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“In a horse’s world, the rules are clear, easy to understand
and consequences are dealt with swiftly.
Horses require strong leadership and are willing to follow, but only after
they find respect and trust. If we provide contradictory behaviour, they
will question and challenge our authority to lead.
In a horse’s world, team work is respected and expected. Horses respond
favourable to positive stimulus and respect FAIR consequences.
They are tough and steadfast dance partners; they don’t judge, but they
don’t forget. They don’t let you cheat and their feedback is honest.”
–Little Oasis Equine Matters

Alexa Matthes

by Tracy
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Little Oasis Equine Matters

Alexa stands proudly with Indy

When I started writing this After Ours article, I thought it would turn out to be
an employee profile on our casual technician Alexa – and it is, but it has grown! I started with meeting Alexa to learn about her hobby/volunteering, who, in turn, introduced
me to Leah Hope and Little Oasis Equine Matters (for whom she volunteers). Leah then
taught me about the world of equine assisted learning and therapy. Now I will take you
along that same journey – deep into the world of equine gurus and aficionados!
continued on next page
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clear that they share a special bond. “Indy is the
first horse that Leah paired with me. She was
new and had recently foaled, and needed body
conditioning. I would walk with her up the mountain and back down for exercise. Once she was
stronger she was the first horse that I rode there
and she’s my favourite to ride. She tries hard to
pick up cues and work with you. Sometimes she
can be sassy, but always so sweet. She’s always
happy to see you and can be quite cuddly. It has
been interesting to learn about her. She’s such a
sweetie!”
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ALEXA AND INDY

Leah with her
first horse,
Mingo
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I first heard about Little Oasis Equine Matters
(LOEM) from our Casual Environmental Technician (and 2015 Summer Student) Alexa Matthes.
She started volunteering there after she moved
back home and learned about the opportunity
through a friend’s sister. She had previously
enjoyed a rewarding volunteer position with the
Cochrane Ecological Institute and missed working around animals. After contacting Leah Hope
and learning about the duties, she discovered
it was just what she was looking for. Alexa just
lights up when she starts talking about the time
she spends there and the great work that the
staff and horses do.
I’ve never seen anyone so excited to be on
their way to shovel manure! Of course she does
more than muck out horse paddocks on her shift;
she also helps make mash (a dietary supplement), tops-up hay bales, and exercises and
socializes the horses. “It’s a decent work-out!”
she laughs. In all there are five horses - each
eating between 20 and 25 pounds of hay and
producing about 50 pounds of manure daily.
That is an awful lot of hay and manure. She has
also enjoyed attending community engagement
events with LOEM like last summer’s 10th Annual Teddy Bear Picnic.
“No matter what kind of a workday I’ve had,
I’m always excited to go there after work. It
doesn’t feel like a chore - it’s always fun. If I
have a bad day and am in a bad mood, spending
time with the horses makes me feel better. They
ground you.”
When I asked her what it was that she liked
about horses, she said “I don’t even know! Like
most little girls I grew up fascinated with horses.
I love all animals. It’s a great learning opportunity and once you learn to ride it’s hard to keep
yourself away from them.” Alexa first picked up
the reins about five years ago and enjoys developing and expanding her riding skills.
Alexa certainly does love each of the horses,
but when you see her and Indy together it’s pretty

LITTLE OASIS EQUINE MATTERS
LOEM formed officially in 2012; unofficially, it
had been in the making since 2002.
It was back then while Leah Hope was struggling through her own trauma that she experienced firsthand the incredible ability of horses
to assist in healing both the body and spirit,
thanks to her first horse Mingo.
Leah is an avid equine advocate and strives
to make their lives better – wherever they may
be. I can’t help but think that this is her way to
give back to them.
In 2005, she took part in a rescue operation to
save 29 horses when their owner could no longer
care for them. As some of the horses aged, they
could no longer be ridden; but they were still
capable of helping to teach and heal humans
and deserved another lease on life. “Why do they
have to be ridden to impart wisdom to those
people who want to learn from them?”
It was after this that she started to discover Equine Assisted Learning (EAL) programs
where people can interact with the horses on
the ground to develop the skills for healing and
betterment. In 2011, Leah received her Cartier
Farms EAL certification and started offering EAL
programs to the community.

In 2012, Little Oasis Equine Matters was
formed and has been serving the community
ever since. Leah attributes the program’s
success to the talented staff, dedicated team
of volunteers and, of course, the horses. “It is a
labour of love.”
No one has ever been turned away from attending programs due to economic hardship. The
Little Oasis Benefit Society was formed by devoted community members that have witnessed
the positive impact that the programming has
in the lives of participants. They operate as an
independent organization to help
provide financial assistance to
those in need: “Our commitment
is to ensure the continuation of
the ability of Little Oasis Equine
Matters to turn no child or adult
away due to a lack of funding.”
In speaking with Leah, the
strongest sentiment that you take
in is one of gratitude – to everyone
at LOEM, but especially to the
horses and her husband, Teck
Maintenance Support Carpenter,
Dave Hope. “It has been an honour
to have learned from [the horses]
and I’m lucky to be able to do
what I love because of Dave. He comes home
and helps care for the horses. It’s like a second
full-time job.”
When asked what being able to offer this
program to the community means to him, Dave
replied, “It makes my wife happy. It allows her
to use her mind and to continue to do what she
loves.”

