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Prisoners and 
unwanted dogs give 
each other new hope
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A RMANI WASN’T A BAD DOg. HE WAS A BIg MALE DOBERMAN,

between two and four years old, full of energy. Obnoxious, 
stubborn and difficult to live with were all terms used to 
describe him. He had a multitude of issues and was in des-

perate need of training.
So, in November of 2007, when he was found wandering in a field near 

Langley, British Columbia, he was picked up by the local animal shelter, 
assessed—and then sentenced to prison.

He’s still there, but he truly isn’t doing hard time. Dogs behind bars are 
not there to be punished but instead to be rehabilitated and then released into 
society. Armani is one of at least half a dozen dogs (at any given time) who 
live at the Fraser Valley Institution for Women. And it is the inmates who 
train, love, and care for the dogs.

Fraser Valley Institution (FVI) is a multi-level facility for women located 
in southern Abbotsford, about 60 kilometres east of Vancouver, on a large 
penitentiary reserve that also includes correctional facilities for men. FVI 
opened in 2004 and can house up to 79 female inmates, most of whom live in 
residential-style units. 

The prison also houses a training centre and kennel for dogs. With 12 runs, 
half are home to nearby shelter dogs from the Langley Animal Protection 
Society (LAPS) and half are public dogs just there to be boarded. grooming 
facilities augment the training.

During the three-to-six-week training program, the women teach the dogs 
basic obedience and throw in a few tricks. Clicker training is used, pairing a 
marker signal with a high-value reward.

“Any behavioural issues are dealt with, such as resource guarding, shyness, 
minimal exposure. Unruly, no-boundaries, banana-in-the-pants dogs need a 
little bit of guidance and structure,” says Alicia Santella, the canine instructor 
at FVI. “We teach appropriate greetings and on-leash behaviour.”

The dogs stay at the kennel at night or the women can take them back to 
their living units to minimize the stress that occurs in a shelter environment. It 
also gives the trainers a better idea what a particular dog is like to live with.

“All the homes we are looking for [for the dogs up for adoption] are indoor 
homes,” explains Santella. “The dogs are housebroken, won’t climb on furni-
ture. There’s no unruly behaviour which will cause them to be stuck outside.”

Asia was another tough dog, a one-year-old female Rottweiler mix. She was 
found on the street, brought to the LAPS shelter in February, then transferred 
to prison in April. The enthusiastic, dominant, obnoxious, and cheeky girl, as 
she is lovingly described, just found a new home.

“She was in the ‘nothing-in-life-is-free’ program,” says Santella. “She must 
sit before she gets anything. She just needed someone to spend time teaching 
her boundaries. She loves to work. The [adopting] family had experience with 
Rottweilers. Part of our process for adoption is a minimum of three lessons 
with the dog [before adoption]. Then we’ll continue to provide training sup-
port.” www.jollypets.com
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Pebbles was also a lucky little girl. The four-year-old Shih Tzu 
was originally taken into a grooming shop—and never picked up. 
She peed in her crate and there was blood in her urine. Three 
large bladder stones were the culprit and medication, diet, and 
surgery fixed that problem. She then went into foster care for a 
higher level of support, and that family decided to adopt her.

“They love her. There are some complications with seizures but 
they will do whatever it takes to provide for her.”

All dogs that arrive behind the security fence at the prison are 
cared for and trained. Santella and the women work together to 
come up with a behavioural plan that includes such basic com-
mands as “Sit,” “Stay,” “Wait,” “Leave it,” and “Heel.” 

“The reality for most shelter dogs,” says Santella, “is it’s their 
last chance. We try to give them every opportunity to be success-
ful so they don’t end up a statistic. We give individual attention 
in the program. They’re walked ten times a day, socialized with 
other dogs.”

Instead of being punished, the dogs are encouraged to behave 
appropriately. Because they must earn their meals and treats, and 
because the training is fun, they learn quicker. 

“They learn a healthy bond with humans and how to be an 
acceptable member of the community,” says Santella.

Not surprisingly, the women are learning the same thing. 
Working at the shelter is fairly stressful, and a lot of emotions sur-
face when dealing with animals.

“It’s good for the women to feel they have a hand in helping 
teach a dog important skills to secure a forever home for the pet. 
They work one-on-one with the new owners and see how happy 
the dogs and owners are. They hear happy stories. It’s a reward-
ing experience.”

“Instead of euthanasia, they turn the dog around and teach it 
skills and partake in adopting the dog out. There’s a sense of pride 
with that accomplishment.”

But it’s also a work program for the women, who learn general 
job readiness skills. For example, they learn they must show up 
on time for work because the dogs rely on them. They learn to 
work as part of a team.

“A lot of these women come from unhealthy and horrible 
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backgrounds. They’ve never had a job so these skills are new to 
them,” says Santella. “It’s a safe place to practice their skills and 
build their own self-worth.”

The inmates can also earn five levels of certification in practical 
skills that can relate to employment after release: groomer assis-
tant, canine first aid, kennel attendant levels one and two, and 
dog trainer.

And there is a definite benefit to the community as dog owners 
and prospective adoptive dog-parents get a more realistic view of 
inmates.

“It’s easy to point your finger and say get a job, get off drugs, 
be motivated. In reality, when you have an absolutely horrible 
upbringing; physical, emotional, and sexual abuse; drug abuse…
you have minimal skills for how to deal with these huge emotion-
al things. It’s a recipe for disaster. Most women don’t need any 
help feeling horrible about themselves. Society makes them feel 
worse. It’s a Catch-22 cycle with a tendency to repeat itself.”

Outsiders learn that they are not as different from the women 
“inside” as they may have suspected.

“There are a lot of misconceptions associated with corrections; 
what inmates are. They’re human beings; they’re talented. They 
have valuable skills to offer,” says Santella of the inmates. Society 
may try to pretend that by shutting these women away, they 
will never have to deal with them again. “In reality,” Santella 
says, “every one of these women will be released into the com-
munity at some point.”

Like the delinquent canines they help to rehabilitate, the train-
ers work hard to deserve a second chance at freedom and fulfill-
ment in the community outside. With women and dogs helping 
each other, both may find new lives on the right side of those 
prison bars. n
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