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MWD Enrichment Activity Overview — On-Leash Activities

1. Basic Description of the Activity

This guide covers methods for transforming standard on-leash walks into rich enrichment
opportunities that provide physical movement, mental stimulation, and handler-dog engagement. This
is not about structured physical fitness training; it is about providing fulfilling physical movement. The
dog's natural gait is the trot, and while short-leash walking is a necessary skill, it often restricts this
natural movement. This guide explores how to improve short-leash walks, use long lines to allow for
more species-appropriate behavior (like lagging behind to sniff and trotting to catch up), and safely
incorporate on-leash running to finally move at a pace more suitable for the MWD. The core principles
are to grant the MWD choice, encourage environmental investigation, and build confidence through
novel challenges.

2. Enrichment Categories Covered

« Physical: Provides structured, low-intensity movement (walking, trotting, running) and
builds body awareness through obstacle navigation.

o Cognitive: Engages the MWD in problem-solving (obstacle navigation), making choices
about the route, moving with their handler at various speeds, and practicing impulse control
("Leave It").

o Social: Requires constant, subtle communication between the handler and MWD,
strengthening their partnership.

« Sensory: Massively stimulates the olfactory system (sniffing) as well as the tactile senses
through interaction with novel terrain and objects.

3. Logistics Required
e Equipment:

o A properly fitted, non-restrictive harness. A Y-front harness that is distinct from one
used for work is preferred (e.g., Blue-9 Balance Harness).

« Leashes: standard 6' leash, a 15-30' long line, and/or a high-quality retractable leash.
« High-value food rewards for training.

o Operational Gear: Muzzles, booties, goggles, ear protection for desensitization
practice.

o Low-Light Safety: Reflective gear and lights (e.g., Noxgear Lighthound harness, Nite
Ize NiteHowl collar).

e Cooling Gear: Hose, pool, and/or evaporative cooling vests (e.g., Ruffwear Swamp
Cooler, Non-stop dogwear Cooling Vest).
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« Space & Building:

« Any safe area suitable for walking or running. Routes with varied terrain and
low-level obstacles are ideal.

e Early in the acclimation process, activities should be conducted in lower stimulation
areas (e.g., free of wildlife and without food debris on the ground).

4. Getting Started: Prerequisites
o For the Human:

« Must be proficient in reading MWD body language, especially signs of stress or
fatigue.

« Must maintain high situational awareness, particularly when running or using a long
line.

« Must be able to teach and reinforce cues like "Leave It."

o For the Dog:

¢ Must have medical clearance from the VCO/VMO.

e Should have a foundational understanding of leash pressure and be comfortable
with
operational gear being fitted.

« Should be given an opportunity to eliminate before the session begins.

Step-by-Step Procedure
Phase 1: Mastering Leash Skills & Handler Mindset

1. The Handler's Role: Be the Guide, Not the Dictator: The primary goal of an enrichment
walk is to let the dog explore. This means stopping frequently to let them sniff - this is the
entire point. When feasible, allow the MWD to choose the direction at intersections.

2. Teaching Loose-Leash Walking (6’ Leash): Positive reinforcement is preferred - reward
the MWD heavily for any moment the leash is slack. If they pull, simply stop moving.
When they release the pressure (by looking back or stepping closer), praise them and
continue. If additional positive punishment is desired, consider a head collar/halter
(e.g., by Canny Collar or PetsPro Max) rather than neck-based or front-clip methods.
Keep sessions short and positive.

3. Building a "Leave It" Cue: This is non-negotiable for safety. Practice rewarding the
MWD for turning away from low-value items on cue, gradually working up to more
tempting objects. This cue allows you to safely grant freedom while preventing the MWD
from continuing to investigate hazards or pursue wildlife.
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Phase 2: Expanding Freedom with a Long Line

1.

Enrichment vs. Operations: A long line (or a retractable leash used as an auto-
retracting long line) for enrichment is different from patrol or detection work. The purpose
is to give the MWD space to lag behind for a deep sniff, explore the environment off the
direct path, and then trot to catch back up to you.

