
The frustrations and exhaustion of having Multiple 
Sclerosis (MS) can be a daunting experience for those 
living with the disease. Often the help of an assistance 
dog, with both daily tasks as well as immediate needs, 
can make a huge difference in their lives and in the 
lives of their loved ones. No one knows this better than 
Bob Donner of Apple Valley, Minn. Here in his own 
words is the story of Bob’s journey and match with 
Breck, his black Labrador Mobility Assist Dog.

“Six years ago I began to have trouble walking. I would 
drag my feet without realizing it, trip easily and fall 
a lot. I was also having trouble driving. The traffic at 
intersections left me light-headed and confused. A big 
part of my job was driving, so I eventually had to take 
medical leave. 

For the next several months my wife, Sandie, and I 
initiated an investigative regime with multiple doctors 
and examinations to find out what was wrong with 
me. Finally, after six months of tests and referrals and 
still no hard information, a neurologist walked in to 
the exam room and pronounced, “You have MS”, and 
walked back out again, leaving my wife and me alone 
with very little knowledge of the disease. It’s been a 
constant learning experience ever since as we’ve tried 
to understand and live with the degenerative symptoms 
that are part of my daily life. Over these last six years, 
MS has taken my job, my short-term memory, and my 
mobility, among other symptoms. 

About a year and a half ago, I met one of the residents 
in my mother’s assisted living facility, Sue Youngberg, 
and her Mobility Assist Dog, Bali. After getting to know 
me and my situation, Sue encouraged me to apply to 
Can Do Canines for an assist dog of my own. Thus, 
the wheels were put in motion that resulted in me 
becoming Breck’s very lucky partner. 

 Breck loves helping me. He picks up the many things 
I drop and gently places them back in my hand. He 
opens handicap doors for me. He assists with my 
shoes and socks. He will go find my wife when I need 
her. We’re continuing to learn new tasks together, 
but mostly he keeps me sane with his devoted 
companionship. He does all this for nothing more than 

a kind word and a scratch behind the ears – and an 
occasional treat.

 I want to thank everyone who contributed to Breck’s 
training. Thank you to the inmates at Waseca prison 
for spending time and love. The strength you showed 
to train him and then give him up, I cannot imagine 
how hard that would be. I can’t thank you enough, and 
I’m overwhelmed with the generosity of all those who 
helped make my match with Breck happen.

I am very grateful to Can-Do-Canines for the 
opportunity to be a part of its excellent program and 
for the benefits Breck brings to my life every day.”  

We Thank Those Who Made This Placement Possible:

c  Vet Services – Animal Wellness Center
c  Puppy Raiser – Inmate Handlers at the     
 Federal Correctional Facility at Waseca
c  Foster Home – The Furlough Families at Waseca, Mary Bente
c  Name-A-Puppy and Team Sponsor: Barbara  and Rod Burwell
c  Dog Source – Can Do Canines
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Devoted Companion
Bob Donner & Mobility Assist Dog Breck            

Bob Donner and Mobility Assist Dog Breck
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“When I was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis in 
2002, it was mild (inasmuch as MS can be considered 
“mild”). MS is different for everyone. Some who get it 
experience very mild symptoms (maybe a slight limp), 
while others go straight to a wheelchair. For several 
years, I had a slow but steady decline in function, but 
it was never serious enough that I thought that any 
major lifestyle changes were necessary. In 2009 that all 
changed, and my condition really nosedived.

In all that time, I never thought of myself as “disabled.” 
I never sought out a handicapped-parking placard; I 
never went on disability; and I never even considered 
an assistance dog. In fact, I didn’t even know enough 
about what assistance dogs do to know whether or not 
one would be an option for me.

In 2011, these symptoms had all worsened to the 
point that it was extremely difficult – if not downright 
impossible – to do many of the things everyone else 
takes for granted. Picking something up off the floor or 
loading the washing machine seemed like impossible 
chores. Around that same time I saw a TV show with 
a disabled character that had an assistance dog. This 
sparked my interest, and I looked into assistance dogs 
for people with MS. Turns out they are amazing!

