Hello,
[bookmark: _GoBack]Please enjoy my columns. I am interesting in keeping track of which communities they go to. I would appreciate it if you could take a moment and send me a quick email at rejeangiguere@rejeangiguere.com when you publish the first one.
Thanks, Rejean.



Does the Iditarod Dogsled Race Still Make Sense?

To me just the notion of driving a dogsled is exhilarating. The concept of teamwork between dogs and musher, both needing each other to battle the distance and the elements across the frozen tundra brings out the adventurer in most everyone.

I was lucky enough to have had a great dogsled experience in northern Quebec a few years back. By day’s end I felt I knew my dogs and felt sorry for the last two in line that I accidentally bumped with the sled. As I headed home that day the only negative thing that stuck with me were the dog’s living arrangements in cages stacked one on top of each other in an old school bus. The dogs enjoyed the running, I was sure of that, our trip wasn’t more than three hours and they loved being out of the cages.

The Iditarod race started in 1973 and that year the winner took twenty days to complete the thousand-mile distance. Over the next eleven years, the number of days to complete the distance varied, but averaged around fifteen days.

Since 1985, over the last twenty-nine years, the average time to complete the course has been nine days – with almost no variance at all. A few of those years were a couple of days either way, but no more than that. This is almost half the time it took to complete the race during the previous period.

Looking at today’s version of the Iditarod, I believe the right balance has been lost over the years.  The dogs are now run to their maximum, just like a machine. They are dropped off at checkpoints when they can no longer handle the pace, or have been injured. This dropping dogs allows the musher to push the animals to their limits, which they do. Race rules only obligate drivers to take two mandatory eight and one twenty-four hour break.

Teams start out with sixteen dogs and not one will finish with that many. Most will come in with around ten dogs. On average 37 percent of the team will be dropped before the finish line. In this year’s race at least two dogs died on the trail between checkpoints.

In the last forty-two years approximately one hundred and forty dogs have died during the race. Run to death, injured by sleds, or attacked by wildlife. How many more have died in training, or after the race was over, is unclear. That is 3.3 deaths per year that we know of.

I still believe in dogsledding, but I question if the big-business sponsored races of this distance don’t breed a scenario where dogs go from animals happy to be out and off the leash, which they deserve, to pieces of equipment used to their limits, which they don’t.

The sport of long distance endurance racing doesn’t seem to have the same allure it once had.



Rejean Giguere is a Northern Ontario author of six novels whose passion spills over into the sports world. Check out his website at www.rejeangiguere.com.
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Box 562
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