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Animal
attraction

Furry friends can change
our physical and mental

well-being for the better
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Having regular
contact with animals
improves people’s
outlook and physical
and mental health.
Elaine Yau looks at

the power of pets
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oamcing a yellow ball, Kei
runs around to caich the
attention of Fat Fat the pag,
The Insbibly 17-vear-ol
e i thie way the dog moves
and it's hard to plenare him asa
disgruntled youth who stayed at
b all dlay and shast himsedf off
from the world a year ago
HEs wﬂm'npu\rul b
confinement kested a vear. The
schvoal drogaout, who now works at
thr Chimese Evangelical Zion
Chasrch, Youth Empleyment
Trining ancl Creativity
Development Centre, says it's still
temptng to stay home playving
vitleo games, “But | know | have to
goout, 11 don't go o work, no one
willl tnlke Fat Fat out for steodls,” he
o
Fat Fat. the resident dog ot the
centne in Tex '-'I:;mt;';i-tm Ea former
struy rescued by the H
Arkmal '.I"rn.p'!.' I"rJund‘h':lll.l'gh:|h;’1‘.'?.:'1c
Februnry and adopied by the centre
in April to help withebrawn young
reintegrate into sockety.
Kol and his friend Kuen, 19, wha
lockee] hicnsell away at home fora
wisar before emerging back into the
warld in 20069, wete given the task of
caring for the four-year-ald pug
amang thedr other chones at the
centre, The change in baith young
e, from miorose couch potatoes
o respomsible workers, shows the
benefits of animal thempy. says
eychintrist William Fan Tak-wing,
whin started the foundation o year

ngo.

“The presence of anlmals gives
withdrawn youths a sense of
security,” besays, "Overwhalmied
by escaini prressuines and family
prodlems, such youths have low
self-esteem. Unable o find a job,
they dion't kmow how 1o face society.
Diowggs e non- judgmenial.
Reyandless of vour appearmnce and
social status, they ane alwinys
frieruly and eager to please.”

The therapeutic effects of pet
owniership manifest most odndously
in the eldery, menudly dissbled and
peychologically unstabd children
that hit treats, Fan says.

“1 alvaryn advise my elderdy
patients who are Iving alone (o
adogi a cal, which is easier to keep
than & dog,” he adds.

“Their stubbom and crably
trmi b Jessamny ndfver Dving with the
animal for a whille, For families with
mentally challenged people,
ot a pot can help the disabled
hetter contr thelr emotions and
leam to be co-operative by making
them take care of the andmals.”

The benefits of keeping pets, o
coRpanion animals as rescarchers
call e, are well-docamesited in
imedical ltermure. Pet owiens ane

found o have betier bnmuniny and
lorwer cholesterol and hlood
pressure than non-ownem.

Hesearch presented at the Likh
Imtemational Conference on
Himan-Anirmal Inberaction in
Oetodser 2004 an 11000 people in
Mustralia, Germany and Claina,
found that pet owners made 8 per
cent fewer visits io doctors even
after Enctom such as gender and
Incomie were taken inio account.

A recent study by Miami and
Sadinl Lot uibversitbes thowed that
et owners were hapdes, heahhber
and hetter-adjusted than non-
pubdished online in the: fowernal of
Peramality and Social Paychology,
debved ingo the well-being,
pururl'uﬂl.l‘ythd emctiainal
atiachments of 217 pet owners and
nom-owners. Ped owners ane shown
to b gresster self-esteem and ane
mare ixtroverted, consclentious
and physically fit

Stroking Balshy the """ﬁ oF
tickding Kitty the cat could also serve
as chemical peck-me-ups, Fan sas.
“Maying with a pet can boost levels
of dopamine and serotanin, the

| always advise my
elderly patients who
live alone to adopt a
cat ... Their stubborn
and crabby traits
lessen after a while

WELLLAM FAN, PEYCHIATESST

meuroiransmitess known toalfecy
mood, and bring calming and
pleasurable effects.”

