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Abstract  

 

It is an established fact that the use of police dogs in policing and law enforcement 

increase the quality and efficiency of the police work. The use of dogs quickens the 

response time in searching cases. Illegal drugs are everywhere in the world and to 

stop the import and sale of drugs, police authorities have been using dogs for more 

than a hundred years to search for illegal drugs. This thesis provides insight into the 

history and evolution and use of police dogs around the world and how they are used 

and can be used more efficiently then they have been in Iceland. It is well known that 

dogs can do much more than simply detect illegal drugs.  They can track humans, 

search for firearms, money, and even computer hard drives.   

 

The research question is: The use of police god in Iceland: A luxury, indulgence, or 

necessity in 21st century policing?  

A small-scale, exploratory, qualitative study was developed. Six people with varying 

degrees of experience of working with police dogs in Iceland took part in semi-

structured interviews. The data collected were subjected to thematic analysis.  The 

findings and main results of this study indicate that there is a lack of investment in 

police dogs in Iceland and what dogs do currently exist are not recognized or utilized 

effectively in the war on drugs, crime, or deterrence. The dog unit in Iceland needs 

more understanding, resources, and trust as a matter of priority.  

 

Police Dogs, Search Dogs, General Duties Dogs, Police Dog Resources 
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Úrdráttur  

 

Það er margsönnuð og viðurkennd staðreynd að notkun lögregluhunda við löggæslu 

eykur gæði og skilvirkni lögreglunnar og að notkun hunda við leit styttir viðbragðstíma 

og getur ráðið lífi eða dauða. Fíkniefni eru alls staðar í heiminum og víða hafa 

lögregluyfirvöld notað hunda í meira en hundrað ár við leit á þeim í þeirri viðleitni sinni 

að sporna gegn innflutningi og sölu þeirra. Þessi ritgerð veitir yfirsýn yfir sögu, þróun 

og notkun lögregluhunda um allan heim, hvernig þeir eru notaðir og hvernig hægt er 

að nota þá á skilvirkari hátt en gert hefur verið á Íslandi. Hvernig lögregluhundar eins 

og fíkniefnahundar, leitarhundar og valdbeitingarhundar eru að hjálpa lögreglunni í 

hinum ýmsu málum innan hennar.  

Rannsóknarspurningin sem leitast er við að svara er: Notkun lögregluhunda á Íslandi: 

Lúxus, undanlátssemi eða nauðsyn í lögreglu á 21. öld.? 

Til að svara ritgerðarspurningunni var gögnum safnað með eigindlegri 

rannsóknaraðferð með því að taka sex viðtöl við einstaklinga með reynslu af 

lögregluhundum.  Við val á viðmælendum var leitað eftir reynslu og þekkingu á 

lögregluhundum. Notast var við opnar spurningar og gögnum safnað saman og gerð 

þemagreining. Helstu niðurstöður þessarar rannsóknar benda til að skortur sé á 

fjármunum innan lögregluhundadeildarinnar sem og lögreglunnar yfir höfuð. Þeir 

hundar sem eru í notkun í dag þurfa að sanna sinn tilverurétt og fá ekki þá 

viðurkenningu sem þeir eiga skilið vegna galla í kerfi sem notað var á tímabili.  

Lögregluhunda er hægt að nota á áhrifaríkan hátt gegn fíkniefnum, glæpum eða sem 

fælingarmáttur. Lögregluhundadeildin þarfnast meiri skilnings og trausts. 

 

Fíkniefnahundar, lögregluhundar, leitarhundar, valdbeitingarhundar. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

The British police have been using dogs in their work since 1888, when the 

Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Sir, Charles Warren used two bloodhounds 

to try to track down and help solve the famous Jack the Ripper case (OPCM, 2013). 

The vast majority of law enforcement agencies across the globe use dogs.  Dogs have 

evolved from being seen as trackers, to being a sophisticated, expert resource that 

can now be used to track down paedophiles, terrorists, and fraudsters by searching for 

hidden digital storage devices (Morris, 2017).  

This is a small-scale, exploratory, qualitative research thesis focused on the use 

of dogs by the police around the world and with a speciific focus on the police dog unit 

in Iceland; what they have been doing in the past and their future vision. What went 

wrong so many times over the years, why the Icelandic dog unit has been so far away 

in the use of police dogs as the rest of the world have been using dogs for more than 

hundreds of years effectively in so many ways.  

The community thinks it knows what a police dog does on a daily bases, most 

would answer that the dog is sniffing for drugs most of the time and searching for lost 

people. Not many know that the dog can be used in much more than the two above. 

The only thing that stops the dog from doing new things is the imagination of the human 

mind. The dog is today using the nose much more than tracking people and drugs now 

they are searching for hard drives, semen, blood, and can find mold in houses 

(Gjörbylting í mygluleit, 2019). Researchers at the University of Pennsylvania are now 

testing if dogs can detect the pandemic Covid-19 virus (Fox, 2020).  

No academic research has studied police dogs in Iceland even though there 

have been police dogs used here since 1951. Records setting out the history of police 

dogs in Iceland is not easy to find. With this in mind, the decision was made to conduct 

research to explore the use and uses of police dogs in Iceland. There were many forms 

of motivation that tweaked the researchers' interest in this subject. The researcher has 

owned dogs all her life and worked in the Customs Department, where dogs were 

observed searching for drugs. The researcher found this both interesting and 
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rewarding. Therefore research was undertaken as a contribution to underline the place  

of police dogs in Iceland and to develop an understanding of the issues involved. 

The thesis is divided into eight chapters including this introduction.  In chapter 

two the definition of working and the police dog are examined. In chapter three the 

history and evolution of working dogs around the world is reviewed.  In chapter four, 

the history and evolution of dogs in Iceland is reviewed. In chapter five the method of 

data collection, management and analysis are discussed. This chapter also includes a 

discussion around the selection of participants in this study. Chapter six includes the 

results from the interviews and is divided into eleven sub-chapters that set out the 

themes that came in the interviews. The final chapter is number seven and includes 

the discussion, conclusion, recommendations and summary.  
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2. Definition of working and police dog  
 
 

"Any breed of dog developed primarily to assist humans in performing tasks, such as 

farming, controlling livestock, law enforcement, or assisting the blind" 

Working dog  

 

It is said that if humans are passionate about helping a dog to live their life to the fullest 

extent, then the dog should have some form of work to make them both happy and 

healthy. Giving a dog purpose by having a job to do can help to prevent a long list of 

potential behaviour issues, including digging, separation problems, excessive barking, 

inappropriate chewing, and many more. It also helps to maintain their overall physical 

wellness. To make a dog happy by definition, all dogs are or at least should be working 

dogs. In 2020 we also have a grouping of pure-bred dogs as they are called, and they 

are categorized by kennel clubs around the world as a working dog. They were 

developed to have mental and physical ability to help the human in many tasks like 

pulling a sledge or carts, guarding, rescue on land or in water, and assisting the military 

or the police. (What is a Working Dog?). Not only are these dogs, great companions, 

but they have also been invaluable assistants for millennia. To choose the right 

working dog, it must be highly intelligent with excellent temperament.  Many of these 

working type dogs have what it takes to become a great family pet as well as a great 

working dog. Treated with love and raised with respect, a working dog can provide 

much love and companionship as any other breed (What is a Working Dog?). 

 

"A dog trained to aid the police, as in tracking criminals or detecting controlled substances." 

Police dog 

 

With modern training methods, dogs have become a significant part of many people's 

lives. Not only as a pet but also as a guide dog, search and rescue dogs, drug-sniffing, 

or bomb searching dogs. Not many dogs are giving as much of themselves as police 

or military dogs. Currently, the police, law enforcement, and military and security 

agencies around the world in major cities are using police dogs to track criminals, 

searching buildings, sniffing out illegal materials, and other challenging jobs that the 
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human police officers cannot do nearly as well as the dog can. Thousands of dogs are 

on the job every day but also hundreds of police dogs that have given their lives to 

serve and protect (Grabianowski, 2004) 
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3. The History and Evolution of Working Dogs 

 

"It has been said that the attachment of the first dogs to man, helped in the 

domestication of the human race". 

                                                                                Charles F. Sloane 1955 

 

The next two chapters form the basis of the literature review.  This current 

chapter explores the international context and the chapter that follows will examine the 

Icelandic perspective.  The sources that are used in this thesis are mostly peer-

reviewed foreign academic articles and news and web pages found on police dogs. 

Very few academic articles exist which examine the history of police dogs, and there 

are currently no academic articles which specifically focus on police dogs in Iceland.  

For the Icelandic content, the new media and participant interviews provided the most 

useful data.   

Dogs have been by the side of humans for thousands of years. From archaeological 

evidence, the people of China have had dogs as an animal for over 7.000 years 

(Wangyun, 2018). We cannot say exactly when the dog became attached to the human 

race, but we do know that dogs were part of the life of the cave-family in Europe more 

than 12,000 years ago (Sloane, 1955). When a 12,000-year-old gravesite was 

discovered in Israel, the grave showed just how close humans and dogs were at that 

time, since the human in the grave had a puppy lying on top of the body (Ludwig, 2004). 

Nordic cultures have many documents about working dogs and the Vikings. The dogs 

were used on the farm and were known to be loyal companions. When a Viking passed 

away, the dogs were often buried alongside their master. The Vikings believe that the 

dog was the guardian of the underworld and they would lead the way to the underworld 

and that is why they would be buried with their master as a guide (Svalinn, n.d.).  Dogs 

were not only used as a guide to the underworld, but they were also kept for hunting. 

They selected breeds that are still known today as the Norsk Elghund that was used 

by Danes to hunt moose and bears. The Puffin-Hund that the Nordics used to hunt 

Puffin is also known today buy the name Norwegian Lundehund and it is one of the 
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most ancient breeds. They needed dogs more then to hunt, so they had dogs that 

would watch the herd, breed like the Swedish Vallhund. (Svalinn, n.d.).  

A review of historical paintings, photos, and writings shows evidence of the 

domestication of dogs by humans across the world. Nobody knows how exactly the 

dogs started to trust humans and humans to trust wild dogs. Did it start in the cave 

were dogs were trying to get closer to the fireplace that the human had, or did the 

human start to throw bones to the dogs and the dogs started to trust the feedings from 

the human (Sloane, 1955). In Germany, a dogs' bone was discovered in a 14,000 year-

old grave, which proves that dogs accompanied Ice Age hunters and gatherer (Ludwig, 

2004).  

In St Malo dogs used to guard dock installations in the early part of the 14th 

Century, and this continued until 1770. British colonists used dogs in 1610 as 

protection against the native Indians. In 1840 the U.S. Army did the same against the 

Indians in the war in Florida, later they used the dogs to search and seize runaway 

slaves (OPCM, 2013).  If we look at the evidence, people have had dogs for protection 

and in battles for many years as early as the 5th century. In the middle ages, the 

Bloodhounds were used to track down criminals, and the town put down money for 

keeping them fed (OPCM, 2013). From the very beginning of history records, dogs 

have been in theatres of war that go back thousands of years, from wall-drawings and 

bas-reliefs found among the tombs of Egypt's, Greece and Assyria. This gives us an 

indication that they used dogs in repelling the enemy (Sloane, 1955). 

