
Basic Explanation of Historic Human Remains Detection Dogs (HHRDDs) 

Historic Human Remains Detection Dogs (HHRDDs) are specially trained canines used to 
locate human remains that have been buried, scattered, or otherwise concealed for extended 
periods, often decades or centuries. These dogs are highly skilled in detecting faint scents of 
human decomposition, even in cases where environmental factors like soil composition, 
moisture, and time have significantly degraded the remains. 

How HHRDDs Work 

Dogs have an extraordinary sense of smell, with olfactory systems far more sensitive than 
humans. They can detect specific volatile organic compounds (VOCs) that are released during 
the decomposition process. HHRDDs are trained to recognize these scents even in the most 
challenging conditions, such as: 

● Deeply buried remains 
● Historic gravesites 
● Archaeological sites 
● Scattered remains due to environmental or human activity 

Training HHRDDs 

Training an HHRDD requires specialized methods and materials. Key elements include: 

1. Scent Familiarization: Dogs are introduced to the unique VOCs associated with ancient 
or degraded human remains. 

2. Controlled Environments: Trainers use simulated burial sites or mock graveyards to 
familiarize dogs with scents in real-world contexts. 

3. Desensitization: Dogs are trained to ignore non-human remains and environmental 
distractions such as animal bones or natural odors. 

4. Reward Systems: Positive reinforcement, like treats or play, is used to encourage 
accurate detection. 

Training often involves collaboration with forensic experts, archaeologists, and anthropologists 
to ensure authenticity and relevance to the scenarios in which the dogs will operate. 

Applications 

HHRDDs are invaluable in various fields, including: 

● Archaeology: Identifying unmarked burial sites, ancient cemeteries, or mass graves 
from historical events. 

● Forensic Investigations: Assisting in cold cases where remains have been long buried 
or scattered. 



● Cultural Preservation: Helping locate sacred or historically significant burial sites for 
indigenous or local communities. 

● Disaster Recovery: Recovering remains from historic disasters, such as old battlefield 
sites. 

Challenges 

● Environmental Variables: Factors like soil type, water saturation, and vegetation can 
impact scent distribution and detection. 

● Legal and Ethical Considerations: Locating and handling historic remains often 
involves navigating cultural sensitivities and legal restrictions. 

● Decay Over Time: The longer the remains have been exposed to environmental factors, 
the more challenging it is for dogs to detect them. 

Importance 

HHRDDs provide a non-invasive and highly effective method of locating historic remains. Their 
unique skills contribute to the preservation of history, the resolution of mysteries, and the 
honoring of those who came before us. By collaborating with experts in archaeology, history, 
and forensic science, these dogs play a vital role in bridging the gap between science and 
history. 
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