Cassie pushes all the buttons 
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HELPING PAW: Cassie the mobility dog makes life easier for Leonie Brunt. 

When Leonie Brunt needs a door opened or wants to get her cellphone, she no longer has to wait for someone to help her, thanks to a special companion. 

The Hillsborough resident is confined to a wheelchair with cerebral palsy and says her mobility dog Cassie makes life much easier. 

Mobility dogs are trained to assist people with physical disabilities. 

Cassie graduated from her mobility dog training with the Mobility Assistance Dogs Trust last week along with seven other dogs. 

The golden retriever had been handed in to the Tauranga SPCA. From there she was adopted by the mobility dog trust and went into the care of a puppy raiser before going to a trainer, who matched her with Leonie. 

The trainer had to go overseas before completing the dog’s development so Leonie was able to foster Cassie a little earlier than expected. 

Their personalities matched so well that Leonie was able to keep Cassie while she finished her training. 

The dog can open doors, including a ranchslider, press elevator and pedestrian crossing buttons, pick up Leonie’s cellphone and is currently learning how to pick up the home phone as well. 

"She’s really good for security. Mum will let me be home by myself now." 

If Leonie needs something, Cassie will bark to alert others in the house. The 23-year-old has just finished her first year of a social sciences degree and Cassie accompanied her to all her lectures. 

"She’s awesome in exams. It’s like I have rescue remedy already with me." 

Leonie says her dog is helpful in many aspects of life. 

"The main thing is in public, people aren’t like: ‘There’s a girl in a wheelchair’. They say: ‘There’s a girl in a wheelchair with a dog’. She has really helped my confidence. I go out a lot more." 

Leonie was on the waiting list to be matched with a mobility dog for two years and her mother Jocelyn says Cassie has made a "huge difference" to her daughter’s life. 

"She is far more independent and her confidence is greatly improved. It’s just amazing, I would never have dreamed an animal would make such a difference to her physical limitations." 

Leonie’s twin sister Michaela does all of Cassie’s grooming, although most of the time the family have to ignore the dog so she learns only to respond to Leonie. 

Jocelyn says members of the public don’t really understand what a mobility dog does and mistake Cassie for a guide dog. 

"They think Leonie is blind. Even though Cassie has a sign which says: ‘Do not pat’ – they will pat her." 

A fully training mobility dog costs $25,000. To make a donation go to www.mobility dogs.co.nz 

