. To 
ensure versatility across operational contexts, the ability to easily add or remove these features are essential. This design 
might consist of; a base harness – similar to the Julius IDC harness, which allows additional features and panels to be 
attached.   
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Interview Transcript  
 I: Hey, good morning, it's Zach. How are you?   

P: Good, thanks.    

I: Alright, thank you for agreeing to participate for this interview too. I really appreciate it. 

P: No problem, did you see the survey response I gave 

I:  Yes I did. That was very helpful. Thank you. So I think I'll start by telling you about the project I’m working on… I'm 
designing canine protective harnesses and vests.  it's still fairly open ended I haven't selected, any specific features or 
designs yet.  I’m really just trying to get your insight, about your working experience with canines today.  So maybe if we 
could start by you telling me kind of what roles you've worked with canines? What kind of jobs you've done with them?  

P: Yeah, so I’ve been a dog handler  now. I'll be coming up to 10 years next year. I've done both detection dog work, 
which I had two Labradors. And then I’ve gone across to   What they call general  purpose now, which is tracking  and 
apprehension of offenders. I’ve done both sort of sides of  Our sort of,  what we do in the police  in Queensland, they’re 
both very different fields of work. The detection style is more employing for  things like firearms, drugs, explosives, things 
like that. and then obviously the tracking, the general  purpose, more tracking and bite work and apprehending offenders, 
and locating people… 

I: Okay, and was that all with the Rockhampton police?  

P: Yeah mate 

I: Alright, and yeah, I imagine that would be a mix of the urban, Rockhampton city area, as well as more rural jobs  as 
well? 

P: Were a decent little sized regional town… surrounded by rural land. Its not unheard of for one moment to  be 
tracking through suburbia here, and the next out in the rural area either. And with the  detection dog work. You could be 
searching a house in town or  on land outside of town. Depending on the job and what their looking for. It’s a Pretty mixed 
bag of areas you can be searching… I guess the Rocky heat. Or the Queensland heat is a huge factor too here, which is so 
hot in summer, that’s always something we've got to take into consideration.  

I: When you changing from working in urban environments to out in the country. Are you using the same harness? Or 
do you have specific equipment for different environments? 

 P: I used the same harness if I'm tracking in town to tracking out property or somewhere like that.  and that was 
same…  when I was doing detection dog work, I would pretty much use the same harness.  The only thing I might have done 
different was if I was searching around like a dam or something like that for detection dog work I may have opted towards 
the basic style, seatbelt style harness. just because it's, if they're going to get wet, it's less material to get wet, which 
they're going to be lighter. That’s the only thing I would change on them, but it's more in the detection dog side of things. 
For what I do now, I just stick to his same harness, he knows it and at least  I know it too 

I: Do you think it would be beneficial to have a harness tailored to, like out in the bush and then one more tailored to  
city work?   

P: Maybe if you were  solely metropolitan, for  any regional  squad, probably  not. we just, run with what we normally 
run with, instead of changing it all the time. You’re always going to favour one more than the other and that comes down to 
each handler but that's my opinion. others might disagree with that.  

 I: What is the main purpose of the harness, to control the K9? Or Do you attach Any equipment onto it, or is it also 
meant to be protective for the K9? 

P: so the one I use is basically just to control the dog and, I have a GPS  which I've got in a pouch attached  to his flat 
collar, but I   know that other handle his use.  Like have like their GPS in a pouch attached to their harnesses too. so yeah 
so there’s definitely there's ab importance of having somewhere  for a small GPS unit to be  because we're all using those,  
as a safety measure, if something was to go wrong and the dog gets away from you, and we can locate a dog. Or if 
something was to happen to us, and we need assistance the crews can see where you are we  can at least try and get to 
you. when it comes to protection it's  obviously  a helpful thing, but  be wen gotta be careful of weight, how much it would 



fatigue the dog, how hot it would be… I know there are stab resistant  vests/harnesses which something like that would be 
ideal for, Put on to a dog,  more so than a tracking harness. if you were at a  siege situation where the offenders, we've got 
them surrounded and  you believe they could be armed with  a knife or screwdrivers something like that.  That’s ideal. But 
yeah, it's just for your everyday trip, for me, it's more just  keeping it light enough to be able  to track and not and get over 
heated or anything.  

