Companion pets give a different kind of love

During the day you can find Ms Marieanna le Roux, Senior Research Assistant in the Psychology Department, hard at work in her office,

but in her spare time you will find her volunteering for a non-profit organisation called Pets as Therapy (PAT). PAT organises therapeutic

visits by pet owners and their pets, mainly dogs, at hospitals, hospices, retirement homes, frail-care facilities and special needs schools.

Kampusnuusspent a day at the Athlone School for the Blind accompanying golden retriever and guide dog, Pam, Marieanna, and Pam's
owner, Lisa Bensch, an honours student in Psychology.

Thereisafeding of excitement in the
ar as Lisa, Pam - who is the star of this
show - and Marieannawalks into a
classroom of first-grade learners. The
children are curious to meet their furry
visitor and quickly rush to the carpet in the
centre of the classroom. Pam comfortably
stretches herself out on the carpet. Small
hands reach out to touch her golden coat.
Lisa, whois blind, takes out a box with
doggie snacks and

Lisa Bench with her golden retriever and
guide dog. Pam

offersthem to the learners. "Do you want
to giveit to Pam?' she asks. A small boy
says "yes' and she putsthe snack in his
hand. Pam leans over gently and takes
the snack from him. The bubbling
laughter and excitement from the learners
areinfectious.

Pam instinctively moves closer to a
young girl sitting on achair at the edge of
the group congregating on the floor around
her. She'sanew learner at the Athlone
School for the Blind. A tumour found in
her brain caused her to go blind. It isclear
that sheisstill learning to adapt to lifeasa
blind person and sheisvery shy. A few
minutes later, the shy girl on the chair is
stroking Pam and feeding her snacks while
talking to her.

"When you see the faces of the people
you visit once adog or cat has walked
into that room. you cannot go back," says
Marieanna, who is also the PAT co-
ordinator for the Stellenbosch area.
Together with her six-year old Boxcr,
Pietie, she visits anything from schools to
old-agc homes.

"This year we also worked at Klapmuts
Primary School with a group of Grade 8
boys who struggled with their self-image
and aggression. We are till waiting for
the results," she says.

The children are talking to Lisa now
and asking questions about Pam. Lisa says
her love for animals and people motivated
her to get involved in PAT's activities.
When she discovered that

Marieanna was working in the Psy-
chology Department, she immediately
signed up five-year old Pam.

"Pam isvery placid and extremely
friendly and sheloveskids." says Lisa
"We are planning on visiting the 'Athlone
School for the Blind every two weeks. |
would like to do something for these kids
and have Pam mean something to them. A
lot of them do not have animals at home
and we know that animalsjust give a
different kind of love to what people can
give."

As ablind student, she says, Pam gives
her a sense of independence and safety. "I
feel safer walking with Pam than when I'm
walking with a cane and sheis sort of an
icebreaker aswell. People are often scared
to approach someone with a disability, but
with adog it is so much easier, because
they will come up to her and rub her," says
Lisa

She advises anyone interested in
becoming a volunteer to sign up and
make a difference to those in need.

At present PAT has 46 active volunteers
- two of these volunteers are Stellenbosch
students, 23 are Friends of PAT - people
who belong to the organisation, but do not
own apet and can help in other ways - and
48 dogs and one cat. Together they serve
the needs of 39 ingtitutions across the
Western Cape.

Pets and potential volunteers undergo
aformal assessment by a trained assessor
before they are accepted by

PAT. Dogs are required to be at least 18
months old to do the assessment. While
volunteers provide their services frec of
charge, an annual membership fee of
R 100 is asked to subsidise the cost of
registering the pet. and providing the pet
and owner with identification badges,
registration certificates, public liability
insurance cover and official booklets on
how to start the process.

Volunteers dedicate an hour to visiting
an ingtitution and will organise scheduled

"Bly as Pietie hier is - vergeet dan van my
pyne en als" Pietie gets up close and
personal with one of the elderly women at
Nerina Place.
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decide to help on either aweekly or a
fortnightly basis.

According to PAT, which isabranch of
the similarly named UK charity, taking an
animal to visit people lessens their
loneliness and the degree of depression. A
study on severe dementiafound that after a
30-minute visit from a PAT dog, there was
an improvement in patients' mood,
alertness and reality orientation. Alzheimer
patients are also reaping the benefits. The
visits stimulate their long-term memory,
which leads to social interaction. Patients
who find it difficult to communicate are
ableto talk easily to the animals while
those suffering from arthritis and other deb-
litating conditions are able to increase the
use of their hands and limbs by stroking the
animal.

According to recent research con-
ducted by five occupational therapy



students from Stellenbosch University at an
old age home called Nerina Place in Bishop
Lavis. acompanion dog can influence the
well-being of the elderly. Ms Magda
Basson. the leader of the group, said that
the tests that they conducted indicated that
depression and anxiety scores of the
experimental group were lower after six
weeks of intervention visits with Pietie, the
PAT dog, while the scores of the control
group were clearly higher.

The organi sation depends on people's
generosity, so if you would like to make
adonation, please contact Marieanna.
Thereis aso an urgent need for
volunteers, specificaly in the
Stellenbosch area.

For further information, or if you
would like to become a volunteer, please
contact Marieanna on (021) 808 3444
(office hours) or (021) 886 6101 (after
hours) or at mclr@sun.ac.za.