Dogs were and still are, used in wars. In the 19th century, the British Police often 

took dogs with them on patrols, and we can track down the Police history back to 1859 

when officers in Luton used a bloodhound to try to help them solve a murder by his 

tracking skills. In 1888 the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Sir Charles Warren 

recruited two bloodhounds to do an easy tracking test to see if they could help him 

solve the Jack the Ripper case. It did not go well the dogs did not perform as they liked 

them to do, they bit the police officers and ended up running away, so the police 

needed to start looking for the dogs (OPCM, 2013). In the City of Ghent in Belgium, 

they started to train dogs in early 1900, specifically for working with the police (Dog 

Trainer College, 2016).  
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Law enforcement agencies have been using dogs for over 100 years, and 

Germany was fast to develop the use of dogs for their police program. In 1910 they 

had specially trained dogs in over 600 of their largest cities (Dogs for law enforcement, 

n.d.). The North Eastern Railway Police in 1908 used Airedales to stop theft, and this 

was the first formally recognized U.K. Police Dog Section. By 1910 the British 

Transport Commission Police took over. They started to experiment with other breeds 

in their work, breeds like Doberman, Labradors, and then German Shepherds. During 

World War One the German Shepherd was used and trained in many ways by the 

military as a messenger, guards, and sentries (OPCM, 2013). Department of Finland 

received funds to buy police dogs from Germany in 1909, at that time Henrik Colanius 

was a cavalry captain in the Helsinki Police Department. Henrik came back with 

German Shepard named Hektor con der Volmeburg and a pregnant Doberman and 

Doberman puppy. The dogs were placed in the police station at Pengerkatu 5 in Kallio, 

but after complaints from the neighbours, the dogs had to be moved away from 

populated areas. In 1912, police dogs had already been used in 1,243 assignments, 

mostly catching drunkards and vagabonds, but they were also used in investigations 

of robberies and thefts (Tikkanen, 2020).  

In February 1910, the headquarters in Glasgow's St Andrew's Square received 

a letter from Lt Col Edwin H Richardson stating that he had established the Carnoustie 

dog training school. He had been training at the Barry Buddon military base and would 

be at the front lines of World War I only a few years later. Richardson bred dogs 

especially to service, the police mostly Airedale terriers with Collies to combine the 

sense of smell from the Airedale and the brains and retrievers skills from the Collies. 

Richardson believed in these dogs, and he contacted every chief officer in the police 

alongside the Glasgow Constabulary with no success (BBC News, 2014). In 1911 the 

South African Police Dog Training Depot imported three Doberman Pinchers from 

Europe, and they had training in tracking people down and were used to track down 

criminals in South Africa. This training centre was one of the most famous in the world 

and was located at Quaggapoort, which is six miles from Pretoria in the Union of South 

Africa. This Depot rapidly developed, and they ended up having approximately 140 

dogs in training at all times. When they were fully trained, they were shipped to their 

trainer who was called their master. The training depot in Quaggapoort began to train 

the puppies around four months old to around 12 months old. The training was to teach 
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obedience, scale walls, climb obstacles, jump through windows, walk over high and 

low beams, jump and retrieve. These dogs were not trained to protect human or the 

police officer only to detect the crime and track down the criminal (Sloane, 1955). 

In 1914 dogs became more part of the family and the Metropolitan Police started 

to allow officers to take their pets to work. Dogs were then not only used as hunting 

and working dogs; they were now more, and more as a pet, and people started to treat 

them more like that. However, after World War I, the first police dog school was 

established in Greenheide, Germany in 1920. Dogs were trained to be obedient, to find 

objects by smell and attack. Today there are many of the same methods used in 

training. After World War I in the 1920s the Britain police saw the benefits of how the 

Belgiums and Germans of using the dogs and then an experimental school was 

established in Britain to research which breed of dog had the best aptitude for police 

work (OPCM, 2013). While the Scandinavian North breeds were more about hunting 

with their master, the European lines including the Dutch Shepherd from the 

Netherlands, the German Shepherd, and Belgian Malinois were bred for their 

obedience and intellect. These breed of dog were originally used for herding sheep 

and cattle like the Scandinavian breeds, but handlers recognised their incredible 

intelligence. When World War I began in Europe, these breeds came vital members of 

the battle. They were used to track, protect, and as a guardian (Svalinn, n.d.). 

The Royal Canadian Mounted Police purchased their first German Shepherd in 

1934. This dog was recognized for his training by an immediate success while assisting 

the "Mountie" in a criminal investigation.  The Force was immediately sold on the idea 

of using dogs. They believed so much in the dogs that if the Mountie said that the dog 

had uncovered liquor in a barn, the court believed the constable and therefore, the dog 

(Sloane, 1955). In 1934 in Britain a committee was established to identify the best 

breed to work in the police in experimental Home Office dog training school, in 

Washwater near Newbury in Britain. They were looking for a multi-purpose dog. Their 

task was to find that one breed that could do it all and that was unlikely to happen. The 

committee reported that the Labrador was the best dog for general patrol work, and 

the bloodhound was best for following a scent. The committee's conclusions were that 

it should be considered the value of the dogs in the police work. Every Chief police 

officer in the UK had to decide on the worth of employing dogs. 1938 was the year that 

the first two officially trained Labradors were introduced to the Metropolitan Police 
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Force in South London. Only 14 years later the Metropolitan Police had purchased six 

Labradors, and they helped arrest two criminals on their first night on patrol. Two years 

later in 1948, the German Shepherd entered service with the police in London. The 

growth in the police program was on a high by 1950; there were 90 trained dogs in the 

force. The standing committee was told in 1954 to co-ordinate the training, suppling, 

and breeding police dogs throughout the United Kingdom.  In May 2020, the British 

Police have over 2500 police dogs employed (OPCM, 2013). 

While almost every country was using dogs in wars and law enforcement, the 

Icelandic Police was actively shooting dogs on the streets of Reykjavík since the dog 

ban in the capital was put in place in 1924. Every dog that was not marked with a plate 

on their collar was shot. The Icelandic Police killed around 50-100 dogs every year 

from 1936, and a record was made when the Icelandic police killed 170 dogs in 1948. 

In 1956 the sight of a dog in Reykjavík was so uncommon that children almost did not 

know how the dog looked like anymore (Martha Elena Laxdal, 2014). 

The Devastating "blitz" attacks on London, in World War II, the dogs 

demonstrated their versatility when some of the Metropolitan Police dogs were 

specially trained to search through demolished houses and buildings. The dogs used 

their noses to point out where a human was buried under the houses. One of the track 

trained police dogs saved more than forty lives by indicating that the person buried 

under stones, timber, and earth was still alive. These dogs could detect a person buried 

under pieces of debris as deep as thirty feet (Sloane, 1955). In World War II, the U.S. 

troopers were travelling the dense jungles of Asia; they needed a dog's nose to scope 

the enemy. American homes donated their pets to the army, which turned them into 

an elite war dog (Svalinn, n.d.).The Government of the United States gave the donors 

of dogs a certificate as a thank you for giving the dogs to the army and listed it as a 

"patriotic duty". Those dogs who did not pass the test were returned to their owners 

but the ones that passed were sent into the battlefield (Green, 2019). One handler was 

allocated for every dog and they learned to track and search and give a signal to their 

handlers in silence to  indicate that the enemy was close by and as far away as up to 

a thousand meters. These dogs could scout, and they were highly efficient and could 

avoid detection by the enemy. These dogs were also used in the Korea and Vietnam 

wars (Svalinn, n.d.). The U.S. Army did use dogs in World War I, but it was unofficial 

at that time. On March 13, 1942, dogs become officially as war dogs when Dogs for 
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Defense was established. Publics dogs were recruited to the U.S military to go to the 

War Dogs Program, now known as the K-9 Corps. Eventually, when they started to 

train their dogs at the end of the war, the Dogs for Defense procured around 18.000 

dogs (Green, 2019). 

Glasgow, Scotland is not far away from London, and they did not start using 

police dogs until the early 1950s. Two officers were sent to London Metropolitan Police 

for 14-weeks of training and returned to Glasgow with German Shepherd dogs; one 

was donated by the London police and the other one was bought by the local force. As 

a result, the Glasgow Police Dog Branch was established in 1953 (BBC News, 2014).   

Special warehouse watchdogs were used in Marshall Field and Company in 

Chicago in 1952 after months of experimentation and training to guard the warehouse. 

They were trained to walk from floor to floor with a watchman who was waiting at a 

central station and the dog's training was to give an "all clear" signal with their paws. 

They were also trained to raise the alarm by barking if there was a sign of fire, smoke, 

or water leakage. The introduction of these dogs resulted in a significant reduction in 

thefts (Sloane, 1955). The move from war dogs to police dogs started in 1954 in 

Dearborn, United States the Police Department got an ex-marine dog trainer to train 

four German shepherds to be used for patrol duties. After hard training and being on 

patrol for six months not a single police dog-related incident was reported in Dearborn 

and the dogs were sold to Portland Police Bureau and they began their own canine 

corps.  This spread around the country and in 1956, the Baltimore and Los Angeles 

Police Departments established their own modern canine corps units (Mitchell, 2019). 

England was known for good police dogs and was selling and donating dogs to 

other countries. New Zealand imported a small number of puppies from England in 

1956; Sergeant Frank Riley travelled from England to New Zealand with a fully trained 

police dog named Miska, a nine-month-old dog, and twelve two-month-old puppies. 

Frank Riley had two men with him on this mission Alan Symes and Colin Guppy. They 

became the first police dog handlers in New Zealand and were known as the Three 

Musketeers (New Zealand Police, e.d.) Meanwhile in Europe, Sakari Lassila was 

appointed in 1961 as the Director of the Police dog Training Centre in Finland. In the 

kennel, they had a kennel cleaner who was employed to keep their space clean and 

dogs feed so the trainers could do more dog training. They also employed a caretaker 



 
 

11 
 

in 1974 to allow the trainers to focus on training and development work. In 1969 Finland 

had their first narcotics dog and explosive dogs were trained in the 1970s for the 

Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe meeting which was held in 

Finland. In the 1970s there were about 150 police dogs in Finland and the Suomen 

poliisikoirayhdistys (the Finnish Police Dog Association) was founded only 5 years 

earlier on October 6th of 1965 (Tikkanen, 2020).  

Police dogs have not always been used in a good way because they will do 

whatever their master or trainer tells them to do, some police officers were part of the 

Ku Klux Klan racist organization in the United States.  Some used their dogs in the 

Catholic civil rights marches in 1968-69. The all-white police officers abused their 

power by letting the dogs attack the black people when the protest was not even out 

of control (Whetstone, Brodeur and others, 2019).  

The United States did not acknowledge using dogs in law enforcement until the 

1970s.  After that time they were considered a part of the police force and they even 

have their own badges. The US has used many breeds and were not attached to one 

breed for one purpose, but they trained every dog for their purposes, such as tracking 

fugitives, missing persons, detecting illegal drugs, or explosives (Dogs for law 

enforcement, e.d.). In Finland, in the 1970s the training of explosive and narcotics dogs 

began, and every decade after it they increased their training, in the 1980s the training 

courses became longer and in the 1990s a more extensive specialist training began, 

the ten-week basic training of a patrol dog was now divided into five periods (Tikkanen, 

2020).  

