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“For detector dog trainers, the beauty of 
working dogs is that we train them on a 
certain amount of changes in the person. 
But the dog puts so much of the pieces 
of the puzzle together that we haven’t 
trained or accounted for. That’s their 
intuition and forward thinking. You can’t 
program into a computer that would allow 
for all those changes. This makes medical 
alert dogs invaluable!”

The story of 5-year-old Mirandah Wilson of 
Victoria and her medical alert dog, Koda, 
is a perfect example of how invaluable 
medical alert dogs are to human life. 

Mirandah was diagnosed as a toddler with 
Type 1 diabetes (T1D), an autoimmune 
disease that occurs when the body’s own 
immune system attacks and destroys 
the insulin producing beta cells of the 
pancreas. This leaves the pancreas with 
no ability to produce insulin, a hormone 
that regulates blood sugar. 

Without insulin, sugar stays in the blood 
and can cause serious damage to the 
organ system. Mirandah must check her 
blood glucose levels at least eight to ten 
times a day and inject insulin three times 
a day. Having low or high blood sugar is a 
dangerous condition for diabetes patients, 
like Mirandah, but her diabetes alert dog, 
Koda, lets her know when her blood sugar 
rises or falls to a dangerous level.

Mirandah’s father, Dek Wilson said they 
decided to get a diabetes alert dog to not 
only monitor their daughter’s high and low 
blood glucose levels, but also be a much-
need companion and help her with the 
stress that goes along with having T1D.

“Currently Koda alerts to low blood 

glucose level 4.5 and lower. It has been a 
lot of hard work and even harder with a 
young child to help with training, but we 
are getting there,” he said. 

A diabetes alert dog isn’t a replacement 
for checking blood sugar levels; however, 
it is a safeguard for patients who 
experience episodes of low or high blood 
sugar, especially if they do not have 
warning symptoms.

“I have seen firsthand how valuable 
medical alert dogs are for diabetes, 
seizures, PTSD etc,” said Mr Wilson. 
“They play such an important role in 
helping people live a normal life as much 
as possible, but also the mental help is 
something that you can’t measure.”

Mr Wilson described Koda as Mirandah’s 
“lifeline” and a huge help to the whole family.

“Koda is a valuable part of Mirandah’s 
diabetes management as well as playing 
a huge part in our whole family’s well-
being. Something we never thought or 
expected when we took on a diabetic alert 
dog,” he said. “Koda also helps our family 
much in the same way as a PTSD dog  
or a therapy dog helps with anxiety. Koda 
is always there for all of us and when  
it’s been a tough and trying day of 
diabetes, she just seems to know and is 
there for comfort.”

Deservingly, Koda won the 2018 Canine 
Hero Award – Companion Dog category 
at the Sydney Royal Easter Show earlier 
this year for saving Mirandah’s life at least 
four times!  

What does Mr Wilson think about the ‘robot 
nose’ one day replacing a living medical 
alert dog? 

“Basically NO. Mirandah has some of the 
latest technology to assist and help with 
her type 1 diabetes and we have seen 
first-hand Koda beat the technology in 
indicating when things are not right,” he 
said. “The only hold back is we don’t fully 
know the ins and outs of medical alert 
dogs, as some of the questions we have 
asked the medical community (relating to 
T1D) is they just don’t know the answers.”

Thinking of the future of medical alert 
dogs, Mr Wilson would like to see a 
national standard for training service dogs 
and a lot better policing of organisations 
and trainers of medical alert dogs.

As for Mirandah, she has loved her first 
year at school and doing well. Koda, at 
this stage, doesn’t go with her to school 

due to her age, as she can’t take full 
responsibility for Koda just yet. That’s a 
big ask for a 5-year-old, but hopefully one 
day down the track, Mr Wilson said.

DETECTION DOGS PROTECT  
OUR BORDERS
Detection dogs are also valuable in 
protecting our borders from a variety 
of substances, such as drugs, guns, 
explosives, unwanted pests and diseases 
which could devastate our farms, flora 
and fauna, explained Trinny Teigan, former 
Detector Dog Handler at the Australian 
Quarantine and Inspection Service (AQIS).

During her 17 years with AQIS, Ms Teigan 
worked in a variety of locations including 
Sydney Airport and Sydney’s International 
Mail Centre searching for contraband in 
Passenger Luggage, On Body searches, 
mail articles and cargo environment.  
At times, she and her detection dog were 
deployed to clear special dignitaries and 
their entourage, including former president 
of the United States, Barrack Obama.

Today, Ms Teigan is a Certified K9 
Nosework® Instructor (CNWI™), 
Australian Canine Scent Work (ACSW™) 
Senior Faculty Member, Certifying Official, 
Judge and Instructor. When she’s not 
training other people’s pet dogs in the fun 
canine scent sport fast growing around 
the country, she trains her six canine 
sniffers of all shapes, sizes and abilities to 
find the target odours. 

“One of the reasons dogs are so valuable 
as detector dogs is their ability to screen 
large numbers in a short space of time, 
whether it is passengers at the airport or 
mail at the mail centre,” said Ms Teigan. 
“Dogs’ ability to detect items of concern 
is huge due to the millions of scent 
receptors they use for sniffing, which no  
human can copy. They do not break down 
like machines can and each dog has 
the ability to do the workload of multiple 
officers. They are highly effective and 
efficient at what they do - sniff!”

Ms Teigan remembers numerous 
times when detection dogs at Sydney 
International Airport and the International 
Mail Centre sniffed out contraband 
after an X-ray machine and the human 
operator had missed it, or they released 
an item of concern which the detection 
dog found afterwards.  In some cases,  
passengers’ bags were being screened 
but not the passengers, and the dogs 
would detect the contraband hidden on 


