French Ring Sport & the Bouvier

by Chris Redenbach

French Ring Sport is an officially recognized sport in France, under the control of the SCC, Societe Cynologique Centrale, the French kennel club, an F.C.I. affiliate. In the first page of the rule book for Ring, it states that the sport is for the improvement of breeds of dogs in France. There are only a few breeds permitted to compete in French Ring. The Belgian Malinois is the most successful & popular, having usurped that position from the former favorite, the German Shepherd. The Bouvier des Flandres has had some notable successes, but, as usual, the nationally respected great ones were a long time ago. Dr. LeLann’s Uberty de la Thudinie was one of the greats, competing at a championship level with all other working breeds. Another, competing in Campagne, a sport that is the epitome of Ring style training in more practical natural setting with ponds & woods, was Ksar de la Thudinie who was the French national champion…..all breed. Fortunately, as you will see, there is a resurgence of interest in training Bouviers to be competitive on  a multi-breed level in France now.

When I first got involved in Ring in 1990, it was almost impossible to find a Bouv listed in the trial results in Sans Laisse, the French dog sport magazine. Upon the award of the Brevet to my bitch Arion’s Gavotte in 1991, I even sent her picture taken with the judge, accompanied by an article to the French Bouv enthusiasts. The article was a challenge to them to get out & work their dogs.  It just wasn’t right that they were in the midst of such wonderful training clubs & doing little to maintain the breed. There was a short period of time when Rick Maples’ Bouv Johnny was the only French Ring 3 in the world according to what I was told by Ring judges.

Thankfully, things are changing now. More & more Bouvs are being listed in Sans Laisse as having earned titles at the higher levels Ring 2 & 3. (In Belgian Ring the order of the titles is reversed, Ring 1 being the highest & Ring 3 being the first.) It seems that there is a definite resurgence of the working Bouv in France. A much larger portion f the French Bouvier Club’s magazine is dedicated to the results of working trials…primarily Ring, but also Mondio Ring & Schutzhund (which they call RCI) & even herding.

In a three month period this past fall, 9 Bouviers in France earned the Brevet. 5 were competing actively at the Ring I level, 2 in Ring 2 & one in Ring 3. & that was only a 3 month period. In the same time frame in France only one Bouvier competed in RCI at the I level. Clearly the national sport has recaptured the hearts of the working Bouvier enthusiasts there. 

The French officially recognize Ring titles earned in North America under officially approved  judges at trials sanctioned by the North American Ring Association (N.A.R.A.) & the Canadian Ring Association (CRA). Both these organizations can issue score books & both have web pages for information about trials & clubs.

The first test a dog/handler team must pass in French Ring is called the Brevet. This is the same term that the French language uses to describe the passage of a tradesman from apprentice to journeyman. It proves that the dog & handler are ready to begin  trialing. It is also considered by most to be a fine test for suitability to breed a dog. 

The Brevet is a very challenging & practical test to the green dog & handler. It is scored on the basis of 100 points. Heeling on leash is worth 4 points, heeling off-leash with the dog muzzled is worth 8 points, a long down stay with handler out of sight is worth 10 points, an out of sight  down stay with someone tossing food at the dog which it must refuse is worth another 10 points. Then comes the defense of handler exercise for 30 points & finally the “face” (read frontal in English, not face) attack worth 30 points. The remainder of the points are called “general outlook” points & apply to things that happen between exercises as well as being rated on a scale according to the dog’s overall points earned.

In French Ring, the handler gives the dog’s collar & leash to the deputy judge upon entering the fenced Ring  (actually a huge field), hence the name. The deputy judge then escorts handler to a place to put the dog on a stay while the handler presents her(im)self to the judge. The deputy judge then escorts the team to a point behind a chalk line to await the beginning of the heel on leash, a pattern of turns around colored traffic cones with a couple of halts & no changes of speed. The only command given the dog is at the beginning of the pattern. 