Mattie the Labrador retriever was the first accelerant detection canine (ADC) in 

Connecticut State Police in the United States in 1986. Mattie was specially trained to 

alert for 17 different odours of ignitable liquids.  This training was a collaboration 

between the Connecticut Police and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and 

Explosives (ATF). This training of a dog was intended to assist in the detection of a 

variety of liquids that could be used to start a fire (U.S. Fire Administration, e.d.). 

The Finnish Police Dog Training Centre Director was in 1996 Chief Inspector 

Eero Itkonen. Training dogs became a part of the National Police School in Finnland, 

nationwide tests introduced for dogs handlers to pass. The first female officers were 

trained as dog handlers the same year. Chief Inspector Mikko Maunuksela was the 
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present director of the Police Dog Training Centre and he started to train dogs to find 

money in 1996 (Tikkanen, 2020). In recent years dogs have been trained as wildlife 

dogs. They are trained to detect elephant's ivory, rhino horn, endangered pangolins, 

rare plants, and woods that are smuggled from Kenya every day hidden in cargo 

containers. These dogs are called RASCO for Remote Air Sampling for Canine 

Olfaction and are trained to recognize the scent of ivory. They use special equipment 

to suck the air out of cargo container that is then passed through a filter and that filter 

collects scent for the dog to smell (Daley, 2018). Dogs smell sense is around 50 times 

better than humans, they can detect IEDs before the explosion has taken place and 

safe than many military lives. Ground patrols can uncover like 50 percent of this 

explosion by using a dog detection rate increase to 80 percent. When a human goes 

into a kitchen and can smell that there is a stew for dinner the dogs walk in and can 

smell pepper, carrots, lettuce, and tomatoes because he can smell all the ingredients 

(Green, 2019). 

Paedophiles, terrorists, and fraudsters searcher dogs, Police Constable 

Graham Attwood began to research in 2015 if dogs could be used effectively as a 

digital detection dogs  He worked with his counterparts in Connecticut who were using 

digital detection dogs. Two dogs were bought just for this job a 15 months old Tweed 

and Rob. Attwood and members of the alliance dog school begun to train the dogs in 

their own time since they were training other operational police dogs. Their goal was 

to train the dogs to detect hidden digital storage devices (Morris, 2017). These dogs 

would be the first of this kind in the U.K. since these kinds of detection dogs were only 

in the U.S. but Jeffrey Calandra is the only digital detection dog handler in the FBI, he 

was invited to Britain for a week to train and assess Rob and Tweed. The dogs passed 

their assessment with flying colors and could then start to work. Tweed indicated on 

one search that appeared to be a Coke can.  When inspected the officer discovered 

that it was a money box that had numerous S.D. cards concealed inside. Rob also 

detected a small device hidden in a drawer that likely would have been missed by the 

human eye (Morris, 2017). The dogs do not stop just there,  in 2019, Belgian Malinois 

named Conan who is a military working dog was a part of taking down the leader of 

ISIS in a Barisha raid (Green, 2019). In 2019 Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir specialist 

in dog training and owner of the quarantine in Iceland has been training the German 

shepherd Hanz to search for mold in houses in Iceland. Einar Ragnarsson, who works 
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for the company Mannvit, asked Jóhanna to go to Germany and learn and train a dog 

for mold searching. Einar says that the human is limited because we look for visible 

marks of molds like moisture damage or moisture pads that may indicate that there 

could be mold, but the use of dogs is more effective. When the dog enters a room, 

Hanz may only show one wall out of the four to be of interest then we can focus on 

that one wall (Gjörbylting í mygluleit, 2019).  

Dogs have become so useful in searching that a Columbia drug gang was giving 

out 70.000USD for the person that would kill Sombra the Narcotic search dog because 

she found 9 tons of drugs that the gang owned, she had to be relocated after the threat 

that shows us just how important a working dog is (Jónas Torfason, 2018).  

It is clear from this review of the international literature that dogs have been 

used in law enforcement over the past two hundred years.  The use of dogs has 

evolved from merely tracking people to the detection of IED’s, money, illegal drugs, 

technology and even mold.  The literature demonstrates that dogs are recognized as 

an essential and invaluable technical resource for both military and civilian law 

enforcement agencies across the globe.  In the next section, the history and evolution 

of police dogs in Iceland are examined.   

 

4. The History and Evolution of Dogs in Iceland 

 

Icelanders have a long history of using working dogs.  The spitz-type breed was 

brought to Iceland with the first Viking settlers, which means that the breed Icelandic 

Sheepdog has been in Iceland for over 1.100 years.  It is considered to be the Iceland 

native dog also known as the Viking dogs. The Icelandic Sheepdog was most likely 

brought from Sweden and Denmark as archaeologists have found similarities in 

genetics in the Icelandic sheepdogs and canine remains found dating back to 8.000 

BCE in graves in Sweden and Denmark. In the mid-16th century, the Icelandic 

Sheepdog was exported to England. The breed got so popular that Shakespeare 

mentions this breed of dogs in his play "Henry V". In the late 19th century, the Icelandic 
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Sheepdogs were killed by diseases losing 75% of the Sheepdogs in Iceland 

(Ragnheiður, 2019). 

In 1869 a law was introduced in Iceland concerning the keeping dogs as a pet 

and working dogs.  In 1871 Iceland introduced a high rate of tax for every dog on a 

farm or in a home. The dogs got tapeworm that people and livestock were infected with 

called sepsis. The reason people were getting it was because dogs were used to lick 

the bowls that people used to eat from. After the introduction of the increased taxation, 

dogs numbers decreased substantially and by 1950 they were in danger of extinction 

(Vilmundur Hansen, 2016).  

April 13th 1892 people had to have a special permission to import dogs to 

Iceland since it was prohibition to it otherwise. These prohibitions were made into laws 

in 1909. Dogs had been bringing lots of diseases to livestock in Iceland with bad 

consequences to them and the farmers (Dýraverndarinn, 1976). Ban of importing dogs 

was put on so the Icelandic sheepdog could get the time to recover (Ragnheiður, 

2019). In 1969 the Icelandic Breeding Association was established to protect the 

Icelandic Sheepdog (Vilmundur Hansen, 2016). Some Icelandic Sheepdogs were 

exported to Denmark around 1900 and trained as war dogs and the did a good job 

(Dýraverndarinn, 1976).  The Icelandic Sheepdog has also been trained for the 

Icelandic's Search and Rescue squads because the breed is exceptionally good in 

avalanche searches (Ragnheiður, 2019). 

Hallgerður Gísladóttir describes her memories from her childhood when her 

mother was telling her stories from her childhood in Seyðisfjörður, East Iceland. Her 

mother remembered when she came in from playing outside with a friend and they 

were hungry and there was a good smell in the kitchen and there was a big dish of 

meat on the table and the housewife sad "no for the love of God, don't touch it, it's a 

dog". But at that time the people in Iceland were killing dogs and boiling them, meat 

and bones to get the grease from them, the marrow was the best grease. The grease 

they collected in jars and used on wounds like scars and bruises. Until 1930 dog grease 

was common in homes across Iceland because it was known for its healing powers 

(Hallgerður Gísladóttir, 2000). 
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Iceland was experiencing many problems with tapeworm and taxes to pay to 

keep dogs as well as a ban on dogs in the capital city, Reykjavík, which was not 

helping.  It could be argued that Iceland was working with what they had.  

In April 1951 the first police dog came with the ship Gullfoss to Iceland from 

Copenhagen. Sparter was the first trained police dog in the Reykjavík police 

department. Sparter was a 4-year-old German Shepherd, and the only reason he came 

to Iceland is that his owner in Denmark had to move to another apartment and could 

not have Sparter in his new apartment. Geirjón Helgason was Sparter's new teammate, 

and he had been in Denmark for six months to train and get to know Sparter. The one 

problem that was with the first police dog in Iceland was that he only knew Danish and 

Geirjón had to learn everything in Danish to use Sparter. However, after arriving in 

Iceland, the team started to add Icelandic words and Sparter started to understand 

words in Icelandic fast. Sparter was a very intelligent dog and graduated with first grade 

in many subjects; he also had his pedigree and had a long history of good working 

dogs behind him. Geirjón was sure that before he knew it that Sparter would become 

essential in the Icelandic Police because he is a good guard, protector, and could hunt 

down and track people (Er Íslenskur lögregluhundur, en skilur ekki nema dönsku, 

1951).  

In 1971, Police and Customs formed a collaborative group consisting of one 

member from the Investigation police in Reykjavík and one member from the Customs 

Service at Keflavik airport, one from the Customs Service in Reykjavík and one from 

the Police in Reykjavík. This was the foundation of the drug department in Iceland. 

Moreover, by that fall the collaborative group investigated 90 drug cases and also 

interviewed about 500 people. The result from the drug department was giving to the 

Ministry of Justice in November the same year that most of the drugs were coming to 

Iceland by mail. Dogs have been used to search for drugs because they safe time and 

can detect what is hard for the humans to find. Another common way to import drugs 

was that adolescents who lived abroad carried the materials with them in their luggage 

or in their clothing. The same year a club named Kiwanis Hekla donated to the Ministry 

of Justice a collection of money on the condition that the funds would be used to 

establish a specially trained drug search dog.  A police officer in the Reykjavík Police 

Department went to London where he was trained to work with a searching dog. The 

first drug searching dog soon arrived in Iceland (Guðmundur Guðjónsson, 1999). 
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Þorsteinn Steingrímsson was sent to the Metropolitan Police in London for 6 months 

of training to bring back to Iceland the first drug detection dog with him. Prins and 

Þorsteinn came to Iceland in October 1971. Prins was a 17 months old Labrador 

Retriever, Prins was mostly used for the Customs in Keflavík and Reykjavík airport, he 

will also be used around the country if needed (Hasshundurinn kominn, 1971).  In 1972 

a special narcotics and drugs department was formally established within the 

Reykjavík Police. 1974 Current Act no. 65/1974 on narcotics and drugs set by law. The 

Addiction and Addiction Department was created and is recognisable today 

(Guðmundur Guðjónsson, 1999).  

In 1981 Skipper the drug detection dog arrived in 

Iceland with his trainer Snæbjörn Aðalsteinsson. He was a 

so-called cannabis dog and was a 15-month-old Labrador 

Retriever from Denmark. The Danish police bought Skipper 

for the Icelandic police and started his basic training for the 

first months and when Skipper was 9 months old Snæbjörn 

went to Denmark to begin training with the Danish dog police 

unit. Snæbjörn than meet Skipper's trainer John Ficher 

Jensen and they went over everything and he got to know 

Skipper. After only 3 weeks they started to take part in drug 

house searches. Skipper was trained to search for cannabis, 

cocaine, amphetamine, and heroin but it is better not to have 

dogs searching for too many things so they can focus more on one thing than to many 

and drop their focus. That is why Snæbjörn said that the police need more dogs to 

cover more drug find. Skipper became very attached to Snæbjörn fast and when 

Skipper was in the quarantine in Iceland Snæbjörn vent to visit him every day to keep 

up his training and keep him company but Skipper was very sad in the quarantine since 

he could not meet other dogs and he was not used to be alone it was a hard time for 

Skipper (Hasshundurinn Skipper, 1981).  

In 2000 there were four police dogs in Iceland, and in 2007 they were 11 (Björg 

Magnúsdóttir, 2007). The Icelandic born, German Shepherd named Flóki joined the 

police in Reykjavík with his trainer Sigurður Jónasson, they were walking down the 

streets in the downtown Reykjavík but Flóki was taken into the unit in 2002 with that in 

mind to be on patrol in downtown Reykjavík (Fleiri lögregluhundar við eftirlit, 2002). 

