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The weather on this afternoon is  
hazy and humid, but it does nothing 
to  dampen  the  spirits  of  the  10  
nursing home residents – some of 
whom are in wheelchairs – who are 
eagerly  waiting  to  move  around  
with and groom two gentle beasts.

Argentinian  former  polo  ponies  
Costera and Valentina are the stars of 
this session by charity Equal-Ark Sin-
gapore, whose Elderly Programme 
has  used  equine  therapy  to  help  
improve the emotional well-being of 
hundreds of seniors with dementia 
or depression.

Working  with  the  animals  is  a  
novelty for long-time St Theresa’s 
Home resident Bertha Hang, 74.

“I’m happy with the horses. I can 
go  around  with  them  and  touch  
them,” she said as she deftly slotted 
a body brush onto her amputated 
right arm to groom Valentina.

Ms Hang, who lost parts of her 
four limbs to gangrene in 2003, had 
become  downbeat  after  she  was  
hospitalised last year for sepsis – a 
life-threatening illness as a result of 
the body’s extreme response to an 
infection. 

Grooming  the  horses  is  a  role  
reversal  and  an  empowering  
activity  for  Ms  Hang,  who,  like  
other nursing home residents, are 
usually the care recipients. 

While the use of dogs and cats in 
animal-assisted  therapy  is  more  
common here, equine therapy has 
been  gaining  some  traction  in  
land-scarce Singapore.

Organisations such as Equal-Ark, 
Therapeutic  and  Educational  

Riding  in  Singapore  (Theris),  
Healing Horses Singapore and Hovi 
Club Horsecity have been growing 
their clientele and expanding their 
programmes  over  the  past  few  
years.

The goal of equine therapy is to 
help  people  develop  necessary  
skills and attributes through their 
interaction with the horses. 

It includes therapeutic horseback 
riding, in which riding lessons are 
adapted to the person’s disability 
and  needs;  and  hippotherapy,  
which  uses  equine  movement  to  
engage  the  sensory,  neuromotor  
and cognitive systems.

“Being  prey  animals  –  as  
compared with dogs, cats and even 
humans,  who  are  predators  –  
horses are incredibly sensitive to  
their environment and are able to 
perceive  and  respond  to  the  
smallest of changes, including our 
tone  of  voice,  body  language,  
behaviours, emotions and even our 
biochemistry,” said Theris’ founder 
and managing director Jessamine 
A. Ihrcke.

“They  also  provide  immediate  
feedback  in  response  to  these  
aspects, which creates an opportu-
nity for people to reflect on or be 
more aware of their behaviours and 
emotions  and  adjust  themselves  
accordingly to build a relationship 
with the horse,” she added.

Horses can help calm the elderly, 
said  centre  manager  of  senior  
daycare centre Hovi Club Horsecity 
Gelena Anandarajah. 

“Looking  into  the  eyes  of  the  
horse and listening to the repetitive 
rhythm of their hooves as they walk 
helps to calm the elderly, especially 
when they get agitated,” she added.

“The interaction with any animal 
is  also  often  non-judgmental  
towards a person with disability, so 
it  helps  to  build  self-esteem  and  
positivity.”

St Theresa’s 
Home resident 
Agatha Lee
(in the 
wheelchair) 
moving around 
with one of 
Equal-Ark 
Singapore’s 
horses, Costera.
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Canbreast cancer
be prevented?
Q I am awoman inmy 40s.

What is themost common
cancer that I should look out for?

ABased on the Singapore Can-
cer Registry Annual Registry

Report (2015), the top cancer in
Singapore for women from 2011
to 2015 is breast cancer (29.1 per
cent).

What are the symptoms
of breast cancer?
Many patients with early breast
cancer do not have any symp-
toms, hence the importance of
breast screening using mammo-
grams from the age of 40 years.
The survival rate is excellent after
treatment.

When there are symptoms, the
most common is a lump in the
breast. Some patients feel a lump
under the armpit, one-sided
nipple discharge or observe skin
changes such as rash around the
nipple. Loss of weight, bone pain,
blurred vision and headaches
can happen if the cancer has
spread. When symptoms occur,
do ask to see a specialist directly.

Who are at risk?
Being female is the greatest risk
factor for developing breast can-
cer. For every 100 women who
get breast cancer, there will be
one man diagnosed with it.

High body mass index, alcohol
intake and a sedentary lifestyle
also increase the risk of breast
cancer. Exogenous sources of
female hormones such as hor-
mone replacement therapy also
increase the risk of breast cancer.

Women found to have a genetic
mutation such as BRCA may have
a 60 to 80 per cent lifetime risk up
to the age of 75 years. Having a
strong family history of breast or
ovarian cancer also increases risks.
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How can I prevent
breast cancer?
Mammography is recommended
annually from age 40 years, and
twice yearly from age 50 years.

For very high-risk individuals
such as BRCA gene carriers, an-
nual magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI) and mammogram are
recommended. There is also the
option of a double mastectomy
or taking medication. The risk of
breast cancer falls drastically but
is not zero.

What can I do
between screenings?
For patients with normal risk, a
monthly breast self-examination
seven to 10 days after the start of
menstruation is recommended.
Any lump that persists beyond the
next menstruation should be in-
vestigated. Women who have
reached menopause should con-
tinue to do monthly self-examina-
tion on a fixed day every month.

What are some
treatment options?
In very early cancers, a lumpec-

tomy with radiotherapy or mas-
tectomy can be performed de-
pending on the extent of disease
and patient choice.

In invasive breast cancers,
surgery may be followed by che-
motherapy, radiotherapy and
hormonal therapy as required. In
certain locally advanced cancers,
chemotherapy may sometimes be
given upfront to shrink the can-
cers to allow breast conservation.

Can the cancer recur?
Yes. The highest risk of recur-
rence is usually in the initial few
years after diagnosis, hence the
need for follow up. Surveillance
includes clinical and imaging
check up on a regular basis.
Compliance with follow-ups is
extremely important as a result.

Regular screening using mammograms is recommended to protect
you and your loved ones from breast cancer, the most common
cancer affecting women in Singapore. PHOTO: ISTOCK
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extremely important as a result.
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Equine therapy, which helps 
improve the well-being of 
seniors with dementia or 
depression, as well as those 
with special needs, has been 
gaining traction in Singapore

The environment is
wherewe allmeet;
where all have a
mutual interest; it is
the one thing all of
us share.
– Lady Bird Johnson
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Looking into the eyes of the horse 
and listening to the repetitive 
rhythm of their hooves as they 
walk helps to calm the elderly, 
especially when they get agitated. 
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