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New Punta Gorda Police Canine Unit  
Impresses at First Regional Canine Trials 

 
The Punta Gorda Police Department Canine Team of Officer Lee Coel and Canine Spirit 
competed at the United States Police Canine Association (USPCA) Region One Canine Trials in 
Haines City, Florida last week. A total of fifty-one canine teams from across the state would 
take the field in hopes of not only maintaining state-mandated certifications, but returning to 
their community with recognition for a job well done. The Punta Gorda team did just that.  
 
At their first competitive trial ever, Lee and Spirit were awarded 
four trophies taking 3rd place in Obedience, 3rd place in 
Apprehension, and 2nd place in the Two-man Team Competition 
(Punta Gorda teamed with Pensacola as a two-man team). 
Additionally, the Punta Gorda team ranked 11th overall.  
 
Since the team ranked in the top 20, Lee and Spirit qualified for 
the USPCA National Competition in Illinois, having earned 669 
out of 700 points.  
 
Officer Coel stated, “The Punta Gorda community has made an investment in Spirit and our 
canine program. We are proud to bring back these trophies to our community in recognition of 
all the support we have received from our City.”  
 

Canine Spirit was acquired by the Punta Gorda Police Department 
on May 14 of 2014 after the unexpected and unfortunate medical 
retirement of Canine Jedi in April of 2014. Officer Coel was hired on 
March 17, 2014 and was assigned to the Canine position shortly 
thereafter. Due to the generous donation of $7,000 by an 
anonymous citizen donor in Punta Gorda, Officer Coel was able to 
travel to North Carolina where testing and evaluation of several 
candidate dogs took place before Spirit was selected as Punta 
Gorda’s new police canine. 
 
After bringing Spirit back to Florida and entering a training program 
as required by the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, Spirit 
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was certified in narcotics in August 2014 and certified in patrol in September of 2014. Spirit was 
officially designated as a Punta Gorda Police Officer on September 24, 2015. 
 
Chief Albert (Butch) Arenal and Punta Gorda Police Captain Jim Nichols traveled to Haines City 
for the awards ceremony last Friday. Captain Nichols is currently the Southwest Vice President 
for Region 1 of the USPCA and he is also a National Judge. Captain Nichols assisted Haines City 
in hosting the Regional Trial throughout the week, and was proud to announce award recipients 
at the event. 
 
“We are extremely proud of Lee and Spirit,” stated Chief Albert (Butch) Arenal. “Their 
performance demonstrates to all of us not only their proficiency, but signals clearly that Punta 
Gorda’s team is destined for great things in the future!”  
 
Chief Arenal also gave credit to the canine members at the North Port Police Department. 
Punta Gorda has been training partners with North Port since early 2014 and North Port was 
responsible for the initial 600 hour training and certification program for Lee and Spirit. “My 
thanks to Chief Vespia and his outstanding group of canine handlers. Their competitive spirit, 
dedication, and commitment to excellence are a huge reason for Punta Gorda’s success!” 
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Captain Thomas Lewis 
Operations Commander 
Punta Gorda Police Department 
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