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Charlston (Charlie for short), 
the tiniest of the canine 
visitors to Mary Doyle brings 
huge comfort and love



If ever an animal was wired for unconditional love, it must be a dog. And as the usual 
reliable sources of happiness become increasingly less so, not unsurprisingly canine 

therapy is gaining traction. Here we discover why they are man’s best friend. 

W
e all know a cold wet nose and a 
fuzzy face can bring a smile to even 
the crustiest of characters. Hailed 
as man’s best friend for very good 
reasons – unquestioningly loyal, 

a fearsome guard, lavish with love, excellent sniffer of 
scents, endlessly willing to work or to play on demand, 
completely charming, always and ever constant, reliable 
and uncomplaining, waggish and even at times eccentric 
– it’s a known scientific fact that canine company 
certainly boosts our sense of wellbeing. Which is how 
Canine Friends Pet Therapy came about.

The organisation was founded in 1990 by Lower Hutt dog 
breeder Eileen Curry. While working with the SPCA, she 
observed an elderly woman going into care having to 
leave her beloved pup behind because she had no one to 
care for him. 

The despair Eileen witnessed at the owner 
parting from her pet pulled so strongly at 
her heart strings that she offered to visit 
with one of her own dogs. Three friends, 
also dog owners, realising how this could 
bring such comfort, swiftly joined to 
share the love of their pets. And so Canine 
Friends Pet Therapy began.
 
Today it has over 800 members and covers the whole 
of New Zealand, coordinating visits primarily to rest 
homes, hospitals and hospices throughout the country, 
and bringing joy to the elderly particularly but also the 
isolated, the stressed and the fearful. Of any age. 

With 31 regions, each has a liaison officer who, in some 
instances, is supported by an assessor and/or a placement 
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officer, and all liaison officers report to a North or South 
Island field officer. A central management committee of 
twelve supervises the running of the organisation, which 
is 100% volunteer driven. The mechanics of running such 
a charity are detailed, including the requirement for an 
insurance policy. Not that it has ever been used – dogs 
chosen for their good nature are a guarantee of that.

 One hundred percent of their funding goes 
into expansion, widening the visiting trail 
as far as possible. 

Sponsors play a big part in the financial equation. Ziwi 
Ltd, pet food makers, is a major contributor, along with 
Dogs New Zealand, Lotto and the Lion Foundation – all of 
whom enable the organisation to upgrade their website 
on a regular basis and implement specific projects which 
ensure exposure. With some 600 dogs on the books, 
that’s a lot of petting being offered to the lonely and the 
bereft. And it needs resources.

Chris Partridge has a double duty. She is the liaison officer 
for Hastings and Central Hawke’s Bay (her colleague Lyn 
Lane looks after Napier) as well as holding the role of 
North Island Field Officer. Roles she loves, but there is 
no doubt she is busy. “We have sixteen dogs currently 
visiting in our region.” Chris has two of her own, one on 

the books – her Golden Retrievers Clyde (who is twelve 
and a half and now a bit old for visits) and Mylo, “who, 
upon seeing me getting his scarf ready to tie around his 
neck, becomes so excited knowing he is going off to 
school.” So, she has first-hand experience in knowing 
what it takes to own a member of the Canine Friends Pet 
Therapy club.

“There are no particular breeds that we favour – it all 
depends on the dog’s temperament,” she adds. “They 
can be huge or tiny, but they need to be calm and enjoy 
the instant bond that comes through having ears pulled, 
people running their hands over their bodies, patting and 
stroking their paws, nose or tail.”

Dogs are registered by applying online, the details of 
which go to the applications department. The appropriate 
liaison officer will then make contact to meet the dog and 
owner, and once passed through scrupulous testing, they 
are put on the list and given an introductory badge and 
scarf, which identifies them as part of the programme. 

“Sometimes it can be instant; other times it can take 
a couple of visits for them to become comfortable,” 
Chris explains. “They are then put on a list for weekly, 
fortnightly or monthly visits to the various homes in our 
region. And those visits are for up to an hour – no longer; 
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dogs can become quite tired with such emotional 
output and they need to enjoy their visits as 
much as those who are receiving their love. It’s 
important they don’t burn out. There is no specific 
training – our dogs quickly demonstrate their 
well-behaved natures and their instinctive sense of 
understanding for a patient or a person who is sad, 
lonely or frightened. That’s how they join us.” 

