
 

NAVHDA JUDGES EMAIL BLAST 

JULY 2026 
It’s About the Dogs….. 

We are halfway through out testing season and want share our appreciation to each and 
every judge and our Clinic Leaders for volunteering for NAVHDA.  The countless hours of 
judging but most importantly, travelling to tests are highly valued. We know that sometimes 
that travel is not without adversity and challenge which is why we want to take this 
opportunity to say THANK YOU!   Our judges are vital to the success of our tests and our 
versatile hunting dog breeds. Jake Bartells, our NAVHDA President made a statement in the 
June issue of the VHD, that we all came here from different places and backgrounds, but 
whether we are focused on breeding, training, testing, or judging, we are all here for the 
same reason.  We all share the commitment to our versatile hunting dogs and the shared 
community surrounding them. What is our community?  It is our judging team and we must 
stay unified, focused on our guiding principles and most of all, care for each other when 
challenges, like weather, random dog behavior, or irregular handler behaviors arise. We 
represent the highest quality hunting dog judging program because of our focus, 
volunteerism, and dedication to providing the most objective and standardized judging of 
versatile hunting dogs.  With that, we want to send out reminders to all of you. 

 

REPRESENTING NAVHDA WITH PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT 

Please refresh yourselves with our policy as I refer all of you to the judges email blast from 
November 2022 that is on our website, but I’m providing a few reminders below: 

It has been a standard in NAVHDA since the establishment of the Association that the most 
important factor in determining the success of NAVHDA tests is the quality of judging. 
Therefore, it is essential that Judging always be uniform, objective and in accordance with 
NAVHDA rules. Only the Judges have the ability, the power, and the opportunity to maintain 
standardized testing of versatile hunting dogs because they represent the face of NAVHDA. 
Judging is a special privilege and responsibility. The conduct of Judges must show 
consideration for the handler and always exemplify exceptional field manners. Additionally, 
the reputation and the public image of the Association are, in large part, reflected by our 
judging and the performance and behavior of individual judges.   

Specific Reminders: 

3. A judge’s personal conduct, sportsmanship, professionalism, and integrity shall be 
consistent with the high standards expected for leadership within the Association. Being a 
judge is a leadership position that reflects on the entire NAVHDA membership.  
 



 With this one principal in mind, conduct yourselves as if you are representing 
NAVHDA not just during the testing process but also after the test.  Even when we are 
done with the test day and our cards are put away, we are considered figures of 
authority, leadership, and expertise.  Our conduct, discussions, and how we behave 
after the test has as much impact as how we conduct ourselves during a test.  While 
we usually are judging at chapters with our friends and training partners, we must be 
mindful of our conduct  and what is said within the social environment.  Statements 
can be misconstrued and taken out of context and be shared inappropriately.   
 
4. The loyalty of a judge in adhering to NAVHDA principles and guidelines established both 
in writing and by tradition are essential to remain in good standing as a NAVHDA judge. 
When discussion of areas of improvement is needed, such discussions will be directed to 
the appropriate members of the NAVHDA Executive Council and should not be shared with 
the public.  
 

a)  At no time may a handler or his or her dog be publicly vilified. After scores are read 
and questions answered, score cards are put away and further discussion of a 
dog’s or handlers’ performance is to be discouraged and in no case will it be 
conducted in public.  
 

 Many times we are approached by handlers with questions for the TEAM after we 
read the scores.  During this portion of answering questions, it’s very important to 
discuss issues AS A TEAM with a handler not individually.  This means all three judges 
need to be in attendance and potentially respond to individual handler questions as a 
TEAM.  When handlers divide us for individual questions, sometimes they hear 
different things from one person than if they were all three judges in a conversation.  
So, stay together, stay unified, utilize the proper terminology to discuss why a dog 
received a particular score. Representing our consensus driven scores as a TEAM is 
part of our culture and conduct. And above all, never divulge your personal score in 
contrast to a consensus score.  It undermines our team, trust, and can erode 
membership’s confidence in our judging system. 
 
 
JUDGING PHYSICAL ATTRIBUTES 
 
We spent considerable time in our Spring Judges Workshops reminding all of you to judge 
dogs attributes carefully and with safety in mind.  However, many of you have either been 
part of the conversation about how and why we are judging physical attributes or you have 
heard changes may be coming.  We have seen many dogs who are either unprepared for 
this portion of the test or they are unwilling to be judged by three strangers.   
 
We will NOT be making any immediate changes to the procedures for evaluating Physical 
Attributes as we want to explore every possible avenue to still judge temperament, coat, 



teeth and bite.  As of this date, NO CHANGES HAVE BEEN MADE.  However, we want you to 
follow the below precautions and recommendations while you’re out there judging dogs. 