An Internet search for organizations near my Circle 
Pines home led me to Can Do Canines and last fall they 
matched me with the most beautiful and helpful black 
Lab—Herbie.

One of the biggest obstacles in my daily life is that I 
drop things. I drop a lot of things. In fact, I can forget 
working in bomb disposal or as a transplant organ 
courier. When I was diagnosed, my clumsiness was just 
an occasional hassle – it didn’t happen every day, but 
certainly more often than before I was diagnosed. Over 
the past 12 years this has increased to the point where 
I’m not even surprised when it does happen. In fact, I 
sort of expect it.

Herbie surprised me by being able to do these things. 
Sometimes it feels like he’s holding back some of his 
skills; introducing a new one every so often just to 
surprise me. I love seeing the enthusiasm he puts into 

his work. When I tell him to get the phone, he launches 
at it like it’s made out of bacon. 

In a just few months, I have become very attached 
to Herbie – how could I not? Those donors who gave 
money should know what a difference their gifts have 
made. The end result for me – and I have to believe 
anyone else who receives an assistance dog – is truly 
life changing.

I really want to thank everyone who helped get Herbie 
to me: The puppy raisers; the foster homes; Alan 
Peters, Leslie Flowers and the rest of the Can Do 
Canines staff. These are the people who really put their 
hearts and souls into Herbie’s training—to provide 
someone to help me. I say “thank you,” but that doesn’t 
seem enough. Know that he makes a difference for me 
and I love him very much.” 

We Thank Those Who Made This Placement Possible:

c  Vet Services – Maryland Avenue Pet Hospital
c  Puppy Raiser – Inmate Handlers at the Federal Correctional  
 Facility at Waseca
c  Dog Source – Can Do Canines

Doing His Job
Bobb Elsenpeter and Mobility Assist Dog Herbie    

Bobb Elsenpeter and Mobility Assist Dog Herbie 
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Lori Saf of Lindstrom, Minn. is a positive and energetic 
person. Accustomed to working 10-12 hours a day 
throughout her life, Lori, like most Minnesotans, 
enjoys staying busy. She also values her time with 
her husband, their children and their two year-old 
grandchild. Unfortunately, Lori’s active lifestyle was 
unexpectedly interrupted five years ago.

Lori was at the Minnesota State Fair when she felt her 
shoulder severely tighten. After a visit to the doctor, she 
was diagnosed with a complication called scleroderma, 
or a hardening of the muscle tissue. As a result, 
her range of motion, mobility, and balance became 
impaired. These impairments have made regular 
movements difficult, painful, and sometimes cause 
severe falls. Lori has also developed retinopathy, which 
has led to poor peripheral vision. Lori is still strong 
but as she has gotten older, she realizes that sometimes 
she needs assistance. When the pain of completing 
everyday tasks started hindering her quality of life, she 
came to Can Do Canines looking for help.  

Lori was matched with Theo, a two year-old, black, 
Labrador retriever. Mild-mannered and happy, Theo 
was raised by inmates at Waseca Federal women’s 
prison. “You can tell that he was loved,” says Lori.

As his breed suggests, Theo is trained to retrieve 
dropped or out of reach items, fetch an emergency 
phone or get help and brace Lori if she falls. Theo also 
assists Lori on walks, providing a small amount of 
pressure on the leash which helps her balance. 

When asked, “What are the benefits of having Theo?” 
Lori excitedly says, “He does all kinds of nice things! 
I drop things on the floor quite a bit because my 
hands are so stiff and all day long he picks things up. 
Sometimes I don’t even know I’ve dropped something, 
but if something’s on the floor, he’ll bring it right to me. 
And, that’s kind of nice! It keeps the house clean!”

