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Having previously written about the
introduction of bedbug detection dogs to the
UK as well as being at several talks on their
use at PestWorld 2009, I was pleased to
accept the invitation to see these dogs at
work for myself. The invite came from Adam
Juson, a partner in Merlin Environmental, to
join him for a routine inspection at one of
the large international hotels in central
London. To spare their blushes, the hotel has
to remain nameless – suffice to say most
readers will have heard of it, if not, as I
have, actually stayed there myself.

The deal was – to facilitate our arrival, the
hotel had closed-off an entire floor of
approximately 100 rooms for the morning
so that guests did not bump into a 'man with
a dog' and a photographer wandering
around. The hotel had had problems with
bedbugs in the guest bedrooms for several
years, particularly on the floor due to be
investigated, but now felt they were getting
on-top of the problem. Adam's task was to

screen all the bedrooms for any presence of
bedbugs. This was in fact a routine job as
Adam is a regular visitor to this hotel since
his company is contracted to check all the
rooms on a three-monthly cycle. For those
interested in the financial side, the hotel is
charged £3.50 per room for this quarterly
inspection service

Any pest controller who has had to check
just one bedroom for bedbugs will know that
to undertake this thoroughly can take
anything up to 30 minutes per room. So
with approaching 100 rooms to do, you
don't need to be a mathematical wizard to
work out how long it would take to complete
this task. And with what degree of accuracy
and at what cost to the client? This is where
the detection dogs enter the equation.

Despite all the experts I had previously met
and the statistics produced by the
entomologists at the University of Florida
who have done much of the scientific work
proving that well-trained dogs can detect a
single live bug or egg with 96 percent
accuracy, I was still somewhat sceptical.

So – I arrived at the hotel and rang Adam.
He broke-off from his screening and came
down to collect me. So far not a dog in
sight. Back on the floor under investigation
we went into one of the bedrooms and
there, waiting to greet us, was Charlie. Or to
use his posh name – Charlie Brown. Charlie
is a three-year-old chocolate labrador. Sleek
and with his coat gleaming, he is the sort of
dog you would be more than proud to own.
Yet he is no 'couch potato'. With a scent

detection pedigree going back several
generations, Charlie is a working dog. In
fact, all his siblings have made the grade
and are now on active service working with
their noses, or as some describe them,
working as 'noses with a dog attached'.

Having been introduced to Charlie I was,
naturally, checked out by him for
friendliness. Luckily I passed. However, this
was not surprising – working dogs they
might be but they live as part of Adam's
household, not outside in a run as is often
the case. Adam explained: “In their day-to-
day tasks our dogs regularly meet a large
number of unfamiliar people so they do
need to be 'people friendly', plus they work
in smart locations so they must never be
dirty or smell doggie.” Looking smart and
smelling sweet adds to the tasks those caring
for these dogs have to allow for – as routine
baths and copious amounts of grooming to
ensure no tell-tale dog hairs are left behind
is all part of the daily routine.

Accepted as part of the team, it was time for
work. Adam checked the floor plan for those
rooms still to be screened and we were off.
Entering the next bedroom, Adam quite
quickly walked Charlie around the room,
concentrating on the bed itself, the bed-
head and also the bedside cabinet. At
frequent intervals the command: “Charlie
find” was repeated. In response Charlie
quite nonchalantly padded around, having
a few good sniffs and then........ nothing!
This procedure was repeated in several more
rooms. Something of an anticlimax. Adam
was quick to point out that this was quite

Can they really detect bedbugs?

Accepted as part of the team

Finding
bedbugs

Adam Juson arrives at the hotel with Charlie and Basil

The use of specially trained dogs to detect bedbugs is not an
entirely new phenomenon, having successfully been used in
the USA for several of years. However, hearing about them
is one thing – seeing them at work is quite another.
editor, Frances McKim, was lucky recently to be invited to
watch two canine experts as they hunted their quarry.

Pest

Are dogs better
than people?