Snæbjörn Aðalsteinsson 

and Skipper 
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The Icelandic Police have been working hard against the sale and distribution 

of drugs. A special effort has been going on from July 23. 2007 and over the big festival 

weekend in Iceland called Vestmannahelgi. This special effort was a collaborative 

operation between the police and the Customs, using specially trained dogs to search 

for drugs. At this time there were eleven drug detection dogs in Iceland.  The capital 

police have five dogs at their disposal the other six were distributed around the country. 

The dogs were two Labradors, three Springer Spaniel, and six German Shepards. 

Deputy State Police Chief Páll E. Winkel stated that the use of drug detection dogs had 

gone very well and its simply one of the tools that are used to prevent the spread of 

drugs. The dog's training takes from six to nine months and is mainly focused on 

searching for drugs. A police statement said when searching for the preferred drug 

searching dog, the dog's character is primary importance but not his breed. This 

special effort has gone very well and Páll says "It has already resulted in over 250 drug 

searches of people in cars and homes. Also, 40 drug cases have come up this week, 

all about the sale of drugs" (Björg Magnúsdóttir, 2007). 

Police dogs have proven their worth, but recently one of the capital's dogs found 

considerable quantities of drugs that were well and carefully hidden in a home. The 

police dogs are also useful for many other jobs, for example, to track offenders on the 

run from the police, but a recent example of this was when criminals were hiding in 

new buildings and harbor areas. You can call the dogs around the clock or make an 

effort to further this job. The police dog area of the marina area is called Police Dogs 

K-9 (Sex lögregluhundar í K-9, 2007).  

The annual report in 2008 from the National Police Commissioner states that in 

2008 the work had continued on the development and strengthening of the police dog 

unit. Rolf Von Krogh, one of Norway's leading dog trainers, came to Iceland in May 

that year and took part in a basic training course for dog trainers, also special training 

for searching for people, and the annual work permit for the dogs and trainers. In April 

and May, an analysis was conducted among the police commissioner asking about the 

use of dogs for law enforcement in the year 2007-2008, where they should be operating 

and what kind of job and how it would be the arrangements for the police dog unit. The 

result will be used for fundamental reform in the unit for next year (Ríkislögreglustjórinn, 

2009). 
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The Icelandic police are far behind their global law enforcement peers in the 

use of police dogs. Even though police dogs in Iceland have a good reputation, in 2011 

a litter was born in Iceland from the union of a police dog and the Customs dog. Four 

of the eight puppies were promising drug detection dogs. Foreign police authorities 

were interested in having puppies from that litter, the former National Police 

Commissioner did not sell any of the puppies since there was enough work for the 

dogs to do in Iceland. At that time the dogs had 384 drug cases just in 2010 (Erlend 

lögregla vill kaupa lögregluhunda frá Suðurnesjum, 2011). 

In the 2012 annual report from the National Commissioner, the police dog teams 

were very busy. The dogs had been used in any number of cases and their use had 

increased steadily as well as the police officer's understanding of the utility of these 

dogs. In March of the same year, a bomb search dog started working, but he and his 

trainer belong to the Special Forces. Drug detection dogs are now in six administrations 

across Iceland, the police in Selfoss, Vestmannaeyjum, Borganesi, Blónduósi, Akureyri 

and the Sauðárkróki. Also, they have a dog team in the Prison and Probation Services. 

Some of the dogs are also trained as a track search and looking for lost people in 

avalanches. The head of the Police dog training team took an active part together with 

other experts from European countries in a project organized by Frontex, which was 

to coordinate, compile and set up training material for police dog trainers in Europe. 

He also went all over Europe both to teach and also to give lectures on training police 

dogs. The co-operation with other police teams in Europe has intensified in recent 

years law enforcement agencies in Europe have shown great interest in how good 

Icelandic police dog teams are (Ríkislögreglustjórinn, 2013).  

Five dogs graduated in 2012, three-drug detection dogs for the police, one for 

the Prison and Probation Service, and one bomb search dog for the Special Forces. 

At that time there are drug detection dogs in Borgarnes, Vestmannaeyjar, Blönduósi, 

Akureyri, Eskifirði, Selfossi and Suðurnesjum. Almost all over Iceland but missing a 

dog in Westfjords (Útskrifuðu fimm lögregluhunda, 2012). Eight drug searching dogs 

were gathered in Sauðárkrókur on an annual training day. To have the training and 

also some fun by competing in finding drugs. Höskuldur B. Erlingsson police officer in 

Blönduós is the organizer of this training day and it was also the Icelandic tournament. 

Höksuldur states that the dogs have been training all their lives and it takes around two 

years for them to start working in the police, they have to take their operating license 
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every year to maintain their license working as drug searching dogs (Fíkniefnahundar 

við æfingar, 2013). 

The police in Westfjords had to close their dog team in 2015 due to budget cuts 

and the supervisor of the dogs returned to general duties. The time the supervisor 

Laufey Gísladóttir spent caring and training the dog Nökkvi is now spent fully utilized 

for law enforcement. Laufey decided to keep Nökkvi with her since she had been taking 

care of him since he was a puppy and she finds it the horrible conclusion that Nökkvi 

is no longer part of the team (Þórhildur Bjartmarz, 2015). The Kiwanis Club in 

Vestmannaeyjar has given the local police for now three-drug searching dogs after 

giving the police in 2016 the black Labrador Rökkvi from an approved dog breeder in 

Norway. Without the Kiwanis Club, the police in Vestmannaeyjar would probably not 

have a searching dog in their team.  It is clear that a dog is one of the most important 

tools used by the police in the fight against drugs. The club gave the police in 2001 the 

German Shepard named Tanja, next one was in 2008 who was Luna the English 

springer spaniel and now the third one Rökkvi. Rökkvi's supervisor is Heiðar Hinriksson 

and Heiðar trained all the dogs that the police in Vestmannaeyjar has used. Rökkvi is 

now in his home with Luna so he has both of them in his home now. The dog needs to 

have their own family and home in order for them to feel comfortable they are not just 

stored inside a closet at the police station between cases. Heiðar states it is very 

frustrating that the budget does not receive funds for projects like this and charities 

such as Kiwani are crucial for protecting our community from illegal drugs. The drug 

search dog is one of the most powerful tools that police can use in their work 

(Afhending á fíkniefnaleitarhundinum Rökkva, 2016). 

The police department in the North West of Iceland was entrusted in 2018 to 

keep the supervision of the police dog training by the Ministry of Justice. Now there 

are ten police dogs in the country and four of them are young dogs that are still in 

training and some of them are getting to old says the head of the training team Steinar 

Gunnarsson. Steinar states that the project has been down for almost four years, the 

project was about to fall down when the ministry assigned us in the North West to the 

project (Lovísa Arnardóttir, 2018). 
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"We have the knowledge, conditions and the framework" 

Steinar Gunnarsson 

 

It is surprising to note that there are police dogs deployed in all districts of Iceland 

except for the nations capital city and east Iceland. At the time of writing the dogs that 

are deployed around the country are: In the Westfjords we have Tindur, 

Vesmannaeyjar we have Rökkvi, North-West there is Þoka, North-East is Jökull, in the 

Suðurnes is Klarissa and we have one dog in the prison names Winkill named after 

the head of the prison chief.  The four youngsters that are still in training are Stormur, 

Bylur, and Gonni, one dog is called Steinar at the moment. Like Steinar has described 

before there are no dogs employed in the capital area they can borrow when needed  

for large outdoor events or music festivals. Nevertheless, there are good patrol teams 

in the capital who could benefit from having a dog in their team. Steinar states that they 

have been importing dogs and also use from their own breeding and use mostly 

working dog lines. Most are Labradors at the moment and some of the dogs are based 

on the dogs that have been imported. These puppies are tested right away and 

monitored closely and systematically. The dogs are a tremendous workforce and are 

huge job savings for the police and multiply the ability. These dogs are trained to scan 

people and having dogs at festivals means that the people that do not have drugs on 

them are not bothered only the ones that do have drugs (Lovísa Arnardóttir, 2018). 

In 2018 Steinar Gunnarsson gave the East Police District of Iceland, the dog Bylur to 

his handler Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir.  

"The reason for the gift is that I have an attachment to the east. There are my 

homelands and I was brought up in the police there," 

Steinar Gunnarsson 

Bylur is a third-year Labrador that showed early tremendous talent, having a history of 

drug searching dogs in his family tree, his parents are the police dog Þoka and the 

prison dog Winkler. Bylur was raised up by Steinar and his family and also trained in 

the prison Litla-Hraun. Steinar starts preparing the puppies early and it was clear that 

Bylur was promising and started full training when he was 4-5 months old (Gunnar 

Gunnarsson, 2019) 
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In the rules on the use of police powers, tools,  and weapons it states in chapter 1, 

“the use of force and police equipment 10th law of Police dogs that with consent from 

the Chief of Police to train dogs for use in the force”. Training programs and procedures 

for the use of dogs shall be approved by the National Commissioner of Police. It always 

has to be in mind that there must be a coherence between the situation and the use of 

force by the police. The use of force steps in Iceland are seven, in this order 

1. Police commands  

2. Police Powers  

3. Handcuffs/Chains  

4. Police Dogs  

5. Pepper spray  

6. Baton   

7. Firearms  

The use of force must be necessary and proportionate. The police officer's escalation 

methods are set out in these levels of forces. Police dog refers to the use of specially 

trained dogs in the use of force against people. The use of police dogs by use of force 

implies that dogs are used as a kind of weapon in the hands of the police or as a 

statement that can calm the crowd down. Where the dog is used as a threat for 

example in a big crowd that the police are trying to control and on the other hand, in 

overcoming dangerous criminals (Reglur um valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 1999).  

It is clear from the literature that the situation in Iceland as been less organised, funded 

and resourced in comparison to many global law enforcement agencies.  The 

remainder of this thesis will focus upon trying to understand why the use of dogs by 

the Icelandic police has fallen far behind their international peers.   
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5. Method  

The previous chapters examined the history and evolution of working dogs around the 

world more generally and in Iceland, specifically. This new chapter will describe how 

the data was collected and analyzed in order to answer the questions that were set out 

in the introduction to this thesis. The goal of this study is to answer this primary 

question "The Use of Police Dogs in Iceland:  A Luxury, an Indulgence, or a Necessity 

in 21st century policing. Despite the vast body of literature and historical exploring the 

use of dogs across the globe and history, there is, little in terms of the use of dogs in 

Iceland. Since there is a lack of literature, an exploratory methodology was used 

(Dudovskiy, n.d.). 

In order to answer the qualitative questions at the heart of this study, a small-

scale, exploratory, qualitative study was developed, six people with varying degrees of 

experience of working with police dogs in Iceland took part in semi-structured 

interviews. The data collected were subjected to thematic analysis (David & Sutton, 

2011).  To answer the questions the data needed to be words and textual, not numbers 

or pure statistics. The sub-questions for this thesis are: Why is the history of Icelandic 

Police dogs so perforated? Why is there no police dog in the capital police? What kind 

of group is the police dog unit in 2020?  

