
Sled-dog Welfare

The development of a responsible 
industry



Our History as a Kennel

Started the farm in 2007
Looked at Best Practices & Business 
Models in > 20 farms / 3 countries

We came from other 
industries…responsible tourism 
worldwide (Africa, Asia, Europe) global 
corporations, dogs in border patrol. 

Established our own way of working 
from a basic moral imperative…

Laughed at in first Kiruna Sled-dog 
Symposium in 2011 w.r.t. ‘naïve’ no 
culling, restricted breeding, marketing 
of ‘responsible’ etc policies



The reality is that behind the scenes, we 
are definitely not squeaky clean as an 
industry…



Commonly accepted practices, even by those 
at the forefront of the industry, are outdated and 
not talked about.

Moral Imperative to change or Business 
Argument (needs-driven in the age of PETA and 
the popular press?)…either way, it will have to 
come. 

As an industry, we need to both clean up our act and be able to speak from a 
position of transparent  responsibility if we have any chance of success 
against them. 

Or accepted practices like culling unwanted dogs - even when behind closed 
doors – will come back to haunt us all.  

These practices are increasingly unacceptable even to our guides.

And yet, without chipping, it is impossible to hold companies accountable?



In 2015 our work towards 
raising standards within 
the sled-dog industry 
earned us a gold in the 
World Responsible 
Tourism Awards

Whenever we are asked 
to talk about the positive 
welfare actions taken by 
sled-dog owners, we try to 
do so…

Xmas The Dog Rescuers



Chains:  One of the most 
contentious issues

https://medium.com/hetta-huskies/
ruminating-on-sled-dog-welfare-guidelines-
b8e1213665bf



Chains not only 
facilitate 
maximal client 
interaction with 
the dogs, but 
allow a greater 
range of view 
for the dogs 
and also 
ensure that 
they don’t get 
injured when 
running. 

We will not 
walk calmly into 
the night when 
it comes to 
guidelines 
saying they are 
bad by those 
who don’t know 
better.



99& of our cages (we have two 
specific exceptions) are designed to 
house 3-5 dogs whereas in nearly 
100% of the cases, we have a 
maximum of 2 dogs in each.



And yet a bigger question is maybe…how well 
insulated are the kennels and how well 
maintained are the kennels and cages? 

We don’t excel at this aspect of welfare as an 
industry.

The law doesn’t support what we believe should 
be mandated.  

We do our own bit of industry popular press / 
self-belief that the fluffier arctic breeds don’t need 
insulation…but what, now, IS an arctic breed 
given that the majority of kennels have 
Alaskans…Our fluffiest dogs who came from a 
farm with poorly insulated kennels, have the 
worst frostbite since they developed a tendency 
towards it because of their kennels.

GK 6.3 We never have more than three dogs in a standard enclosure although we may have up to four 
oldies in one of the running fences. The norm is 2. 

Gk 6.4 and 6.43 Guideline There is someone on the farm 24/7 to react to any issues.  It takes us c.5 mins 
to walk from one side of the farm to the other.

We do not have elevated platforms etc in the running fences since we have some dogs that we specifically 
don’t want to be able to jump off kennels etc. However, we use the running fences for training or, eg, 
searching for treats etc. (scenting) during supervised play.



GK 6.2 States that enclosures should be 
cleaned at least once per day but we would 
argue that this is not enough. The best 
farms clean the farm three times per day. 
We do so twice per day. 

Our dog poop is collated and composted to 
safe temperatures in a fixed area. At 
present we use a reed bed to filter the 
nitrates and would need to do wider testing 
to see if this is better than a closed 
containment system but we could easily 
make it one. The compost is ultimately 
used back on the garden and on the tracks 
to rejuvenate the tracks.



Summer Fun



Some of our dogs 
are fostered over 
the summer 
months…but this is 
obviously just a 
bonus and not a 
solution.



So we also do what we can, in-
house, and have individual 
training and development 
targets for each individual 
dog…



Weekly Medical Checks
Thrice Weekly heat checks
Weight Checks





And detailed Record Keeping



Scheduled Maintenance…Teeth, Nails, Massage, Brushing, Anal Glands





Whilst the mid-aged dogs enjoy running (in clean, intact and fitting harnesses which 
are colour coded by size (GK 6.6) in lines which are covered and using booties and 
winter coats when necessary)…



It is important to remember the old, retired dogs and to instigate a system of regular 
walking to maintain both fitness and mental stimulation / fun… Walking non-running 
dogs is built into the activity program for our on-farm winter clients and the dogs are 
walked primarily by guides in the summer months or rotated through one of our running 
fences. (Only one of our running fences is c.500m2 but we believe that it is sufficient in 
size). 



We don’t follow GK’s +15/+20 and -25 C limits (GK 6.10) to the letter since it wouldn’t make sense – it depends on 
the dog and how well they heat acclimatize (and isn’t really to do with breed!) but we have a selection of dogs that 
we use as go-to dogs for summer mushing so that we heat acclimatize them over time and a selection that we 
never use since we know we cannot acclimatize them.



Our temperatures frequently fall below -25C but the right dogs in the right equipment 
can safely run in those temperatures (contrary to the GK limits which are likely to be 
fairly arbitrary / based on what Lapland Uni plucked from our documentation and 
misunderstood at the time).



GK 6.6 On overnight trips, dogs should have lined coats for sleeping outdoors.

In our own wilderness cabins, the dogs have small cages and insulated sleeping 
kennels to live on, during overnight tours. In non-owned locations eg Harriniva’s 
Galdotieva cabins, we cannot put such places up.





6.13 Lead dogs are never fastened solely by the collar/ neckline in order to keep 
the team straight *.

During tours, we have one guide on a SMB and at least one on the front sleigh for 
up to 6 teams. After that we may have either a second sleigh guide or a second 
snowmobile depending on capacity.



