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The 
Good 
News
Imagine a newscast every evening with 
headlines such as “Crime Is Down” and 
“Charitable Giving Is Up” and “People Are 
Helping Others Everywhere.” Miracle of 
Miracles, that is indeed the case in many places 
around the world, but you wouldn’t know it 
from watching the news. But, perhaps one way 
to put all of this good news in perspective is 
to realize that people helping others is such a 
commonplace practice that it doesn’t make the 
news unless it’s something really extraordinary. 
Likewise, the millionaires and billionaires who 
give generously have become so commonplace 
that they even have their own club and well 
over a hundred have signed onto a pledge, the 
so-called “Giving Pledge,” which commits 
them to give away the bulk of their fortunes. 
People who perform horrific acts of cruelty or 
commit heinous crimes are pretty much the 
exception to the rule of people acting decently, 
and that is why their heinous crimes make the 
news. It’s just too shocking to ignore. So, 
perhaps we should remind ourselves every day 
of the Good News that is all around and spread 
the word to others.

- Christopher Simon

From the fruit of his 
mouth a man eats what 
is good, but the desire 
of the treacherous is for 
violence.

Proverbs 13:2

PAMELA BUSHNELL
News-Leader

There’s a new name on the 
Nassau Humane Society dog 
park at 641 Airport Road in 
Fernandina Beach: Aurora’s 
Dog Park. Soon there will 
be a plaque in the park office 
explaining her story.

Aurora was a dog who had 
a rough beginning in life and 
one whose story reflects the 
mission of the Humane Society. 
Confiscated by Nassau County 
animal control in Yulee because 
of a cruelty/neglect complaint, 
the Alaskan malamute was in 
bad shape. She had been used 
for breeding. Although she was 
estimated to have been only 
three years of age, she already 
had several life threatening 
conditions: severe mange, 
heartworm and cancer. She’s 
the kind of dog who might have 
been put down, even in a “no-
kill” shelter, because of her 
suffering and lack of adoption 
potential.

Fernandina Beach resident 
Dave Coyle and his wife were 
driving by the shelter on Easter 
weekend and happened to see 
animal control staff walking the 
disabled dog outside. Coyle says 
it was his wife who insisted 
they go back.

Not only did their adopted 
dog, Aurora, respond favorably 
to chemotherapy and aggres-
sive treatment for her other 
health problems, she thrived 
under their care. Maybe it was 
because of her early adversity 
in life that she turned out to be 

an especially “gentle giant,” so 
even tempered that in her later 
years she served as a hospital 
therapy dog. She would live 
with the Coyles for twelve 
more years. 

The Nassau Humane Society 
was just getting on its feet at 
the time the Coyles’ adopted 
Aurora. The society wanted 
to build an animal shelter in 
Fernandina Beach, but decided 
to begin with a less ambitious 
dog park first. A member of the 
Humane Society Board for 12 
years, Coyle was there in the 
beginning and assumed informal 
leadership for the fledgling dog 
park. (If you have ever owned 
a malamute, you know they are 
high-energy dogs in need of 
regular exercise.)

When the city leased the 
society a parcel of land near 
the airport, Coyle, his son, 
and other volunteers cleared 
the land of brush. According 
to fellow board member John 
Landregan, other than the land 
lease, the Humane Society 
received no other public or 
government funding to build the 
dog park. It was done entirely 
through private fundraising and 
donations. 

When the park opened in 
2009, Coyle became the man-
ager/jack-of-all-trades at the 
park staffed by volunteers. 
“(Volunteers) are the best kind 
of workers to manage,” says 
Coyle, “because they want to 
be here.”

Coyle has lived on Amelia 
Island for 18 years, since his 
retirement as a commercial 

airline pilot for Piedmont 
Airlines. He used to fly 727s 
out of Boston. Since retirement, 
he enjoys flying his own plane, 
which he keeps at Fernandina 
Beach Municipal Airport. In 
addition to his work with the 
Humane Society, he has also 
been a volunteer for the Civil 
Air Patrol. He and his wife Sally 

recently celebrated their 50th 
wedding anniversary.

Retiring once again, this 
time from active volunteerism, 
Coyle is leaving the Humane 
Society board. “We wanted to 
name the dog park after Dave,” 
says Landregan, “but he is too 
modest and would have none 
of it. We finally compromised 

on naming it after Aurora.” 
There will be no formal dedica-
tion ceremony, also at Coyle’s 
insistence.

The dog park has continued 
to grow and develop since its 
inception.