In the context of police dogs in Iceland, the researcher was aware that the list 

of a potential participant was going to be small, all of those who contacted, agreed to 

take part in the research. Due to the small nation and connections between not only 

people all the cross Iceland but also the police dog handlers, it was decided to begin 

selecting participants by way of convenience sampling.  The definition of this type of 

sampling suggests that participants are selected for a study due to their ease of 

recruitment.  A disadvantage of this type of sampling is that it does not represent the 

whole population but only the ones that are chosen (David & Sutton, 2011). Purposive 

sampling is where the researcher uses their own judgment on who should be a 

participant in a study, as was also the case in this thesis (Dudovskiy, n.d). Purposive 

sampling is often used in qualitative research to gain detailed knowledge of the subject. 

Interviewers often recruit additional participants through recommendations by 

interviewees.  This is called Snowball sampling, and this process also occurred in this 
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current study (McCombes, 2019). These sampling methods were considered most 

appropriate based upon the small potential population size for this current study.  

Each participant was provided with a detailed information sheet and invited to 

read and sign an informed consent form. These documents stated that participants 

would be offered confidentiality, but all agreed to be named. This is again due to the 

fact that the population size of dog users and trainers is very small in Iceland. The 

participants were offered the opportunity to review their individual involvement in the 

thesis before being published, which some asked to do so. (David & Sutton, 2011).   

Data was collected from a group of police officers and dog handlers and then 

analyzed. Participants were both men and women that were either educated police 

officers or employed Customs Officers all with fully trained dogs or had worked with 

police dogs. The plan was to meet with the participants in person and interview them 

at a place, on a date and time that suited them. Due to the restrictions imposed 

because of the Covid-19 global pandemic, the design was changed.   

The qualitative data were collected using two methods: five semi-structured 

interviews and one self-completion questionnaire. The interviews were moved to 

Zoom-meetings since travel was restricted, one face to face interview, and the self-

completion questionnaire was sent by mail.  The interviews were audio-recorded and 

lasted between 50 minutes up to 1 hour and 20 minutes and the self-completion 

questionnaire had 11 questions. There were five semi-structured interviews and one 

self-completion questionnaire. One of the semi-structures interviews was with two 

persons at the same time. The four semi-structured interviews were conducted via 

Zoom meeting software that was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim (David & 

Sutton, 2011), one interview was face to face at the home of the interviewer and was 

recorded and transcribed, participants were all cross the country.  

An interview guide was created and piloted with the first interviewee. The aim 

of the pilot was to check that the interview guide questions would allow providing the 

data necessary to answer the aim and objectives of this research. The guide was with 

open-ended questions to give the interviewee opportunity to answer with more depth, 

and more extended response and they are helpful to dig deeper a person's knowledge 

and opinion on issues. (David & Sutton, 2011)   
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At the conclusion of each interview, the interviewee was asked if they had 

anything else they liked to add and or to clarify. This was to ensure that the interview 

professionally conducted and managed.  It was also done to ensure the accuracy of 

data collection. Once the interviewees had all left the meetings, the researcher spent 

time reflecting upon how the interview had been conducted, what thoughts and feelings 

emerged and what was surprising or interesting (Schutt, 2012).  

 

Only one computer was used to store the audio recording of the interviews.  The 

recordings once the interviews were transcribed.  The transcriptions were created 

using Microsoft Word.  The researcher then spent a significant length of time reading 

and rereading the transcripts to become familiar with the data. It was from this 

familiarity with the data that themes or patterns began to emerge.  This process is 

called Thematic analysis.   This was used to explore and identify people's opinions, 

experiences, knowledge, or views from qualitative data (interview transcripts and self-

completion questionnaire). The provisional themes were reviewed several times, and 

where there was consensus, then the formal theme was recorded. This was a time 

consuming and interesting process. (Schutt 2012, David & Sutton, 2011).  

The themes that emerged will be discussed and introduced in the next chapter, 

findings and discussions.  
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6. Findings and Discussion 

This chapter will explore the exciting themes that emerged from the interview and 

questionnaire data.  These go some way to explain why dogs are so underused in 

Iceland and more specifically, they provide the answers to the questions upon which 

this thesis is constructed.  Interestingly, the findings also shed light on the history and 

events that do not appear in the records of police dogs in Iceland.    

The first theme is the necessity of police dogs in Iceland, in every interview, the 

necessity came up many times, the dog handlers can not understand why there are 

not more dogs and why they are not used much more.  

The second theme is the dog unit as an identifiable group, and it is a unique 

group inside the police since everyone is there to work as a group which is often 

missing inside the Icelandic Police. They use constructive criticism and positive 

reinforcement to help the handlers to work with the dog better.    

The third theme is the lack of financial support to the police generally and the 

dog unit, specifically in Iceland.    

The fourth theme is the unequal employment of police dogs across the country 

and specifically the absence of even a single police dog in the capital city.  

The fifth theme is the future vision in the use of police dogs in Iceland, how it is 

building and evolving today, and how the interviewers would like to see it in the future. 

What is a necessity, a luxury, or an indulgence having police dogs in Iceland?  

Each of these themes is critically analyzed in the following eleven sub-sections.  

 

6.1 Dog Culture in Iceland 

It is not long ago that Icelanders were living in turf houses and were mostly farmers. 

People in Iceland have lived with dogs for over 1000 years, but despite this, the people 

became afraid of dogs since they were bringing diseases to people and animals on 
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farms. In 2020 it is more about allergies to a dog, it seems that everyone in Iceland 

has allergies, and dogs cannot be anywhere without disturbing people.  

 “Dog culture in Iceland is quite young and dog racism is nowhere more than in Iceland but it 

was an older woman Margrét Guðnadóttir who was a virologist she told me that it comes 

from the old days when dogs were carrying echinococcosis (sepsis). Then people were 

taught that dogs were poisonous and to the children, and from generation to generation. 

Then no one knew why, and the sepsis was long gone. People just knew that dogs were 

banned and now there is a new one that is acute allergies to dogs, that just does not exist. 

Right now, dogs are worm cleaned and no one is killed from sepsis”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 

 

 

6.2 Police Dogs in Iceland (1980 – 2003)  

Extraordinarily little is recorded or published regarding the training and use of police 

dogs in Iceland between 1980 and 2003.  Much of what is known comes from a former 

police dog handler Sigurður Jónasson. Sigurður Jónasson provides an interesting if 

limited, insight into police dogs used by the Icelandic police during this period of recent 

history.   

“My career with police dogs began in 1993 when I was offered the opportunity to train 

a dog for a bomb searching. It was the dog Töggur, a German Schafer, and Töggur held that 

position for the next eight years if I remember correctly. In 1996, I was offered a position as a 

"dog man" in the narcotics department of the Reykjavik Police. I worked there for several 

years with Þorsteinn Hraundal who had trained dogs for many years. We later moved to the 

Information and Supervision department with the dogs and later to a special dog department 

that was set up - the smallest department in the police, two people, and three dogs. I then 

put the dog work on the shelf when I started as a teacher at the Police School, where I began 

work at the beginning of 2003”.  

 Sigurður Jónasson 

Sigurður Jónasson described his earliest memories and experiences with regard to 

police dogs in Iceland.   
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“… Snæbjörn Aðalsteinsson who is deceased had a dog in the police during those 

years (1981 to 1990)… Þorsteinn Hraundal was (also) there for years, all his career he had a 

dog with the police in Reykjavik. It's been a few years since he left (retired) because of age. 

Jónas Magnússon, deceased also had a dog for a while, Guðmundur Bogason had a dog at 

this time, Einar Þórarinsson had the first bomb search dog, and I just took over his job later, 

Einar Þórarinsson also had a Narcotic search dog. Maybe I'm forgetting something”. 

Sigurður Jónasson 

Sigurður Jónasson´s mentor was Þorsteinn Hraundal, who worked in the police in 

Reykjavík. He had trained police dogs for years, Þorsteinn Hraundal began such 

training in the early 1980s. Then Sigurður attended various courses, was in 

considerable connection with trainers in the other Nordic countries, also trained with 

dog trainers at the Customs department during his time. The training methods at that 

time were a bit "old school". The training was based on activating the hunting nature 

of the dog, which then the dog received a reward for positive behavior. 

Sigurður Jónasson described the lack of understanding and interest from other officers 

having dogs within the police at his time in the unit.  

“I have often said that having a police dog is the most ungrateful job you can get. 

Understanding and interest from other police officers are sometimes limited, of course, not 

everyone under the same hat, but if successful then it seemed natural, but if not successful 

people were always willing to judge, even without understanding why. Some people think 

that a dog is a machine that cannot fail, but the dog is great for facilitating the work of the 

police. Then the dog handler is never free, he has his dog around the clock, all year long. 

Great obligations that could be misunderstood by others. Some had understanding but 

others did not”.  

Sigurður Jónasson 

Sigurður Jónasson described how he trained a general-purpose dog along with other 

training. He appeared in the national news when the training was coming to an end 

and attracted considerable attention. He used the dog on the street while they were 

listed under the dog department in Reykjavik with great success. The dog did not bite 

a single person during its service, he was sent at least twice to chase down people 

who stopped when they saw what was coming and gave up without any resistance.  

“General purpose dog is problematic, there is a great need to choose carefully, both 

the dog and especially the trainer. As the case today, it would be ideal as police officers work 
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alone and it is a great help to have such dogs he could see it as the first step”.  

Sigurður Jónasson 

6.3 Rolf von Krogh 

The Icelandic Customs agreed to collaborate with the Norwegian Customs department 

in 2005. At that time Rolf von Krogh was the head coach of the Norwegian Customs, 

his background was from the Norwegian Army working as a dog man. At this time the 

Icelandic Customs dogs were not working well and were far behind in dogs. Ester 

Pálmadóttir attended a training course and took the basic course in Norway with her 

dog (Samstarf lögreglunnar og tollgæslunnar einstakt hér, 2005). The dogs that came 

from Rolf started to bring in cases and began to work very effectively. At that time there 

was a huge difference in quality between the police dogs and the Customs dogs, the 

Customs dogs were much better.  

“Specialist from the Norwegian Customs in dog drugs training, Rolf von Krogh, says that the 

co-operation of the National Commissioner of Police and the Customs in Reykjavik and at 

Keflavik Airport in training the Narcotic search dog is unique. The police and Customs in 

other countries can look to Iceland and learn from the experience here, not least regarding 

the quality of training and supervision of the operation”.  

Samstarf lögreglunnar og tollgæslunnar einstakt hér, 2005 

 

A few police officers that had dogs were invited to attend basic training with the 

Customs department. Steinar and other officers attended a month-long course with 

Rolf and his team.  

“It was an intensive course, very professional and then just a door opened to another world 

and our dog quality grew during this time with new training methods and more modern 

technique. This program was not only a program it was a massive school and a decision was 

made and we were doing to join this Norwegian system and start more cooperation with the 

Customs. I was then sent out for more study to the U.K. in 2006 then continued to Norway for 

further education and I was sent by the former National commissioner and then became over 

the dog's department until 2014 when the former national commissioner slaughtered this all 

the year before and transitioned to the Frontex system and then everything just crashed and 

there was great damage”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 
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The Norwegian system was embraced and at this time Rolf was also teaching at the 

Metropolitan Police Dog Training School in London.  This is how a connection to the 

Metropolitan police was made. The London school uses a similar methodology in dog 

training as the Norwegians.  