It is this awareness, paired with the timing
and nature of their responses that make horses
so suitable for learning and therapy programs.
Certified facilitators are able to take cues from
the reactions of horses in their interactions with
clients to form custom programming.
Facilitators allow the horses to guide the pace
of the program as they teach in their own time.
“Horses have amazing timing – their behaviour
is clear and concise. Their feedback is immediate and fair. It is a uniquely equine experience to
make better humans.”
Any horse can teach through observation
but it requires a special horse to be able to
work intimately with people for these programs.
The equine ‘teachers’ at LOEM are among the
very special and are exceptionally attentive to
humans. “I am forever in awe of the horses. They
are such empathic beings. I have seen them help
those most vulnerable start to heal and grow.”
In some instances, horses are able to support
people in ways that we can’t or don’t know how
to support each other.
LOEM offers programs to youths, adults,
and groups – programs are tailored to suit the
specific needs of clients. Anyone can participate, and no riding or horsemanship skills are
required as the horses are not ridden. They are
Leah and Dave Hope of
Little Equine Oasis Matters
pose with Stiletto

EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING
For prey animals, being highly observant
and sensitive to changes in the surrounding
environment means the difference between life
and death.
In horses, this has evolved into a highly
sophisticated and innate intuition that is quite
unique among our companion animals. While
dogs and cats certainly have intuition, they (like
humans) are predatory in nature and lack the
constant vigilance that is natural to prey. Leah
has said that, “Horses can detect a heartbeat
from 50 paces away”. Unlike some other animals
that can be fooled into believing that you are
calm, relaxed or in charge, “You can’t trick
a horse by acting any way – they sense your
authentic self and react accordingly. They have
you at the gate.”

centred on horses and clients cooperating to
work through an obstacle course or achieve
a certain set of goals. The main program is
offered to four groups per year, with up to 10
participants in each group, each attending 16
sessions.
It is through these experiential learning activities that individuals, family units, specialized
groups and corporate teams can develop the
social, mental, leadership, problem solving,
and life skills that cannot be gained through
textbooks and PowerPoint slides. The development of these skills builds confidence, constancy

and self-esteem. The lessons we can learn from
horses can make us better individuals and
community members.
LOEM also offers Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy (EAP) in conjunction with mental healthcare
professionals. These programs are certified by
Equine Assisted Growth and Learning Association. It differs from EAL in that it is more than a
learning program – it is genuine psychological
therapy. This variety of therapy is beneficial for
those at any age who may suffer from: behavioral issues, substance abuse, eating disorders,
depression, anxiety, relationship issues, and
physical, emotional or sexual abuse; or for those
who have found traditional therapy has not been
effective.
Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy is among one
of the most effective experiential therapies. The
Association reports “For some reason, even when
we feel stuck or hopeless, the horses move and
make changes in the space, which in turn helps
us become ‘unstuck’. Clients repeatedly report
that the horses seem to act and be exactly what
is needed in the moment.”
For those who have participated in EAL and
EAP programs the healing power of working with
horses is undeniable. Sometimes the guidance
from a non-judgmental, patient and sensitive
being is just what we need
in order to overcome our personal stumbling blocks. We
are very lucky to have such
incredible programs available
to us in the West Kootenay.
The dedication of the
staff and volunteers that run
the programs, care for the
horses and ensure economic
accessibility for those less
fortunate is a testament
that LOEM is indeed a labour
of love. Their commitment
to both community and horse welfare is an
inspiration. If you are interested in learning more
about the amazing programs and opportunities
at LOEM, wish to support the programs, or would
like to volunteer like Alexa please check out
their website at www.littleoasisequine.com or
keep your eyes open for Horse Power (a custom
EAL program that has been created for Teck’s
Inspiring Wellness and Learning program coming
this spring). For further information on Little
Oasis Benefit Society or to donate, please visit
their website at www.littleoasisequine.com/
lobenefitsociety.

The Horses of

Little Oasis
by Leah Hope

Mohawk is a warrior
to us and all those
he teaches. He is an
adorable, small statured horse (we avoid
calling him a pony).
In the horse world
there is fight, flight
or freeze… Mohawk
is a freeze horse and
waits patiently for the
humans he is teaching
to work through their
challenge and stands
in support.
Spirit is the Lead
Horse here and a role
bestowed to him by
the late Mingo. He
has a gentle, playful
soul and is the yard
greeter. He supervises
mostly from afar and
loves to share his
strong opinions.
Betty is our oldest,
wisest, sensitive, and
empathetic horse. Big
stepping horse, yet
gentle and loves to
roll in the mud…
and yes thinks the
light diffuser (photo
equipment) is going
to eat her!
Indy is by far reported
as the most beautiful
horse and has taken
her rightful place as
Herd Matriarch…
a role previously
adorned to the late
Pickles.
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Stiletto is the gentle
giant of the crew biggest horse and
softest heart.
Stiletto