According to board mem-
ber Ed Hardee, the dog park’s 
amenities ranked it 12th in 
the nation in 2015 by Coastal 
Canine magazine based in 
California. Amenities include 
separate play areas for large 
and small dogs, a bone-shaped 
swimming pool for the big dogs 
and a landscaped pond for the 
small ones, benches for human 
companions, dog bathing facili-
ties and a separate agility/time-
out area for training. Bricks and 
artificial turf have been added to 
minimize debris and dirt in the 
pool, but there are also gener-
ous natural areas to play fetch 
and socialize.

Says volunteer Bob Warner, 
“The park is as much about 
people socializing as dogs. 
Folks meet here regularly and 
friendships develop.” 

The dog park has been very 
successful. With an estimated 
268 regular members, the 
facility is now self-supporting 
and even generates enough 
money to help support the new 
Chardonnay Humane Society 
Shelter next door. 

The new shelter, which cost 
$2.3 million to build, is already 
75 percent paid off thanks to 
community donations. “The 
community has been very 
generous,” agrees Pat Smith, 
board member. The shelter also 

serves as the city animal control 
center for Fernandina Beach. 
When the Nassau County ani-
mal shelter gets crowded, they 
can also take some overflow.

June 2016 saw a record 95 
cat and dog adoptions from the 
new shelter. A new feature is 
a video Hardee makes for each 
animal up for adoption. The 
result is that people are coming 
from out-of-state to adopt.

Between the volunteers 
who staff the dog park, shel-
ter and Second Chance Thrift 
shop on Fourteenth St and the 
volunteers who walk and social-
ize animals in the shelter, the 
Humane Society has about 400 
active volunteers.

“Our next goal is a 24-hour 
vet clinic to be offered here on 
site,” says Smith. It’s on the 
3-year strategic plan for the
organization.

Visitors to the dog park 
must provide proof their pet 
is up-to-date on inoculations 
and the pet must be spayed or 
neutered.

For their own safety, no 
children under 13 are allowed 
in the park, although children 
can watch from a shaded porch. 
Children 13 and up must be 
accompanied by a guardian. 
To accommodate the island’s 
many seasonal visitors, visi-
tors can pay $6 per day or $35 
per month to use the park. The 
charge is per dog. The park 
opens daily at 9 a.m. and closes 
at 7 p.m. during the summer. 
It is closed for maintenance on 
Tuesdays.

pbushnell@fbnewsleader.com

Last year Barnabas helped 
more than 3,500 households in 
Nassau County, according to a 
news release. Its dedicated staff 
and nearly 200 volunteers dis-
tributed free food from its two 
food pantries in Fernandina 
Beach and Callahan, arranged 
crisis support such as rent  
and utility assistance, and deliv-
ered health services such as 
medical, dental and mental health 
care.

“Our Food Pantry helps feed 
over 120 people a day in Nassau 
County, with more than one-
third of them children. And we 
stabilize nearly 700 households 
in crisis each year,” said Linda 
Ellis, Barnabas chief program 
officer, in the news release.

“However, last year we 
wanted to expand our mental 
health services to help women, 
specifically, who’ve gone through 
a major life event and want sup-
port, encouragement and ideas 
for a healthier life.”

Last year Barnabas received 
a $110,000 grant from the 
Women’s Giving Alliance, an 
initiative of the Community 
Foundation for Northeast 
Florida. WGA is a group of 
diverse women who pool their 
philanthropic giving to make 
a lasting impact on the lives of 
women and girls. The Barnabas 
Women’s Health Initiative in 
Nassau (WHIN) was launched 
in January. It helps women, age 
18 and older, move beyond their 
immediate crises.

“The goal of WHIN is to 
help women improve their 
well-being by focusing on their 
strengths and resilience,” 
said Ellis. “However, it dif-
fers from other community 
agency services because we’re 
developing strong peer support  
groups and using alternative 
therapies, which incorporate life 
skills and self-reflective journal-
ing. We’ll soon be launching our 
art therapy and physical exercise, 

two more vital parts of our pro-
gram.”

Barnabas has partnered with 
Micah’s Place, Gracie’s Kitchen, 
Family Support Services, 
Nassau County Sheriff’s Office 
and Starting Point Behavioral 
Healthcare to extend the reach 
of the WHIN program, includ-
ing offering journaling groups 
for domestic violence victims 
at Micah’s Place and life skills 
groups for incarcerated women 
at the Nassau County jail and for 
women in the community who 
meet weekly at Barnabas.

Mary Grice, a licensed clini-
cal social worker, is the WHIN 
program counselor and provides 
one on one counseling and in 
addition, leads weekly life skills 
groups. Nadine Vaughan, Ph.D. 
a psychologist experienced in 
trauma recovery, leads groups 
on journaling as a way back to a 
healthier self.

