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Dogs and Rats: A History
Dogs and rats have a long shared history. A number of dog 
breeds  mostly erriers  ere originally reated s e i al-
ly to be vermin hunters. Of those, there was a subset of 
dogs who were bred to “go to ground” (go underground) 
and eliminate or pull prey from their dens. These tradi-
tional go-to-ground breeds included Jack and Parson Rus-
sell Terriers, Cairn Terriers, Border Terriers, Dachshunds, 
and many others. Because they had to go into animal bur-
rows, these dogs were necessarily small.

At the same time, other breeds and mixes of dogs were 
being used extensively above ground to eradicate ver-
min. Wild rats did, and do, spread disease (including 
plague and leptospirosis) and cause damage to homes. 
They also infest farms and grain crops. Above ground, 
ratting dogs could be almost any size, but most were 
medium to small and very quick. Rat catchers would go 
from town to town (and farm to farm) with packs of dogs 
and sell their services ridding the area of rats. Dogs also 

BARN HUNT: 
A NEW SPORT TO TEST AN OLD INSTINCT
Adrienne Hovey

History adapted from barnhunt.com
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were used in the trenches in World War I to help control 
trench rats, which were a real danger to troops. 

Today dogs are still used to help farmers rid their crop 
stores and barns of rats. There’s even a group of dedicated 
volunteers who patrol the alleys of New York City. Using 
dogs to deal with rat infestations is quick, humane, and 
avoids putting toxins and poisons into the environment. 
Purebred dogs created speci cally for above-ground ver-
min eradication include (among others) Rat Terriers, Min-
iature Pinschers, German Pinschers, Standard Schnauzers, 
and Manchester Terriers. Other breeds, such as Australian 
Shepherds, were expected to handle vermin eradication as 
part of their all-around farm dog tasks.

A New Sport Is Born
Barn hunt was invented as a sport because of one sin-
gle dog. Founder Robin Nuttall had been part of the dog 
world for over  years when she got her rst Miniature 
Pinscher, named ipper. Because her rst breed, Dober-
man Pinschers, had a strong history of being tested for 
working ability as an important part of breeding deci-
sions, Robin became curious about what the Min Pin 
was bred for. Robin found out that Min Pins were bred 
to hunt mice and rats, probably mostly in the home. But 
Min Pins were not accepted into Earthdog (the AKC test 
of the natural ratting abilities of particular breeds). Robin 
started working on trying to get them accepted and ran 
into some roadblocks and frustration. And she started 
practicing with Zipper, who immediately showed he had 

a very strong instinct to do what his breed was meant to do.

Robin knew that there were informal “barn hunt” type 
fun events happening at various Earthdog venues across 
the U.S., but those were mostly only open to Earthdog 
breeds. They were also few in number and hard to nd. So 
Robin decided to write a set of rules for a dog sport. And 
though the sport was created for, and has as its core prin-
ciple, the real work of vermin hunting dogs, the sport wel-
comes dogs of any size, breed, or mix who can t through 
an 18-inch-wide hay bale–height tunnel. The idea for the 
sport came about in 1 , and the rst event was held 
about a year later, in April 2013. 

The Sport
As Robin describes it, barn hunt is “a sport that tests the 
dog’s instinctive hunting skills to nd vermin in a barn or 
barn-like setting.” More speci cally, barn hunt involves 
asking the dog to search for a tube that contains a live rat, 
which has been hidden in an area arranged with a num-
ber of hay bales. The rst step most participants com-
plete is an instinct test, where the dog is presented with 
three tubes out in the open: One is empty or “blank,” one 
has rat litter, and one contains a live rat. The dog needs to 

nd and indicate to his handler which tube contains the 
live rat within one minute. This is a pass/fail test, and it 
serves as a good initial indication for handlers that their 
dog has the instinct for the sport. It is not required that 
dogs pass the instinct test before entering a trial at the 
novice level.
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There is no speci c alert or indication behavior required at 
any level of the sport. As Robin says, “The key thing about 
the sport is that it is all about owner communication with 
the dog. The owner needs to be able to understand what 
the dog is trying to tell her, and then communicate that to 
the judge.” In other words, the handler must simply read 
the dog’s body language and convey to the judge which is 
the correct tube (at the instinct level) or where the tube is 
located (at novice levels and higher). 

Beginning dogs will enter a trial at the novice level, with 
or without passing the instinct test. The novice course has 
three tubes hidden among hay bales. One is blank, one 
contains rat litter, and one contains a live rat. The dog 
must indicate which tube contains the live rat, as well as 
navigating certain course obstacles (climbing on a hay bale 
and passing through a tunnel made of hay bales) within 
a two-minute window. Three qualifying novice runs will 
grant the dog a novice title. 

The higher levels of competition — open, senior, and mas-
ter — involve more tubes (where the dog must nd all 
tubes containing a live rat) and more challenging obstacles 
(such as tunnels with turns in them). As the di culty level 
increases, the allotted time also increases. At the master 
level, there are between one and ve tubes that contain 
live rats, and the handler must tell the judge when the dog 
has found all of these tubes without knowing in advance 
how many there are. Titles are awarded when dogs have 
successfully completed the requisite number of legs. 

Who Can Compete?
As mentioned above, barn hunt is open to dogs of all 
breeds and mixes, age 6 months and older. Certain breeds, 
such as those mentioned above who were bred for this 
work, have shown a particular aptitude for the sport. But 
Robin is quick to note that any breed can excel at the sport. 
As she says, “It really relies on the hunting instinct of the 
dog, rather than prey drive,” because the rats are enclosed 
in a tube, and therefore not moving. For this reason, she 
notes that Sporting dogs are often naturally gifted at barn 
hunt. In addition, she has seen Bernese Mountain Dogs, 
Great Danes, and Masti s do quite well, despite the fact 
that the tunnel they must navigate is quite small, and at 
higher levels includes several turns. 