I: With the overheating issue. What kind of hours do you work with the K9 and what kind of breaks do you have 
throughout the day? 

P: we do a 10 hour  shift , 8-10 hours. The dog might only work  anywhere from,  it depends on the job. if you pull up 
and an offender's run away, you might get your dog only working for 3 or 5 minutes. Locate the offender only a couple of 
doors down hiding. Or, you could be tracking up to 30 40 minutes. I guess what you've always got to take into account is 
You always got to read your dog and be mindful of the conditions. If It's a really hot night,  you might only work your dog...  
you'll monitor the dog, how he's performing.  You might, stop tracking  or building search or whatever you're doing area 
searching.  You might stop it. Due to the dog  safety or health. Or a cooler night through winter,  they can go up to an hour 
depending  on the condition.  it all comes to  your management  for your dog, caring for and watching the dog. If the middle 
of summer, and it's the middle of the day, you're probably not gonna even deploy cos its just not safe for the dog. Whereas 
if it’s the middle of summer during evening, and you haven't got the hot  sun down but it's a warm night, you might deploy, 
and  monitor his condition through watching him. 

I: that was my second question, is all that monitoring just done by, your eye?  Or do you use medical detection 
technology to help you? 

P: Its just done by eye. What kind of changes your dog's behaviour and condition.  Just knowing your dog, basing it of 
yourself too, if it a really humid hot night your only going to get a short working span out of your dog and probably yourself 
too really. But yeah, its all done by just watching your dog and knowing his  needs and, what style a dog he is. some dogs 
will sort of go, no,  I'm done, that’s enough. But there’s other dog's with a  really big working drive. They’re the ones you have 
to be careful of, they might  be showing signs, but they might also… because they love working, just want to push on. 
They're the ones you've got to,  we'll call it there and we'll  look after them and make sure  the care is given to them.  

I: what does the dog do when you're not working? Is it at the police station or in the car? 

P: On shift when he's not working, like we're just patrolling or doing planned patrols, he'll be in the back of the truck 
in his cage.   he'll ride along anywhere I go, during the shift. You might do a bit of training with him, like a training track or 
obedience or a building search…  on days off, he lives at home with me. I look after him. 

I: Oh right, is that common for the dogs to live with handlers?  

P: Yeah, it depends on where you are. I think most states do that. Even corrections and all that do that. I'm not sure 
about Border Force though. I'm not sure if Border Force  might leave their dogs in a kennel complex. I know most law 
enforcement, states  take their dogs home. That’s so we look after them and care for them. It also provides us with the 
ability to be recalled to duty to be recalled to duty and attend  a job.  So there’s no Time delay.   

I: Yeah. So, yeah. Right. I didn't  realise that. That's, that's pretty cool. So its basically your dog then.  

P: Yeah.  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  The police own him, but  in a way, he's your dog, 

I: would you say it's common for dogs to, run away or go missing?  

P: No, there's obviously been probably situations of that, like, if they're in, like, in work mode and got that desire to 
keep going that could be something that happens.  The  whole idea of having the  GPS on him now to, if need be, we can 
locate the. If you drop tracking line or snapped it's not a very common thing, no. not really 

I: have you used radio equipment to give the dogs commands if they're out of sight?   

P: no. I know there’s specialised police areas that may do that but for what I do, no. its basically, everything done 
where you got control of your dog, he can see you and you can see him. And that comes down to, obedience. I know 
people like the army do delve into that side where they’re using e-collars and stimulus to steer the dogs into areas where 
they might not be going, but yeah I don’t do any of that. 

I: how about canine body cam systems? Have you used any of those? 



