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Mother and Son Raise
Canine Companions

To Assist the Disabled

TRUE COMPANIONS…Kevin Martin and his wife, Joanna, are pictured with
Kerwin, one of several dogs which they have raised as part of the Canine
Companions for Independence (CCI) program. Mr. Martin’s mother, Eileen,
who still lives in Westfield, is also involved in CCI. Program volunteers raise
puppies for about 18 months to eventually serve as companions for handicapped
and disabled people.

By ALEXANDRA JELKES
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Westfield resident Eileen Martin and
her son, Kevin, are a mother-and-son
team who serve as part of a volunteer
organization which raises puppies as
companions for the handicapped and
disabled.

Mr. Martin, who now lives in North
Carolina, has participated for seven
years in the Canine Companions for
Independence (CCI) program, which
was founded in July of 1975 in Santa
Rosa, California.

The process is simple: once an indi-
vidual expresses interest in raising a
puppy, they visit the organization’s north-
east facility, located on Long Island,
where registration takes place.

Volunteers take home a puppy who is
typically about eight weeks old, and
rears the animal for approximately 1½
years. The procedure involves training
the puppy to help disabled and handi-
capped individuals manage their daily
lives.

CCI pays for the animals’ food and
shelter while the volunteer takes care of
the dog. A volunteer can also enroll his
or her charge in obedience school, but
that expense is paid out of his or her
pocket.

Mr. Martin has raised five dogs so
far, and this fall is planning to acquire
his sixth. His mother noted that since
her son moved down south with his
family, “it’s harder for him to get up
here as often as he would like to.”

Mrs. Martin is involved in the
fundraising and donation arm of the
Canine Companions program. As she
puts it, “We all can contribute to this
great cause in one way or another.”

She said she likes to accompany her
son to Long Island when he goes to pick
up a new dog, adding that “each expe-
rience is unique.”

Once the puppy has been fully raised
to take on the responsibilities as a com-
panion, it is brought back to the CCI
facility for its final training.

“They actually stay at the facility for
another two weeks, where they are
matched with their new owner, and
finally they attend a graduation cer-
emony,” Mrs. Martin explained.

Volunteers may choose from among
four different pedigrees, including
labradors, golden retrievers, corgis, and
border collies.

Other CCI facilities are located in
California, Ohio, New York and Florida.
There are currently about 150 canine
companions, 23 breeders, 240 candi-
dates, 520 active puppy raisers, and
3,589 active volunteers. This organiza-
tion is funded exclusively by charitable
donations.

“There is always a need for volun-
teers for good causes; the graduation
ceremony is a very meaningful experi-
ence, and the dogs save lives,” stated
Mrs. Martin.

Anyone interested in learning more
about raising a puppy through the CCI
program may call (973) 786-5656.

Patient Advocate Offers Help
With Managed Care Problems

Union County’s Patient Advocate
helps residents get health care from
the sometime confusing maze of man-
aged care and insurance, according
to the Union County Board of Cho-
sen Freeholders.

The program was created a year
ago by the Freeholder Board. The
Patient Advocate is an area physi-
cian. The Patient Advocate line can
be reached at (908) 654-6623 and is
free to Union County residents.

“Patients who have been denied care
by their insurance carrier, people with
questions about billing, and anyone
with questions or concerns about the
quality and availability of health care
can reach out to the Patient Advocate,”
said Freeholder Mary P. Ruotolo.

Union County’s Patient Advocate
is Dr. Erika Fried of Westfield. A
recently retired radiologist, Dr. Fried
worked at Rahway Hospital for more
than 22 years, and ran a private radi-
ology practice with partners.

Questions about billing and man-
aged care are some of the key issues

faced by the Patient Advocate’s of-
fice, according to Dr. Fried. Some
patients have had their health main-
tenance organization (HMO) deny
coverage for a procedure, others have
questions about bills they have re-
ceived, or are not sure how to pay
their medical bills, she said.