Physical Attributes and Temperament Evaluation  

The purpose of the Physical Attributes and Temperament Evaluation procedure is to 
provide a consistent process for evaluating observable physical characteristics and 
temperament-related responses of dogs participating in NAVHDA tests. This serves as a 
verification and documentation process in accordance with NAVHDA Aims and Rules.  
Upon discussion from many breeders, judges, and participants, there is a very high interest 
in maintaining the Physical Attribute exam however, we are working to increase safety of 
our judges.  We are committed to providing the best available information on each dog for 
breeders who support NAVHDA principles and tradition of versatile hunting dogs.   

Safety and Liability Notice 

Judges shall be advised that they are not required to place themselves in a situation they 
believe may compromise their safety. 

Judges should understand that injuries sustained because of a dog bite may NOT be 
covered under NAVHDA insurance policies and should exercise appropriate caution and 
good judgement when conducting any Physical Attributes and Temperament Evaluation. 

Handlers are responsible for always maintaining control of their dogs.  Instruct them to 
maintain control of their dogs. 

We are there to judge attributes for each dog as a courtesy however, this information ISN’T 
mandatory for a dog receiving a score and prize.  With that in mind, DO NOT EXCESSIVELY 
PUSH A DOG TO OBTAIN THIS EVALUATION.  You’re safety is important to NAVHDA. 

Examination Procedure 

All Physical Attributes and Temperament Evaluations shall be conducted by the 
Handling/Apprentice Judge for each dog.  If the team determines a dog to be more 
challenging to evaluate, encourage the apprentice to evaluate the dogs who have 
demonstrated that they are willing to be evaluated instead of struggling with a dog who is 
unable to be evaluated. Not only are we concerned with judges safety, we are also 
concerned about each dog’s experience in our testing process. Dogs feeling unnecessarily 
pressured or that are reacting poorly are NOT having a positive evaluation experience.  It is 
important to note, that we are providing a this assessment as a courtesy and it is not 
mandatory to secure this information. 

Prior to the examination, judges must remove any items that may obstruct a dog's ability to 
clearly identify the judge.  Examples are: 



● Wide-brimmed hats 
● Sunglasses 
● Hoods or hooded garments covering the head 

● Dog and Handler should be given space and approached only by one judge at a time 
with remaining judges and apprentices observing at a reasonable distance. 

● Absolutely No other dogs should be in the area during evaluation.  Pick-up dogs 
need to be securely positioned away from the dogs that are under evaluation.   

The Senior Judge may request any additional reasonable accommodation necessary to 
safely perform the evaluation.  The Senior Judge may also, at his/her discretion, instruct the 
team to cease evaluating a dog and the team must comply.  With that said, if any judge is 
concerned about any particular dog, please speak up and share this with the Senior Judge 
immediately.  

PHYSICAL ATTRIBUTE EXAM: 

THIS IS NEW!!!!  Handling judges must ask each Handler if the dog has undergone physical 
exam by strangers and if there are any known problems or negative behaviors associated 
with it.   

IF THE HANDLERS SAYS THE DOG IS OK TO BE EVALUATED:   Handling Judge approaches 
handler, requests handler to secure the dog between the owners legs while holding the 
leash firmly and the judge assesses the dog’s demeanor PRIOR to touching or handling the 
dog.   

When the dog is comfortable, Judge begins physical exam of bite and teeth as we have 
always done. 

If the dog refuses to be examined or is excessively struggling to be held and examined, 
allow the handler to gain control of the dog and attempt to reexamine. But DO NOT push 
the dog and handler should the dog be unwilling to undergo the exam. 

If, at any point before or during the examination, the judge believes the dog presents a risk 
to the safety of any person, the examination shall immediately cease.  If the dog exhibits 
excessive fear, struggling, or is struggling excessively to be examined reasonably, we need 
to NOT examine said dog.   

The judge is not required to explain, justify, or continue the examination once a safety 
concern exists. 

In such cases, the following comment shall be entered on the scoresheet or test record:  

"Judge unable to complete Physical Attributes Evaluation” 



 Dog temperament marked “Sensitive." 

EXPLAIN TO EVERY HANDLER WHOSE DOG IS JUDGED SENSITIVE, WHY YOU ARE 
ASSESSING THE DOG AS SENSITIVE AND DO THIS BEFORE THEY LEAVE THE WATER. 
Also explain that the dog may have behaved this way today but may behave 
differently on a different day.  It’s just a moment in time…. 

If A Handler Declines Evaluation 

When a handler declines evaluation, judges shall not attempt the examination. 