“Regarding search dogs, I have seen them all over the world and this is it there is no higher 

class than there in search dogs. This is the program we decided to do because there is a lot 

of pressure being put into our performance and we have no choice but to choose only the 

best. So that was what we really did, we created our own system from the Norwegian and 

the British and what we had before and mixed it all together”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 

 

6.4 What happened in 2013  

For the ten years between 2004 and 2014, Steinar, the lead police dog trainer for 

Iceland, built a world-class dog training unit and shared working practices with many 

international peers.    

“In 2013 the former National Commissioner of police decided to slaughter this 

program overnight, so everything collapsed”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 

Reviewing the recent history of police dogs in Iceland, there is a significant gap 

between 2013 and 2018.  Steinar was able to provide an insight into these missing 

years as well as a small number of media articles.   

“The district in East Iceland was given a trained Narcotic search dog but they kept it a 

quiet and was explained later that it was because the former National Commissioner had 

withdrawn the funds that the office was supposed to get, to get this dog”. 

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

The National Commissioner of Police along with the Customs Director decided to move 

over to the Frontex system in 2013.  This is a European Border and coast guard agency 

and is more for border control.  Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir suggests that many of the 

police and customs officers lost confidence in police dogs after they moved to the 

Frontex system.  
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„The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) was established in 2004 

with the aim of assisting E.U. member states and the Schengen area in protecting the 

external borders of the free movement in the E.U. As an E.U. institution, Frontex is 

funded by the European Union budget and the Schengen Associated Countries. “  

International service dogs training in Murastes, n.d. 

 

This system had a negative impact on drug searching dogs in the police and Customs. 

Officers started to distrust the dogs and the effects of this are still felt in 2020.  

“…then we just got into this Frontex system and it just wasn't working and the dogs that we 

had were defective and the system is built so much for bomb searching and border crossing. 

This system just was not suitable for this regular drug search”  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir  

The Frontex system is a system that the dog unit does not accept today. Former 

National Commissioner of police decided to switch over to it and Steinar was not 

involved or consulted about the change in the training method.   

“He (former National Commissioner of police) bought a dog and imported to Iceland and also 

got a trainer, the dog went on a festival and they found one drug and it was because the 

person saw the dog and ran away so the officers got the person. Then we came one or two 

years later (after they switched back to their method) to the same festival and with two of our 

trained dogs and we got 90 drug cases”. 

Steinar Gunnarsson  

Áslaug Arna Sigurbjörnsdóttir Minister of Justice appointed Sigríður Björk 

Guðjónsdóttir the new National Commissioner in March 2020 (Sigríður Björk Skipuð 

ríkislögreglustjóri, 2020). Steinar has high hopes for the new National Commissioner. 

Steinar describes that Sigríður has shown interest in the use of police dogs while at 

the same time she was the Chief of Police in the capital area from 2014-2020 and the 

capital has no dog.  

“Now we have immense hopes with the new National commissioner, Sigríður Björk 

Guðjónsdóttir who has had an interest in dogs over the years and there is no reason to not 

be optimistic”. 

Steinar Gunnarsson 
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6.5 Condensed group 

When the former National Commissioner decided to switch over to the Frontex system 

and terminate the unit, he did not ‘slaughter’ the group as Steinar described it. The 

group stuck together and was stronger than ever.  

“There are people in the history of police dogs in Iceland and the chapter when the former 

national commissioner turned against us, how people did not collapse and went into Ministry 

together as one person and refused to join in this confusion, and the former national 

commissioner never managed to bend the group, I have never known such solidarity 

anywhere and definitely not in the police. It also meant that we had victory in the end. This is 

something that people should watch. And the courage that people showed there that caused 

us to rebuild this with the old group of people. The spirit of this group is quite unique and 

those who are new to enter into are entering into a really strong group of professionals and is 

the professionalism that characterizes and is the reason for this success”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 

 

Hrafnhildur describes how amazing the mentors are in the group since Steinar is not 

the only mentor they can divide the responsibility more towards each other and give 

more time to everyone they are training.  

“….When I did not have a dog, I just started training with Elín and Heiðar and got to practice 

with Elín’s dog. Just went to Vesmannaeyja took one day with them, that's what I think 

characterizes this group what they are all great instructors. They are just teaching and I got 

one dog from Elín because he is fully trained and I was not interrupting that dog or damaging 

anything but the dog was to teach me. I learned to chase the dog on a search and track with 

the dog”. 

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

The mentors are always there for the trainers whenever they need their help or just to 

get more encouragement. Both Hrafnhildur and Snjólaug talk about how amazing the 

mentors are and this program would not be the same without them. The group is also 

very dense and cohesive and always there to back each other up when needed.  

“We are all so different but all so cohesive and fun. The first time I went North and met this 

group was like having a new family. We are really good at backing each other up, 
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encouraging each other, we are good at patting each other's shoulders, and discussing 

things that matter. What is also so obvious about this group is that if there is something that 

does not go well with you then you are never torn down. No matter how stupid the question 

is, or how badly the training goes, you are never torn down. There are always positive points 

and positive structures and never anything like, what are you predicting you fool. And you 

never feel bad, even if you make a mistake. It's just the next time we do this. There is never a 

demolition this group is just positive reinforcement.”  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

 

Police culture as Manning describes is a essentially a masculine culture, with interest 

in masculine things like sports, outdoor life, sexual triumphs and a visible masculinity 

and toughness (Manning, 1978, p. 249). The police are known for its masculinity 

environment and have created a negative feature in police culture (Silvestri, 2017).  

Snjólaug describes how she has experienced negativity and an uncomfortable working 

environment until she joined the dog unit. Before joining the team she described feeling 

isolated and felt the need to protect and defend herself from others within the police 

service.   

“It was never looked down on me like there is a lot in the police looked down to the 

newcomers….I was immediately welcomed and they soon noticed that I was always breaking 

me down and making to much demands on me and that I just had to trust my co-worker 

Bylur. You never go broken home from exercise if you felt like things went bed. I was there at 

first ready to go in defense, and I especially remember the last day of my first course then 

they forgot to tell me that I should not, of course, reward the dog, but should raise his hand 

when he marks. But it is done in tests so that the judge can tell me if the dog is marking 

correctly so the dog is not marking a fake-mark. Which I do, just give him the prize when he 

marks, they say to me: hey you should raise your hand. And then it hit me and I say: you 

have to tell me that! (with a certain full tone). I was so ready to answer for me. Then this man 

comes to me just sorry I'm just realizing that you are new, it came completely flat on me and I 

was so ready to bite from me. Because it just comes down to being a woman within the 

police force. They had just arrived there and acknowledged their mistake, which rarely 

happens within the police”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 
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6.6 Customs 

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir is a dog handler with the Icelandic Customs Directorate.   

she has a dog from Steinar to which the Customs Directorate has full access. 

Hrafnhildur is often working with the capital police in searching for drugs.  

“I have helped the police a lot in the capital area and central because they do not have a 

dog. It is just great that the partnership has become so good”.  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

The customs dogs are used for searching shipping companies, postal offices, in 

containers for companies, and the police. She monitors her dog very carefully and can 

tell that the dog is someday getting overtired.  Too many cases a day can be too much 

for the dog.   

“We are just always looking, I often take the dog for 3-8 tasks a day for the Customs. It is too 

much stress and I find that the dog is overtired sometimes”.  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

Due to the outbreak of Covid-19 and the global pandemic, there was a delay in 

graduating dogs for the Customs and for the police. Customs currently as two dogs 

today since they are waiting for two dogs to graduate and when they graduate than 

one of the old ones will retire, so they will have three dogs. Hrafnhildur and her dog 

are helping the police in the capital and also sometimes the police in Suðurnes. She 

also has gone on a search for the police in southern Iceland, Selfoss. Only in March 

2020, she went on two cases for the capital Police.  

“We also help the police in southern Iceland, Selfoss. For example, I only went twice last 

month for the central police, both in the outfield and found an amphetamine base the other 

day. The police in Kópavogur has not called me often, but maybe twice and the Hafnafjörður 

too…… Also, the other dog handler at the Customs has been going for them”.  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

After the Customs change over to the Frontex system the people stopped believing in 

the dogs, they were not working as they should do the dogs were useless for 4-5 years 

in the Customs, and the attitude that the dogs are useless is still in some officer's mind 

today.  
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“…then we just got into this Frontex system and it just wasn't working and the dogs that we 

had were defective and the system is built so much for bomb searching and border crossing. 

This system just was not suitable for this regular drug search”  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir  

The Customs and the capital police officers are seeing now that the dogs are detecting 

and locating things and this has led to an increase in trust and confidence in dogs by 

police officers. The dogs were just not workingeffectively under the Frontex system 

and naturally the ambition of the handlers went down with the dogs. Because of this 

police officers obviously did not call these dogs out to cases.  

“…Now they are starting over and they are just seeing that the dogs are working. And the 

dog I have, that came from Steinar is absolutely fantastic and all these three dogs that came 

from the U.K. last year are very good”.  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

Hrafnhildur went through the statistics, describing how many times she and the other 

dog handler at the Customs have been called on a search for the capital police from 

June 2019 until April 2020 they had been on 45 cases.  Obviously they have not 

receiving many calls in the last months because of Covid-19. The Customs has been 

going on cases for the police in the Capital. It takes less time to call Hrafnhildur out 

with her drug detection dog and let them search a storage in a big building where there 

is a strong suspicion that drugs are in one of the storages. If the dogs indicate that 

there is a drug in one storage, then the police can go to the owners with strong 

suspicion of drugs being in it and asking the owner to open it. 

“Case we went to last year (2018), the police knew suspected that the person had moved the 

drugs from the storage to other storage in this building. The police got me with the dog and 

they think that the suspect had moved the materials…The police also just often get the dog 

to get a confirmation, as it is said that if the dog marks an area then there is reasoned 

suspicion because it is difficult for them to just knock on someone in the building and say we 

like to open your storage, instead we can say we have a drug search dog and he is showing 

interest in your storage you want to come down and open it. Because with the dog marking 

an area, they are more empowered”.  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 
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Hrafnhildur wishes she would be finding more cases for the Customs since she is 

finding more for the police at this time. She is detecting larger quantities of druge for 

the police and smaller ones for the Customs e.g. drugs with the mail.  

“Still feel sad that I’m not finding more for the Customs because I have found much more for 

the police. I would like to show the Customs officers that the dog is working for them, but 

they know full well that he is working well. But the ones here on the headquarters are really 

happy with the dog and are taking us, for example, all the way east to the ferry Norræna. But 

we are finding like 80-90gr for example that is coming in with the mail but it is never much. I 

would like to find more for the Customs but it’s the visibility too. 

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

The Customs dogs have been used to search one and one airplane over the years, 

but with only using one dog to search takes to much time since the dog needs to rest 

also. It would be so powerful if they would come with more dogs and do it faster and 

finish more planes.  

“Customs has also been taking one and one airplane for many years with the dogs. But one 

dog doesn't do anything he needs the rest in between. It would be so powerful if we come 

with four dogs because you can also not let the passengers wait while the dog's searches. 

For example, if we had four dogs, we could go and take just two planes right away and no 

problem. We just need this cooperation”.  

Hrafnhildur Jóhannesdóttir 

6.7 Quarantine  

“There are three things that dogs need to live a normal life, they need mental stimulation, 

they need communication with people and other dogs, and they need exercise”. 

