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This popular event saw more than 120 
volunteers congregate from all corners of 

the country. 

It didn’t take long for the meeting room to come alive 
with happy chatter and laughter: small groups co-
ordinated future walks with their dogs, and others 
swapped phone numbers and emails. This enthusiastic 
networking was testimony to the strong foundation on 
which Irish Therapy Dogs was originally built. 

February’s meeting saw the launch of the charity’s new 
logo, along with a new uniform. The logistics of asking 
volunteers to swap old uniforms for new were huge, 
but the photograph above illustrates what a worthwhile 
challenge that was. The fresh golden sweaters certainly 
created an impressive spectacle at the conference 
venue. Everyone was encouraged to take pride in their 
uniform and reminded to wear it on all visits, and at all 
events. 

The Conference’s first guest speaker was Catherine 
Dunleavy, Director of Nursing at The Tara Winthrop 
Clinic in Swords. Catherine said there was very clear 
evidence to suggest that Irish Therapy Dogs are the 
guests most welcomed at her clinic. She went on to 
say that the emotion most commonly associated with 
residents moving into care is ‘loss’: loss of function, loss 
of self, loss of independence, home, family, friends, 
control, community and so on. Not only does an Irish 
Therapy Dog help in adjusting to those losses, but it can 
also help fill the gap left by the loss of a pet. Catherine 
closed her talk with these well-chosen words, “Dogs 
have a way of finding the people who need them most.”

The next speaker, Noel Sheehan, Inspector Manager, 
Regulation Directorate Health Information and Quality 
Authority (HIQA), is no stranger to animal-assisted 
therapy. A supporter of Irish Therapy Dogs, Noel spoke 
of the need to assess “What it would be like to live here,” 
when inspecting Care Centres nationwide. He added 
that an empathy and understanding of residents’ needs 
is essential in his work, and also in the work of Irish 
Therapy Dogs’ Volunteers.
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A happy gathering of volunteers and guest speakers at February’s Conference

IrISH

         
D

O
gS

T
Hera

P y

Wagging Tails May 2015 Newsletter.indd   1 08/06/2015   13:53



2

(continued from page 1)

Michael Woods, Veterinary Surgeon, gave a fascinating 
talk on the transfer of disease, both dog-to-human, 
and human-to-dog. He helped dispel many myths 
surrounding this controversial topic and confirmed 
what one volunteer voiced at question time, “A dog’s 
mouth is probably healthier and cleaner than a 
human’s.”

Finally, Irish Therapy Dogs’ Patrons, Professor 
Randolph Barker, Executive Committee Member 
of The Centre of Human-Animal Interaction and 
Professor Sandra Barker, Centre Director, flew-in 
from Virginia Commonwealth University, U.S.A. to 
present an update on their latest research. Recent 
observations have recorded the effectiveness of 
Therapy Dogs interacting with students, during exam 
periods. 

96% of the feedback given by students 
was positive, and the number one word 

associated with the therapy sessions 
was, “Love”. 

Sandra said, “Of course, none of this surprises any 
of you here today, because you experience it, every 
time you visit your assigned Care Centres with your 
dogs.” Randy later concluded, “If Animal-Assisted 
Therapy is to gain approval in the wider community 
and at a funding level, it is essential we publish not 
only qualitative data, but quantitative data, too.” One 
of the biggest challenges facing Sandy and Randy 
is to conduct experiments in real life situations, to 
provide this invaluable data. More information on the 
Professors’ work, and downloadable papers, can be 
found at www.chai.vcu.edu

Everybody left the conference venue buzzing with 
renewed enthusiasm for his or her work, and for the 
charity as a whole. Irish Therapy Dogs would like to 
thank all those who travelled to Dublin to attend, and 
to those who gave presentations on the day. Without 
doubt, this was a most memorable meeting. 

A Special Message 
from our Patron, 
Professor Sandra 
Barker
What a pleasure it was to be part of the exciting 
2015 Irish Therapy Dog Conference in Dublin. Being 
among the golden sea of new sweaters proudly 
displaying the revised logo, Randy and I were 
engulfed in the enthusiasm of the volunteers for the 
important care they and their special dogs provide. 
The dedication and excellent organization of the 
event by Brenda, Brian, and The Board was clearly 
evident as the day’s event went so smoothly and 
successfully. It was lovely to renew acquaintances 
formed during previous visits and to meet so many 
new volunteers. Being on the sidelines supporting 
Irish Therapy Dogs from the early planning days, 
Randy and I are so impressed with the careful 
development, management, and growth of Irish 
Therapy Dogs. The well-attended and successful 
conference is a testament to the sound leadership 
and governance of the organization. Hearing all 
speakers address the important contributions of 
Irish Therapy Dogs to the care and comfort of so 
many Care Centre residents was not just heart-
warming, but a clear signal that the hard work of 
the volunteers and the positive impact of their 
therapy dogs is being noticed and appreciated at 
important levels. Thank you for including us in your 
conference, extending such warm hospitality, and 
contributing to the positive impact of therapy dogs 
on human health.

