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Part 2 — GPS

In the last article, | talked about how I’'m using a high-definition camera, the
GoPro HD Helmet Hero in canine sport tracking. The other high-tech item I'm
using these days is a Global Positioning System (GPS) unit called the Garmin
ForeRunner 305. I've found it to be useful for going back to analyze my dogs’
tracking habits and see their strengths and weaknesses.

When | first got the ForeRunner, someone on a bulletin board replied “I could
never imagine how anybody could ever use a GPS in tracking.” | thought about
that remark and realized that there are a lot of different types of hardware that
call themselves ‘GPS units’ and it’s likely that he wasn’t familiar with the kind I'm
using. The kind of GPS unit that finds its way onto a car’s dashboard is a lot
different than the kinds of GPS units that duck hunters train with.

The Hardware

The Garmin ForeRunner 305 is intended for runners and cyclists. It has 3
settings: Running, Cycling and Other. | use the Other setting for tracking. The
ForeRunner wears like a wristwatch, only a little larger. Its job is simply to keep
track of where you are at any given time and to create files that can be
transferred to a computer and looked at later. The ForeRunner comes with an
adapter, a USB cable and a computer software program called the Garmin
Training Center.

When you first power up
the ForeRunner, it needs
to stay in one position
while it acquires at least
two satellites. When I'm
tracking, | put the
ForeRunner on the
ground, power it up, then
walk away from it and put
on my boots. Even on a
fairly cloudy day, it doesn’t
take long to synch up.
When it’s ready, the
ForeRunner switches to a
main menu and you can
move the unit around.



In practice sessions, I'll have the tracklayer wear the ForeRunner when laying the
track. To do so, the tracklayer only needs to press the Start/Stop button once at
the start flag, then once again at the final article of the course. Before running the
next track, | make sure to hold down the Reset button for 3 seconds to reset the
lap counter. By doing this, | get a separate file for each lap of each track. | will
show you later how to merge laps for the tracklayer and dog back together onto
the same map.

When it’s time to run the dog, | attach the ForeRunner to the dog’s tracking
harness. | again press the Start/Stop button once at the start flag and once when
she gets the final article, then hold down Reset before running the next track.

Using the ForeRunner, | find that
| don’t need to write down a lot of
the info on track that | would
otherwise. (I'm talking about
practices, not tests.) As long as
I’m not running a lot of dogs that
day, I find that | don’t need to
keep paper notes on things like
the start times for the tracklayer,
dog and cross-trackers, and the
distance of the tracks. In fact, I've
gotten to the point where | can
write down all of my notes at the
end of the day after all of the
tracking has been done. This
means | don’t carry note paper
with me on the track.

| also find that | don’t need to

count my steps any more. | keep

aware of when I'm making short
or long track legs, but what’s important is the total distance of the track. The
ForeRunner tells me that along the way. It begins by displaying the number of
feet I've traveled. Once it gets to one tenth of a mile, it switches to miles,
displaying a number like 0.32 miles. | just need to keep in mind what distance of
track I'm laying.

Track Length Yards Miles
TD 440 — 500 0.25-0.28
TDX 800 — 1,000 0.45 - 0.57
VST 600 — 800 0.34-0.45

When you are tracking with the dog, the Garmin does allow you to display your
current position and the tracklayer’s path at the same time. The problem is that




the dog is wearing the GPS unit while you're tracking, so reading it can be tough
if she wants to run around.

After Tracking

Once your tracking day is done, you can load the files it creates onto your
computer. What you do after that really depends on what you intend to do with
your files. I'll describe the way | use these files-ultimately, | create web pages
that | call the dogs’ Tracking Logs. Meanwhile, I'll tell you enough here to get you
to almost any place you need.

Just by plugging the ForeRunner in to my PC using an adapter and a USB cable,
it brings up the Garmin Training Center software. Garmin Training Center does a
nice little job of organizing all of the files it creates. It gives a tree-type menu that
allows you to find what you’re looking for using the date and time the track was
run. Even if you run several dogs in a day, it is obvious based on the time the
track was run and the shape of the track, which track you're looking at and
whether you’re looking at the tracklayer’s walk or the dog'’s run.

The Training Center program displays the shape of the track, but for the
background, it relies on the maps installed on the computer you're using. In
general, the maps that come with computers lack detail, are very incomplete and
very inaccurate, so | prefer to view my tracks on Google Earth. If you have
purchased and installed good quality terrain maps on your computer, you might
not need to go through the steps | describe to view the tracks in GoogleEarth.

Training Center has a tab that shows you some useful statistics about your
tracks. What | find important is the track length, the distance the dog traveled, the
amount of time she took to run the track, the time difference between the
tracklayer and the dog, and the total elevation changes.

Within Training Center, by right-clicking on a track’s time and date label, you can
bring up an option to export the track. These files are saved with a .TCX file
extension, signifying that it's a Garmin Training file. Save each file with an
appropriate name, like 20100317 _tracklayer.TCX for the tracklayer and
20100317_Fido.TCX for the dog.

The next trick is to use a web site called GPS Visualizer to convert our Garmin
files into GoogleEarth files. The web page
http://www.gpsvisualizer.com/map_input?form=googleearth
does just what we need here. Using the form on this page, you can upload files
for the tracklayer, for the dog running the track and for any cross-trackers. Use
the section in the upper-right to identify the Garmin files on your PC. | always put
the tracklayer’s file in the first position, the dog’s file in the second position and
cross-tracker’s in the third. The form allows you to add more than three files, if




you wish to, but | haven’t needed more than 3. Files for our sport are nowhere
near their 3MB size limit.

The output of this form is a single GoogleEarth file, with a .KMZ file extension. |
save that file on my computer, where | can double-click on that file to open up
GoogleEarth. It zooms in to the track, complete with a background showing the
track’s terrain. If all | wanted to do was to see the track on top of the terrain, I'm
done. But my real goal is to create web pages of the tracks my dogs run. I've
chosen Microsoft PowerPoint as my tool for creating web pages. Fortunately,
there’s a very easy way to get from GoogleEarth to PowerPoint or any other
program you may want to use.

When | bring up GoogleEarth, | make it the active window and | maximize it on
my screen. | then hold down the Ctrl key while I hit the PrtSc key. On a Windows
PC, this stores a copy of whatever is being displayed on the screen at the time
into the computer’s copy buffer, similar to hitting Ctrl-C.

When | bring up PowerPoint, | put each track on a separate slide. | insert a new
slide for the new track, | then hit Ctrl-V. This pastes the image of the track map
stored in the copy buffer into whatever program is active at the time. | always
need to resize and crop the image so that it fits on the slide. | then add a title to
each slide, along with some notes about the weather and the dog’s run, plus the
statistics that the Garmin Training Center gathers. | include icons for flags and
articles wherever they were used on the course. Sometimes, I'll annotate the
course map to describe where the dog went off course. I'll also put in a pointer
showing which way the wind was blowing.

PowerPoint provides the File->Create Web Page... menu selection that
publishes frames-based web pages shown below. Users can navigate from track
to track by clicking on a title on the left side. The tracks appear on the right-hand
side.



The ForeRunner claims an accuracy of about 30 feet. You can see in this
example the difference between the dogs track and the tracklayer’s. Some of that
difference was from the wind causing the dog to go off track, but not all of it. In
this case, it looks like the consistent differences between the tracklayer’s line and
the dog’s line were due to the GPS calibration being just a little different on each
run. | find that if | leave the Forerunner powered on during my entire tracking day,
the gaps between runs seem to be less.

In the next article, | will talk about some computer software | envision that would
bring together both of the technologies I've discussed so far-HD video and GPS.



