
 
 

 

 

Enriching lives through animal companionship 
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South Africa 

“Pets as Therapy Dogs are not 

emotional support dogs” 

 

 

 

 

 

Taryn Blyth is a Practitioner Member of the COAPE Association 
of Pet Behaviourists and Trainers (CABPT SA) as well as an ICAN 
(International Companion Animal Network) certified Animal 
Behaviourist. She has owned and run Kommetjie Canine College 
since 2009. She has previously been a PAT volunteer and is 
currently on the advisory board of Pets as Therapy. This article is 
based on her professional and personal opinions 

Most dog owners would agree that the companionship 
our dogs provide is priceless and research clearly shows a 
positive correlation between physical health and dog 
ownership, particularly in children and the elderly. Studies 
even demonstrate the benefits that visiting dogs or pets 
may bring to residents in care facilities (see 
http://www.center4research.org/benefits-pets-human-
health/ ) After all, that is exactly why Pets As Therapy 
exists. 

But a new trend is growing rapidly – that of keeping a dog 
as an “Emotional Support Animal”. The number of 
enquiries being directed at trainers and members of Pets 
As Therapy, for assistance in getting a dog registered as an 
emotional support dog, indicates that there is much 
confusion about what this means and how emotional 
support dogs differ to PAT dogs and to “official” service 
dogs. 

Unlike a service dog that is task 
oriented ( i.e. the dog undergoes 
extensive training to be able to perform 
a specific task, whether it be guiding the blind, hearing for 
the deaf, carrying out physical tasks for the physically 
disabled, detecting blood sugar changes or the onset of a 
seizure or interrupting panic attacks), emotional support 
dogs receive no specific training and seem to be expected 
to function more as some sort of emotional sponge – 
absorbing negative emotions from their owners and 
therefore relieving depression or anxiety.  

Without being insensitive or minimising mental health 
issues, one really must consider what impact such a role 
may have on the dog and whether these expectations are 
realistic. Dogs are sensitive to our feelings and moods – 
studies have shown this to be true - but think about how 
your dog responds when you are anxious or emotional? I 

know that mine will show very clear signs of anxiety 
themselves. If I am upset, Rosie will come over and lick me 
insistently – she is clearly concerned. I have a friend and 
colleague who deliberately will go away from her dogs if 
she is feeling emotional, because it is so upsetting for her 
dogs to see her cry. In a world where doctors are literally 
“prescribing” dogs as treatment for mental health 
problems, we must recognise that dogs are sentient 
beings, not medication, and that our behaviour and mood 
has a profound effect on their emotional wellbeing.  

Furthermore, while service dogs are usually specifically 
bred and carefully selected for their task and undergo 
years of specialised training, people seem to expect any 
dog to be able to perform the role of an emotional 
support dog. The doctors and psychiatrists who 
“prescribe” dogs seem to give no thought as to whether 
the dog being acquired is suitable for such a role or 
whether the person can meet the dog’s needs. Some dogs 
have their own emotional baggage - this is often especially 
true of rescued dogs, yet it is often rescued dogs that 
people are acquiring with the intent to turn them into 
emotional support dogs. It is simply unrealistic and unfair 
to place the burden of resolving our emotional problems 

on a dog that most likely will need help 
to overcome his or her own 
emotional problems. Furthermore, 
taking on a dog that has its own 

struggles (fear or reactivity) is 
emotionally taxing for anyone and is likely to exacerbate a 
person's anxiety, depression or stress.  

Other than an apparent increase in mental health issues 
and the recognition of the benefits of dog ownership, 
there is I believe, another strong motivation for the flood  
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Save the date – 8 June 2019 

Annual General Meeting 2019 

The Pets as Therapy Annual General Meeting  

will be held on Saturday, 8 June 2019. 

Time: 10 am – 12 pm 

Location: Erin Hall, 8 Erin Road,  
Rondeboschurther information 
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of people wanting to have their dogs assessed as 
emotional support animals. While such dogs are not 
supposed to enjoy the same legal privileges as service 
dogs (unlike service dogs, they cannot travel on public 
transport or enter shops or restaurants where dogs are 
now allowed), in many cases, a doctor’s note to the effect 
that a dog is necessary for emotional support, will allow 
people to keep pets in flats or complexes where they are 
not usually permitted and many airlines now offer free 
travel for emotional support dogs in the cabin as opposed 
to having to pay for the dog to be placed in the cargo 
hold. Unfortunately, these privileges have created strong 
motivation for a huge influx of completely illegitimate 
claims for emotional support dogs by people who simply 
want the benefits that go along with this “status”. 
Emotional support dogs are not required to have any 
specific training, titles or qualifications (there is no formal 
assessment) and obtaining a “prescription” for one in the 
US is as easy as filling in a form on line (see the following 
rather frightening article on just how easy it is: 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/jul/28/e
motional-support-animal-service-pet-flying-housing) As a 
behaviourist, I find it truly disturbing that any dog, 
regardless of its history or emotional health, can be placed 
in a position where he or she could present a very real risk 
to the public. There have already been numerous 
instances of such dogs biting people.  