Heeling on leash complete, the team then turns its attention to the down stay. The dog is put is a place, told to stay & then handler & deputy move off to the blind behind which the handler conceals her(im)self for a period of 1 minute. (One must practice for at least two due to possible extended distances to the chosen out of sight location.)

Next comes the heel off leash with muzzle. In France it is permissible to take a dog on public transport & into most public places & restaurants as long as you have a muzzle for your dog. This is reflected in this off -leash exercise.

The food refusal exercise finds the dog on another out of sight down stay while a stranger throws very tantalizing food to the dog. The dog is not allowed to touch the food with his mouth.

So far this has been comparable to a Sch B & accounts for 32 out of a hundred points. The rest, however, is bite work that is very complex & training intensive.  The “defense of handler” exercise starts with the handler & dog (no collar, etc) behind a chalk line on one side of the field. The decoy appears from the other side. The handler may, upon order from the judge, start heeling across the field by issuing one command to the dog.  He may have to execute a path that contains several turns up to a point where he & the decoy meet face to face & shake hands with one another. The dog must remain close to the handler & not disturb the decoy. They then shake hands to say “good-bye” & proceed along their original paths. The decoy walks only a few paces though, before turning to walk up behind the handler & hit him in the shoulders with one hand while shooting a pistol (9mm or 38 full load blanks). The dog must bite without a command. Once the dog bites, the decoy fights him & shoots again. The struggle is for 10 seconds. The handler must back off to distance of at least 3 meters & remain silent until the judge signals that he should call his dog “out”. The dog must then do an automatic guard close to the decoy. Barking is not required. After the dog has established his guarding, the judge indicates for the handler to call the dog back to heel. 

Note that in this exercise, after the initial “heel” command at the beginning of the exercise, the handler does not speak to the dog or issue any further command until the “out”.

This is the exercise that so entertains everyone since most dogs heel backwards at their owners side after saying “good-bye” to the decoy & as he is approaching from behind. They often maintain some body contact with the handler to allow them to stay close without taking their eyes off the decoy.

Next comes the “face attack”. The word “face” means frontal & certainly does not mean that the dog in any way goes for the face or throat.  In this attack, the dog is told to take a position at the handler’s discretion behind a chalked “line of departure”. The decoy taunts the dog from a distance of about 10 yards or somewhat less, & then jogs down the field to a point some 50 yards away  where  he turns & faces the dog, threatening with his noisy split bamboo stick or “baton”. The judge blows his horn & the handler sends the dog on the attack. The dog must bite as soon as he is close enough or he loses a point for every second he is not biting. He can bite anywhere. The decoy hits him any number of times with the stick on the back. It is not injurious due to the fact that the stick is split & so it gives. But it can sting & makes a very big noise & visual impact on the dog. They fight for 15 seconds, at which time the judge signals to call the dog. It used to be that the dog then had 15 seconds to get back to the handler, but I have been advised that the rules changed for the Brevet level face attack only so that the dog may stay & guard.  This may be advisable for those who are not planning to go any further in Ring, because at all other levels, the dog must recall from the attacks. However, it would be a quicker way to get a Brevet on a Schutzhund dog for those who want to convert or just like getting lots of titles.

To pass the Brevet, one must get at least 75 points out of 100 & this must include at least 75% of the available points for the bitework exercises.  Each of these is worth 30 points. 

Ring Sport is a very exciting sport wherein each dog gets to use its own personal style within the rules. It is very suitable for Bouviers with good working temperaments & sound training. It would be difficult for a Bouvier to attain French Championship level in Ring Sport due to the evolution of both the training & the scoring toward Malinois, who are very different from the Bouvier in training characteristics. However the Bouvier is improving on its scores & makes a better showing each year of late.

The sport is growing in the USA & Canada & Bouviers are proportionately very well represented in the ranks of titleholders. It is a sport that definitely allows for the dog to think & problem solve & it is enormous fun to train & watch your dog become very competitive & interested in the process. It will be an excellent sport to add to the choices one has with a working Bouvier.

