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ex-cop goes 
to the dogs
Former RCMP drug dog handler Terry Downs has morphed into a 
community service maven on a mission to use pooches to help women, 
kids, military vets, people with disabilities and breast cancer research

F
our women, each con-
nected by a loose leash 
to a calmly attentive 
canine, are assembled 
on a grassy field in 
Kelowna’s City Park. 

They’ve taken time from packed 
schedules to show me first hand 
how Terry Downs changes lives.   

Terry, standing among them 
with her year-old black Lab, Cole, 
is instantly recognizable as a per-
son of authority. Nothing overt, 
there’s just something that tells 
you this woman is in charge. 

Not surprising. Terry is a 
former Mountie, a veteran drug 
dog handler who decided to put 
her experience to work in unique 
ways. One is to help women gain 
new self-confidence and enhance 
their lives through their rela-
tionships with their dogs and by 
networking with other women.

Everyone in this group 
has graduated from Terry’s 
Floppy Ears dog training pro-
gram. No doubt that’s why all 
these pooches, some big enough 

to munch their neighbours (canine or human)  for a quick 
snack, are so relaxed with each other and so easily man-
aged by their owners. Terry explains that she aims to train 
dogs to be respectful versus obedient. Dogs who recognize 
the women they’re with as Alpha in the family, dogs that 
are confident and at ease with other dogs and people. 

“You can take a respectful dog anywhere,” says Terry. But 
her experience as a police officer made her realize that the 
dog’s behaviour is only one part of the equation. Terry realized 
that no matter how good the dogs, many women still lack the 
confidence to take their pets out and enjoy life with them. 

“I’ve talked with many police officer friends about how 
to help women get the confidence to go out with their dogs 
and feel safe, whatever they like to do — country or city.”

Enter her Pink Dogs seminars.
Through Pink Dogs, Terry teaches women how 

to keep themselves and their dogs safe. “It’s impor-
tant to carry yourself with confidence,” she says. “If 
you don’t look weak, people won’t take advantage.” 

Along with confident posture, the women learn sev-
eral basic self-defence techniques, which the group in the 
park eagerly demonstrate. The training also includes impor-
tant tips for safety in the backcountry where a knee to the 
groin isn’t the best strategy when confronted by a bear.

Now lounging on the grass with the dogs lying about, 
completely easy with each other, one presenting its belly 
for a rub, the women give me details. Linda Burbidge, a for-
mer London, England, police officer, taught women about 
city street safety, but when she moved to the Okanagan 

a day in  
her life

1:00 pm
work on product development. 
ship orders of pink dog t-shirts, 
water bottles, tote bags, hats 
and e-books. part of proceeds 
go to breast cancer research

3:00 pm
do another group hike, 
go for a swim or get in a 
training session for the 
next ironman competition

7:00 pm
conduct floppy ears group dog 
training session or prep for 
weekend pink dogs seminar

9:30 pm
work on final edit of healthy 
lifestyles guidebook for 
women and their dogs. 
check facebook and 
answer more emails

8:00 am
take one or more women 
with dogs (and maybe a 
toddler) for a hike. try to 
choose places they haven’t 
been like rose valley, knox 
mountain, telemark...

10:00 am
training session with 
cole. narcotics detection 
dogs need constant work 
to keep up their skills

11:00 am
check facebook (nearly 4,000  
fans) and email. hear from 
women who are suffering 
abuse or have more simple 
questions. Reply to pleas for 
advice. refer to resources

by Laurie Carter

>>>

Photo by Laurie Carter

past life: five-years as an 
rcmp drug dog handler 

current reads: dog books, john 
grisham and a book on italy 

fun stuff: hiking, biking, 
swimming, skiing, snowshoeing 
and training for Ironman
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and teamed up with her new 
puppy, George, she was afraid 
to venture into the unknown 
of forest trails. Not any more.

Ingrid Lang, who had a dog 
killed on a city street, didn’t want 
to take her nine- and 10-year-old 
pets out. She says, “My goal was 
to sit outside a cafe and have the 
dogs with me.” Now she does.

“I love seeing changes like 
Ingrid,” says Terry. “Through 
gaining control of the dogs, she’s 
gained confidence in her own life.”

Terry encourages network-
ing. Pink Dog women call each 
other, or her, and meet for hikes. 
They all wear Pink Dog hats or 
T’s or carry pink water bottles, a 
concrete way of getting involved. 
A portion of the procedes from 
the sale of these products goes 
to breast cancer research. “It’s my 
goal to sell a million water bottles,” 
says Terry. “That will mean a mil-
lion dollars for cancer research.” 
The group also fields a team for 
the annual Run for the Cure.

And Pink Dogs has gone 
global. Through her Facebook 
page, Terry has connected with 
women around the world, hear-
ing stories of abuse from far off 
Japan, Egypt and the UK. Much 
of her time is spent online, 
answering requests for advice.

Here in the Okanagan, she 
volunteers at the SPCA kids sum-
mer camps. Terry says she loves 
the smiles when kids teach a dog 
to sit, proving that they can take 
control of something. She also 
works with Pawsitive Links, help-
ing with the program to train 
service dogs for children with 
developmental disabilities and 
military veterans suffering from 
post traumatic stress disorder.

Terry trains her own dogs 
as well. Cole, who was born with 
a deformity and destined for a 
quick needle, owes his life and 
health to her. He works in her 
K-9 detection service and moon-
lights as a therapy dog. “My life 
revolves around the dogs. Dogs 
can teach us so many things.” 


