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Everyone who’s ever had a 
dog knows that sometimes it’s 
our four-legged friends who 
bring us the most comfort in 
difficult times.

That’s why Niagara Hospice 
works to provide its patients 
with the small but powerful 
benefit of having a furry com-
panion around to pet, snuggle 
with or feed them treats.

According to Hospice Vol-
unteer Services Coordina-
tor Melissa Harris, giving 
patients a chance to enjoy 
some time with a dog can 
lower blood pressure and 
increase awareness. In some 
patients, the presence of dogs 
can also increase communi-
cation abilities and decrease 
feelings of loneliness or 
anxiety.

“I’ve always had animals 
in my home so I know that 
it makes a huge difference,” 
said Harris. “We hear a lot of 

stories about the impact of the 
pets on our patients. It just 
has a calming effect on every-
one. It is very touching to see 
the difference it makes to our 
patients.”

Harris said coming up with 
ways to help their patients 
interact with animals is a mat-
ter of quality of life. There are 
two ways Hospice works with 
animals to improve enhance 
quality of life for the clients, 
by working with trained 
volunteers to bring dogs 
(who are also trained) to the 
patient’s homes or the facility 
where they are staying.

While the dogs are with 
the patients, they may cud-
dle up on their lap, perform 
tricks or simply sit an enjoy 
some attention. In return, the 
patients get to enjoy the feel-
ing of having a pet, something 
they may not be able to do 
either due to their residence 
or being unable to care for 
them due to their medical con-
dition. Volunteers bring their 
dogs to Hospice’s facilities to 

visit with patients, as well as 
to patients homes, Harris said. 
Volunteers and their dogs are 
required to complete train-
ing to ensure the safety of the 
patients.

In addition to their pet visit 
program, Hospice also partici-
pates in Pet Peace of Mind, a 
national program which aims 
to help patients pets stay in 
their homes throughout the 
duration of their owners’ care.

Volunteers who help carry 
out this program are trained 
to care for animal and will 
pick up after dogs and cats, 
purchase food or supplies for 
patients, which is covered in 
part by grant funding. They 
also can take pets to and from 
veterinary appointments.

“For the Pet Peace of Mind 
program, we definitely in 
need of more (volunteers),” 
Harris said. “They have to go 
through the volunteer train-
ing here even if they’re certi-
fied somewhere else. We also 
can always use more people 
who are willing to do pet 

visits, but then again they 
have to also have a certi-
fied animal.” Volunteers 
are always needed for both 
programs, especially the 
Pet Peace of Mind Program, 

which requires a training 
program that can be com-
pleted at the Erie County 
SPCA. Those interested 
in volunteering can start 
out as a regular volunteer 

and then apply to be a pet 
volunteer.

For more information or 
to become a volunteer, visit 
Niagara Hospice online at 
www.niagarahospice.org.

Hospice volunteer work going to the dogs
More participants sought for  
Pet Peace of Mind program

BY MIA SUMMERSON
mia.summerson@niagara-gazette.com
@MiaSummeron

CONTRIBUED 
Pictured is Boo, one of Niagara Hospice’s volunteer dogs. Boo visits with Hospice patients to 
brighten their days and provide a sense of comfort that only a dog can offer. Holding Boo is 
Hospice volunteer Peg Stevenson.

WHEATFIELD  — The plaque 
hangs proudly today in the lobby of 
the SPCA of Niagara.

It reads: “14,356 Lives Saved Since 
Becoming No-Kill in 2012.”

So much has changed since the 
Lockport Road shelter was rocked 
by revelations in a Gazette inves-
tigation that broke on New Year’s 
Day 2012, showing the agency 
was engaged in the mass killing of 
animals.

Its then executive director was 
fired. The agency’s board of direc-
tors resigned.

A new board and a new executive 
came in and the shelter’s operations 
changed for the better. 

When that new executive, Amy 
Lewis, announced she was step-
ping away in July 2018, her succes-
sor, Tim Brennan, knew he had big 
shoes to fill.

“Amy did a great job implement-
ing our no-kill philosophy,” Brennan 
said. “She took us where we are.”

Now, as Brennan prepares for the 
ground-breaking and construction 
of a new half million dollar, 3,200 
square foot surgical unit, and some-
day a new or expanded shelter itself, 
he sees only better care for animals 
and better service for those looking 
to adopt new pets.