Managing the Line: Keep the line from getting tangled under the MWD's legs. Practice
gathering and releasing the slack smoothly. A retractable leash can help with line
management.

Teaching the Limit: Gentle pressure on the line (using gloves!) as the MWD moves away
from you can help cue an approach to the end of the line. The locking button on a
retractable leash should not be used for MWDs that are not acquainted with the limit of
their freedom.

Phase 3: Adding Complexity and Intensity

1.

Low-Level Obstacle Navigation: Use the environment as an agility course. Cue the
MWD to go over a bench, under a bench, walk along a low wall, jump over a low fence, or
go under a rail. Also, seek out novel terrain (e.g., crunchy leaves, shallow water, logs) to
build confidence.

Integrating Operational Gear Desensitization: Use the positive context of the
walk to build comfort with operational gear.

« Start by having the MWD wear one piece of gear (e.g., muzzle, booties, goggles,
or ear protection) for a very short duration (30—60 seconds) during the walk, then
remove it and reward heavily.

o Gradually increase the duration as the dog shows comfort. The goal is to make
wearing the gear feel as normal and low stress as wearing a collar or harness.

On-Leash Running: This is simply an extension of on-leash walking and requires
excellent communication.

« Start with a loose leash at a walking pace. Use a cue like "Let's go!" and pick up the
pace to a slow jog and then a run.

o Keep the leash slack; the MWD should be running with you, not pulling you. Scan far
ahead for potential hazards. Cue the MWD for the desired direction before making
turns.
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Safety Considerations

Visibility: In low-light conditions, the handler and MWD must be equipped with reflective
gear and active lighting. The Noxgear Lighthound harness and Nite Ize NiteHowl collar
are good options. Humans should consider actively lit (versus just reflective) options like
the NoxGear Tracer 2 vest.

Thermal Injury Risk: On-leash running is a higher-intensity activity. On warm days, pre-
soak the MWD's coat or use a cooling vest. Plan routes with access to shade and water.

Paw Safety: Hot pavement or rough terrain can injure paw pads. Use booties for
protection. On safe, temperate surfaces, going barefoot is a great opportunity to acclimate
and toughen the pads.

Advanced Scenarios

Urban Agility & Parkour: This is an advanced form of obstacle navigation that uses
urban architecture to build confidence and body awareness. Beyond simple "over/under,"
ask the MWD for more complex behaviors like "paws up" on a ledge, weaving through
bike racks, or hopping between two stable, low platforms. This must be done on-leash and
only on objects that are low to the ground and stable. The focus is on safe, creative, and
controlled movement.

Cooperative Care on the Go: Use the walk to practice voluntary husbandry procedures
in new environments. Use a park bench to cue a "paws up" for a mock paw inspection or
a "chin rest" for a mock eye/ear check. Rewarding these behaviors in different locations
builds an MWD's confidence and makes real veterinary or husbandry procedures less
stressful.

The "Sniffari" (Decompression Walk): This is the ultimate expression of a choice-
based walk, serving as an advancement on a long line walk. The handler's only job is to
keep the MWD safe. For the entire duration, the MWD is in 100% control of the pace and
direction. If they want to spend ten minutes sniffing a single bush, the handler waits. This
activity is incredibly valuable for mental decompression and sensory stimulation, allowing
the MWD to simply be a dog.




	2. Enrichment Categories Covered
	 A properly ﬁtted, non-restrictive harness. A Y-front harness that is distinct from one used for work is preferred (e.g., Blue-9 Balance Harness)
	 Leashes: standard 6' leash, a 15-30' long line, and/or a high-quality retractable leash.
	 High-value food rewards for training.
	 Operational Gear: Muzzles, booties, goggles, ear protection for desensitization practice.
	 Low-Light Safety: Reﬂective gear and lights (e.g., Noxgear Lighthound harness, Nite Ize NiteHowl collar).
	 Cooling Gear: Hose, pool, and/or evaporative cooling vests (e.g., Ruffwear Swamp Cooler, Non-stop dogwear Cooling Vest).
	 Space & Building:



