
	

Flyball…the	rock	and	roll	of	dog	sports!			

At	7irst	glance,	Flyball	is	quite	the	contrast	to	
the	more	traditional	obedience	based	events.		
Loud	with	barking	dogs	and	their	handlers	
getting	them	amped	up,	it’s	like	attending	a	
rock	concert	versus	a	symphony.		But	don’t	let	
the	apparent	chaos	fool	you,	these	dogs	are	
amazing	athletes	and	spend	many	hours	in	
training	and	practice.	

The	7irst	United	States	Flyball	tournament	
was	held	in	1983	and	participation	has	since	

�1

Flyball!

Cayenne Fire Dancer



soared	with	more	than	16,000	registered	dogs	
and	clubs	located	throughout	North	America,	
Europe,	Australia,	and	many	other	countries.		
While	there	are	several	governing	
organizations,	the	largest	is	the	North	
American	Flyball	Association	(NAFA®).		

Flyball	matches	two	teams	of	four	dogs	each,	
racing	in	side-by-side	lanes	over	a	51-foot	
long	course.	Each	dog	runs	in	relay	fashion	
over	a	set	of	jumps,	leaps	onto	and	triggers	a	
spring-loaded	Flyball	 box,	which	releases	a	
tennis	ball.		The	
dog	retrieves	the	
ball,	and	returns	
back	over	the	
jumps.		The	next	
dog	is	released	to	
run	the	course	
but	cannot	cross	
the	start/7inish	
line	until	the	
previous	dog	
returns	with	the	
ball.		The	7irst	
team	to	have	all	
4	dogs	7inish	the	
course	without	error	wins	the	
heat.			
Tournaments	are	comprised	of	different	
classes	of	racing	such	as	Regular	(all	dogs	
from	the	same	club),	Open	(dogs	can	be	from	
a	combination	of	clubs),	Multi-breed	(all	4	
dogs	must	be	of	a	different	breed)	and	
Veterans	(all	dogs	must	be	7	years	of	age	or	
older).			

The	Flyball	year	culminates	in	an	
international	tournament	held	every	October	
at	the	State	Fairgrounds	in	Indianapolis,	IN	-		
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the	“CanAm	Classic”.		This	competition	brings	
together	dogs	and	handlers	of	every	ability	in	
a	massive	7-ring	tournament	with	over	400	
teams	in	attendance.		CanAm	ends	with	the	
championship	races	–	a	thrilling	exhibition	of	
the	fastest	elite	teams.		The	3-day	event	is	live	
streamed,	has	been	on	local	and	national	
news,	and	in	2010	was	awarded	a	Guinness	
World	Record	as	the	largest	Flyball	
tournament	with	810	dogs	entered.		In	June	
2016,	The	NAFA	World	Record	in	the	Regular	
Division	was	set	by	a	team	from	Ontario,	
Canada	called	Border	Patrol.		The	record	time	
was	14.433	seconds	–	an	average	of	an	
amazing	3.6	seconds	per	each	of	the	4	dogs	to	
run	the	102	foot	course!	

Flyball	is	open	to	every	breed,	speed,	and	size	
of	dog.			From	Border	Collies	to	Chihuahuas,	
blind	dogs,	and	even	a	few	tripods	–	the	dogs	
have	a	great	time!	For	their	safety,	a	dog	must	
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be	at	least	one	year	old	to	play,	but	there	are	
many	drills	that	can	be	worked	on	during	
puppyhood	such	as	tug	drive,	recalls,	and	
socialization	
skills.		As	
the	dog	
matures,	
training	
develops	
into	
learning	the	
pattern,	
working	on	
catching	the	
ball	out	of	
the	box	and	
the	box	turn,	passing	another	dog	near	the	
start/7inish	line,	and	increasing	speed.		Many	
handlers	and	their	dogs	have	been	together	
for	years	and	spend	a	lot	of	time	together	
traveling	to	tournaments,	in	hotel	rooms	or	
RV’s,	and	form	an	inseparable	bond.			

For	the	humans,	bragging	rights	is	the	prize,	
but	the	dogs	can	earn	titles	based	on	the	
recorded	time	of	each	heat.	For	races	24	
seconds	and	under	each	dog	in	that	heat	earns	
25	points,	under	28	seconds	earns	5	points,	
and	under	32	seconds	earns	1	point.			
Earned	at	just	20	points,	the	7irst	title,	Flyball	
Dog	(FD)	is	often	the	sweetest	to	many	
handlers.		It	is	the	reward	of	all	the	effort	that	
has	gone	into	getting	a	dog	ready	to	race.			
At	the	other	end	of	the	scale	is	the	Hobbes	
Award.		This	title,	named	after	the	7irst	dog	to	
earn	the	recognition,	is	given	to	a	dog	that	
accumulates	100,000	points	over	it’s	racing	
career.		NAFA®	also	recognizes	those	dogs	
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and	their	handlers	that	have	earned	points	in	
10	consecutive	years	of	racing	with	the	Iron	
Dog	award.	

Flyball	encourages	everyone	to	participate	
and	teams	are	made	up	of	all	ages	–	little	ones	
and	seniors	included.		NAFA®	includes	a	
Junior	Handler	program	that	encourages	

young	children,	under	adult	
supervision,	to	participate	in	
racing	and	judging.		These	
youth	learn	skills	such	as	
participating	in	a	team	
sport,	respect	for	their	
canine	companions,	and	
the	importance	of	physical	
activity	for	both	humans	
and	dogs.		With	time	spent	
racing	and	hanging	out	
with	dogs	and	friends,	
Flyball	teams	tend	to	

become	like	an	extended	family.	

To	7ind	out	more	about	the	exciting	sport	of	
Flyball	and	to	locate	a	club	or	tournament	
near	you,	please	visit	www.7lyball.org.	

About	the	author:	Steve	Corona	is	currently	
Chairman	of	the	Board	and	a	Supervising	
Judge	for	the	North	American	Flyball	
Association	(NAFA®)	www.7lyball.org			He	is	
also	the	owner	of	Doggy	Day	Out	Kennel	&	
Daycare	in	P7lugerville,	TX.		Steve	competes	
with	his	Border	Collie	Cayenne	and	is	in	
training	with	his	Whippet	named	Zambonee.	

Graphic	Credit:	Martha	Thierry	/	Detroit	Free	Press	
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FOUR FAST DOGS
ON A MISSION

Two teams square off at a competition.
\An electronic judging system is used to time starts, passes, finishes, 
and individual dogs' times to the thousandth of a second.

SOURCES: North American Flyball Association, www.flyball.org Graphic by MARTHA THIERRY/DETROIT FREE PRESS

HEAD TO HEAD

❚ What kind of dogs play flyball? Any dog can learn 
to play flyball. Some breeds, such as Border collies, Australian 
shepherds, shelties and Jack Russell terriers, do better than 
others. Many mixed breeds are great competitors.

TIMING LIGHTS
Lights flash down 
from red to 
yellow to green 
for handlers to 
time their release 
of the dog.
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Flyball is a relay race for dogs. Four dogs 
take turns running 51 feet over a set of 
four hurdles, retrieving a tennis ball 
from a spring-loaded box and returning 
to the start/finish line. Their object is to 
do it faster than the opposing team on 
an adjacent racing lane. Races are broken 
down to heats. The first team that wins 
three of five heats wins the race. Here are 
some key components of flyball racing:

❚ How fast are they? 
Team speeds vary, so they 
are divided into divisions 
based on their speed. The 
fastest teams, in Division 1, 
can run the course in about 
14 seconds (that’s less than 
4 seconds per dog). Average 
speed teams run the course 
in under 20 seconds.

 THE JUMPS

As each dog returns, it passes the 
next dog running from the team 
at the start/finish line. The dogs 
are clocked separately by the 
timing system and the team 
total is tallied automatically. 

THE PASS

Dogs jump four hurdles that are 
spaced 10 feet apart. The jump 
height is 5 inches below the 
shoulder height of the 
shortest dog on each team. 
The minimum height is 7 
inches; maximum is 14 inches.

A tennis ball is loaded into a 
spring-loaded flyball box at the end 
of the  ane. The dog steps on the 
front of the box which launches the 
ball. The dog catches the ball and 
carries it back over the jumps. 
The dog pushes off of the 
flyball box to turn around 
quickly. Some dogs may 
do a swimmer’s turn.

THE FLYBALL BOX  & TURN

Timing lights — similar to the ones 
used in drag racing — help the 
handler to release the dog and 
break the sensor beam at the 
start/finish line at the right 
time. If a dog starts too early, 
it is a false start and it must 
begin the heat again.

THE START1

3

4

2

A tennis ball is loaded in 
a hole in front of the box

Dog steps on the box to
release the ball and turns

Jump height is changed by
adding or removing slats

Start/finish line

Electronic timing sensors
at the start/finish line