P: No I haven’t,  we run our own body camera on ourselves. Because the dogs always, 99 percent of the time, withing 
distance of arms. Were on top of the dog in a way. Theres probably  no need on our end. But different  agencies  may 
require that,  and maybe when they’re getting sent into a search area where the handler may not  be entering themselves.  

I: Do you mind if we talk about previous k9s you’ve worked with. Maybe injuries they’ve experienced. 

P: That’s fine, I’ve had Three police dogs,  I've had two detection dogs…  I lost one of my detection dogs, but she had 
like a, a liver failure,  which  was possibly… hereditary, we're not sure. But, Injury wise, they've all been pretty good, minor  
cuts or grazes from, jumping over fences or jumping up onto items, to search. Maybe It's a small cut or something.  Other 
than that I’ve been really, really lucky with My dogs. They’ve never really  have never anything  major of  other than that… 
you wouldn’t say its an injury from a  work environment. Unfortunately, got really ill and we had to put her down. Yeah, I 
haven’t had any really major  injuries to the dogs.  

 I: do you know any, stories from co workers, anything that’s happened to them? 

P: I believe that  at least one or two dogs have been, unfortunately,  stabbed by offenders,  whilst trying to track and 
apprehend them.  So, there is always that danger of an offender doing  something like that to a dog. That’s on the high 
scale of Pretty bad injury. Only other things, like, you know,  torn claws or things like that. Dog might’ve got a claw caught 
on fence, or torn it on  tracking or something like that.  The more serious ones I know of,  it would be, the stabbing 
incidents. But I only know of  one or maybe possibly two of those in my time. It's always a risk. Yeah, 

 I: all right. do you carry like a canine medical kit for them?  

P: Yeah,  I got a basic one,  like, a bit of flush, a bandage… if I need to apply pressure or something like that. That’s 
about it.  it would be  getting the dog to vet care as quick as possible.  

I: Is that just carries in your truck or on your person? 

P: I can strap it to my vest.  I also can  have it in the truck. I try and keep something on my vest in case something 
happens on the field, but I always have more in the truck if I need them.  

 I:  I was looking at some of the products you listed on the survey, you said you worked with the company Sabre?  

P: yeah. I’ve used the sabre harness, I don’t know what model it was more basic.  I've also used the Julius K9 
harness. That’s more basic you can buy them at  pet shops and things like that, online too. And then basic seatbelt, 
webbing style  harnesses that wraps around them with the clip or Velcro underneath.  That’s more for detection dogs.. The 
sabre harness is more what I used for my current dog. I find it needs… firm control of the body, doesn’t slip on them. Its got 
wraps underneath and through the front of them, crossing over to if you have to lift them up… its not going to slip or caught 
or something.  

I: With it coming off easily. I’ve seen harnesses with quick release technologies to help the dog get unstuck in sticky 
situations.   Is that something that you think would be useful in your work?   

P: as long as… I’ve spoke about the clips being metal (in the survey), the metal clips are more durable and wont 
break or wear… But, having something quick release… would be very beneficial, makes it easier to you know if you have to 
get out of it quickly. You can. But obviously it needs to be study and not accidently release itself if it gets caught on a bush 
or something. 

I:  are there any, features you would add or change with the equipment to make it more useful? 

P: not particularly, probably just the ability to have a pouch… we've sort of only gone to having GPS' on our dogs over 
the last 2 years or so, That was never something I thought about.  Like,  somewhere on the harness, so  it can be properly 
built in, so we don’t have to attach it ourself. That  would be handy.  There's one less thing to  be, I guess,  what could be 
flapping around or detach or catch on something. But everyone’s gonna be different. If your sort of  like, certain areas or 
states might have more jobs like sieges. They might want something with more protection because they’re not tracking as 
much maybe. Whereas,  it's a bit of a fine line, like you want the protection and that, but the something where dog can 
work freely and not overheating. 

  



I: Ill tell you a little bit about the kind of concept I have at the moment, maybe you can give me some advice… if you 
think it’ll work?   I wanted to create, a modular harness where it has that very basic,  harness that straps to the body, but 
then you could also attach, GPS or stab proof panels and that kind of thing. That way you have one harness for multiple 
jobs more adaptable…  Do you think, that kind of design will be more useful in your line of work? Where you can change the 
use case quickly? 