Our guest speakers (from left to right) Michael Woods, Noel Sheehan, 
Randolph Barker, Sandra Barker and Catherine Dunleavy
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This story highlights the spirit of goodwill shown by 
many of our dedicated volunteers. 

Tom, and his wife, Jacqui, recently represented 
Irish Therapy Dogs at The Longford Ploughing 
Championship. This is Tom’s account of how the 
day unfolded.

“Because of the rain on Saturday night and early 
Sunday, the fields turned into a mud bath. When 
we got there, the only way to get the car to the 
tent was to be towed by tractor, which we did, 
but ended up in a sea of mud. Jacqui and I were 
then able to make a straw path between the car 
and the tent and set-up the table. After a while, 
we got a couple of dogs, the table, equipment 
and ourselves under canvas. 

I felt so sorry for the organisers, because the 
previous day had been perfect. Anyway, we 
spent four hours at the show, talking to a really 
small number of people who came through the 
tent. At the end of the day, the same tractor 
dragged us back to the main road. “
Many thanks, Tom and Jacqui, for taking-on all these challenges 
in order to represent Irish Therapy Dogs and its work. 

Tom’s dogs, Zorro and Tassu

Beyond the Call 
of Duty

Irish Therapy Dogs 
100% Volunteers

This issue of Wagging Tails not only reports the charity’s 
highlights, but also reminds us that volunteering is a 
truly positive and rewarding experience. Every story is 
a heartening one. 

Irish Therapy Dogs is a charity of enormous breadth 
and depth. It is a network of dedicated volunteers 
tirelessly working at local, regional and national level. 
It is an organization that depends entirely upon the 
goodwill of all its members, and where every volunteer 
willingly gives his or her time, unconditionally. 

Throughout the year, regional meetings provide a 
welcome opportunity for members to come together. 
Personal experiences are shared, friendships are 
forged and fresh ideas carry the charity forward. 
Teamwork is key, and every member brings whatever 
they can: from visiting their assigned Care Centres, 
attending Awareness Days, baking for a cake sale, or 
contributing to administrative duties. Each and every 
one of us has a special role to play. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank every 
member of Irish Therapy Dogs, past and present. 
Without your continued dedication and passion, Irish 
Therapy Dogs would not have earned the respect 
it has, and Wagging Tails would be a very dull read, 
indeed! 

A personal message from our Chairman,  
Brían O’Sullivan
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Brían O’Sullivan with his Irish Therapy Dog, Gypsy
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Q: Tell us a little about yourself, Sandra
I’ve been a volunteer with Irish Therapy Dogs for more 
than three years, now. I can’t imagine not doing it. I’d 
certainly be doing something that involves talking! I 
love chitchat - I’ll talk to the world and his mother. One 
of my closest friends says I change when I talk about 
Irish Therapy Dogs - that I actually look different. So, it 
must come across. I’m lucky my workplace facilitates 
me being a volunteer - they allow me time off to visit. 
To have that support is huge. 

Q: And your dog?
When I got Angus, I soon realised he was the dopiest, 
biggest mop I’d ever come across! He’s unbelievably 
placid and mild. 

When I was at a craft fairs with him, he’d toddle off with 

anyone, and he was so happy when people chatted 
to him. I felt guilty that I wasn’t helping him fulfil his 
potential - I knew I needed to be doing more with him. 

At the same time, Mammy got sick. While she was in 
the hospice there were two therapy dogs visiting, and 
Mammy asked, “Are they real? Are they actually here?” 
What she got from those visits changed her, and then 
I knew I really wanted to bring that same comfort to 
others. 

Q: Do you remember your first visit?
On our first visit I wondered, “What do I do if Angus 
doesn’t want to visit?” But, I needn’t have worried, it 
was an instant success. I never for one second thought 
that I’d experience the sense of calm and peace that 
I felt that day. It didn’t occur to me. I thought I’d be 
taking my dog to visit - that’s all. But each time I got to 

A Chat with Sandra
Sandra, and her Bassett Hound, Angus, visit Mountpleasant Lodge 
Nursing Home in Kilcock, County Kildare. Here, in an interview, 
she talks about volunteering with Irish Therapy Dogs, and how 
much it means to her.

Sandra and Angus visit Angela

Sandra and Angus spending time with May
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know more names, and we’d chitchat about the rain, 
and work and so on. And every time I went back I got 
more and more calm. It was filling me up, and I still 
feel it’s something I was meant to do. Not only can I 
talk for Ireland, but also the sense of peace I get from 
this is incredible.

