Working
Class Dogs

Assistance Dogs: helping hounds and canine carers

| imagine that most people, when hearing the term ‘Assistance Dogs’, think of the Guide Dogs that help the
blind or Hearing Dogs that assist the deaf. But there’s a special breed of assistance dogs that help people
with physical disabilities. These ‘wonder dogs’ are trained to do the tasks that most able-bodied people take
for granted; picking up dropped items, opening doors, lifting immobilised limbs and daily chores such as
doing the laundry. They perform incredible tasks and give independence back to the recipient.

Peter Bennett is President and Founder of Australian Support Dogs (ASDOG) and set up the charity back in
1997. He was left a quadriplegic after a racing car accident. Originally, Peter trained his German Shepherd,
Catja to assist him. After considerable success with Catja’s training, and inspired by his experience, he
wanted others to benefit from an assistance dog. ASDOG continues to be run by a small, dedicated team of
people with disabilities.

Initial training assistance was provided through the Texas Hearing and Service Dogs, based in Dallas in the
US. As Peter explains “It was one of my trips to America and | rang around all the service dog trainers
within the US. This was the only organisation prepared to help me get the training set up. | guess all the
others thought that Australia was just too far away. THASD were so good, they offered for us to send
someone over there to give instruction to train these dogs. We were able to send our first trainer over
there, where they received instruction for a number of weeks.”

Golden Retrievers or Labradors are generally chosen for the program due to their temperament, as they’re
very friendly and adaptable. Peter’s choice for a German Shepherd was one brought by his familiarity with
the breed but as he also explains “I've been in situations around Sydney where | wouldn’t have felt partic-
ularly safe with a Labrador. For instance there’ve been many times where I've left a meeting late around
places like Darlinghurst. People with disabilities are often are a soft target for muggings. My dog gives me
mobility and visibility.”

Suitable puppies are sourced and placed in a ‘puppy raiser’ home at about eight weeks of age. As a puppy
raiser, ASDOG require that the puppies attend fortnightly training classes. As Peter explains “The puppies
are taught basic skills of obedience—everything from sit, drop, come, stay—those sorts of things. We start
training the basics from a really young age. A big part of the training is encouraging the puppies to pick
things up - shoes, towels, anything really.”
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Emma with her Assistance Dog Molly

Raisers also need to take the puppies out to a variety of public places such as shopping centres, public
transport and schools—anywhere they can be exposed to a number of noises and environments. ASDOG
also require that the puppy not be left alone for more than four hours at a time or left out in a back-
yard. The puppies need to be appropriately socialised and included in daily domestic activities.

As a puppy raiser there is no fee paid, but ASDOG cover all expenses like veterinary bills, food and
they supply the beds, treats, toys and food bowls. Every cost in raising a puppy is met by ASDOG. So
the puppy raisers don’t have to make a monetary investment - just their guidance, patience, training
time, love and care in those crucial months.

Diana Cooper is the Director of Training for ASDOG and after 12-15 months of age the potential assis-
tance dog goes to live with her for around six months of intensive training. It’s at this time that Diana
is able to assess skills a dog needs for a potential recipient. “Each recipient has individual needs and so
each dog is taught specific tasks. For instance one of our recipients has MS (Multiple Sclerosis) and
going up stairs is incredibly difficult for her. We were able to teach her dog, Molly, how to get her muz-
zle under each foot so that Emma can be helped up each stair.” One of the hardest things for an assis-
tance dog to learn is the concept of getting something big, like a towel or blanket, into something small,
like a basket.

Diana trains the dogs by positive reinforcement, operant conditioning techniques. These rely on
rewarding of positive behaviours not punishment of negative performance. All dogs must complete and
pass a Public Access Test before they can be certified as an assistance dog. The dog must demonstrate
that he/she is safe to be in public and that the recipient must be in control of the dog at all times.
There are a number of situations that the dog encounters through this test and must not be distracted
by food, noises other dogs and people.

Diana explains that a big problem for assistance dogs is the general public not understanding that the
dogs are working and therefore shouldn’t be approached. “We ask that people don’t rush up and try to
pat the dog as this causes a distraction. Instead, engage the person not the dog.”

Despite having a certified assistance dog, Peter’s encountered many hurdles in taking dogs into public
areas. “Twelve years ago | had huge problems taking Catja out into shopping malls and on public
transport. Mostly | got stopped more times than not. It has got better but | still get reports from some
of our ASDOG recipients who get stopped going into service stations or using ATMs. They're situations
where you’'ll get some over-exuberant manager believing that only Guide Dogs can come into their
establishment. | spend a great deal of my time solving these sorts of problems with phone calls to
shopping centre managers to let them know about what access into public areas an assistance dog is
allowed.”

“We've had to do a huge amount of re-education - it doesn’t come from malice, just general ignorance.
Sometime it’s security personnel or management within shopping centres and on public transport who
don’t understand that these dogs are allowed anywhere a person is permitted to go. I've even had it
recently where in a restaurant | was restrained from dining because of ‘health regulations’ But you've
got to be persistent in a polite and gentle way and we have to point out the rights of the Disability
Discrimination Act. We just keep plugging away at these attitudes and over twelve years it has got eas-
ier. | just hope that in another ten years it will be a lot easier.”



