President’s Message
Greetings,
Spring is here, and we are excited to share with you all that we are doing to bring service dogs to those in need. Our mission is to transform lives through partnerships with service dogs, and for me, that means serving as many people as we possibly can. With that said, our growth cannot be rushed. We must work strategically to safeguard the high standard we have set for ourselves. 
This year we have focused on improving our prison program, which trains many of our service dogs. It is an integral part of our operation these days, and we are committed to enhancing this program because not only will it result in more highly skilled service dogs, but it also has an overwhelmingly positive impact on the incarcerated trainers. 
I want to personally congratulate Yvonne Martin on her retirement from Guide Dogs of America | Tender Loving Canines (GDA|TLC). She has left an indelible mark on this program, and we cannot thank her enough. We have promoted Jamie Hunt to Director of Programs, and I have complete confidence in her ability to lead GDA|TLC into our next chapter. 
From everyone here at GDA|TLC, we are grateful for your continued support and ongoing commitment. With your help, we can continue to make a difference in the lives of those who need it most. Let us make this year a time of growth, hope, and positive change together.


Paw and Order 
A Courtroom Canine That Brings Comfort and Compassion
No one would compare a day in court to a sunny tropical island, but there is a delightful new addition to a courthouse in Alabama whose job is to make everyone’s day a little brighter. 
Meet Fiji, the facility dog who was brought in by Mobile County Assistant District Attorney Chris McDonough to help crime victims and their families deal with the anxiety and stress of coming to court. Fiji was hand-picked for the team after graduating from GDA|TLC’s prison program, where dogs are trained by incarcerated individuals in the state of California. “I think it does sort of complete the circle,” says Asst. DA McDonough. “We are trying to prosecute crimes on behalf of victims. Now we have a dog that is going to help us do that, who was trained by people who have offended.” 
Fiji has training in assistive, grounding, and social tasks. For the people he meets in the courtroom, many of whom are children, domestic violence victims, or victims of a violent crime, his work is a steadying force. From the district attorney’s office to the courtroom, Fiji is a remarkably intuitive and calming presence whose job starts the minute a new person comes to the office. From then on, he attends court for each and every appearance they may have. If that person must testify on the stand, Fiji will sit at or on their feet to provide comfort while they are making their statement. 
Asst. DA McDonough is truly impressed with the effect that a dog in the courtroom can have. He says, “It is really apparent why it is so important. The courtroom goes from a very serious environment to where you can just feel the air come back into the room… Fiji brings a ray of sunshine into what could have been a very dark day for the people he helps.” 
Fiji has an all-access pass within the courthouse. He can go with a victim or witness on the stand before judge and jury — applying his specialized training. Fiji is also available to go to the grand jury if requested. When helping a victim prepare for trial, Fiji will lay his body on the anxious person’s lap or feet, providing deep pressure therapy, which calms the nervous system with soothing, gentle compression. The victim often feels fear and stress dissipate as Fiji sits patiently and silently, ensuring they are comfortable enough to give their statement. 
“We have seen defendants plead guilty once they realize their victims are emotionally ready to testify,” McDonough explains. Fiji is able to provide acceptance and a sense of safety to those who experience trauma. He builds a rapport and trust during a time when many of the victims have lost trust in others. This favorably impacts the outcomes in court and helps puts perpetrators of violent crimes behind bars.” 
Working with children is one of Fiji’s specialties. A child will be brought to the courthouse for a grand jury orientation prior to testifying. This can be a frightening experience, which is why Fiji is introduced at this point. Fiji is a welcoming presence each time they visit the courthouse office, and when it is time for their trial, that person or child has already built a friendship with their faithful friend, Fiji. As one victim’s family member said, “As their court date approaches, their buddy Fiji becomes a focus of empowerment and comfort.” 
A young victim recently recounted to McDonough, “I was so excited to see Fiji again that I didn’t think about being scared to come to court.” Once they are in the courtroom, the child feels the warmth of Fiji by their side, and the child’s demeanor changes. With their nerves steadied, they are better able to concentrate and recount crucial details. 
In addition to playing a supportive role within the court system, Fiji has been earning top marks with new police recruits. Going through the academy and preparing for examinations can be an extremely stressful experience. If exams are not passed, then recruits cannot advance in their training, which is why McDonough has integrated classroom visits into Fiji’s activities. “Fiji just soaks up the tension like a sponge,” McDonough says. “He is able to laser focus on those in need of support and give them a boost of anxiety-reducing confidence.” The proof is in the results, as more recruits are passing exams with flying colors. 
At the end of the workday, Fiji returns with McDonough to their bustling home, greeted at the front door by three cats, two additional Labradors and five teenagers. Always aware of the emotional needs of his family, Fiji can often be found quietly at the feet of whoever in the McDonough family needs a little extra emotional support at the end of a busy day.