Dogs with physical limitations such as deafness or missing 
limbs are welcomed to the sport. For safety reasons, blind 
dogs may not participate, since there is a danger of them 
falling during the climb portion of the test. Although there 
is no dog-dog interaction during a barn hunt event, and 
dogs navigate the course one at a time, dogs often need 
to stand in somewhat close proximity to each other while 
waiting for their turn on the course. Therefore, barn hunt 
may not be an ideal choice for dogs with reactivity issues. 

There are also few, if any, limitations on the human partic-
ipants. The area between the start gate and the start box 
(where the dog is released) is required to be wheelchair 
accessible, although there may be particular portions of 
the search area that are not accessible. There is no lower 



58  The APDT Chronicle of the Dog  Fall 2015 www.APDT.com

age limit for handlers, so long as the person doing the han-
dling can adequately control the dog prior to the release 
into the test area. 

What Trainers Need 
Trainers who want to o er barn hunt classes will need a 
few items, namely hay bales, rats, and rat tubes. The hay 
bales are easy to acquire. The rats require a bit more ef-
fort (see below) but once they are selected and acclimated 
to the job, they can be a welcome addition to the family. 
Speci cations for tubes are available from the Barn unt 
Association website, barnhunt.com. 

Perhaps surprisingly, a barn is not a requirement! In fact, 
many trials take place in non-barn structures (indoors or 
outdoors) with hay bales set up for the purpose of the tri-
al. The only requirement for the training space is that there 
is enough room to set up a regulation-sized search area, 
and that it be securely fenced or otherwise enclosed, since 
dogs search o  leash, with no collars (to avoid getting 
caught on hay bales or other structures in the search area). 

The most important rst step for a trainer interested in 
o ering barn hunt classes is to get involved in the sport 
themselves!

How Do Handlers Practice?
Most people who compete in barn hunt do not have access 
to their own barns, and many do not have appropriately 
acclimated rats available to work with either. While in-

structors will vary in what they ask their students to work 
on between classes, it is common to have handlers work 
generally on their dogs’ search skills between classes, or to 
practice things like eliminating on cue (to avoid marking or 
eliminating in the search area during trials, which is not al-
lowed). While some handlers might be tempted to practice 
with their dogs using rat scent, Robin strongly discourages 
this, since a key component of the sport is the dog’s ability 
to discriminate between rat litter and an actual rat. 

Many dogs end up picking up rat-detection skills quite 
quickly, so unlike some other dog sports, it isn’t necessary 
to practice every day, or work for many months before en-
tering a trial. Some dogs show up to a trial having never 
taken a class before and are able to pass the instinct test 
right away. Dogs are allowed to complete their instinct 
test and a novice run at the same trial, and there are no 
prerequisites to entering a trial at this introductory level. 

Let’s Talk About These Rats
The key players in barn hunt are, obviously, the rats that the 
dogs are searching for. Any animal-loving observer might 
wonder how they feel about being stuck in a tube that is then 
hidden in a hay bale, only to have an enthusiastic predator 
appear through the holes. It sounds stressful. Robin takes the 
safety and wellbeing of the rats used in the sport incredibly 
seriously. No one involved in the sport will tolerate abuse or 
mistreatment of rats. As Robin says, “Whenever we ask an 
animal to do something for us for sport, we have an absolute 
obligation to treat that animal well.”
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Domestic rats of all sorts may be used in the sport. Bred 
to either be pets or reptile food, they are generally calm 
and easily become accustomed to people and dogs. Many 
seem to like their work; they are drawn to their contain-
ment tubes and often jump right in. During a practice ses-
sion or trial, they get lots of breaks. Some don’t want to 
come out of the tube at all, since rats enjoy small, dark 
spaces, and those used in the sport have strong positive 
associations with their tubes from being rewarded for en-
tering and exiting them. If rats ever show reluctance to get 
into the tube, they will not be used. 

The tubes are designed to be large enough that it would be 
very di cult for a dog to get his mouth around them, in 
order to prevent the dog from dislodging the tube from the 
hay bale and running o  with it. During a trial, there are 
dedicated rat wranglers whose only job is to ensure that the 
rats are safe and comfortable. There are strict rules about 
how to handle the tubes inside and outside of the ring, and 
limits to how long a rat can be used before getting a break. 

Many people who get involved with barn hunt end up ac-
quiring rats of their own. These animals are cared for and 
trained just like the dog is, and they live as beloved pets when 
they aren’t working during a practice or trial. Often these rats 
will be seen happily interacting with the family dog.  

Popularity
Barn hunt is quickly growing in popularity. There were 
12,713 dogs registered as of the day that Robin spoke to us 

in late April of 2015. She noted that there are 20 to 25 new 
registrations per day. Barn hunt events are also on the rise, 
with 247 upcoming events scheduled as of the time that 
we spoke. Barn hunt events currently take place in the U.S. 
and Canada, and Robin has had inquiries from interested 
participants overseas. She is exploring how best to spread 
the sport to those people, without spreading her own re-
sources too thin. 

Join Us!
If you want to let your dog try his hand at barn hunt, there 
are a number of online resources available. The Barn unt 
Association website is at www.barnhunt.com. There is also 
a Yahoo! group at www.groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/
barnhunt/info, and a Facebook page, www.facebook.com/
pages/Barn- unt-Association- C/2 8323883555 7 . 
There are numerous barn hunt videos on YouTube, al-
though these are not vetted by the Barn unt Association. 
The best way to nd out if barn hunt is right for you is to 

nd an upcoming event nearby and go check it out!
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