Herding Programs and Rules 

The problem with herding regulations is that by the time you print them, someone has changed them, so I'm going to give a brief overview of the programs. 

Belgians in Europe have an opportunity to herd, but it is still fairly limited. In the UK, the International Sheepdog Society (ISDS) has held trials since the 1840s, but they have only recently considered that anything other than a Border collie can herd. Nevertheless, local trials and clubs have, in fact, allowed various breeds to participate, and the dedicated Belgian owner can find someone to help them and a place to exhibit their dog's herding. In Germany, there is the Sheep Breeder's association, which is limited to professional herdsmen, but one can persuade these individuals to help train your dog for practical stock work. In France, Belgians actually competed in the professional level trials up through the 1970s and the French have recently opened their program to the amateur herdsman. Because many of the French dogs still being worked have a style similar to the Belgian, this is a place where a great deal of advice and assistance can be obtained. In Canada, the Canadian Kennel Club has started a program where registered Belgians can compete and earn titles. 

It is in the United States, however, that Belgians have the most opportunities, because there is almost an overload of possible venues. There are 3 programs that provide titles and a number of others that have trials and competitions of various types. The best avenue is that of the American Herding Breed Association (AHBA). While a fairly small organization, AHBA has provided a trialing program for more than 10 years that can evaluate a dog on various types of livestock in a very widely ranging format. There is the Australian Shepherd Club of America (ASCA) program, the AKC (American Kennel Club) and the USBCHA (United States Border Collie Handler's Association) / ISDS available to the American dog as well as a number of events held by smaller more regional groups. While this can be confusing, the offerings can be more or less 'grouped". 

Stock: Different livestock are worked differently and require different talents. Consequently most programs distinguish ducks from sheep and sheep from cattle in their trial program. Those offering titles usually provide stock specific titles, or have specific rules about what stock may be used to obtain a particular title. 

Arenas: These don't require the dog to work at a great distance from the handler - 400 feet or less. However, because of the fencing and obstacles, the dog must be able to keep from being "too much" for the stock and must also be able and willing to work in some very confined places. Several of the arena courses require the dog to be within feet of the stock. This may not sound like much, but it is when one is dealing with 5 head of steers weighing 1800 pounds each, precision, power and control count. 

Open field: these generally are open pastures where the dog's ability to collect stock at medium to very large distances is evaluated. Usually fences are far away, if they are present at all, so a dog that loses an animal is unlikely to be able to find and gather it up. 

Ranch: these often have a requirement for the dog to work both in confined areas (like an arena) and in the open. The emphasis, however, is on demonstrating practical competence at tasks that generally are the same or strongly similar to ones that would be encountered in daily life on a working ranch or farm. Because farms and ranches differ, these courses often vary widely in format, ranging from short 12 minute courses with 5 head of stock to ones that can last an hour and require the use of more than 80 for each "run" of a dog. Hoofed stock (cattle, sheep, goats) are usually the only livestock used. The two programs currently offering "ranch" courses are ASCA, which has the RTD (ranch trial dog) and AHBA, which has the HRD (herding ranch dog). In both, the course is designed around the tasks used at the ranch where the event will occur. The AHBA HRD was created and the rules designed using a Belgian as the initial "test dog". 

Because Belgians were originally used as "general purpose" dogs to work sheep flocks of 20 to 200 and cattle herds of up to 20, they tend to be "generalists" in their herding style. This generally means that for many, the ranch type course gives them the best opportunity to showcase their qualities. Belgians are versatile enough however, that they have achieved success in all the herding programs in the US. 
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