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THEY
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We have 6 million
citizens that need to get
the rollout. We haven't
yet had the green light
to do anything beyond
the 300,000 that we

have been asked to do.
Premier Gladys
Berejiklian refuses to
take a backward step in
the states’ feud with the
federal government over
the vaccine rollout.

The Australian tourism
industry lost the best
part of $90 billion in
2020. We're the biggest
freefalling employment
sector and we've got a
long way to go.
Simon Westaway, Executive

director of the Australian
Tourism Industry Council

A best friend for life

Welcoming Rosie into his life has allowed Fred to achieve some important milestones along the way

HATE it when the doorbell
rings around dinner time.

It's never welcome.
A young man in a suit
was standing there: “Hi, my
name’s Michael* and I'm a de-
tective at Maroubra police. I
want to speak with you about
your son, the one with the dog.”

“Come in” said my wife
Emily.

The year of COVID has been
pretty hard on school kids, es-
pecially teenagers — and we
have three of them.

School moved to Zoom for
many weeks of the year, sports
and structured activities were
either cancelled or reduced con-
siderably.

It was a lot harder to be social
and being social is really import-
ant to teenagers.

Being social and learning to
be social might even be the
point of being a teenager.

Our 14-year-old Fred has au-
tism and attends special school.
He's had it toughest of all.

Most of his life — and his so-
cial life in particular — is quite
structured.

COVID meant that Special
Olympics was cancelled. Cook-
ing groups and social groups
were cancelled. His weekly run-
ning group was cancelled.

Even school by Zoom was
impossible, so we explored other
ways of home schooling.

Debbie, Fred's speech ther-
apist, had to cancel her in-per-
son sessions. She offered Zoom
sessions instead.

“Okay, Deb,” 1 said, “we’ll
giveitatry, but I reckonitwon't
really work.”

To our astonishment, Fred
has taken to Zoom therapy like
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a duck towater. The screen actsasa
focal point. He concentrates better.

The sessions are better. Much
better. And COVID delivered Fred
some other remarkable things too.

During the year we took delivery
of Rosie, a black Labrador and a
trainee autism assistance dog.

Fred has been working with
Dogs for Life for a couple of years
learning basic dog handling skills
and matching his needs with the
right dog.

The Dogs for Life program is de-
signed to develop independence.

Fred takes regular walks in the
community with Rosie, going on
transport and going to the shops.

He also looks after Rosie — he
feeds her. plays with her, walks her,
takes her to the toilet and they sleep
together in his room every night.

Almost all of the “out and about”
activities are with a care support
worker or a family member but, in
time, the plan is to remove as much
of the support scaffolding as we can
s0 Fred does more and more things
for himself.

Within about two months of
Rosie coming to live with us, Fred
and Rosie have started taking walks
around the the block twice a day.
Two small 15 minute windows of in-
dependence. They are small steps
but huge gains.

‘We have slowly faded the carer-
support and replaced it with walkie
talkies and mobile phone tracking.
Fred loves his walks and has devel-
oped road crossing skills that have
exceeded all our wildest dreams.

Better still, Fred has parlayed his
Zoom teleconferencing skills into
FaceTime calls.

He doesn't talk that much — he
can use language to get what he
wants, but he’s not a conversation-
alist. We've tried to develop some

phone and email skills in the past
but progress has been slow. He
doesn’t seem motivated or interest-
ed

Turns out video calls are a whole
other thing. Fred now FaceTimes
his relatives and carers, all the time.
He now uses his twice daily walks
around the block to “make his calls”.
It's a triumph and a joy to behold.

So back to our policeman visitor.
“What has he been doing?” I asked.
“Well, look, I'm not here on official
police business but I live up the road
from you and we have been seeing
him walking his dog each day and

As Fred acquires the
many unexpected
and expected new

skills, it unlocks more

and more things that
he and we might
hope for.

he’s been fishing through the re-
cycling bins and smashing bottles
on the footpaths all the way down
my street.”

“Oh” I said, shrivelling just a little
bit. And then we gave him all the
background and said we would ob-
viously have to re-instate more ac-
tive supervision until we could
correct the problem bottle-smash-
ing behaviour.

Fred responded by standing in
the corner and covering his face in
the pit of his elbow (more COVID
skills) saying “No I'm not cross with
you. I'm not cross. I'm not cross.
There's not a policeman”.

‘We thanked our friendly police-
man neighbour and he was very
understanding.

‘We put some more supports in
place for a couple of weeks and
there have been no repeal incidents.

As we showed him to the door I
asked “How did you know we lived
here?”

“He told us this address.”

Emily and 1 immediately high-
fived — a third big development
that Fred has chalked up during
COVID.

In 1802, American preacher Ge-
orge Washington Burnap wrote
that the “... grand essentials of hap-
piness were: something to do, some-
thing to love and something to hope
for”.

For Fred, his new dog Rosie has
had a huge impact on all three of
these “conditions for happiness”.

The Dogs for Life program is
“something to do” — actually its
rather a lot of things and very in-
volved.

Rose is certainly something to
love.

The most surprising and heart-
ening thing lies in the hope — as
Fred acquires the many unexpected
and expected new skills, it unlocks
more and more things that he and
we might hope for.

“And Fred, what happens if you
smash bottles in the street?”

“The policeman will come.”
Today is Autism Awareness Day.

Richard Amos is a corporate lawyer
and a director of The Junction Works.
a leading disability services provider
in South Western Sydney.



