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Synopsis

In February 2012, the City of Clearwater was faced with an unexpected problem when special events staff at the city’s Sea-Blues Festival mistakenly denied access to a puppy wearing a blue “Guide Dog in Training” jacket. Stephanie Miller, the puppy’s raiser, posted this comment on the city’s Facebook page:
“Sorry that we won’t be able to hear it [the music]-my Southeastern Guide Dog in training and I were just denied access to the venue! See FL Statute 413.08(7)/Chapter 2002-176.”

Florida law gives any service dog in training the same public access rights as a working service dog. Four days later, after consulting with the city’s Legal Department, Director of Public Communications Joelle Castelli posted this reply on Facebook:
“So sorry for this unfortunate incident. The work you and Southeastern Guide Dogs do is incredible and should be celebrated! Unfortunately, we, the city, have shown our human side and suffered an internal breakdown and have made a human error. Knowing the unconditional love that dogs show, we know your dog will find it in his or her heart to forgive us, and we hope you can too. Our tail is between our legs, and we beg your forgiveness. We have since corrected the misunderstanding, and an internal training bulletin has been distributed to the events staff and police. You and your furry friends will be admitted to our events in the future. Please give us another try. Can we buy your pup a dog biscuit?” 
In reply, Stephanie posted, 
“Thank you for the apology! Kudos to you for admitting a mistake and putting things in place to prevent it in the future! Perhaps you’d consider sponsoring a Southeastern Guide Dog puppy? (I’d gladly volunteer to be the puppy raiser and work with you to continue to spread awareness at your many events.)”
Intent of the project/program/service

Clearwater Mayor George N. Cretekos and Joelle visited the Southeastern Guide Dog campus soon after the request was made. The facility tour, the irresistible puppies, and seeing the good work of Southeastern Guide Dogs convinced them that the city should become a sponsor. The sponsorship would help raise awareness of the Southeastern Guide Dog organization and the need to help others. It would help make up for the mistake that had been made. 
Cost/Savings

It costs approximately $60,000 to breed, whelp, raise, train, match and provide follow-up care to one guide dog team. Southeastern Guide Dogs requires no payment from those who receive a service dog. A sponsorship of $3,500 supports puppy care from nine weeks of age until the dog returns to the campus of Southeastern Guide Dogs for formal harness training, usually at 14 to 20 months old. Sponsors are given naming rights for the puppy and the city chose the name “Coastie” in recognition of the city’s designation as a Coast Guard City. Coastie, a yellow Labrador, became Stephanie’s third puppy, and the two became popular ambassadors for Clearwater.
Innovation Characteristics

Stephanie is also an educator with the Pinellas County School System. When Stephanie went to work, Coastie went with her. In fact, Coastie went just about everywhere that Stephanie went. Stephanie taught him basic obedience and exposed him to a variety of people, places and events while he learned specific directional commands. After their introduction at a City Council meeting, they accepted invitations to city concerts, celebrations, the 10-week Citizen’s Academy, Bright House Field, the Coast Guard Air Station and even Raymond James Stadium, home of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Anyone watching Coastie and Stephanie together saw the connection between them grow and strengthen. It was easy to wonder how the two would be able to separate when training was over, but Stephanie noted, “I may want the dog, but somebody else needs the dog.”
So at the June 6, 2013 Clearwater City Council Meeting, Coastie and Stephanie appeared together one last time. There was hardly a dry eye in the room as many of those who had watched Coastie grow said their good-byes. A mistake, which could have created much negative publicity and social media activity for the City of Clearwater, was turned into a positive. Many favorable articles resulted and all the comments on social media have been positive. 
Consultant Information
NOTE: We did not use a consultant or firm.

Presentation Style

The best way to tell the story of Coastie is through the photographs that were taken during his time in Clearwater. The photos and positive publicity about the program would be in a PowerPoint presentation. The city may be able to bring a guide dog in training and the trainer to the conference. Note the value of the city’s Facebook page as evidenced in this story. Facebook was used to make the city aware of the mistake that had been made, and Facebook was used to issue a heartfelt apology.
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