In South Africa, there is no dodgy on-line option for 
acquiring an emotional support dog and, as is the case 
worldwide, no legitimate training to prepare a dog for this 
role. There are opportunistic trainers who claim that they 

can help, but as those who make such claims have no 
legitimate qualifications themselves, this is highly dubious. 
As a result, many people are turning to organisations like 
Pets as Therapy in the hopes of getting some sort of 
accreditation. However, Pets as Therapy Dogs are not 
emotional support dogs.  

Pets as Therapy dogs are companion dogs that have been 
identified and assessed as being suitable for visiting 
facilities where they provide enrichment during brief 
interactions with residents. Pets as Therapy dogs enjoy no 
special rights of entry into public places, except for the 
facility that they have been invited to visit. Specific dogs 
and their owners are matched to specific facilities and the 
“work” these dogs do takes no more than a couple of 
hours a week. Unlike being an emotional support dog, 
being a PAT dog is not a full-time job and visits are 
deliberately kept short so that the dogs are not 
overwhelmed or exhausted from constant interaction or 
lengthy stimulation.  

In PAT dog activities, dog and owner are a team and the 
owner is there to protect and support the dog and to 
ensure that the “work” is enjoyable for the dog. The rest 
of the time, these dogs enjoy a normal life with their own 
families, where they can simply be dogs and where their 
needs are the priority, rather than how they can fulfil the 
needs of others.  

Taryn Blyth 

www.tarynblyth.co.za / tarynblyth@gmail.com 
https://www.facebook.com/KommetjieCanineCollege 

 

 

 

 

   

THERAPY DOGS ON STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY CAMPUS 

Pets as Therapy (PAT) and the Centre for 
Student Counselling and Development at 
Stellenbosch University offer sessions of 
a different kind to students. In May 2018 
PAT volunteers and their dogs started 
visiting the students on Stellenbosch 
campus. Weekly sessions are held on 
Thursdays from 16:45 to 17:30.  

PAT volunteers and their dogs are: Nici Reed & 
Freyja; Sandra Swart & Moyo; Dick Crane & Trixie; 
Bretchen van Niekerk & Lexi; Annica Richard & 
Charlie; Sarita Stevens & Mavu; Elzabi van Wyk & 
Silvi; Marieanna le Roux & Anna 

Photographers: Franna Lombaard, Nici Reed, 
Marieanna Le Roux & Michelle Mckenzie 

Here are some of the comments from 
the students: “It's a great way to 
physically and socially disconnect from 
studies so that I can take a proper break 
and go back feeling refreshed and ready 
to work again”; "Dinsdagmiddae het 'n 
weeklikse hoogtepunt in my lewe 
geword. Ten spyte van die 'swart hond' 
en sy bende wat my agtervolg, weet ek, 
sonder twyfel, dat Dinsdagmiddae vir my 
met 'n gewaarborgde glimlag sit en 
wag"; “There is something so comforting 
and personal about bonding with an 
animal- even if it’s not your own”; “I find 
that everything & anything can look a 
little brighter and feel a little lighter after 
a few wet nose kisses and just a paw to 
hold”; “Many of us long for our own dogs 
at home” & “It is unique and can help 
people whom can’t easily express 
themselves to other people, to interact 
with other beings without having to be 
verbal.”  

 

https://www.facebook.com/KommetjieCanineCollege
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Glenda & Henry Walters, Port Elizabeth 

MEMBER FOCUS 

visited my mother, who permanently lives at Huis Genot, an 
Institution for the Elderly, since May 2009.   Huis Genot was 
the first PAT registered institution in Port Elizabeth.  We also 
visited MTR Smit Children’s Haven, SOS Children’s Village, 
CP Bradfield & Munro Kirk on a regular basis.    Debbie & 
Tappa joined the P.E. PAT Team in 2010 and Traci & Riley in 
2012.  Sebastian & Savannah represented PAT at the very 
first P.E. Pet Expo held in Port Elizabeth in 2011.   Together 
with Tappa they formed part of the Dog School Demo Team 
at the 2012, 2013 & 2014 Bay Pet Expo’s.  Sebastian & 
Savannah accompanied us whenever we did Street 
Collections for Animal Welfare.   

Since we have been involved with PAT, we have been 
invited by various institutions to give talks on the benefits of 
Pets as Therapy, such as Vistarus Mission Centre, Westering 
Methodist Woman’s Auxiliary, The Voortrekkers and 
Happydale School and recently the National Arts Festival in 
Grahamstown, as part of the Child Welfare’s 100th 
Anniversary (2017). We also assisted a Grade 7 pupil with a 
Psychological Science Project on Pets as Therapy.    
Savannah & Sebastian celebrated their 13th Birthday in 
November 2018.   

 

We began scaling down our PAT visits during 2018, as 
we noticed that both Savannah & Sebastian battled to 
walk on the tiled floors in the facilities.   Unfortunately 
we will no longer be taking them on official PAT Visits 
from this year and have decided to retire them.      

