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DANIA BEACH * Amber, a year-
old pit bull, has her work cut out
for her.

As the newest pet therapy dog
with the Humane Society of
Broward County, she is the first
purebred American Staffordshire
terrier, commonly known as the
American pit bull, to be selected
for the program.

Pit bulls have a reputation for
being vicious and aggressive, but
Amber’s owner is trying to
change that.

“Amber absolutely loves
people,” said Sunrise resident
Wendy Hendricks. “She knows
no race, young, old, handicapped,
rich or poor.”

As a pet therapy dog, she will
visit adults in hospitals, nursing
homes and retirement communi-
ties who are in need of comfort.
And, in a few weeks, she will be
tested to determine whether she
will be allowed to visit children.

Hendricks, a volunteer like all
of the dog owners enrolled in the
program, is eager to change
people’s minds about pit bulls.

“I am so excited. This is a huge
step in the right direction to
start working on people’s percep-
tions and help people feel better,”
saild Hendricks, who adopted
Amber from the Humane Soci-
ety in December. “I can’t wait to
share Amber with everyone else.”

Marni Bellavia, the education
partnership coordinator for the
Humane Society, also can’t wait
to get Amber started in the pro-
gram.

“Amber epitomizes the breed,
and she will be a great ambassa-
dor in the community,” said
Bellavia, who runs the pet
therapy program. “We want to
educate people on pit bulls in
general — they get such a bad
rap. We also don’t want to sug-
arcoat it, but show the other side
and help change the perception.”

After passing a pet therapy test
this week, the 60-pound, fawn-col-
ored pit bull was given a photo
1dentification badge along with a
green-and-white cape embroi-
dered with “Pet Therapy Dog I
love working for hugs and kisses”
on each side. Amber pranced
around and wagged her tail in
excitement, almost as if she knew
what she had accomplished.

Hendricks said she thinks she
and Amber will be a successful
pet therapy team.

“I have read stories, heard and
seen first-hand how pet therapy

-

TIMED: Amber, an American Staffordshire terrier — often called a pit bull — is hugged by Marni Bellavia of the Humane Society during
Amber’s test to become a pet therapy dog. Amber passed with her tail wagging, and her owner hopes to dispel the negative view of the breed.
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‘Working for hugs and kisses’

A pit bull passes the test to become
a volunteer in a pet therapy program.

can make someone’s day brighter
or even make someone overcome
an obstacle,” Hendricks said. “I
hope that Amber and I together
can educate people, change
people’s overall perception of the
pit bull and, hopefully, make
someone’s day brighter by reach-
ing out to them and sharing with
them Amber’s joy of living and
loving.”

To qualify for the program, pets
must pass evaluations on tempera-
ment, touch, obedience, interac-
tion with people and how they act
around medical equipment.

During the test at the Humane
Society in Dania Beach, Bellavia
was 1n frequent close contact
with Amber’s face, put her hands
in the dog’s mouth, pinched her
body to see if she had discom-
fort anywhere, and hugged the
dog to see how long it would take
for Amber to pull away.

For pit bulls, Bellavia takes the
temperament test a bit further
than usual.

“With all dogs it is imperative
that their temperament is suit-
able for pet therapy work,” she
said. “Unfortunately, pit bulls are
not well received by the public. I
think that the community has a
higher level of trust in us as an
organization knowing that we
have taken every precaution to
ensure that the animals in our
programs are well-suited for this
type of work.”

Amber is one of two purebred
pit bulls tested in the past two
years, Bellavia said. In April, an-
other purebred pit bull was tested
but failed because of obedience
problems.

The therapy program, in its
17th year, includes a wide range
of dog breeds, including one pit
bull mix. The 140 dogs range in
size from 3 pounds to 128
pounds. There also are two cats
in the program.

The therapy animals visit 71 hos-
pitals, nursing homes and other
locations, primarily in Broward but

including some in Palm Beach and
Miami-Dade counties.

“We are always looking for more
therapy dogs. We have 60 facili-
ties on a waiting list,” said Bellavia,
who got involved with pet therapy
10 years ago with her own dogs.

As for Amber, a family found
her wandering the streets in
Boynton Beach late last year but
could not keep her.

The dog was at the Humane
Society for a little over a week
before Hendricks adopted her.

“I just fell in love with the
breed,” said Hendricks, who will
start making pet therapy visits
this fall.

For more information about the
therapy program, call the Humane
Society of Broward County at 954-
266-6856.
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