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A central priority in advancing Cinnabar’s mission is supporting nonprofit
organizations operating in Montana and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem
that align with our vision and that champion strategic conservation efforts.  We
focus on initiatives that protect and restore clean water and air, safeguard
wildlife, and preserve wildlands for the benefit of future generations.  Our
primary vehicle for this support is an annual competitive grants program, which
provides both general operating funds and targeted program or project grants.

Prior to funding, scores of grant applications are carefully considered by Cinnabar’s Board of Directors, which is
composed of individuals with deep and lasting ties to Montana’s conservation history. In an effort to bring
greater public awareness to these funded organizations, and to shine a light on how they conduct their work, we
proudly present this grantee spotlight on Working Dogs for Conservation (WD4C).

OUR WORK 
Spotlight: Working Dogs for Conservation

Leo is a career-change dog
who is now thriving in his
new role as a conservation
canine helping to find
numerous targets, like
invasive zebra and quagga
mussels, both of which are
found in Montana.
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WORKING DOGS FOR CONSERVATION -
where extraordinary noses meet extraordinary causes

In the world of conservation, innovation often takes
unexpected forms and few are more surprising, or
effective, than the ones with four legs and wagging tails.

Working Dogs for Conservation (WD4C) is a Montana-
based nonprofit that has turned one of nature’s oldest
partnerships - the bond between humans and dogs - into
a cutting-edge conservation tool. Their canine teams are
trained to sniff out everything from invasive plants and
endangered species to wildlife trafficking contraband,
providing a non-invasive, highly effective way to collect
data and support protection efforts across the globe.

Honoring Innovation in Action
The Cinnabar Foundation’s relationship as a funder to
WD4C spans over ten years, beginning in 2011. This
year, the Cinnabar Foundation awarded the Rick
Hubbard Sargent Innovation Award to Working Dogs for
Conservation, in recognition of WD4C’s pioneering work
at the intersection of science, conservation, and creative
problem-solving. The award celebrates organizations
that are pushing boundaries and have the potential to
radically change prevailing practices and transform
existing paradigms. “WD4C exemplifies what the RHS
Innovation Award stands for: innovative vision
manifested to deepen impact and make a measurable
difference” said Judi Stauffer, a Cinnabar Emeritus board
member and creator of this award.  Judi is also the wife
of the late artist and Cinnabar Foundation board member
Rick Hubbard Sargent.  “WD4C’s work is bold, effective,
and hopefully an inspiring model for others.”    

The award will help support WD4C’s work monitoring
ecosystem health by tracking contaminants in sentinel
species such as mink and otter. The data collected will
inform habitat restoration and conservation policies
while identifying the presence of contaminants, to
tangibly improve the quality of riverine habitats.

. 

Conservation canine, Frost, searching for scat of mink and otter for
sample testing, as part of a multi-year contaminant monitoring project. 

From Shelter Dog to Field Hero 
What sets WD4C apart isn’t just their mission - it’s their dogs.
Many of their canine partners are high-energy rescues from
shelters. The very traits that can make them a challenge to
place in a typical home setting, like intense focus, boundless
energy, and obsession with play, can actually make these dogs
excellent candidates to become a conservation canine.  WD4C
Co-founder & Director of Field Operations, Deborah Woollett
shares, “Giving these dogs a second chance is meaningful in
and of itself, but to see what these dogs are capable of once
they’re trained to do this work is just incredible.”   
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Dr. Ngaio Richards on deployment with conservation canine,
Tobias.  Dr. Richards is leading the WD4C project funded by
Cinnabar.

Once trained, these dogs can detect a staggering variety of targets,
including things like invasive plants such as salt cedar and Dyer’s
woad. They can find scat from elusive or endangered species like
grizzly bears and black-footed ferrets for genetic testing and
analysis, and they even help stop and interrupt wildlife crime like
poaching and wildlife trafficking. 

Since the dogs are searching by scent and not relying solely on
vision, these dog/handler teams are significantly more effective on
detecting hard-to-find samples and targets compared to humans
searching alone. These energetic dogs can work through challenging
environments, dense vegetation, and in remote areas, all the while
working enthusiastically and non-invasively - without disturbing
wildlife or habitat.

Global Impact, Montana Roots 
Though headquartered in Missoula, Montana, WD4C’s reach is
international. “Collectively, we have experience in 45 US states and
36 countries, with over a 100 different scent targets,” shares Aimee
Hurt, WD4C Co-founder & Director of Special Projects. Partnering
with governments, researchers, and NGOs, these dogs are making a
significant impact for conservation, whether it’s helping biologists
monitor wolverines in the Rockies to tracking poachers in Namibia,
and anything in between. 

Montana and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem are where their
work began over two decades ago. WD4C has supported efforts to
collect critical population data on grizzly bears and gray wolves, to
locate noxious weeds before they spread, to help determine
contaminant levels through sentinel species monitoring, to better
understand the movements of elusive carnivores for habitat
connectivity studies, and so much more. The data they help collect
supports land management, species protection, and long-term
ecological planning and decision-making.
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Working Dogs for Conservation's Ace, a previous shelter dog
turned conservation canine who has found her calling helping to
searching for numerous targets including non-native plants like
Dyer's woad and salt cedar. 

Science Meets Heart 
At its core, Working Dogs for Conservation represents the
best of what conservation can be: innovative,
collaborative, data-driven, and deeply connecting. Their
work brings together biologists, law enforcement officers,
land managers, and local communities, all guided by a
shared commitment to science and the strength of
unconventional allies. 

I’m amazed where we’ve gotten,” says Alice Whitelaw,
WD4C Co-founder & Director of Programs. “I knew dogs
could do it and I knew they could help us with the species
we were working on all those years ago…but I had no
idea that they’d be able to do what we’ve accomplished
over the past 25 years.”

Support the Pack
As environmental challenges grow more complex, so too
must the tools we use to address them. Working Dogs for
Conservation is proof that sometimes, the best solutions
come with muddy paws and a tennis ball obsession.

To learn more, visit www.wd4c.org.

About WD4C
Founded in 2000, Working Dogs for Conservation is the
largest and longest standing conservation canine
organization in the United States. They work to train
rescue and career-change dogs to use their noses to
protect wildlife and wild places, in Montana and around
the world.

The Cinnabar Foundation supports organizations 
that effectively conserve, preserve and restore the natural environment 

in Montana and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem.