The office does not usually handle
Medicare and Medicaid questions for
senior citizens, she explained, be-
cause the county’s Division on Ag-
ing provides a toll-free hotline for
seniors, staffed by Medicare experts,
although Dr. Fried answers ques-
tions on other aspects of health care.

“When they are working with an
HMO, people have to act as advo-
cates for themselves,” said Dr. Fried.
“If a doctor says that a procedure is
necessary and the HMO initially re-
fuses to cover it, patients need to
appeal the organization’s decision.
Each of the HMOs has procedures for
appeals like this,” she continued.

“Of course,” she added, “they can
always contact the Patient Advocate’s
office for assistance.”

Dr. Fried offered advice to people
sdealing with these organizations.
“First, follow the recommendations of
the HMO, but if you are having trouble
getting the care you need, don’t take
‘no’ for an answer,” she said. “Be
persistent and follow up with letters or
telephone calls when necessary.

“Secondly, follow the insurance
company’s rules. If an HMO says that
you have to call within 24 hours of an
emergency room visit, make the call,”
she said. “Many billing problems can
be avoided by just following the rules.”

The Patient Advocate’s office was
formed in 1997 by former Freeholder
Carol I. Cohen, who now serves as
County Counsel. Dr. Fried has been
the county’s Patient Advocate since
that time.

She serves in a volunteer capacity,
and has a staff of 10 volunteers who
assist her in making calls, writing
letters, and answering questions.
Catholic Community Services of
Union County provides office space
and telephone support for the office.

“This is a remarkable program be-
cause it helps so many people and incurs
virtually no cost to taxpayers,” said
Freeholder Chairman Daniel P. Sullivan.

All calls to the Patient Advocate’s
office are confidential. An answer-
ing machine is used to take calls
when staff is not available, and Dr.
Fried and her staff respond to most
questions and calls within 24 hours.

For more information, or to con-
tact Union County’s Patient Advo-
cate, please call (908) 654-6623.

Registration Underway
For Riding Lessons

At Watchung Stables
The Union County Board of Cho-

sen Freeholders has announced that
registration has begun for Fall Troop
lessons at the Watchung Stables, 1160
Summit Lane, in Mountainside.

Classes are held for beginners through
advanced students, as well as adults.
New students of all ages, especially
those who have never ridden before, are
encouraged to participate, according to
a statement issued by the Freeholders.

Junior Troop, for children ages 9
through 18, will begin the week of
Tuesday, September 8. It consists of
10 one-hour weekly lessons. Classes
are available Tuesday through Sat-
urday. Adult troop, consisting of eight
lessons, including convenient times
for those who work, will begin on or
after Sunday, September 13.

New members must bring a birth
certificate and proof of residence.
Applications must be presented in
person at the Stables between 8:30
a.m. and noon and between 1 and 4
p.m.; no mail-ins will be accepted.

Classes are filled on a first-come,
first-served basis; full payment must
accompany all applications. All stu-
dents will be required to purchase
specified uniforms and helmets.

For further information, please call
(908) 789-3665. The Watchung
Stables is a facility of the Union County
Division of Parks and Recreation.

‘Four Centuries’ of History
To be Featured in October

A heritage festival entitled “Four
Centuries in a Weekend…A Journey
Through Union County’s History,”
will take place on Saturday, October
24, from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and on
Sunday, October 25, from noon to 5
p.m.

Throughout the weekend, 20 his-
toric sites across the county will be
open to the public. Since several of
these locations are opened infre-
quently, this is the only chance during
the year to see them all in a single
weekend, according to the Union
County Board of Chosen Freeholders.

“Children and adults will find these
historic sites educational and inter-
esting,” said Freeholder Chairman
Daniel P. Sullivan. “This is a great
opportunity to tour some of the
county’s most important historic sites,
some dating back to the 1600s.”

