
NAVHDA JUDGES EMAIL BLAST 

APRIL 2026 

 

Clinic Leaders, Senior Judges, Judges, and Apprentices,  
 
The Executive Council, Judging Committee, and Testing Committee want to extend their 
sincere thanks for your participation and thoughtful contributions to the recent online 
Judges Workshops.  We intended the workshops to be a springboard for calibrating our 
entire judging team and look forward to future opportunities for discussion and learning.  
 
The Judging and Testing Committees collaborated to deliver an interactive workshop 
format designed to better communicate and clarify judging parameters in specific areas of 
testing. The topics presented were drawn directly from feedback, comments, and 
questions submitted through the judges’ survey in addition to commentary at our Annual 
Meeting in San Antonio. Our shared goal was to foster an environment of critical 
thinking, one that encourages judges to draw upon their experience while applying our 
rigorous standards consistently and fairly across all evaluations. 
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In response to the judges’ request for greater clarity, the Executive Council has also 
addressed key areas within the newly revised edition of the Aims, Programs, and Test 
Rules, published in February 2026. 
 
Attached in this email, you will find PowerPoint slides outlining: 
 

• The updated structure and responsibilities of the Judging Committee  
• The updated structure and responsibilities of the Testing Committee  
• Key changes and clarifications reflected in the February 2026 (blue cover) 
revision of the Aims, Programs, and Test Rules  

 
This recap is intended to provide clarity on the topics discussed during the workshop and 
to encourage continued dialogue and thoughtful consideration moving forward. 
 
GUN DOG TEST:  CRITERIA FOR JUDGEMENT 
For the most part, judging the GDT test follows the same principles as judging the Utility 
Test; however, evaluation concludes at an earlier point, as outlined in the Aims a. 
For example, steadiness in the field is judged using the same criteria in both tests, but in 
the GDT, evaluation ends at the shot. Similarly, retrieves are judged using the same 
foundational standards; however, in the GDT, the dog is only required to deliver the bird 
within reach of the handler rather than to hand. Additionally, a quiet, cautionary command 
that results in an efficient retrieve is permitted in the GDT.  These 
examples demonstrate that while performance expectations differ between the GDT and 
Utility Test, the underlying judgment is based on the same consistent reasoning and 
evaluation principles. 
 
GUN DOG TEST EVALUATION OF RETRIEVE : A good versatile dog happily and promptly 
retrieves all game for the handler. Once commanded by the handler or after the shot, the 
dog should go directly to the bird, pick it up, and promptly return to the handler. To receive 
a “4”, the dog must retrieve the game within reach of the handler. One encouragement 
at pick up (EX: “good dog”) and one additional quiet command or encouragement on the 
return that results in an efficient retrieve is permitted. It is permissible for the dog to drop 
the bird within reach of the handler, but depending on all other facets of the retrieve, this 
may result in a lower score. Dropping game at any point of the retrieve that is not within 
reach of the handler should result in a lowered retrieving score. 
 
QUESTIONS FROM THE JUDGING CADRE: 
 
“From philosophical view, the GDT was not intended as a replacement for the UPT or 
a “steppingstone “obedience style test in route to the UT. So, judging is not the same 
as judging the UT. This is a test for a hunting dog conceptually at the level where most 
of us hunt. So the judging should be couched in terms of what most of us expect (and 
experience) in hunting. “  
 



3 

Committee Response: All of our tests are judged with hunting in mind. We emphasize this 
for all as a reminder to remember the purpose of our training and testing of versatile 
hunting dogs.  The Gun Dog Test is designed to evaluate a dog’s progress toward becoming 
a reliable and effective member of the hunting team… an objective shared across all 
NAVHDA tests. It can also serve as a foundational step toward more advanced testing, as 
outlined in the Aims, Programs, and Test Rules (p. 31).  Accordingly, judging criteria should 
remain consistent in principle across all tests, while allowing for differences in level and 
expectation. As with the comparison between the GDT and Utility Test, these distinctions 
reflect progression rather than a change in how performance is evaluated. The same core 
standards and reasoning apply; only the degree of execution and completeness required 
of the dog evolves with each test. 
 
“Collaring a dog in the field. GDT 6.7 Can the handler collar the dog if the handler is 
asked to heel away from a pointing scenario?” 
 
Committee Response:   Yes, we recognize that in the GDT, the handler may not be able to 
heal the dog away from pointing a bird. Hence, we may be asking too much of a dog at this 
level. In this situation, the handler may collar (not leash) the dog in the field. 
However, if the handler finds it necessary to collar the dog, there MAY be risk of 
impact to the steadiness score. This will be further clarified in the next AIMS book printing. 
 
“Do we need to have a shot bird if a dog has already retrieved a number of birds that 
were not shot during the field sequence? (This question was worded as follows. “Are 
you saying that in the GDT birds must be shot to get a retrieve score?”)  
 
Committee Response:   To complete a retrieving score, a bird must be shot. This 
requirement applies to any test in which the “retrieve of a shot bird” is part of the 
evaluation. 
However, this does not mean that retrieves of unshot birds are disregarded. On the 
contrary, all retrieving efforts observed in the field throughout the entire day of 
testing should be considered. Each retrieve provides valuable insight and should be 
factored into the judge’s final evaluation. 
If at any point the judging team determines that there is not sufficient information to 
provide a fair and accurate evaluation, they may call for another bird.  
 
“Do two birds need to be shot during the field sequence to get a final retrieving score 
when a UT dog is in contention for a prize 1 ?” 
 