Adocal study in 2007 found that
m the presence of dogs, dementia
patients displayed higher kevels of
activity, social interaction and
frequency of plessant emotional
expressions. In the stdy, several
dhogs from Andmals Asla, an antl-
animal cruelty charity, were sent 1o
the fockey Chib Centre for Positive
Agring for a dozen weekly sessions
with 25 eldesky dementia patients,

Bant the cenviee's dinscior,
Timothy Kwolk Chi-yu, says the
effects of dog companionship
Tzzlesd out & day after the dogs
visitedl. *For animal therapy 1o have
abiding effects, patients need
prokanged exposaine (o animaks,”

An Twen Mun Public Riding
Schisol, Timathy Taang Tin-chi, 16,
whin has o moderate form of
cerehrl paksy, is busy cheaning amd
brushing 11-year-old Opal. a
chestnut pony, Having ridden the
steed for a year, he credits it with
strengthening his muscles and
mcreastng the flexdbiliny in his
limbs. *1 couldn't erouch down
before. Mow | have no probdermn
doing it when giving Opal a bath,”
he sy

The schoal works with the
Hiding for the Disabled Association.
which uses horses to treat those
with physical or mentnd disabilities
and autistic children. The
nssociation’s instnactor, Sue Gaserd,
sarys the homses” docile pesonality
akes them an ideal healer of
hum.';rlaihrwn:.

“They are calm, I:n-npﬂm' o
and ohedient,” she says. “They lwe
Imtermction with humans and adore
attention. They know they are

Fat Fat the peg has helped Kel (7) and Ken (9) fearn responsibility and
reintegrate into sockety. Photos: Nora Tam, I ¥, Cheng

dealing with disabled peaple. Thiry
behave really well, They don't move
or push, as i they know they hivve tn
be careful with the disabbed riding
on them. They are much more
unmiby when others ride them. |
have seen it so many times that it
can’t be an accident,”

Shie sarys horse riding coubd help
people with all ks of disabilithes.
An bour of riding is equivalent o
20 howrs of physiotherapy becase
It works the whole body mither than
just parts ol . “With the exception
of peophe with uncontrolled
epibepsy, o heart defiect or britthe
bones, anyhady can gain much
frvim riding hores as B inproves
cireulathon, hreathing, posture and
Mecibiliry.

“Meniaily, horse riding hoosts
the self-estoem of the disabled. With
their siblings playing all kinds of
sparts like rughy, riding horses ghes
theem certain status in the Eumnily as
thery adse harve theis owm activity.”

This sese of empowermmient s
the muin dlement thal sitrmcis
Nntasha Tse Pui-tirg, 14, o riding,
Borm two maonths early, she sulfers
Trom asevere loom of cerebmd palsy
and dyshexia. *1 can ondy experienoe
the sense of speed on horseback,”
says the , wehio cam 't run of
ride a bicycle due 1o weak beg
muscles.

Her instructor, Yumi Toda, sovs
Nntasha's health has improved
greatly since she took up homse
riding 10 years ago. “Hier timbs are
mach stronger than befone. She had
1o e supponed by two people
wisen walldng in the past. Now she
caun puat her food in the slirtup o
it thie horse by herself,

Gz sanys the ey 1o devising

At Tuen Mun Public Riding Scheol, horse huas hefped Thmethy
mumummmﬂm“m ke

hrse thermgry lessons is to match
the patients with the right homses.
Thase with cenehral harve very
tight leges: a harse that has a relaoed,
ey gt and does not i bs best for
them. Those with Down's
symlrome huve difficulty sitting upe
a horse with a choppy gait will help
tone thizkr mscles.,

Matasha's mother, Gail Skah Ad-
beng. says her daughiter's love for
Torses has becomss a driving force
im e e, = Sheer weanits bo work with
hiorses when she grows up. She
loves horses so much that she reads
and watches videos abowt them ol
e tirme.”

Likewise, Ked's love for Fat Faz
and thedr daily routine of strolls.
Froomming sesshons and visis o the
vl has created & strong bond
Isetwoen them. *1 talk o him
whenever | am unhappy,” Kel sy
“He knowes whien you ane scolding
Tuirme. | wennit hiir b0 be: headthy and
by, When be first came bere, be
wits roally heavy. lam so happy that
iy exercie with him has helped
him lose 4.5 dlograms.”

The emotional bond between
hamans and animals has many
peychological benefits, says lane
Meae, veterinary nursing lecturer
&l the Unbversity of London's Royal
Veterinary College

“Keweping pets teaches children
about empathy, compassion and
respansbility,” she says.

“As andmals have a shorter
lifespan, pets prepane children
fior different stages of e, from
hirth to illness and death. For old
people who have grovn lonely
after thekr kids grow up, animaks
pl‘u‘l.’lde\!ﬁgﬂulmmpuny.'
ek AU



