
Courthouse Facility Dogs 

What is a facility dog? 

A courthouse facility dog is a professionally trained assistance dog that provides calm, quiet 
companionship to vulnerable individuals in legal settings.   They are trained to be 
unobtrusive, so as to not cause any disruption throughout the legal process.  When working 
with vulnerable victims and witnesses, these dogs often attend court preparation sessions and 
meetings that the young victims and witnesses have with the Crown Attorney.  They may also 
be present to provide support at the preliminary hearing or trial, and even afterwards when 
an individual is coming back to court to work on a victim impact statement or attend a 
sentencing.  A courthouse facility dog can be present for a young victim or witness every step 
of the way.  These dogs are specifically chosen because of their calm demeanor and ability to 
tolerate high stress environments, which decreases the risk that they will interfere with the 
legal process.  During evenings and weekends, a facility dog goes home with their primary 
handler and is “off duty”. 

London’s facility dog – NSD Merel 

National Service Dog (NSD) Merel is a 2-year-old black Lab/
Bernese cross.  She is a slow-moving, placid, friendly dog that 
loves to cuddle with humans.  NSD Merel’s favourite thing to do 
when she is working is a “visit”, which involves resting her head 
in a person’s lap.  She also likes to sit on the feet of the person 
petting her and be as close as she possibly can.  She is known for 
taking long naps and walking slowly behind her primary handler.  
When NSD Merel is not working, her favourite thing to do is walk 
off-leash in the woods. 

Where did NSD Merel Come From?  

National Service Dogs (NSD) is a non-profit organization located 
in Cambridge, Ontario.  Since 1996, National Service Dogs has 
been breeding, training and placing dogs in three different 
programs: Certified Service Dogs for Autism, Certified Service 
Dogs for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and Canine Assisted 
Intervention or Facility Dog programs.  These dogs are each 
valued at over $30,000; however, NSD provides them to 
approved clients for free.  NSD Merel is the first facility dog to 
be placed in a courthouse setting in Ontario. 

Why Dogs? 



Going to court can be quite stressful and upsetting, especially if you have to speak about 
something bad that happened.  The use of dogs in the courtroom started in the United States 
and it is continuing to spread rapidly worldwide.  In Canada, there are now over 19 accredited 
facility dogs working in 6 different provinces.   The reason this is becoming so popular is due 
to the anecdotal, and more importantly, scientific evidence available that demonstrates 
appropriately bred and trained dogs can have a physical and mental calming effect on people.  
An example of a short-term physical effect is the lowering of one’s  heart rate.  Dogs have 
also been shown to have positive psychological effects such as in social communication (e.g., 
the ability to make social contacts), reduction in feelings of loneliness and isolation, and 
improvements in depression and self-esteem.   

Source: https://courthousedogs.org/legal/dogs-reduce-stress/ 

Impact 

“Without Merel, I would have never been able to talk about what happened to me” – 12 year 
old victim. 

“Merel is the BEST dog” – 8 year old victim. 

“I will go to court if Merel is going to be there” – 14 year old victim 

“When can I come back so that I can see Merel” – 9 year old victim 

“Thank you to you and to Merel.  Merel has been the biggest support and 
has helped my daughter to heal.  They should have more dogs like her” – 
Mother of 12 year old victim 

NSD Merel in the News! 

NSD Merel has been making international news.  Learn more here: 

CBC News: Merel is the first Ontario service dog to help kids testify in court 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/kitchener-waterloo/merel-service-dog-ontario-courts-
first-1.3830168 

London Free Press: Comfort dog – Furry friend will help kids in court 
http://www.lfpress.com/2016/09/08/therapy-dog-furry-friend-will-help-kids-cope-with-court 

The Dodo: Dog Helps Kids Testify in Court 
https://www.thedodo.com/dog-court-kids-2077829203.html 
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ABC News: Service Dog Helps Kids Testify in Ontario Court 
http://abcnews.go.com/Lifestyle/service-dog-kids-testify-ontario-court/story?
id=43301875 
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