“From its inception in January 
to June this year, 84 women, 

ages 18 to 60 years old, have  
received help,” said Grice.  
“After the first six months of 
implementation, we’ve seen a 
significant improvement in the 
coping skills of the women we 
have served.

Women who attend the week-
ly life skills groups at Barnabas, 
Micah’s Place and the county jail 
are benefiting from an evidence-
based workbook series, named 
Life Skills, created by The 
Change Companies, a national 
publishing, consulting, training 
and media company specializing 
in behavior change.

Grice has been facilitating the 
life skills group at the county jail 
and explains that the women 
are underserved, feel worthless 
and hopeless, which has affected 
their decision making.

At a recent weekly life skills 
group, the women, two of them 
currently living in a homeless 
shelter, unanimously agreed 
the private meeting room at 

Florida State College at Jack-
sonville was awarded a four-year 
grant from the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services – 
Human Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA) that will 
provide scholarships for disad-
vantaged full-time students in the 
Associate of Science in Nursing 
degree program, according to a 
news release.

In this first year, FSCJ was 
awarded $647,800 to support 50 
scholarships for nursing students 
who are in need of financial assis-
tance. The scholarship will pro-
vide for books, uniforms and other 
incidentals incurred while com-
pleting the 16-month program. 
The grant total has the potential 
to reach over $2.5 million and 
assist 200 nursing students.

FSCJ is committed to sup-
porting the Scholarships for 
Disadvantaged Students (SDS) 
program to increase the num-
ber of graduates practicing in 
primary care, promote enroll-
ment and retention of full-time 
students from disadvantaged  
backgrounds including students 

who are members of racial and 
ethnic minority groups, and aug-
ment the number of graduates 
working in medically underserved 
communities. 

The project will meet the fol-
lowing objectives:

• Annually provide 100 under-
represented and disadvantaged 
pre-college students career 
awareness and SDS outreach.

• Maintain an annual 75%
retention rate for SDS partici-
pants through academic strength-
ening and retention services.

• Participants will reach a 90%
pass rate on a competency exami-
nation addressing the health care 
needs and nursing implications for 
underrepresented populations.

• By the end of year four, at
least 50% of licensed (success-
fully passed NCLEX-RN) SDS 
students will indicate they have 
obtained employment in a prima-
ry care setting and/or medically 
underserved area.

• Support the retention and
graduation of disadvantaged A.S. 
in Nursing students by awarding 
50 scholarships annually.

Nursing grant for FSCJ

Barnabas helps Nassau County women in crisis
Barnabas is their safe place to 
share their lives with the other 
women.

“We’re all carrying a heavy 
load on our minds from the things 
we’ve gone through and still go 
through. This is our safety zone. 
This group lets us release some 
of it and get stronger,” said one 
woman.

Another participant said she 
was enjoying the “me time” 
during the weekly two-hour ses-
sions so she could focus on her-
self. As caregivers, mothers or 
otherwise providing for others, 
she expressed the importance 
for all women to take time for 
themselves to regroup after life-
changing trauma.

When asked what they want-
ed to tell other women in crisis 
in the community who learn 
about the program and want 
to get help, they said, “Come  
on in! Even if you just listen for 
a few weeks, there’s time for 
everyone to speak when they’re 

ready. We’re here because we 
want to be here and we help 
each other feel better about our-
selves.”

If you or someone you know 
would benefit from the WHIN 
program, contact Linda Ellis, at 
(904) 261-7000 ext. 131.  There
is no charge for services received 
from the WHIN program.

For more information about 
Barnabas’ other programs and 
services, including the food 
pantry, crisis assistance ser-
vices, Gerri’s Corner, medi-
cal and dental programs, and 
the New to You resale store, 
visit BarnabasNassau.org or 
stop by 1303 Jasmine Street in 
Fernandina Beach.

Barnabas ranks in the top 
1 percent of all U.S. nonprof-
its. Barnabas received the 
highest 4-star rating from 
Charity Navigator, for the 9th  
consecutive year, for exceptional 
fiscal and organizational manage-
ment.

Dog park dedicated to founder and his dog

Big dogs enjoy a bone-shaped swimming pool at Aurora’s Dog Park. The Nassau Humane Society has renamed the dog park on Airport Road “Aurora’s Dog Park” in honor of a found-
ing board member’s beloved companion.

PHOTOS BY PAMELA BUSHNELL/NEWS-LEADER

Retiring board member Dave Coyle is shown with a plaque 
commemorating his dog Aurora for whom the dog park is 
now named.
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