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Imagine this – you’re a member of an 
extraordinary elite, the service personnel 
of Australia. The men and women who, 
whether in active service, or in the running 

of essential services such as hospitals, see 
over and over again things those of us leading 
our daily lives back home can’t even possibly 
comprehend.

Gradually, little by little, stress builds up in 
your body and your brain. If you’re lucky 
you’ll get home to your family and loved ones 

before too much trauma hits home. If you’re 
unlucky part of the legacy of being on the 
front line can be stress, anxiety and depres-
sion, often all bundled up into that most scary 
and unwelcome of visitors - Post Traumatic 
Stress Syndrome.

But there are ways through this tangle of 
emotions that can adversely affect so many 
parts of a veteran’s daily life and despite the 
logistics of travelling six horses 1,000 km 
each way from Brisbane to Sydney, plus a 
week away in the middle of the city, at the 
end of the Invictus week, the Reason to Thrive 
team were over the moon at everything they’d 
witnessed during the week of the games. 

“It was the single most worthwhile thing I’ve 
ever done, and the most meaningful event 
I’ve ever attended,” says EFL facilitator Cathy 

Binz and Reason to Thrive Programs Manag-
er, describing the games as: “A competition 
that was not competitive and that was incred-
ible to witness. Everybody always says that 
competitions are about participation and be-
ing there, but with Invictus they really meant 
it!” 

Reason to Thrive’s presence at the games, 
came about through a contact recommending 
Cathy (who is also an EA Level 1 coach) and 
her EFL work to EquiCenter in New York, who 

then asked Thrive to partner with them to pro-
vide the demonstrations, which are designed 
to increase self-esteem, confidence, com-
munication and relationship building, through 
interaction with a horse.

After some planning, the Thrive team consist-
ing of Cathy, Michelle Beatty, Amanda Ar-
nell-Smith and Julie Lowson headed down to 
Sydney with six horses in tow – three minis - 
Morris Minor, a 7hh rescue pony, Girl Friday, a 
brown Shetland, and Chocolate (also a rescue 
re-named Penfold) - Sunny, Cathy’s Arabian; 
Usher, Michelle’s Arabian Stock Horse Cross, 
and last but by absolutely no means least, 
Clippy, the giant Clydie cross.

Equine Facilitated Learning is an experiential 
approach, guided by an accredited facilitator. 
Contemporary clinical research shows that 

Giving Wounded 
Warriors a Reason 

to Thrive

On a recent visit to Sydney 
Candida Baker got a 
chance to understand 
the full meaning of the  
Invictus Spirit when she 
caught up with Reason to 
Thrive, a Brisbane-based 
equine facilitated  
learning Charity, giving 
EFL demonstrations at 
the Invictus Games.
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close proximity to horses causes positive 
change to human brain wave patterns and 
heart rate – something the Reason to Thrive 
team witnessed for themselves.

There was one moment etched into Clippy’s 
owner Michelle Beatty’s heart forever. “When 
we were doing the EFL sessions we were in a 
roundyard outside the ANZ arena,” she says, 
“but one day when I was taking Clippy back 
to the stables, a veteran followed me back 
there, and asked if he could go into Clippy’s 
stable with him. He literally cuddled Clippy 
around his neck, burst into tears, and buried 
himself into Clippy’s mane. It was a truly ex-

Army Reserve's Ryan Whanslow, with Morris 
Minor at Invictus.

Top right: Reason to Thrive's Michelle Beatty 
with Usher.

Army Reserve's Steve Barbuto with Clippy the 
Clydesdale-cross.
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traordinary moment, and it really demonstrat-
ed the healing power of horses. We also saw 
a soldier who had a session with us, win Gold 
Medals during the week, and that was such 
an uplifting experience.”

What all equine therapists understand is that 
in the right circumstances, putting a person 
of any age with a horse, can produce magic. 
Horses, says Cathy, are not interested 
in the ‘story’. “I think what was also 
magical for us was that at Invictus 
what struck me was that the veterans 
had a space where they didn’t have 
to explain themselves to anyone. 
They didn’t need to talk about what 
had happened to them, because it 
had happened to all of them – so it 
was simply get on with life, with your 
family and friends and talk about that. 
And this is what is so valuable with 
EFL because what you are providing 
is a space for someone in which to 
feel safe. They can speak, or not, it 
doesn’t matter. The horse provides an 
unconditional support. It’s not con-
cerned with your story, your trauma, or your 
disabilities, it just sees you.”