Committee Response:   This specific point is not addressed in the current Aims and 
Rules Book. The guidance referenced here is drawn from the 2016 Judges’ Handbook under 
Utility Test: Field Search and reads as follows… “More than one bird contact is required to 
judge steadiness when a dog appears to be in contention for a Prize I score in fieldwork.”  
This concept may warrant consideration for inclusion in a future revision of the Aims 
and Rules Book. Feedback from the judging cadre on this topic is both valuable and 
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encouraged.  We should also be reminded that, for a NAVHDA test to be truly meaningful, 
versatile hunting dogs must meet high-quality standards. Tests must be conducted in 
environments that reflect realistic hunting conditions and must evaluate all characteristics 
required of a useful, productive hunting companion (Aims, p. 4 paraphrase). Our standards 
are, and must remain, rigorous. 
 
Accordingly, if at any time a judging team determines that additional opportunity is needed 
to fairly evaluate steadiness, retrieving, or any other component of performance, they may 
extend time or structure an additional sequence. This ensures a fair, thorough, and 
objective evaluation of the dog.  A score of “4” represents exemplary performance by both 
dog and handler. Judging should not be influenced by the anticipated prize outcome, but 
rather grounded strictly in the standards set forth in the Aims Programs and Test Rules. 
 
“What does “within reach” mean?” 
 
Committee Response:   Judging GDT retrieve is based on the same criteria as judging the 
UT retrieve except that a gun dog is expected to bring the retrieve within reach of the 
handler versus to hand, and an additional quiet cautionary encouragement or command 
that results in an efficient retrieve is allowed to achieve the maximum score. These types of 
examples illustrate the point that even though the standards differ between the GDT test 
and the utility test, judgment is based on the same reasoning. 
To provide specific distances for “within reach” only detracts from allowing our judges 
to JUDGE the dog’s overall performance. We want our judging cadre to judge the dogs by 
standards without specific quantifications that restrict judges’ ability to work within the 
guidelines to actually JUDGE the dogs. Providing specific distances only takes away from 
other situations that show cooperation and true intent of the dog. By providing specific 
steps taken toward the dog, or the distance of “within reach” creates situations where 
judges get into measuring contests. We aren't looking to penalize a dogs performance by 
“taking a way” points for every single infraction.  With that said, judges requested the 
following definition. 
 
Definition: “Within Reach” 
 
“Within Reach” means that the retrieved game is placed by the dog at a distance close 
enough to the handler that the handler can take the game without stepping toward it, 
without excessive leaning, and without issuing an additional retrieve or repositioning 
command, but not necessarily into the handler's hand. 
In practical terms, game is WITHIN REACH when…  

• the bird lies directly in front of or immediately beside the handler 
• the handler can pick up the bird by simply extending an arm 
• the handler’s feet remain in the same location 
• the dog has completed the retrieve but has dropped the bird short of a formal 
delivery to hand.” 
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What WITHIN REACH DOES NOT mean… 
Tossed or dropped several feet away 
Placed such that the handler must step forward 
A refusal or partial retrieve 

 
MISCELLANEOUS QUESTIONS: 
 
“Written Comments on the card.  When is an optional comment allowed and when are 
we required to write a comment on the score card.” 
 
Committee Response:    
Scorecard notes are required for the following: 

• needing a bird at the water (NA Test) 
• temperament issues, such as aggression 
• leaving  live game 
• mutilation of game 
 

*NOTE: Beyond these required instances, judging teams retain full authority and discretion 
in their evaluations. When the nature or severity of a behavior, command, or 
circumstance warrants additional context, judges are encouraged to include a concise 
note in the comments section on the front of the scorecard. Thoughtful documentation in 
these cases supports both fairness to the handler and consistency across judging teams. 
 
“When is an overall 0 in cooperation required?” 
 
Committee Response:   The AIMS/RULES book refers to the rules for mutilation, burying 
or leaving dead game in sections 3.6, 3.8, 6.9, and 7.12. These 
Sections clearly state that above should result in a “0” for the task and a non-qualifying 
score of “0” in overall cooperation.  Section 3.8 states that leaving DEAD game requires a 
note on the scorecard. This is not necessary and will be corrected in the next AIMS 
printing. Please see NOTE* above. 
 
“Must we use bumpers at the NA Water? If a dog swims without a bumper 
being thrown must a handler throw a bumper?” 
 
Committee Response:   The thrown bumper is part of the standardized test stimulus. 
Removing it changes the test conditions and reduces comparability across dogs. 
While There are many ways to judge desire and cooperation at the water, in 
NAVHDA, throwing bumpers is part of the test scenario (AIMS 4.5) We are judging desire 
and cooperation, along with water drive. So, it is important to maintain testing consistency 
across all dogs tested by tossing the bumper, even if the dog has already entered the 
water. 
In summary, we extend our sincere thanks to each of you for your time, dedication, and 
continued commitment to maintaining the high standards of our testing system. Your 
experience and thoughtful participation are essential to the strength and consistency of 
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our program. We believe that we have the premiere testing and judging system for 
evaluating versatile hunting dogs.   
 
Constructive ideas, observations, and suggestions, particularly those that enhance 
education, communication, and judging consistency, are both welcomed and valued. 
Ongoing dialogue within the judging cadre is critical to our collective growth and the 
continued integrity of our standards.  Please feel free to reach out to us! 
 
Have a safe and enjoyable judging and testing season! 
 
Regards, 
 
Bridget Nielsen 
Director of Judge Development 
 
& 
 
Karen Krautz 
Director of Testing 
 