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 

 

Dog quarantine in Iceland was 28 days for many years, in March 2020 it was changed 

to 14 days. When Johanna was interviewed the quarantine period was 28 days. The 

quarantine can be hard for many dogs and can ruin a training that a dog has received 

before coming to Iceland. It is an advantage that the quarantine facility in Iceland is 

more like the perfect kennel housing in other countries. The dogs have the top service 
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and it helps a lot to have a trained behavioral psychologist in dogs and also a police 

officer that also has police dog training.   

“The way Mósel (the quarantine) is run is not just taken off the air, when I was in the USA I 

took a Kennel management 1-2-3 where the kennel's operation is both commercials, how it is 

purely based, how it is operated, how it is cleaned so there was a lot of things that turned on 

in me that it must be possible to do it better, how it was done, these animals just in some 

waiting rooms for than 28 days”.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 

Jóhanna describes how working dogs would handle minimal stimulation for 28 days. It 

could be a good relaxing time for a working dog coming from hard training or a mission, 

but it could be difficult if the dog would be in the middle of his training.  

“…Most search dogs would completely handle it with minimal stimulation for 28 days. But 

what is dangerous about it is that they are quick to lose muscle. Mentally it's just very 

different some might go very badly while others would just relax for a month. But it depends a 

lot on whether they are coming from a ruin rescue for three weeks, then it would be good for 

them to come and rest. If they are at the pinnacle of training or are yet to peak in training, 

then it matters how it is set up for them in four weeks”.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 

 

It has been discussed previously that dogs which are imported could go into quarantine 

in-home under strict regulation. Jóhanna describes how police dogs should not be one 

of those dogs, they are dogs that go into such a different environment and many of the 

places they are drug searching and the owners are very often animal owners and their 

priority are often not to have their animals vaccinated, these dogs can bring many 

things to Iceland.  

“Police dogs should not have a home in quarantine, at least not dogs that have been 

employed. Because if I go home searching for people, it's not homes of people who are 

vaccinating their animals. So, in fact, police dogs are at greater risk of transmitting the 

infection to the country than other dogs. On the other hand, there is little risk with guide dogs 

because they are really just with their owner, they do not shit in their harness, they do not 

have their noses everywhere, they are just with their paws on the stroll and it is not what 

carries infection between. Same with the rescue dogs they may be going to a debris area 
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where there is sewage, bad water, so technically police dogs should be in longer quarantine”.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 

 

 

6.8 New Police dog handler 

Snjólaug Eyrun Guðmundsdóttir has been working for the police for now 10 years with 

only a short break in her service. 

She always had interested in police 

dogs and when she worked with 

Steinar in 2008, Snjólaug got to see 

just how that work was and 

Snjólaug always had it in the back 

of her mind for the future. When the 

time was right, she let her district in 

East know that she would be 

interested to work with a dog. In 

November 2018 Snjólaug received Bylur from Steinar Gunnarsson gave Bylur to the 

East Police District. In January 2019 the team started training with the dog unit and 

graduated in May the same year.  Snjólaug describes how she was surprised that the 

colleague did not show as much interest in the dog since it had been on their minds so 

many times how good it would be to have a dog to help in many  cases over the years.  

“…What has surprised me the most is that my colleague's little interest in the dog. Because it 

was so often talked about before the dog arrived when we were on a case that it would be 

perfect to have a dog now. So finally, when the dog has arrived it is not being used. I have 

just tried to push it myself by showing them how the dog works, allowing them to participate 

in exercises, and teaching them how to interact with us. It has attracted a lot of interest and I 

know of at least two people who would like to have a dog, but unfortunately, there are 

individuals who are not police officers’ jet but are working on it”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

Snjólaug  describes how during the first year with Bylur that she felt the need to 

continually prove to her colleagues that the Bylur was doing the job. When Snjolaug 

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir and Bylur  



 
 

38 
 

and Bylur made the national headlines with a significant drug find in August 2019, she 

believed that they received the recognition that they deserved. In their first year of 

working in the East police District the detection of narcotic or illegal drugs increased 

by 104%.     

“The first year, we felt we had a lot to prove and I used every opportunity and every 

project…… After our big case in Norræna on August 1, 2019, I felt more interested, and 

therefore we also doubled the issue in the outdoor festivals in the area… We have doubled 

the issue, cannot say only us, but the whole district has doubled the cases. This is 

everyone's collaboration and it is also what I would like to see in the station because I believe 

that we can multiply these cases with good cooperation, and I feel that people's interest is 

changing. We raised 104% in this category. I hope that the local community will also be more 

efficient to use us, for example in schools, dormitories, school dance, workplaces, and more.” 

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

When reflecting during the interview Snjólaug suggested that she would have done 

things differently when Bylur first came to her. She was not visiting other police offices 

in the East District and so other officers were not getting to know Bylur or how he 

works. 

“What I wanted to do a lot more knowing today is to go to more offices within East Iceland, to 

get more officers involved and not just my station to practice and train. Show everyone what 

the dog can do, teach everyone to work with us, what is best to do where to be when we are 

searching. Because when I am searching with Bylur I don't go and look in the marking he did, 

then I start putting my scent in it also. You want someone to be able to step in and search 

the places that the dog marks”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

Working together as a team helps in searches for drugs, Snjólaug has been taking one 

of her colleagues with her for training since because he is showing interest in the whole 

process with the dog. After watching Snjólaug and Bylur train a few times he knew 

exactly what to do when they went on a home search. Snjólaug’s Deputy Chief saw 

how well the teamwork and Snjólaug pitched the idea of getting more officers involved.  

“We went home searching the other day and my colleague came also. He was walking with 

me throughout the search and knew exactly how to behave and the search went like a 

machine. The case went well, the search went well, and the collaboration was excellent, it 

matters so much, and we just get better together. After that I was able to demonstrate what it 
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is important to demonstrate collaboration with my colleague and I suggested to my Deputy 

Chief that I be able to make an exercise plan, I can go to other police officers in the Est and 

teach more officers to associate with us. He liked this idea and saw the results of what I have 

been working on behind the scenes”.   

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

Snjólaug has now moved over to another shift at her station so her schedule includes 

the arrival of the ferry Norræna that comes to Iceland once a week all year around. 

She felt nervous changing shifts but is glad today since the boys that she works with 

are all great and are working so well with the dog. They are working as a whole team.  

“I was on call yesterday that took much time, I then got a call from my colleague if he could 

go out with the dog to exercise him. Even my Deputy Chief contacted me when I was at 

home with flu, whether he should send the boys to my home to take Bylur and exercise him, 

the attitude is changing”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

The community has taken Snjólaug and Bylur very well and saw the need for a dog in 

East Iceland. The community voted for Steinar Gunnarsson to become the man of the 

East in 2018 for giving the police Bylur (Gunnar Gunnarsson, 2019). That shows just 

how much the community thoughts about getting the dog. When the annual report from 

the East district was published in 2020, described Snjólaug the reaction from some of 

the people in the community.  

“Very well, I have not noticed anything but positivity. People praise us greatly and many who 

talk about how much of a necessity this was…The office released an annual report and then 

people were surprised at how many drug cases in the innocent East, we also started to hear 

much more positive voices like the dog are paying off and they are proving themselves and I 

think the community has taken us really well”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

The East Police District has a Facebook page and is sometimes in the news for 

narcotics cases and the dog is rarely mentioned or credited with the discovery of drugs. 

From the Facebook page, the dog has not been mentioned one time after the 

introduction when the district received the dog. Even after finding their big case of 45kg 

of drugs Snjolaug had to listen to very disturbing comments about the dog, maybe it 

was an ironic joking but there is always some truth behind ironic words.   
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“The East District has not been saying much about our cases or being in the news, but that's 

just theirs…Got a comment when we found the big case, now we can skip killing the demon 

creature (the dog, Bylur).” 

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

Snjólaug and Bylur have changed their schedules so they can go to Norræna every 

week. Norræna takes around 500-600 vehicles and comes with around 1500 people 

in the summertime and it is just too much work for one dog to search.  Hrafnhildur 

Jóhannesdóttir has been flying East sometimes to come with her dog also. More dogs 

More police dogs are clearly required in the East district of Iceland to meet the obvious 

demand.  

“The co-operation between Customs and police on the ferry port is extremely good. If we 

have examined or suspected something, then it is always considered”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

Snjólaug and Bylur found the biggest 

narcotic cases that have been found 

imported to Iceland, 45kg of strong drugs. 

Before coming to Iceland people are 

analyzed and gone through a database and 

taken for a check but also just random test. 

The ones that imported the drugs this time 

were not on the list but forgot to fill out some 

papers and needed to park the car and fill 

out the papers and Snjólaug and Bylur were finished searching other car and Snjólaug 

was just taking Bylur out from the room to get his focus back on when he just ran to 

the car.  

“I always take the dog out of search situations I went out to the car park where Bylur takes U-

turn to a car and starts to sniff and basically just start searching without me that is how strong 

the drug smell was for him. So I thought that this might be something so I just go back in and 

let the officers of the Customs know that I find something vicious there. The car came in and 

it was decided to put the dog in it because the dog had shown interest. We went searching 

and got a mark that is amazing to do with this much of drugs because the smell is so strong 

and leaks everywhere. Then one officer started to look at the places that Bylur had marked 

and stabbed a pointed object into the place and stabbed right into the material. We were just 

Bylur  
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lucky. It turned out to be 45 kg of unmixed materials and is the most valuable shipment that 

has been stopped coming into the country. As stated in the news, this was a specially 

equipped car for drug transport and had arrived in the country the year before, but I am 

proud of us finding the material”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

 

6.9 Underutilized dogs in Iceland 

All over the world dogs are used in and trained to protect and assist the police in every 

way people can think about. Dogs are used to find a biological sample, item that 

someone has touched and one of the latest is finding electronic devices, for example, 

hard drives, sim cards, USB keys, everything that could store illegal material on it like 

child pornography. It can be said that dogs can find pedophiles. And in Iceland, we are  

fighting just to have drug detection dogs in 2020.  Just writing this sounds ridiculous 

but it is true.  

“The dogs are extremely underutilized in Iceland, overseas dogs are being trained in various 

kinds to projects and assist the police. These dogs are just the best tools we can get, they 

use the dogs and they ask especially for the dogs, to find a biological sample, to find an item 

that has been touched by an individual, to find people and the latest in the search now is to 

find electronic devices like hard drives, sim cards, USB keys it is endless to train the dogs 

but it is only our imagination that prevents what we use the dogs for. They are using the dogs 

much more around us and they use dogs because they are efficient, save time and 

manpower”.  

Heiðar Hinriksson 

Having specifically trained dogs in Iceland e.g. dogs that can find a biological sample 

in a like open field would help so much in a rape case to help with the conviction and 

also in murder cases and many more. All these dogs increase the quality of search 

and rescue.  

“They increase the quality of search and research. For example, rape in the open field where 

dogs are performing amazingly well in biological sample search and It can be crucial to 

conviction. Without mentioning murder and among other things. There has never been a dog 

that can search for biological samples in Iceland. These are the things we are looking into 
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now and are the steps we want to take next and general-purpose dogs”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 

 

 

 

 

6.10 Financial resources 

“We are not doing this because of the salary”.  

Heiðar Hinriksson 

 

There is a consistency in the comments of the participants when it comes to the lack 

of funding and resources that are allocated to police and Customs dogs in Iceland.  

