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By KATHY KNOTTS/Staff

%en Susan Austin is - -

running around Southwest |
Virginia, whether attending .
Rotary Club meetings or confer-
ences with the Community Serv-
ices Board where she works.,
she always has a friend with her.
Her latest friend is Traveler, a7 Susan Austin and Traveler train together
1/2-month-old black lab. regularly.

“He goes everywhere | go,” Photo courtesy of Susan Austin
said Austin.

Even the staff at Mount Rogers CSB is smitten with this friendly
fellow, who will be with Austin until November. He is the second
puppy that Austin has taken under her wing as a trainer for Canine
Companions for Independence.

CCl was founded in 1975 to provide highly trained assistance
dogs and support to people with disabilities. Today the nonprofit
organization trains four types of assistance dogs: service dogs,
hearing dogs, facility dogs and skilled companions.

CCl breeds Labrador retrievers, golden retrievers and a cross of
the two to be assistance dogs. Austin previously trained Ithaca, a
yellow lab, for 18 months.

“The first CCI puppy | raised, Ithaca, was turned in to CCl in
August 2010 for advanced training. In late November the puppy man-
ager called to say he was released from CCl because his toy and food
drive was too strong to be a service dog but that another service dog
organization wanted him. He was tested that next Monday and North
Carolina Canine Emergency Response Team (NCCERT) loved him, and
he passed the precertification test with flying colors.”

The puppies are bred and then spend the next 13-18 months with
volunteers, like Austin, who care for and provide basic obedience
training and socialization. After that the dogs are sent to professional
instructors to learn over 40 specialized commands before being
matched with an adult or child with a disability.

Service dogs assist adults with physical disabilities by performing
daily tasks. Hearing dogs alert the deaf and hard of hearing to impor-
tant sounds. Facility dogs work with a professional in a visitation,
education or healthcare setting. Skilled companions enhance
independence for children and adults with physical, cognitive and
developmental disabilities.

CCl dogs can be spotted by the special vests they wear — yellow
for puppies in training and blue for working dogs. ¢8-
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