Chris says it is a fact that many who are in a 
hospice or rest home do not have any visitors, so 
the response when a Canine Friend comes into the 
room is instant. “These visits are the highlight of 
the day. Their faces just light up (so do those of the 
staff) and they will talk about it for hours before 
and after. Also, it is medically proven that stroking 
a dog lowers blood pressure. There are so many 
stories about their calming effect. The point is, of 

course, that dogs are completely non-judgemental 
and they respond so well.”

Canine Friends are not working dogs, 
in that they are not trained to be a 
seeing eye, or to work with owners 
with disabilities or those in need of 
therapy. They are selected because of 
their empathy with people. 

And although Chris is definite about the fact that 
pretty well any breed can become a member, no 
banned breeds are allowed and she does admit that 
Golden Retrievers, Greyhounds and Labradors are 
‘up there’ when it comes to canine connection. So, 
although any mix or mutt can be a therapy dog, a 
certain personality is required. Visiting unfamiliar 
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people in unfamiliar places needs a well-trained, healthy 
dog with a positive temperament and good manners. 

New Zealanders own more pets per household than 
anywhere else in the world, apart from the United States 
(78 million dogs alone there), according to a new report 
– and we are outnumbered by our pets. About 64% of 
households are home to at least one pet, and the odds 
are that dogs outnumber the alternatives. According to a 
Swedish study of 3.4 million people between the ages of 
40 and 80, it was found that having a dog was associated 
with a 23% reduction in death from heart disease and a 
20% lower risk of dying from any other cause. 

Other studies show dogs relieve social 
isolation and depression. Dog owners are 
less stressed – blood pressure and pulse 
rates remain calm. They also have higher 
levels of physical activity and lower 
cholesterol levels.

But the biggest positive impact of dog ownership was 
proven to be on those who live alone. They encourage 
walking, provide social support and generally make life 
more meaningful. Owners tend to interact more easily 
with others and they are definitely a huge motivation for 
improving health. 

A visit to Mary Doyle Lifecare Complex endorses all of this. 
Their care facilities (rest home, dementia care and hospital 
units) have around 161 residents, with an additional 319 
people living in the village – so the demands are great, 
most particularly on the seven diversional therapists. 

Sheryl Bauld is affiliated to Bramlee House and has been for 
22 years; Michelle Armstrong is a restorative therapist and 
a relative newcomer with two years under her belt; and 
Inge Klos is a diversional therapist whose responsibility is 
Nimon House, and she has been there for seventeen years. 

There is no question in their minds that visits from Canine 
Friends are a highlight for their patients and residents. 
“We have an assortment of visitor dogs,” explains 
Michelle. “Visiting family will regularly bring in their 
pets, but each week we have organised visits. Floki, a 
Bearded Collie who comes from Canine Friends and Kiana, 
a Newfoundland, are our current regulars. It’s wonderful 
to see residents’ faces brighten when a canine visitor 
arrives,” they all agree. 

“Possum, an English Bull Terrier, came daily for eight 
weeks last year. Not the prettiest of breeds, but soon her 
nature won the residents over with her smooching and 
endeavours to be a lap dog. Our residents would hold her 
lead as she gazed up at them with pure love in her eyes 
while being cuddled. Their verdict? ‘She’s not pretty but 
she’s beautiful’.” 

T–B: Kiana with owner Gerry Morris, resident Bev Graham and 
therapist Inge Klos; Chris Partridge from Canine Friends Pet 
Therapy and Mylo, her Golden Retriever; resident Margaret Hicks 
and Bear the Poodle



Floki – who is much bigger and very beautiful – is a 
Bearded Collie who thrives on pats and admiration. Her 
owner, Evelyn Jirkowsky, explains that “they are really 
a working dog, the best at herding cattle and sheep. We 
got him when he was nine weeks old (he is now two) and 
immediately knew his nature made him perfect to be a 
Canine Friend. We come here twice a week to visit.”

Kiana, too, has immaculate credentials as a therapist. 
Newfoundlands – familiarly known as Newfees – are 
recognised for their giant size, intelligence, tremendous 
strength, calm disposition and loyalty, are great at water 
rescue and lifesaving, and adore children. Remember 
Nana in Peter Pan? Gerry Morris, Kiana’s owner, who 
also has Nonu, says that both (who came with them from 
the UK a few years back) are closely involved with the 
community. They visit several special needs centres and 
Kiana, apart from her affinity to Mary Doyle, is also a 
Magpies mascot of sorts. 