P:  yeah, that would be helpful, definitely. Like if you had ability to put extra protection down the side of the dog, and 
around those vital areas… that definitely would help. Then you also have the option to not have it on… like if you're  
deploying for a missing… a missing dementia patient,  who’s got no warnings for being violent, they’re just confused and 
lost. Your not going to need that protection stuff on your dog. But if your deploying for some guys who’s just stabbed 
someone and rand run off in bushland, well, it's a different story.  There's much higher risk of them using an edged weapon 
on yourself or your dog. I guess, being able to drop parts off and add parts on would be pretty cool. I guess its just how it all 
comes together for you like building something like that.  

I:  And how does your canine adjust to new gear? Like, do you have to put it through a whole new training with the 
new gear or does it adapt quickly?  

 P: Uhh, no depending on what it is, he's pretty good. if I put a different harness on him,  and fit it to him properly.   it 
wouldn't be too much of a problem to him.  But  I guess it will come down to. They’re no different to humans, if you put 
different shoes on they’ll feel different but you’ll get used to it. As long as it fits correctly and that side of things it shouldn't 
be an issue.  

 I: Okay.  to wrap this interview up. Could you walk me through, step by step,  either an average or maybe like a recent 
situation that you had to use a canine in?   

 P: I had attended a domestic violence situation and the offender had left on foot from the location prior to police 
being there. He was observed leaving by witnesses. He was on outstanding other matters, wanted by police also. So, I 
deployed the police dog, located, tracked through suburban streets then into parkland where my dog located the offender 
hiding in long shrubby grass. We were able to challenge the offender to come out and take him into custody. Yeah so police 
dog did all that work and located him whereas we wouldn’t have been able to locate him where he was.  So yeah, They're 
vital for what we do, I guess. That’s just one example where he tracked and located them. 

 I: Did the canine, get physical with the suspect at all? 

P: No, they’re trained to apprehend and bite if need be. But where possible, we don’t want that happening unless its 
required for the safety of the officer or police dog. But majority of times,  we'll just locate offenders, challenge them and a 
lot of the time the offender will comply to out directions. And lay on the ground and be taken into custody by the ground 
crew, other officers… 

 I: how do you interact with your canine equipment throughout the day? do you put it on your dog in the morning and 
then don't adjust it, until the end of shift? 

 P: no, when I’m on shift, I'll put  his flat collar on him, so he'll have his collar on while he’s in the back of the truck. I 
won’t put the harness on until we like pull up to a job. So if we go track or  do a building search or something I will put it on 
him when he gets out of the truck. Then ill take it off him when and put it in the back of the truck when were ready to go to 
the next job. Some handlers will put the harness on the dog for the whole shift, there’s no sort of right or wrong. I tend to 
not, its more of a thing cos of my style of dog, if he can get to something to chew on… he will. So to keep the harness 
protected I don’t leave it on him, hell try and chew on it if he’s bored. So yeah. 

I:  All right,  so it's not like a overheating issue in the car? 

P: No,  So  like I said, there's quite a lot of handlers that leave the harness on their dogs for the shift, so they’re right 
to quickly catch em and go to the next job. I just, in my situation when he gets bored he tries to get to it. Its just better to 
leave it off, it takes me all of a couple of seconds to slide it off his head and button it up. Were pretty quick at doing it now, 
so for me that’s the better option for myself and the dog I work with. 

I:  I think that's all the questions I have for now.  that was very helpful, thank you.  

  



P: No worries, I hope I was able to help with your harness, best of luck with your project.  

I: if I have any more questions, would I be able to email you later this week? 

P: If you think of anything you or you want to reach out to just shoot me an email. 

 I: Alright, thank you so much, and I appreciate your help.  

 P: No worries mate, thank you bye. 

 I: Thanks, bye. 
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