But it is hard to justify any of this unless the 
breeding is extremely closely regulated.
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1 3 2L Pegasos   Pilgrim, Mercury  4 8 6,8

2 11 Pup Aslan     2 6 6

3 7 T Hamppu   Eka, Jopa, Bandit, Hulda  0 0 0,8

1 13 LA Arvi   Samu, Max, Pepe, Suka, Hulda (Blade) 2 2 4,3

1 1 LA Hulda   Max, Bono, Valko, Helge, Suka. Any female apart from Suka at 
present 16 18 31

1 1 LA Sanna  1 Samu, Princess, Malla, Suka, 
Bandit, (Diva), males (Bandit), Cherry, Hulda 16 18 31

1 2 LB Cloud   Bono, Pekki, Princess, Madonna, 
Tuuli, (Rosie)

most males. Chocolate, Diva 
(scares her).  Peanut, Bella 16 20 40,5

1 3 2L/T Bella    Samu, Nomad, Jupi, easier 
females, Diva

more difficult females, trouble, 
pinky, (grumpy) 16 18 31

1 6 TLT Milkyway  2 Saturn, Rosie, Meggy, Midori, 
males (Merlot, Taiga) (Mighty) 16 18 31

1 9 W Jolly   Merlin2, Jupi, Bruiser, Bandit clan, 
Manso. Monty, Ponde, 

Generally grumpy dog, 
particularly with males like Helge 20 22 53,4

1 1 LA  / T Helge   Bella, Suka, Max, Bono, Hulda, 
Pepe, Monty, Bandit, Matsku, Many males, Merlin2 (Princess) 24 26 77,5

1 2 LB Diva   Comet, Bandit, Matsku, Cherry, 
Madonna, Hulda, Cloud.  Too fast 4 Max, 24 26 77,5

1 2 LB Mars   Fairly easy; Leon, Pepe, Jupi, 
Bino, Thunder  24 26 77,5

1 3 2L Pinky (back booties)   Cloud, Males, Samu , Max, Muller Peanut, Bandit & clan, Diva, 
Suka, Sila, Arrow 24 26 77,5

10 20 LA Max OLD DOG - 
REDUCE  Nearly anyone, good influence on 

Hulda, Save, Arvi Pepe, Jupi 12 14 15,5

10 20 2L Venus STOP - 
with pup 4 Madonna, Princess, Suka, 

Tundra, Okra, Blade  14 16 25,8

10 20 LA Pepe STOP - 
LIMPING  Pinky, Matsku, fonina, Max, 

Samu, Arvi, 
Bandit Max, Princess (can be 
grumpy so match carefully) 22 24 70,6

10 20 OD Ruuti RETIRED  Atlas, Pepe, Plan, Sanna, Much, 
Save most dogs (Jopa) 0 0 0,8
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6.11 The dogs are exercised and used for work bearing in mind each individual’s 
physical condition and eagerness to work. A log is kept on exercise, work and rest 
days. 



We analyse performance and share it in a fun way with clients…
Eg the dogs have run 37 times around the world or to the moon and back twice…







7) Love your DOGS

Downhills
Uphills
Corners
Overtaking
Separating Fights
Feet 
Faces
Limping
Booties
Ulcer symptoms...stop immediately.
Our expectations w.r.t. your helping in am & pm & 
pros and cons...(If not keen, work out a rota or you 
might not see your guides much!) 
Don’t put yourself in danger
If struggling to hold the team, put the anchor in...



Road 
Crossings









ABTA’s Assessment required:

an absence of injuries, 
An absence of fear
An absence of aggression
An absence of illness

?

All of these things should be able to be found in a 
normal population.

If they are not, that is more worrying.

Dogs are put down by a veterinarian (GK 6.21) 
when all reasonable attempts to preserve their 
health have failed. We keep records of ages and 
reasons for death so that we can know the average 
life spans of both those in the farm and those post 
adoption (GK 6.22)

We have no accidental litters. (GK 6.21 and 6.23)



Planned Parentood Process



Injured dogs go to the vet 
if they cannot be given 
sufficient first aid on site.
The vet’s number is on 
our staff contact sheet.

Of course having a vet 
available is a different 
matter.

In case of fire, we would 
relocate the dogs to our 
secondary location at 
Kallo.

Dogs needing medications 
are monitored through 
complex systems that 
ensure that they are given 
what they need.





Our dog app is a visual representation about just a bit of the information that we record 
about the dogs – from pedigree, health, medication, vaccinations etc.
We also have training related records and apps, adoption apps etc.
All of our dogs are chipped, vaccinated etc. (GK 6.18)





Feeding & Pooping



Each dog is chained for its individually determined diet quantity, during feeding and so that we can monitor its 
water intake. (Water constantly available in non-freezing months and available two to five times per day  
(depending on location and running frequency) in winter.



Feeding Plans

# Skinny Plus, 
Skinny, Large, 
Small, Fat 
Dogs….

All calculated into 
# meat blocks and 
food needed to be 
cut / prepared…

We use kibble 
that is between  
20 and 30% fat in 
combination with 
raw meat which is 
> 30% fat.

Dogs are fed at 
minimum twice 
per day but also 
after each run.















Some people think that it is kinder to put a sleddog down than allow it to go to a 
new home?



Active Adoption & Sponsorship 
Scheme
Which helps a lot but can’t be 
relied on



These two shots were taken a 
week apart…From the Arctic to 
the South of France…Who 
says old dogs can’t learn new 
tricks?



This is also a positive social media message linked to #adoptdon’tshop



Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a 
matter of choice; 

it is not a thing to be waited
for, it is a thing to be achieved.  

Winston Churchill




