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itting quietly in restau-

rants or walking calmly

through malls are im-
portant members of the com-
munity: service dogs.

These animals are highly
trained to suit the needs of
the people they assist. rang-
ing from detecting seizures
to guwiding those who are
sight-impaired.

For local nonprofit Hawai'i
Fi-Do Service Dogs, the focus
i5 on serving those with mobil-
ity disabilities.

This year's Dining with
Dogs fundraiser is scheduled
for April 12, and marks more
than 25 years of serving a pop-
ulation of 98 D00-plus people
on (O ahu with mobility dis-
abilities, according to United
For ALICE.

“We give those with- mo-
bality disabilities indepen-
dence,” says Katelyn Taua®a,
executive director of Hawai'i
Fi-Do. Without service dogs,
some people cannol have that
independence, and that's one
of the biggest things we offer.”

Dogs are trained to retrieve
and pick up items, open and
¢lose doors, tum on lights and
IMore,

Over the last decade, more
than 30 certified service dogs

MARCH 25, 2026

MIDWEEK

INSIOE FEATURE

Dog Lovers Unite, Support A Good Cause

Next month’s Dining with Dogs event raises funds for more than 98,000 people with mobility disabilities.

have passed through Hawai'i
Fi-Do. Taoa‘a describes vol-
unteers as the lifeline and
backbone to this achievement.

Puppy raisers take care of
the dogs 24/7 in their homes
and outside of them, too.

“{The) client we're passing
{the dog) off to (is) going to
be in a home as well; they'ré
going o be going to doctors
appointments ... to grocery
stores — and that's why it's
the best type of training, rath-
er than just having a dog in a
facility looking at the same
wills and training in there,”
Taua'a says.

Anyone can volunteer, but
they need to be prepared for
the 24/7 commitment and, as
Tana’a emphasizes, must love
dogs.

The nonprofit is in constant
nead of volunteers to train
these animals, especially since
it takes twio vears to train a ser-
vice dog.

Some service dogs can
have 4 “career change™ into
program dogs. These work
within therapeutic assistance
programs in various centers
for yvouth. senior homes and
public schools like Princess
Ruth Ke'elikdlani Middle
School.

The Theripeutic Assistance
Dogs tor Youth Fm,g_r_ram also

(lient Karen Spencer (left) interacts with a service dog at a Hawai'i Fi-Do
training session with program director and trainer Mary-Ann Fernandes.
For chients, the wait list for a dog is about two to three years.
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supports children in domes-
tic violence recovery homes,
children in special education,
nonverbal students and more.

Taua‘a hopes to raise
awareness on the difference
between service dogs and pets
oremotional support animals,

She adds some clients and

‘their service dogs have been

turned away from establish-
ments due to misunderstand-
ings — despite the animals
being both American with
Disabilities Act compliant
and “legally allowed to go in
almost any establishment.”

As for the nonprofit’s fu-
ture, Tava*a hopes to one
day have a facility to host its
weekly trainings, and open
maore programs in schools is-
landwide.

She encourages dog lovers
to get “lots of hands-on dog
snuggles and cuddles™ at its
Dining with Dogs fundraiser
at 3:30 p.m. on April 12 at
Honolulu Country. Club. At-
lendees can meet puppies and
enjoy dog tning demonstra-
tons and a silent auction.
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