It has indeed been a great honour to be part of this 
wonderful initiative and we would love to continue our 
PAT Visits in future with Mr Harvey.    

Although we have applied for Mr Harvey to become a 
PAT dog, he has not been assessed as yet, as there is no 

 

Henry & myself joined PAT 
during November 2008 with 
our Labradors Savannah & 
Sebastian.  Sandy joined the 
P.E. PAT Team in September 
2010.  When she was 
diagnosed with Progressive 
Retinal Atrophy during 2012, 
she was withdrawn from all 
active PAT Visits.  Sandy 
passed away in May. We 
started taking Sebastian & 
Savannah with when we  

co-ordinator in the Port 
Elizabeth Area since I 
resigned in 2014.   

Wishing all PAT 
Volunteers and their 
wonderful dogs an 
awesome year.  Keep up 
the good work in 
bringing joy to the 
residents of the various 
Institutions that you 
may visit.  

Mandy Gibson, Cape Town : PAT Volunteer and PAT Assessor 2014 – 2019 

MEMBER FOCUS 

Daisy and I visited at Protea Retirement Home in Goodwood as well as Includid at the Alexandria 
Hospital in Pinelands from 2008 - 2010.   Seeing the smiles on faces when we arrived and they 
saw Daisy was always so heart-warming.  Like all our PAT visiting dogs, Daisy had a way of 
helping people make a connection not only with a dog, but with a part of themselves.  Although 
Daisy is no longer with us, the memories of our visits still make me smile.   

My passion is to help animals and people find and deepen their connection, through 
understanding and kindness.  Our pets have so much to teach us.  My journey with PAT 
continued after I qualified as an animal behaviourist in 2014, and it has been a privilege to be 
involved as part of the assessment team so that even more PAT dogs can spread their unique 
love and light, through the heart to heart connections they make with those they touch.  

The Executive Committee would like to extend their thanks to Mandy for all her work as part of 
the assessment team.  
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CONTACT US 

Pets as Therapy 
P O Box 13192 

Mowbray 
7705 

w: www.pat.org.za 
e: info@pat.org.za  / 

Registered Charity 

024 153 NPO / PBO 930 004 216 

         

WHO ARE PETS AS THERAPY? 

PAT organises therapeutic visits by pet owners who volunteer to take their pets to visit 
people in hospitals, hospices, retirement homes, frail care facilities, special needs 

schools, residential centres, and a variety of other venues. PAT visits bring company, 
support, comfort, pleasure, stress relief and stimulation to those living either 

permanently or temporarily in these and other establishments. PAT is run entirely by 
volunteers. 

There is a wealth of scientific evidence showing that the interaction between people 
and pets is therapeutic – physically, emotionally, psychologically and socially. 

 

NEWS & GALLERY 

Area co-ordinator news 

Welcome to Karen van Wyk, the new area coordinator for Cape Town, 
Northern Suburbs. Karen may be contacted on ctnorthern@pat.org.za or 
083 669 7136 

The following area coordinator roles are currently vacant – please contact 
info@pat.org.za, or any of the committee members, if you are interested in 
finding out more about these roles: Cape Town – Deep South;   Cape Town – 
West Coast;  Worcestor/Boland  

Lees-Ukufunda-Read 
Workshop 

Another successful training 
workshop for the Lees-Ukufunda-
Read project was held on the 23 
February 2019. For further 
information on this project please 
visit the PAT website at: 
www.pat.org.za 

 
Above  & below: Attendees at the latest Lees-

Ukufunda-Read training day 

 

 

 

Donate to PAT 

EFT 

Name:  Pets as Therapy 

Bank:  ABSA 

Branch code: 632005 

Account: 4060 497 683 
  

SMS (RSA only)* 
SMS “DONATE PAT” to 48748 (R10/SMS) 

SMS “DONATE PAT” to 40580 (R20/SMS) 

SMS “DONATE PAT” to 42646 (R30/SMS) 
*Free minutes do not apply. Errors are charged for. Admin 

charges do apply 

In Memory  

RAINBOW BRIDGE 

Ray, Gerry Staegeman, December 2018 

Peyton, Norma Salmon, January 2019 

Bertie, Greta Wilson, February 2019  

Crystal, Irene Modlin, March 2019 

Simcha, Annatjie van Graan    

Above:  PAT volunteer Mary Murray and 

her beagle Ben visit Bird Song Care facility 

in Durban. 

 

 

 

On Saturday, 6 April 2019, Jason 
Tucker participated in the Cableway 
Charity Challenge (CCC), managing to 
summit Table Mountain via 
Platteklip Gorge, a total of 6 times in 
a 10.5 hour period. After raising the 
required amounts for the allocated 
event charities, Jason donated the 
balance of his funds received 
(R2350) to Pets as Therapy. Thank 
you for your efforts Jason.  

 

 

Fundraising 

Left  & right: Jason Tucker 

on the CCC, wearing his 

PAT bandana 

 

 

 