The dog unit is getting is not enough to keep the officer's ambitions in there work; much 

of the work is done voluntarily.  

“We are far behind in everything except quality. But all the framing, understanding, and 

salary we are 100 years behind if not more. But when it comes to quality, we do better than 

many other countries. The money invested in this is far too small, and this is almost 

voluntary, mostly for the police officers with the dogs. We also now have the Customs under 

our training program and the salary difference between a police officer with a dog and a 

Customs with a dog is a few hundred thousand Icelandic kroner a month”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 

In the dog unit far too much work is done voluntarily, the dogs and their handlers are 

doing their job even though the funding is not coming through and with out the funding 

that the unit need it will decline in a matter of time.  

“The police officers and dogs are doing their job but despite that, there is little that has come 

back, if there is no additional funding in this then it is doomed…Having dogs is a huge job 

saver and greatly increases the quality of your search and results…there is no room for more 

voluntary work in this and would just be unpalatable and just like everywhere else, just need 

more funding”.  

Steinar Gunnarsson 
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Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir is trying to use the police dog car as little as she can 

so it can not be said that it was used too much or the dog cost too much. Putting too 

many demands are often on police officers mind not only dog handlers, 

“The only thing we are afraid of is that if we make too many demands, the dogs will be taken 

out. If there is too much cost around us, for example, I drive the dog car as less that I can to 

keep the cost around the car at a minimum. I do not register for work outside of working 

hours because I do not want to be showing to much, you never dare to do too much”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir 

The entire Icelandic police service has been underfunded and under-resourced for 

many years, the people that work in the police are afraid of losing the job and start to 

work for themself more than work as a team. Too few officers are working in the police 

and they are tired that those in authority do not understand what they do and what they 

need. 

“The state of the police is really I do not know what to say the general framework of the 

police has been for so long malnourished that people just cannot do more. There seems to 

be some culture within the police that is pretty solid, but there are still many trying to do their 

best, and most of the great police officers willing to serve the country and nation for a shit 

fucking salary. It is quite unbelievable that any of them are willing to do this work. The culture 

somehow becomes that everyone is in it and it is sometimes easier to turn the light of the 

next person so you shine brighter instead of just being one unit “.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir  

 

6.11 The future vision 

“Just to have the dogs employed, can we start with that”.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 

 

The vision from all the interviewees was the same; they all agree that Iceland needs 

more police dogs.  Not just drug detection dogs but also dogs that are trained to identify 

all of the things that other countries have.  To have dogs all around the country and 

multiply the current number by four times, at the very least.  
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“There is no perfect number of dogs in the country that we can say, but I would like to see 

them scattered around the country as they are well-used and can stretch in all directions”. 

Heiðar Hinriksson 

“….They have to have four times more dogs than they are today. That would be acceptable. 

It's just a shame…. It is a necessity! It's just that”.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 

We cant get the perfect number, but having dogs in the capital city is a priority for 

everyone. It feels a bit strange to be one of the only capital in the world that does not 

have a working police dog. Steinar and Heiðar talked together about their vision.  

“We would like to see 5-6 Narcotic search dogs in the capital, in Keflavík and airport 2-3 

dogs. There should be at least four bomb-searching dogs in the country, but six would be 

great to do bigger tasks, but we currently have one”. 

Steinar Gunnarsson & Heiðar Hinriksson 

Having no police dogs in Reykjavík is a problem.  A recent  example is is when Mike 

Pence, Vice President of the United States of America visited Iceland.  The police were 

unable to prive anywhere near the minimum level of dog cover necessary for any VIP 

visit.  Iceland receives so many important visitors who require a certain level protection 

even though Iceland has low levels of crime and minimal terrorist activity.  There is a 

minimum standard of service that a modern police service needs to provide and also 

to demonstrate that Iceland stands as a legitimate nation.  

“When Mike Pence Vice President of the United States came, they were obviously not 

allowed to bring dogs with them. He decided not to visit the president’s home, Bessastaðir 

and Harpa the music and conference hall because there was no bomb detection dog in the 

area. This is just embarrassing at an international level and it is embarrassing to have to 

answer for this. There are no police dogs in the Capital city, Reykjavik, which is simply crazy. 

This is the only Metropolitan police in the world that does not have a police dog. Try to go out 

and tell our colleagues about it. We are just ridiculous, they are just laughing at us. But 

hopefully, that will change. 

Steinar Gunnarsson 

 

When exploring the types of dogs that are required in Iceland, on top of the search 

dogs, Steinar was clear that he would like to see general purpose police dogs 
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introduced across Iceland.  These kinds of dogs are trained in a little bit of everything, 

drug searching, protection, avalanche search.  These can be a powerful resource. 

These dogs would be best in places that have few police officers on duty, Iceland has 

so many places that are small with few people but need to have the power and having 

one great general police dog would bring so much power and security to the officer  

“General police dogs we should bring them to the office where is few police officers. Of 

course, they need to be in the metropolitan area and larger offices, but they should also 

move into smaller stations. These general police dogs we are talking about are dogs that 

receive training in everything, little avalanche search, think of it in these small places where 

people are working alone, and have a powerful general dog that can handle all these tasks. 

For example, we have these examples in Norway where these general police dogs are 

spread out in more desolate areas such as in Northern Norway and increase the quality of 

law enforcement and the security of the police officer” 

Steinar Gunnarsson 

Snjólaug is working with the only drug detection dog in East Iceland, which is a large 

geographical area for one dog. Just in East Iceland, we have, Norræna the ferry from 

Denmark, we have one of the largest boat port of importation in Iceland which is located 

in Reyðarfjörður, there is an aluminum factory that sends and receives shipment many 

times over the year. We get ships that are sailing directly to Reyðarfjörður from both 

Brazil and Australia. Brazil is known for the largest cocaine producer in the world. No 

one is taking a good look at these boats. More dogs in these areas would function well 

and could be used in many different situations.   

“We have the Norræna, we have one of the largest port of import in the country which is the 

harbor in Reyðarfjörður, we have the aluminum factory, we get direct sailing ships to 

Reyðarfjörður from both Brazil and Australia, what is in Brazil, one of the largest cocaine 

producer in the world. Nothing is ever done in these boats. Here we could well function with 

the good planning of three dogs in Customs and police work”.  

Snjólaug Eyrún Guðmundsdóttir  

  

Working in this environment the people need the best equipment they can get, dog is 

very important tool for the police. Not every police officer is suitable for working with 
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dogs and it has to be the right person. Even though having a dog is a good help on the 

job in the wrong hands it can go bad fast.  

“I believe that all offices were better equipped with the best equipment, being their dogs, 

vehicles or clothing. There could be greater utilization of mankind with the arrival of dogs, in 

such jobs you need to choose motivating individuals who can work independently and alone 

and take initiative. My opinion is that the police should be self-sufficient when it comes to 

dogs, they should have well-trained dogs, both for drugs, bombs, and tracking. The police 

should not have to look to amateurs or associations for criminal investigations”. 

Sigurður Jónasson 

Both Jóhanna and Sigurður describe how the dog unit would work more efficiently as 

one whole unit under one roof. Today we have the search dogs under the Search and 

Rescue unit that is not under the police, but they do work closely with the Police in 

need. One unit in their opinion would be stronger then distributed into more groups. 

„The police are just in a very bizarre place, it has been for so many years, for a very long 

time, lack of money in such an incredibly long time. Of course, we need Narcotic search 

dogs, general-purpose dogs, weapon search dogs, and we should have sperm and blood-

searching dogs, bomb detection dogs, and we should have tracking dogs and we should 

have it all in the same unit. We should also have rescue dogs under the police, we should all 

have it within the police in order to increase the response and increase the chances of 

human lives being saved here quickly and well for the safety of the police and residents”.  

Jóhanna Þorbjörg Magnúsdóttir 
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7. Discussion and conclusions 

In this thesis, the aim was to answer the research question: The use of a police dog 

in Iceland: A luxury, indulgence, or necessity in 21st century policing? Academic 

literature about police dogs in Iceland is not easy to find. Interestingly, this is also the 

first academic thesis to explore police dogs in Iceland.  Academic study of this 

important resource is in as much need as police dogs in Iceland. Police dogs have 

been proving their worth around the world for many decades and this increases year 

on year. It is a necessity to have dogs in the police units all over the world, and that 

should be the vision here in Iceland. Dogs are making the work of the police more 

efficient by protecting and helping, not only the people in the country but also the 

police officers.  

It is clear from the data that the resourcing and use of police dogs across 

Iceland has been chaotic.  It is also clear that there has been a lack of commitment to 

police dogs by many in senior management positions in Iceland.  It is also clear that 

decisions regarding the training of police dogs has been made independently of 

those with the most knowledge, for example the decision to change the training 

method to the Frontex system.  This alone has affected police officers confidence in 

the ability and effectiveness of police dogs in Iceland.   It appears that the decision to 

shift the dog training unit to the North West Police District is a positive step in the 

right direction.  Much work still needs to be done to raise the confidence levels 

amongst patrol and other police officers.   

In 2020 the vast majority of police dogs in Iceland are trained and used for 

illegal drug detection.  It is clear from the literature that dogs can be used for a wide 

variety of tasks, not simply searching. Dogs have been doing great work for more 

than hundreds of years, the Icelandic police need to start following other countries 

and keep at it. The data is clear that there is a desire and a demand for a wider 

usage of dogs across Iceland including general duty dogs, weapon and money 

searching dogs as well as those that can detect technological devices.  It is 

somewhat surprising that the Capital city of Iceland does not own or operate a single 

police dog and relies on borrowing one from the Customs Directorate.  No other 

capital city of any developed country is in this strange position.  Whilst finance and 

resourcing of the police in Iceland is and has been low for many years, it is a false 
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economy to suggest that a police dogs is a luxury or an indulgence in 2020.  A 

specially trained dog and handler can search an area in the time that it would take 

dozens of police officers without a dog.  Not only is the dog saving time, but it can 

detect and track even in absolute darkness. One only needs to consider the 

significant drugs fine in East 2019 to see the impact a single dog and handler can 

make to the whole country.  A dog is a piece of technical equipment and should be 

regarded as such.  An example is where police dogs appear in the Use of Force 

Continuum.  Sadly, Iceland does not have a single general duty dog that fits within 

this internationally regarded and respected continuum.  The results of this research 

are clear, Iceland needs more police dogs, not only drug detection dogs but also 

more specially trained dogs. General-purpose dog, bomb searching dog, tracking, 

and so on. The police enforcement worldwide is training dogs in a variety of ways to 

help the police to keep up with the evolution in the world Iceland needs to be there 

included.  

The future researcher is in for a treat there is so much more that can be 

researched on police dogs in Iceland, a future researcher will have much to choose 

from since this subject has little to nothing in written. Seeing the statistics of the work 

the new dog unit has been doing in a few years would be a very exciting topic. 

Police dogs are not perfect of course.  Weather, fatigue and life limitations can 

reduce their effectiveness but when these things are considered against the potential 

advantages then from the literature and the data one thing is clear.  Police dogs in 

Iceland are a necessity in 2020. There is no luxury or indulgence of having a dog in 

the police unit it is hard work and necessity in 21st century policing. If the police are 

serious about the war against for example drugs, then show it and use the best tools 

that are out there dogs.  
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