“The lovely thing,” the three therapists agree, “is that 
when residents see a dog, they immediately start telling 
stories about their own pets and reminiscing about them. 
They become very animated and focused, often shedding 
a tear as they remember. 

Not only do they stimulate the residents 
but they also bring the community into the 
home. Owners share stories of their own 
families and pets and antics. 

Even those who don’t approve of ‘inside’ dogs will start 
telling stories about their farm dogs that they loved 
– outside! “And,” Sheryl adds, “these dogs stimulate 
cognitively through storytelling and hearing, physically 
by touching and cuddling, emotionally – just watch their 
faces light up – and spiritually. So often residents talk 
about the love of their own pets.” 

They also touch people in a way that 
can only be termed as miraculous. “I 
remember a case where we had a man in 
a rest home who had not spoken for two 
years,” relates Chris, “and when he met 
our visiting dog, he spoke. 

“That same dog stopped another patient having an 
asthma attack.” The stories of the therapeutic benefits 
dogs bring into our lives are endless.

But along with the emotional benefits they give to the 
lonely and the depressed, stress relief is yet another of 
the multiplicity of positives brought about by canine 
therapy. Wynton and Rachel Perrott are the owners of 
Rewa, a lovable chocolate Labrador who is also registered 
with Canine Friends Pet Therapy. 

Rewa’s speciality is reducing stress. Particularly 
that brought about by fear of the dentist. They run a 
pristine dental practice in Havelock North, aptly named 
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Smilehaus – with Rachel, hygienist and Wynton, the 
principal dentist. “We’ve worked in a lot of practices 
and discovered that a lot of patients’ bad experiences 
related to dental care,” explains Rachel. “In Switzerland, 
there is a clinic which deals with dental phobia, with a 
psychologist and therapist to make sure it is a patient-
centred practice. It helps empower people so they are 
happy to make a dental appointment. Big plus? The 
prevention of dental disease. By understanding and 
education they feel comfortable they can take ownership 
of the clinical setting rather than being awed by it.”

Which is where Rewa comes in. “Research shows that 
if you are a dog lover, the resulting release of serotonin 
when Rewa is around helps those who are scared,” 
Rachel explains. She came to them as a puppy, and 
there was a possibility she may be put down because she 
has hip dysplasia. With three children and a full-time 
practice, “taking on a puppy was definitely a challenge,” 
says Rachel, somewhat wryly. “But she just took to us 
and instantly became our family dog. 

“She loves to engage, be patted, is always amenable 
and trusting and instinctively knows when a patient is 
nervous or upset. She came into her own as a therapy 
dog. And it is wonderful to see how she instinctively 
(there’s that word again) knows if someone is scared. 
She just loves unconditionally. One patient we had was 
a dental phobic – prone to panic attacks at the very 
thought of even opening his mouth for examination. 
She knew and just put her head in his hand. He’s never 
looked back.”

Dogs like Rewa, who also visits patients 
recovering from brain injuries at BUPA 
(a residential centre for brain injury 
rehabilitation with those who have 
suffered strokes or injury, are mentally 
handicapped and are in pain), undergo 
initial rigorous testing.

“There are certain behaviour criteria that vet the 
character, and non-aggression, the ability to socialise 
and communicate are important,” Rachel explains. 
“With our patients, we ask how they feel about 
treatment generally: ‘out of control, nervous?’ If 
they are dog lovers, we bring Rewa in and we offer 
the option to have her accompany them through the 
treatment. We encourage them to take ownership of 
that fear, and Rewa’s company certainly helps.” Along 
with appealing rooms, soft music and no intrusive 
behaviour from outside – plus, the sound of the 
thump, thump of a loving dog’s tail – every patient has 
final assurance that a smile is not far away.

In the past ten years, dog therapy has expanded 
far beyond a visit to the sick and the sad. Today, 
programmes exist for university students undergoing 
pre-exam tension, tutoring children with learning 
disabilities and comfort in settings like disaster zones. 
Even big business corporations encourage it as stress 
relief for staff. The fact is dogs don’t just make us 
calmer, they make us happier – a lick on the cheek 
can do much more towards raising our happiness level 
than an hour on the couch. 

Why? When we interact with dogs, our 
oxytocin levels shoot up. Since this is 
the hormone largely responsible for 
social bonding, it’s a bit like having a 
personal ‘love injection’, a boost for our 
psychological wellbeing.
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