
72   InsIde northsIde

WILLIAMS BARSE HAS NEVER LIKED THE HEAT. 

Living in Maryland for 18 years made him quite 

adjusted to cool climates. But his love of animals has 

now kept him in the heat of Louisiana for nine years. 

During Katrina, William’s brother and sister-in-

law evacuated to his home in Maryland. While there, 

they asked him to move to the Westbank to work 

with his brother. “I thought they were joking, so I 

made crazy requests, knowing my brother wouldn’t 

do them—like a house paid for and a van to drive.” 

At the time, William was coaching hockey during 

his retirement with no plans of a new career—until 

he received a call from his father. “‘Have you seen 

the email from your brother?’ he asked me. I said, 

‘No, what does it say?’ He told me I had to read it. I 

opened up the email to find a picture of my brother 

standing in front of a house with a sold sign and 

holding up a Times-Picayune with a Chevy van 

circled. So, I had no other option.”

A year from the day of Katrina, William towed his 

loaded trailer from Maryland to the Westbank. William 
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The Big House To Your House Program

Four Legs or Twoby Leah Draffen
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William Barse. 



was working with his brother in real estate when he began to see 

the need for animal services in the greater New Orleans area. “I 

began researching and working with the humane societies and 

rescue groups to help with the alarming rate of stray dogs and 

cats, but I began to see the true problem—there were too many 

dogs and not enough people to adopt them.”

DoggoneExpress was born in an attempt to assist rescue 

groups in transporting animals to adoption locations out of state. 

“I knew that if we could get the animals up north, we could get 

them adopted. Places like Canada have strict spay/neuter laws, 

so there is a need for adoption.” DoggoneExpress, based in Mt. 

Hermon, Louisiana, is a 501(c)(3) corporation created to help 

nonprofit, no-kill rescue groups promote animal welfare. 

When William began to observe the adoption process, 

he found another problem he wanted to solve. “At adoption 

events, I would notice nice families wanting to adopt who were 

afraid that they lacked the time to train the dogs. I finally asked 

a family one day if they would adopt the dog if it were trained; 

the answer was yes.”

The first program of DoggoneExpress—The Big House 

to Your House—started as William researched the concept of 

inmates training adoptable dogs or service dogs. The goal was 

to implement a program in correctional facilities for basic and 

service-dog training. The idea is modeled after the 1985 Pathway 

to Hope program started by Sister Pauline Quinn in California. 

A letter to Angola Prison led William to speak with 

the warden, followed by a meeting with the Department of 

Corrections in Baton Rouge. After he visited many prisons in 

Louisiana and other states, the B.B. “Sixty” Rayburn Correctional 

Center and the Louisiana Correctional Institute for Women agreed 

to participate. Started in 2012, the program has placed over 200 

dogs with companions. In September 2014, St. Tammany Parish 

Jail joined the program to train dogs for adoption. 

The Big House to Your House program trains inmates to 

train dogs for companionship or service. The inmates selected 

for the program are called C.A.T.S., Canine Assessment Training 

Staff. “I like to say we’re the only ones that have C.A.T.S. training 

dogs in prison,” William chuckles. The C.A.T.S. are responsible 

for their dogs 24 hours a day, seven days a week during each 

six to eight week program. They are required to provide written 

assessment each day of their dog’s progress. 

“We have a total of four inmates currently in the program; 

three of them have been in the program since its start,” says St. 

Tammany Deputy Chief of Administration Danell Gerchow. 

“The dogs remains with inmates at all times. Their kennels are 

placed underneath the inmates’ beds.” 

“It not only benefits the dogs, who will have a better >>
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chance of being adopted, but also their trainer. All of 

them are good people who made bad decisions,” says 

William. “That’s why our mission is ‘Saving Paws and 

Saving Souls.’”

The dogs trained through the program are rescue 

dogs. The St. Tammany Parish Jail takes animals that 

are scheduled for euthanasia or have been sheltered 

for extended periods of time at the Highway 36 

shelter. “Everything that happens to an animal is 

because of a human,” Gerchow says. “The human 

either did or did not do something. There are so many 

dogs that want to be loved. Ironically, the inmates are 

showing them that once they arrive at the jail.”

Each service dog is trained in accordance with 

the American Disabilities Act. To be a certified 

service dog, the ADA requires the dog to be able 

to perform at least three tasks by command or 

by training. “The inmates benefit from gaining a 

marketable skill and the emotional stability that 

comes from emotionally bonding with the animals. 

This will help reduce recidivism and, in turn, 

benefit the community as a whole. And we will 

be giving families a forever companion and giving 

the animals a new lease on life,” says St. Tammany 

Parish Sheriff Jack Strain.

Through the Big House to Your House program, 

service dogs can also be trained for veterans suffering 

from emotional or physical challenges. “If we have 

a client who has spatial challenges related to post-

traumatic stress disorder, we can train the dog to 

stand between the owner and an approaching person 

to build a K9 barrier,” William says. DoggoneExpress 

also offers Companions for Life, a program dedicated 

to veterans training dogs for veterans. At the 

completion of training, participants are certified 

dog trainers allowing job opportunities as well as a 

companion for life. Government financial support is 

available for veterans while training the dog.

The next goal of William’s is the Lighthouse 

Project, a residential school for veterans and others 

to live and train dogs for one to four month periods. 

“It will give individuals time to work and even grow 

some of their own food in a country setting,” says 

William. “If they decide to keep the dog they train 

or not, either way it will be a big accomplishment.” 

The school will be set in Mt. Hermon, servicing all 

surrounding parishes. 

William hopes to raise funds for the project 

while continuing four DoggoneExpress programs, 

including Paws for Change, a program working with 

at-risk youth to train shelter dogs. Approaching the 

five-year anniversary of DoggoneExpress, William 

looks forward to the program’s progress, but knows 

to take it one step at a time with the help of his staff 

and 37 volunteers.

“This village of one could not do it. It takes 

a village of many to solve the problems of many,” 

William says. “I sleep well at night knowing that lives 

of families have changed. It’s a matter of one soul at a 

time, whether it has four legs or two.”
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