Aside from his training, Lori is thankful for Theo’s 
company throughout the day as she no longer works. 
When Lori’s family comes over to visit, Theo joins in. 
However, Lori notes, they have to watch Theo’s “happy 
tail” around their grandchild! 

When asked how Can Do Canines has affected her, Lori 
explains, “What this program has done for me is given 
me more time to enjoy the things that I want to do. It 
gives me more time without being in pain.” 

We Thank Those Who Made This Placement Possible:

c  Vet Services – Maryland Avenue Pet Hospital
c  Puppy Raiser – Inmate Handlers at the Federal Correctional  
 Facility at Waseca
c  Foster Home – Sarah Durant
c  Dog Source – Can Do Canines

A Happy Tail
Lori Saf and Mobility Assist Dog Theo     by Jenna Paananen

Lori Saf and Mobility Assist Dog Theo
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Recently, Sandie Johnson was 
relaxing while getting a pedicure 
at a nail salon. Suddenly she was 
alerted by a cold nose nudging her. 
It was Doug, her Can Do Canines 
Diabetes Assist Dog. Always by 
her side, he was alerting her that 
her blood sugar had dropped and 
she needed to do something about 
it. Sandie checked her blood sugar 
level, drank some orange juice and 
was soon on her way. 

Sandie, who has had type 1 diabetes 
for almost 60 years, has always 
been outgoing and busy. She’s been 
an active mom, bookkeeper, post 
office employee, and Girl Scout 
leader. Now a retiree, she’s busy 
with family, friends and as a Sunday 
school leader. 

Only one thing has slowed Sandie 
down in recent years—her type 1 
diabetes, which has worsened in 

the past 15 years. Despite an insulin 
pump and a 24-hour blood glucose 
monitor, Sandie’s low blood sugars 
were happening more frequently 
and without warning. 

Twice, low blood sugar episodes 
caused her to have car accidents. 
In December 2012, low blood sugar 
caused a fall that left her with a 
badly broken kneecap and months 
of recovery. Other times these 
episodes meant emergency visits 
from paramedics. 

Enter Doug, a two-year-old yellow 
Labrador retriever, who came to 
live with Sandie, her husband, 
Phil, and cats Panther and Paris in 
their Brooklyn Park, Minn. home 
in December 2013. Already he’s a 
star. Besides averting a crisis at the 
nail salon, he awakened her during 
the night when her blood sugar had 
dropped dangerously.

Doug constantly monitors Sandie’s 
breath for the scent of low blood 
sugar. Once or twice a day he nudges 
her with his nose to alert her to 
check her blood sugar. If she doesn’t 
pay attention, he nudges her more 
insistently. Then he brings the blood 
tester, juice and emergency phone 
to her. During the stressful weeks 
when Sandie and Doug visited her 
dying father in the hospital, Doug 
alerted her more often.

“Doug has made life easier for me 
and my husband,” Sandie says. “I’m 
more comfortable now because I 
know he’s there and I’m not going to 
have any detrimental lows.” 

Before Doug, Phil was always 
vigilant, and it was very stressful for 
him worrying about Sandie and her 
episodes. “My husband would worry 
every time I left the house,” Sandie 
said. “I don’t worry about her like I 
used to,” Phil adds with relief. 

Sandie finds herself telling everyone 
about Can Do Canines and loves 
sharing her gratitude for the many 
people who helped bring this 
handsome, and life-saving canine 
into her life. 

We Thank Those Who Made This 
Placement Possible:

c  Vet Services – Animal Wellness Center
c  Puppy Raiser – Hollerud Family
c  Foster Home – Inmates at the Minnesota
     Correctional Facility at Faribault
c  Sponsor – Katherine Johnson
c  Name-A-Puppy - Donna Gora 
c  Team Sponsor - Katherine Johnson          
c  Dog Source – Can Do Canines  
 & Patty Streufert

A Part of the Family
Sandie Johnson & Diabetes Assist Dog Doug        By Julie M. Evans 

Sandie Johnson & Diabetes Assist Dog Doug


