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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
August 26, 2015
SCI Houtzdale to Begin Dog Training Program
Houtzdale, PA – Officials at the State Correctional Institution at Houtzdale, beginning in December 2015, will begin a partnership with United Disabilities Services (UDS) in Lancaster, Pa., to train service dogs at the prison called Relying on Furry Friends (R.U.F.F.)
“We decided to partner with United Disability Services, which is a non-profit organization that is committed to helping people with disabilities, including veterans and the elderly, lead more independent and fulfilling lives,” SCI Houtzdale Superintendent Ken Cameron said.  “They service more than 30 counties throughout Pennsylvania. Most of their dogs assist persons with mobility issues; however, they also have had success placing service dogs for children with Autism Spectrum Disorders.”

UDS was chosen for several important reasons. They proposed using a “trainer of trainers” model in which SCI Houtzdale employees will learn to be service dog trainers and then will teach those skills to the inmates. Secondly, UDS is unique in that it places service dogs in Pennsylvania only; this enables them to do annual follow-ups with every dog placed to make certain that the team is functioning well. Third, UDS specializes in service dogs for persons with mobility issues and SCI Houtzdale staff members—many of whom served in the military—sought to provide support to Pennsylvania’s wounded veterans. 

The program will begin in December with four Labrador Retriever puppies ranging from 8 weeks of age until they reach 15 to 18 months old.  Tyrone Veterinary Associates have graciously agreed to provide medical care for the dogs, with Dr. John Walter DVM being the primary veterinarian.  Central PA Veterinarian Treatment Services Emergency Services Chief of Staff Dr. Parks will handle all of the emergency cases as they arise.  
The program will use 12 inmate trainers from Houtzdale’s adult male prison population. Working with the dogs is a privilege reserved for model inmates with an excellent work and behavioral history.  There will be three dog trainers assigned to each of the four puppies - a primary, secondary and alternate handler for each puppy.  The dogs will reside with the men in their cells, two inmates to a cell. Houtzdale staff will be diligently working with the inmates throughout the first phase of service dog training.
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