“This will allow us to do more sur-
geries,” he said, gesturing to a ren-
dering of the new surgery suite. “My 
longterm vision is to get us a new 
shelter in the next five to 10 years, 
and I’m hoping it’s only five.”

It’s not an exaggeration to say 
that the shelter is bursting at the 
seams. On a recent visit by a Gazette 
reporter, there were 72 dogs occu-
pying the 74 available kennels. “It’s 

kitten season,” Brennan noted, while 
casting his glance on 260 cats fill-
ing not only their normal spaces in 
the shelter, but spilling out into the 
lobby as well. The recent seizure of 
a large quantity of animals from a 
Lockport pet shop had resulted in 
the conference and storage rooms 
at the facility pressed into service. 
But none of that seems to discourage 
the shelter volunteers or the staff.

“I can’t say enough about our ken-
nel staff,” Brennan said. “They’re 
here every day. They have no 
holidays.”

Brennan, who counts dogs and 

rescue cats among his family’s own 
growing collection of pets, came to 
the SPCA without a background 
in shelter work. He had previously 
been a fundraising executive with 
the Boys & Girls Club of Buffalo.

But he said he’s been able to build 
a strong relationship with Gary Wil-
loughby II, the president and CEO of 
the SPCA Serving Erie County.

“I meet with him and Gary has 
been a great mentor for me,” Bren-
nan said. “He is all about collaborat-
ing and we appreciate that.”

Brennan said  Willoughby 
arranged the donation of his 

agency’s old surgical trailer to the 
SPCA here, while the new perma-
nent suite is being built. 

Reflecting on almost a year on the 
job, Brennan said its been a learning 
experience.

“I’ve learned a lot, but still have a 
lot to learn,” he said. “My focus has 
been on building a team and instill-
ing a sense of customer service.”

Brennan said he’s been able to 
delegate the day-to-day operations 
of the shelter to a full-time manager 
and the agency has also hired a 
full-time veterinarian. His staff also 
includes a director of facilities, a 

director of volunteers and an events 
coordinator. Among the accomplish-
ments Brennan lists in his first year 
on the job are re-engaging with more 
municipalities in Niagara County. 
The SPCA just recently signed a new 
service contract with the towns of 
Lewiston and Porter. There has also 
been more engagement with rescue 
organizations. And then there are 
those no-kill numbers.

Brennan said adoptions from the 
shelter are averaging more than 
2,000 a year. 

“(Being a no-kill shelter) isn’t easy. 
It increases your expenses signifi-
cantly with fixed overhead,” Bren-
nan said. “To be a no-kill you have to 
continuously attain a 90 percent save 
rate.” The shelter’s save rate for May 
was 93.3 percent.

“A lot of animal advocates appreci-
ate that,” Brennan said. “They know 
what that number means.”

SPCA of Niagara still pushing no-kill mission
New executive director also envisions a new or expanded shelter facility
BY RICK PFEIFFER
rick.pfeiffer@niagara-gazette.com
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Luca the cat appears to be running things with the help of her human, SPCA of Niagara Executive Director 
Timothy Brennan.

SPCA of Niagara Executive Director 
Timothy Brennan shows off a couple 
of the residents of the shelter on 
Lockport Road.

Lisa Priester has a lot to 
take on. 

The 41-year-old Lockport 
resident who is confined to 
a wheelchair due to cerebral 
palsy, has been involved in 
two car accidents including 
one at age 18 when she was 
hit by a car while riding in 
her wheelchair and another in 
March which broke seven 
bones,  including both her 
femurs. “It’s all good. God is 
keeping me around for a rea-
son,” Priester says, smiling.

Despite those challenges, 
she has taken on a new role 
which will require much from 
her, especially as she deals 
with her physical issues, but 
which could also help better 
the lives of both dogs and 
their owners.

Priester has been work-
ing to become a dog trainer 
for the past five years, most 
recently working with Ste-
phen Phillips of Phillips Com-
mand Dogs in Olean.

“She came to me because 
she had problems with a 
dog she was trying to train 
for herself as a service dog,” 
said Phillips when reached 
by phone. “I did the training 
for her as she observed and 
together we fixed the prob-
lem,” he  explained, noting 
that Priester has an extreme 
interest in dog training 
because of her own needs 
with her service dog. 