Mary P. Ruotolo, the board’s Liai-
son to the Cultural and Heritage Pro-
grams Advisory Board, added, “Pe-
riod rooms in these historic sites
open their doors to reveal workshops,
kitchen and food pantries, charming
children’s nurseries, as well as col-
lections of tools, farming implements,
vintage clothing wardrobes and other
articles of everyday living.”

Planned stops include the Littell-
Lord Farmstead and The Deserted
Village of Feltville-Glenside in Ber-
keley Heights, the Dr. William
Robinson Plantation in Clark, the
Crane-Philips House in Cranford, the
Belcher-Ogden Mansion and Box-

wood Hall in Elizabeth, Evergreen
Cemetery and the Woodruff House/
Eaton Store Museum in Hillside, and
the Deacon Andrew Hetfield House
in Mountainside.

Other sites are The Saltbox Mu-
seum in New Providence, the Drake
House Museum in Plainfield, the
Merchants and Drovers Tavern in
Rahway, the Abraham Clark House
in Roselle, the Roselle Park Mu-
seum, the Osborn Cannonball House
in Scotch Plains, the Cannon Ball
House in Springfield, the Carter
House and Reeves-Reed Arboretum
in Summit, the Caldwell Parsonage
in Union, and the Miller-Cory House
Museum in Westfield.

Most Union County towns offer at
least one stop on this self-guided
tour. Illustrated brochures with maps
describe the sites.

“Four Centuries in a Weekend” is
sponsored by the Union County Free-
holders, the Department of Economic
Development, Division of Cultural
and Heritage Affairs, and the partici-
pating historic and cultural sites.
Additional support is provided by a
grant from the New Jersey Historical
Commission.

For a copy of the heritage festival
brochure or to inquire about assistive
services and other activities, please
contact the Division of Cultural and
Heritage Affairs, 633 Pearl Street,
Elizabeth, 07202, at (908) 558-2550.
Relay users may call 1-800-852-7899
between 8:30 a.m. and 4:30 p.m.

Ms. Rajoppi Named Again
As Heart Walk Chairwoman
For the second consecutive year,

Union County Clerk Joanne Rajoppi
has been named Chairwoman of
the 1998 American Heart
Association’s Union County Ameri-
can Heart Walk, presented by Aetna
US Healthcare.

As Chairwoman of the American
Heart Walk taking place on Saturday,
October 3, at Echo Lake Park in
Westfield, Ms. Rajoppi will oversee
the recruitment and organizational
activities.

“American Heart Walk this year
is focusing a great deal on women
and the American Heart
Association’s Take Wellness To
Heart women’s campaign,” Ms.
Rajoppi explained.

She added that by participating in
the Heart Walk, “companies, clubs,
schools and citizens can learn more
about women and heart disease while
helping us raise money to fund
American Heart Association re-
search that will some day lead to
more answers and save more Union
County lives.”

Last year, the Union County Ameri-
can Heart Walk raised more than
$52,000 for the American Heart As-
sociation, according to Peter C. Cary,
Director of Communications for the
association.

For more information about the
Union County American Heart Walk,
or to register, individuals may call
their local American Heart Associa-
tion or (800) AHA-USA1 (242-8721).

Women interested in receiving a
free women’s heart health informa-
tion packet and a free calling card
may call the American Heart
Association’s fulfillment center at
(888) MY-HEART.

Neighborhood Council
Plans Card-Game Party

The Westfield Neighborhood
Council will hold a Card and Game
Party on Saturday, August 22, from 1
to 6 p.m. at 127 Cacciola Place in
Westfield.

Beginner, intermediate and ad-
vanced players are invited to partici-
pate in games such as bingo, bridge,
bid whist, pinochle, Mah Jongg and
other popular games.

A $5 donation is requested, which
covers five hours of activities, re-
freshments and prizes.

This fundraiser is sponsored by
the Westfield Neighborhood Coun-
cil Bridge Club. For additional infor-
mation, please call (908) 233-2772
or (908) 654-3813.