Q: And do you still feel the same as you did on 
that first visit?
When I arrive and see the residents waiting for us, 
and then I see their faces light up, it eases my head. 
Sometimes, I have to remind myself I’ve been there 
for hours and it’s time to leave them alone! I really feel 
like I’m ‘getting’ from the visits, rather than ‘giving’.

Q: Is there anything else you’d like to say to our 
volunteers?
Some of the staff where we visit get down on the floor 
and ask Angus how his day is going. I feel so welcomed 
– they aren’t just ticking-off our visit, on some chart in 
the office.

If the staff care about how I feel, and about how 
Angus feels, then it’s important I care about how the 
residents are feeling.

Q: Is there one special story you’d like to share?
There was one lady who called out to me, for a year or 
more, “That dog’s very fat”, and I always agreed with 
her, and I said that I’d stop feeding Angus biscuits!  One 
day, she asked, “Who’s that?” pointing at Angus, and 
I said, “Oh, I don’t think you’ll have seen him before, 
he’s Angus, a new dog.” “Hmmm, bring him over here”, 
she said. I could have danced - I just wanted to dance 
for joy! It took a year, but then that one day, I got a 
look, and those few words. Until that time, I’d never 
really understood how meaningful a moment like that 
would feel. And I’ll carry that moment with me for the 
rest of my life.

Angus (left) with his 4-month old daughter, Florence

Mountpleasant Lodge Nursing Home, Kilcock, Co. Kildare
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Awareness Days 

Welcome to Irish Therapy Dogs, Ispin...

...and relaxing after her first visit

Irish Therapy Dogs’ 
Conference

,
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My dear, Magic

I am dictating this, and C is typing. 

I want to say sorry for my snappy behaviour 
today, which must not be excused, not even by 
you.

I could say my grumpiness was due to a 
disadvantaged puppyhood, but I’d be lying. The 
root of my problem is this: I don’t like sharing. 
I don’t like sharing my toys, my bed or my 
treats… and I especially don’t like sharing my 
human. 

So, next week, I promise to turn over a new 
bone and I will be on my best behaviour. 

Have a lovely weekend with B (she is truly 
talented at cuddling and you are lucky to have 
her as your human).

Yours affectionately, 

Charlie 
xx 

PS Your snoring in the office is adorable.

Irish Therapy Dogs would like to thank those Junior 
Members who were present at the Conference in 
February, and for their efforts in providing assistance 
to our guest speakers, distributing lunch and being 
cheerful young ambassadors for our charity. 

Every Thursday morning, companions Magic (right) 
and Charlie (left) share the Irish Therapy Dogs’ 
office. After one particularly stressful morning, 
when Charlie showed his ‘true colours’, he explained 
his behaviour to Magic in an email. 

Here is that email.

JuniorsDear Magic
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Irish Therapy Dogs  
c/o St. Mary’s Centre (Telford) Ltd., 185 – 201 Merrion Rd., Dublin 4  

Company Registration No: 464658, Charity No: CHY18715
Telephone: (01) 218 9302  Email: info@irishtherapydogs.ie  Website: www.irishtherapydogs.ie

Like us on Facebook ! Follow us on Twitter ! 
Keep tuned-in for all Upcoming Events in 2015. 

www.irishtherapydogs.ie

Irish Therapy Dogs hold a draw for Volunteers registered 
before 30th September of each year, to recognise their 
commitment and hard work. 

The lucky winner of 2014 was Aileen, who has visited St. 
John of God’s Special School in Dublin, for a number of 
years, along with her Irish Therapy Dog, Bella.

Aileen was recently presented with her prize – a beautiful 
photograph of her and Bella. The photograph was kindly 
donated by Brendan Burke from ‘Shoot my Dog’.

As well as conveying a professional image, it was vital that 
the updated logo sensitively illustrated the bond between 
human and dog. We wanted the typeface to retain an Irish 
flavour, but to also be legible at all sizes. Of course, the 
gold colour is forever linked with Irish Therapy Dogs and 
is commented upon wherever we go. We do hope you are 
proud to be seen wearing your new uniform and logo.

The graphics shown here represent nine drafts from the 
dozens proposed during the whole design process. The 
first dog’s profile was re-drawn to make it more appealing. 
The typeface was tweaked for reasons of legibility (notice 
the change from capitals to lower case, and vice versa) and 
the order of the words encircling the logo also changed. 

The position and orientation of the paw prints evolved, 
and the introduction of a human figure was deemed too 
distracting. Lastly, the hand placed on the dog’s head was 
interpreted as being overly dominant. After months of 
fine-tuning, the Board approved this final version. 

The New Irish Therapy Dogs’ Logo

Annual Draw 
Winner

Aileen is pictured here with her prize
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First early ideas....
February 2014

The final logo....
December 2014
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