Phillips, who has been 
working with dogs for 38 
years, described it as a very 
hands-on occupation but 
noted that if Priester has 
an owner that’s going to be 
hands on, she could  coach 
people through obedience 
training. “She a very enthusi-
astic learner,” he said.

Priester  is assisted by 
health care aides every day 
and one of them, Heather 
Case, marvels at Priester’s 
outlook. “With everything 
she’s gone through since 
March, to be able to overcome 
that and still be able to have 
such an amazing outlook on 
everything and still have a 
smile on her face, no matter 
how much pain she’s in, no 
matter how much discom-
fort she’s in — we still laugh 
all day, we still have a good 
time everyday,” said Case, 
adding, “She perseveres in 

everything she’s trying to do.” 
Lisa Priester says training her 
dogs helps keep her mind off 
her constant pain and life 
challenges. 

She has recently opened a 
business called Daisy’s Canine 
Commands and is hoping to 
gain clients who would like to 
have better behaved dogs. She 
said she keeps her prices low, 
about $25 a session, and will 
train dogs in her home or in 
the home of the dog owners. 

The business is named 
after one of her dogs, Daisy, 
a golden retriever shepherd 
rescue Priester has trained, 
who will retrieve her wal-
let when she needs it and 
who demonstrated how 
much she likes to play hide 
and seek when Case — help-
ing with a demonstration —  
hid the wallet on a kitchen 
counter and which the dog, 
waiting in the living room, 
promptly found and retrieved 
on command. 

Her other dog, Farrah, a 
pit bull shepherd mix, also a 
rescue, is still being trained. 
Priester is working with Far-
rah to help her become a ther-
apy dog “because she is more 
laid back and calm.”

Meanwhile,  Priester is 
looking for clients who might 
like their canine to be better 
behaved. 

Lockport women beats 
challenges to train dogs
PET GAZETTE: 
Wheelchair-bound 
Lisa Priester 
has started a dog 
training business.
BY MICHELE DELUCA
michele.deluca@niagara-gazette.com

Owning a pet has a lot of 
perks, but caring for one can 
take its toll on your wallet. 
According to the ASPCA, 
owning a dog or cat can cost 
up to $1,000 in the first year, 
and many people end up 
spending much more. The 
good news is you can cut 
your pet care expenses with-
out compromising your pet’s 
health and well-being. Here 
are a few ways you can save 
money and keep your pet 
healthy.

1. Don’t skip the vet — If 
you’re trying to save money, 
it can be tempting to cut 
back on veterinary visits. But 
according to Julie Ciarmella 
of the American Veterinary 

Medicine Association, “an 
investment in preventive 
healthcare can reduce your 
long-term pet health care 
costs.” Why? Because regu-
lar check-ups can prevent 
expensive complications 
down the road.

2. Get by with a little help from 
your friends — Dog-walking, 
pet-sitting and kennel ser-
vices can be some of the most 
expensive aspects of owning 
a pet. You can save money by 
taking the “you scratch my 
dog’s back, I’ll scratch your 
cat’s chin” approach and tap-
ping into a network of other 
pet owners in your area. 
Neighborhood dog parks 
are great places to meet like-
minded pet lovers; or, you 
could try good old-fashioned 

advertising.
3. Choose high-quality pet prod-

ucts that give you more value for 
your money — Reaching for the 
cheapest product can feel like 
a thrifty move, but you may 
be surprised by the impact 
“cheap” products can have 
on your budget. For example, 
cheaper clay cat litter needs 
to be changed more often, so 
cat owners go through bag 
after bag. World’s Best Cat 
Litter is an alternative that 
harnesses the concentrated 
power of corn for long-lasting 
performance. You’ll use less 
litter, replace it less often and 
save money in the long run.

In the end, remember that 
what your pet needs most is 
love. Keep things simple and 
invest in high-value products 
where it matters, and you’ll 
be on your way to a pet care 
budget that works for you.

Saving money on pet care
TIPS: Owning a dog or cat can cost up to 
$1,000 in the first year.
NEWSUSA

3649 Lockport Rd., 
Sanborn, NY 14132 

706-955-9090

STORE THEM WITH US! 
Competitive pricing along with 

move-in specials are going on now. 

You won't be disappointed!