Working at the “Paw-ffice”
A DAY IN MY LIFE
By Fiji 
Woof! I am Fiji, a black Labrador, and I’ll be three years old in June. All the puppies in my litter were named with the letter “F,” and I got lucky enough to be named after a beautiful tropical island. But that vacation will have to wait because I’ve got an important job to do! 
No alarm clock needed for me! I start the day with playtime in the backyard, then after breakfast, I have my teeth and my coat brushed, and then it’s into the car with Assistant District Attorney McDonough for a short ride to the office. After a few sniffs around the parking lot, my leash goes on, and I step into my vest, signaling that I am ready to get to work. 
Everyone greets me with a smile as I walk down the hallway to the office, where I attend to some paperwork — correction — where Asst. DA McDonough attends to business, and I take a little nap until I’m called for duty. As soon as there are victims to meet or a judge has requested me in the courtroom, I am ready for action. Every day is different, but I am always patient and supportive of all the people I meet, both large and small. This is what I was trained to do, and I love bringing a little sunshine into what could be a very dark day for someone. 
Back at home, I hang out and relax with the family. As the unofficial mascot of the local Boy Scout troop, I may attend a meeting or event. If I am lucky, I get to go camping — so I guess I may get that vacation after all!New Adventures Await for Yvonne Martin 

The selection and nurturing of a successful guide dog is a vital and elaborate process. From finding the perfectly suited individual, through hours of training and growth, to the moment that their full potential is reached, it is an invaluable journey that benefits everyone involved.
It can be said that our treasured Yvonne Martin has trod a similar path. Yvonne started with Guide Dogs of America in 1989 as a puppy raiser. Yvonne had raised several dogs before joining the organization, and during her tenure, she saw two of her trainees graduate as guides and even co-opted her mother into sewing the puppy jackets! Her devotion extended not only to her own canine charges but also to the well-being of all the four-legged friends. She parlayed her education as a volunteer into a full-time job, working in the puppy department in 1999. She spent a year there before moving into training, where she completed a three-year apprenticeship. Over the course of the following 10 years, Yvonne assisted in canine development, the puppy program, and breeding before rising to assume the director of programs position. 
In 2015, Yvonne was chosen to be an assessor with the International Guide Dog Federation (IGDF). The IGDF is a global organization composed of more than 85-member guide dog organizations in 28 countries. One of 27 assessors in the world, Yvonne ensured that the rigorous standards of the guide dog program were upheld worldwide. Throughout her work with the IGDF, Yvonne helped develop new innovative mobility training techniques and worked to raise awareness of guide dog work throughout the world.
Yvonne’s legacy at GDA|TLC is beautifully displayed each and every day through her instrumental participation in the building of the new kennel facility. Yvonne meticulously researched and identified areas in need of an overhaul, such as ensuring that new flooring provided ample drainage as well as a comfortable surface for paws, and finding UV lighting that kills airborne disease. She also envisioned an innovative architectural revision that maximized usable space, creating oversized kennels with extra leg room. Yvonne added splashes of color to stimulate the eyes of not only employees but the dogs too! The end result is a shining and welcoming example of her contribution and dedication to the organization and her tireless efforts to raise the standards of excellence.
But it is not only the pooches that Yvonne has impacted. She has been a constant source of inspiration to her team — both the recipients of the service dogs and those who help train them. As a leader, Yvonne both nurtured and empowered those around her — going out of her way to help them excel. 
It is her keen ability to see the power and potential in both human and canine interaction that led Yvonne to advocate for the merger of GDA and TLC, expanding the program to provide highly skilled companions for veterans, individuals with autism, and facilities — marrying the two service dog programs together under one umbrella. This merger occurred in large part due to Yvonne and her unshakable resolve to put more dogs into the hands and hearts of people who need them.
Described as “tough on the outside and funny on the inside” by her co-workers, Yvonne has been instrumental in all aspects of the growth and development of GDA|TLC. She has played a lead role in securing her replacement, although she did not have to look far, with her protégée and previous assistant director Jamie Hunt assuming the role. Jamie understands she has some pretty big shoes to fill as her promotion to director of programs takes effect but knows she has had a great role model. “I have never met someone so passionate and dedicated to an organization and a mission statement,” she says.
Louise Henderson, puppy department manager, echoes what many have shared: “Yvonne put her whole heart and soul into the organization.” Louise adds, “Yvonne had tremendous focus and drive but also a wonderful sense of humor and could always be counted on to crack jokes even in stressful situations.” 
From the wag of the tail to cheers and barks, it is hard to sum up in words our enduring appreciation for Yvonne Martin. Thank you, Yvonne, for your 20+ years of dedication to our mission. We wish you the best of luck in all your future endeavors.