The following comment shall be entered on the scoresheet or test record: 

"Handler withheld dog from Physical Attributes Evaluation." 

We will NOT decide dog’s temperament based solely on handler declining 
evaluation so be observing EVERY DOG’s temperament from the moment 
handler and dog begin testing. Make an decision about the dog’s temperament 
based on the behavior observed throughout the day. 

Evaluation of Temperament 

We need to be evaluating the dog’s temperament from beginning to the end of each test.  
Observing how the dog reacts to new people, the gun shots, new situations, and being 
examined are all ways we can evaluate a dog’s temperament.  If the dog acts NORMAL 
throughout the day but the handler declines examination, we assess the dog NORMAL.  
However, if other behaviors are observed that indicate the dog is other than the NORMAL 
classification, please note accordingly. 

Dog Bite Incident 

Any dog that bites a judge, handler, volunteer, participant, spectator, or another dog during 
the Physical Attributes and Temperament Evaluation or at any other time throughout the 
event shall be immediately marked Aggressive on the testing cards. 

Upon a bite incident: 

1. The dog shall be immediately removed from the test grounds. 
2. The incident shall be documented on the official test records. 
3. NAVHDA International shall be notified as soon as practical following the event. 
4. All judges shall follow all reporting and documentation requirements established by 

NAVHDA. 
5. Any additional actions required under the current NAVHDA Aggressive Dog Policy 

shall be implemented. 

6. A written report of an aggressive dog MUST be submitted to the Directors of Judging 
and Testing (Bridget Nielsen and Jeff Rhodes) 



For purposes of this policy, a bite is any instance in which a dog makes physical contact 
with a person using its teeth in a manner that causes injury or is reasonably perceived as an 
aggressive act. 

This provision is intended to supplement, and not replace, the requirements of the existing 
NAVHDA Aggressive Dog Policy. In the event of any conflict, the NAVHDA Aggressive Dog 
Policy shall govern. 

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED FOR CLARIFCATION FROM JUDGES AND HANDLERS 
 
QUESTION:  As a handler, am I allowed to take the dog by the collar and move them during 
portions of the test? 
 
We received a question regarding whether a dog can be leashed or held by the collar in 
between the Remain By Blind and Steady By Blind portions of the test.  Specifically, can a 
handler reach down and “collar” the dog upon completion of Remain by Blind and during 
the transition to setting up for the Steady By Blind portion of the test?   
 
ANSWER:  YES.  Handlers can, at their choice, can either leash their dog to move them to 
either side of the blind OR they may collar the dog to place them beside either side of the 
blind.  We are not judging a performance of heeling between the Remain by Blind and the 
Steady by Blind portions of the test.  These tests while run consecutively, are judged 
distinctly separate.  However, if the dog behaves erratically or defiantly while being 
collared, please note that and score accordingly under cooperation if behavior is severe 
enough to warrant that score. 
 
QUESTION: During the field portion, am I allowed to” collar” or leash the dog after a bird 
has either been missed, deemed a safety, or there has been a stop to flush on a wild flush?  
 
ANSWER:  NO, you may not collar your dog off of point, missed birds, or safety birds, 
HOWEVER, the handlers ARE allowed to collar their dogs to get them into water barrels, 
deliver water from bottles to dogs, or to check the well being of their dog during the testing 
process. Any handling of a dog by collar or leash also needs to be cooperative between dog 
and handler and any extreme misbehavior, negative corrections or rough handling made by 
the handler may be judged accordingly. 
 
QUESTION:   Am I required to place the dog inside the blind or beside the blind before the 
judgement of the Remain by Blind portion? 
 
ANSWER:  It is the HANDLER’S decision as to whether they decide to set their dog up 
inside or beside the blind.  This is the HANDLER’s decision.   
 



QUESTION:  We received a question about judges offering cautions to handlers in the field.  
Specifically, should judges be advising handlers to “watch their dogs” during the steady to 
flush/wing/shot portions of the test while it is in progress? 
 
ANSWER:  We are there to provide guidance to our handlers and help them show the best 
for their dogs.  We are NOT there to train or assist handlers by telling them to make a verbal 
correction while the sequence is in motion.  Once a sequence has been completed, we 
can then advise the handler on what they may find useful for an improving performance on 
steadiness and retrieving but NOT DURING the process.   Any commands the handler 
delivers to the dog are judged accordingly and per the AIMS/Rules.  
 

While these were questions that we recently received, there are always more!  But if you 
have further questions, please email Bridget Nielsen or Jeff Rhodes at our 
Bnielsen@navhda.org or JRhodes@nahvda.org.  Our team is here to ensure we apply our 
AIMS/Rules consistently!! 

mailto:Bnielsen@navhda.org
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