Ready to make a start

www.pestmagazine.co.uk March & April 2010pest18

BEDBUGS
Dogs do well

normal and even when Charlie did locate
an infestation, he would 'point it' rather than
leap around with excitement as I had hoped.

More rooms followed in quick succession –
doubts were creeping in. Was Charlie
having us on and simply having a good day
out at our expense. Then suddenly – it
happened. His demeanour changed – no
longer nonchalant, Charlie was indicating
he had found something – the bedside
cabinet being the offending object. Out
came Adam's torch and within a few
seconds a live bedbug was located
sheltering in the Gideon's bible residing in
the top draw. Whether there were more
there Adam didn't investigate – one was
enough. The room was marked on the plan
as infested and most importantly of all
Charlie was rewarded for his find with a
doggie treat and a pat.

Detector dogs work in pairs – one working
and one resting in shifts of anything from 30
minutes to an hour. So it was time for
Charlie's rest and his place was taken by
Basil. Now he is a different character. If
Basil was a human you would describe him
as a bouncy, chatty person always ready for
a bit of a laugh. Charlie is much more
studious and rather serious. Another
labrador, Basil is officially described as fox-
red, so his posh name of Basil Brush is more
than appropriate.

Basil took over where Charlie left off. He
bounced around the remaining rooms. At
one point leaping onto the bed in the room
indicating the presence of bedbugs behind
the firmly attached bed-headboard.

Within an hour of my arrival all the rooms
had been investigated. In total, bedbugs had
been detected in three rooms. These results
were fed back to Housekeeping and the
contracted pest control company advised.
They arranged to treat the rooms the
following day. Adam, Charlie and Basil
would re-visit in two weeks to re-screen the
problem rooms to check all was now clear.

In a matter of hours Adam and his dogs
had screened an entire floor. If a person had
done this, would they have detected the
bedbugs? Maybe – but more likely not, as
the infestations were only minor. Whatever,
it would have taken considerably longer.
Or, more likely, the hotel would have waited
until the infestation was far greater and a
sighting reported either from positive results
using monitors, or by the housekeeping staff,
or worse still by guests who had been bitten.
So – was I impressed? One short and quick
answer – yes.

In the UK bedbug detector dogs may be sa
bit of a novelty, but they are most certainly a
useful addition to the armoury in the battle
against this pest. However, be warned. Pest
controllers can't just rush out with their
family pet and expect results. Training a dog
to this level takes months, even years. Once
fully operational, each dog has to undergo
daily maintenance training with their
handler, plus refresher training with their
main trainer (in Charlie and Basil’s case an
ex-military dog trainer) every two or three
days, or certainly every week.

Like any dog they require care 24 hours a
day seven days a week. In addition to their
work and training needs, each dog has to
be exercised, washed and groomed. Should
you wish to buy a fully trained dog – you
can in the USA – you would be looking at a
serious figure. So not a light commitment.

Based in Carshalton in Surrey, Merlin
Environmental is a family-owned and run
company undertaking regular pest control
contracting activities since 1998 and canine
screening since 2007. The addition of the
dogs has created a niche market for them –
to such an extent they now have six dogs
(three teams) on the pay roll – and are in
the throes of setting-up a separate business
identity for their dog work. The link with
dogs is not that surprising as Adam points
out that his family has had a long
association of working with dogs – in fact
his great uncle was the first handler to work
with drug detection dogs in the UK.

Adam explained that whilst the detector
dogs are used in any bedbug contracts they
have, the company much prefers to
undertake this detection work at locations
where they do not do the actual pest control.
In this way they are completely impartial.
Contracts for the dogs’ services come in two
ways – either as a monitoring contract
engaged directly by the hotel, hostel, airline
or whatever, or employed by the pest control
contractor to act as their monitoring service
for their contracts with their client. So, any
pest control company can benefit from the
services of these dogs.

Bedbug found

A big commitment

Nice room but are there any bedbugs?

Who’s a clever boy then!

Ready for home

There must be one here somewhere

Let’s check under the beds

Evidence. Found, one bedbug
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