There are a few inherent planning issues in 
taking six horses (even if three of them are 
teeny-weeny) 1,000 kms and back for an en-
tire week – and it’s not cheap. Right from the 
start Reason to Thrive knew they would have 
to fundraise, and they were thrilled by the 
community support they received from local 
organizations, as well as from Pryde’s feed, 
and from their Platinum sponsor, Gary Staf-
ford, director of the Spellbrook Foundation.

Taking Gary to meet the gang so he could 
experience his own EFL session was excit-
ing. Watching the horses and their gentle 
approach to kids and adults alike was an 
eye-opener for him. “I’ve been impressed 
in the past by the positive results that 

equine-assisted therapy had achieved in 
tackling post traumatic stress and other 
mental health issues. To me, being sponsoring 
a Charity that is increasing public awareness 
of this approach by Reason to Thrive’s pres-
ence at the Games was a proud moment,” 
he says. “I saw our brave defence personnel 
overcoming their mental and physical scars to 

demonstrate that personal disability is not an 
obstacle to team participation and achieve-
ment in the sporting fields and personally 
learning about the benefits horses can spe-
cifically provide to people – particularly young 
people - with anxiety or depression or PTSD 
- was fascinating.”

Morris, the 7hh mini, is one little pony who 

Above: Cathy Binz demonstration EFL to Trudy Lines from the Australian Wheelchair Rugby Team. 
Above right: Spellbrook Director and Reason to Thrive sponsor Gary Stafford meets Clippy.

“I think what really 
struck us was the sense 

of community spirit – 
how nice people were to 

each other.”
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knows about the difficulties of life post-trau-
ma. Originally a neglect case, he was rescued 
by Save a Horse Australia, and had to have 
an eye removed due to an infection. Despite 
this setback Morris has learned to navigate 
his world – and in the process has become 
Cathy Binz’s latest little recruit to her therapy 
team. It was profoundly moving to see a pony 

who had been in danger of being euthanized, 
providing friendship and comfort to veterans 
and their families, and over the week the team 
saw plenty of people with plenty of different 
problems.
“I think what really struck us was the sense 
of community spirit – how nice people were 
to each other,” Committee Secretary Amanda 
Arnell-Smith says. “I used to know a lot of 
people in the ADF, and I think that mateship is 
the thing they miss most when they leave the 
services. Seeing some of them – particularly 
the more physically disabled of them – com-
pete was really emotional for us all. There 
was a huge sense of camaraderie and it was 
wonderful to be a part of that.”
The biggest relief was how well the horses 
coped with the trip – allowing the possibility 
of attendance at similar events in the future. 

“I’m always amazed that an animal trusts 
you enough to allow you to put it in a tin can, 
travel 1000kms and then trust you enough to 
know that you are looking after them no 
matter what and behave themselves 
impeccably in an environment that is 
totally foreign,” says Michelle.
It’s been my personal experience that there is 

a space of deep limbic resonance in which a 
healing can occur when you put a horse and a 
person together. Horses are non-judgmental, 
they live in the moment, they have no precon-
ceived idea of what will happen in a session, 
and it’s exactly that ‘go with the flow’ ability 
which allows them to lead the participant into 
a truly magical state where the fog of traumat-
ic experience can lift – and when it does, lives 
can dramatically change for the better.

Finally, after several weeks back home, 
Amanda’s take on the Games was simple. “I 
think Prince Harry has left an incredible legacy 
for the world,” she says. 

For more information on Reason to Thrive visit 
their Facebook page.

Top: Reason to Thrive team Cathy Binz, Julie Lowson, Michelle 
Beatty and Amanda Arnell-Smith.

Above: Cathy Binz demonstration EFL to Trudy Lines from the Australian Wheelchair Rugby Team. 
Above right: Spellbrook Director and Reason to Thrive sponsor Gary Stafford meets Clippy.

https://www.facebook.com/reasontothrive/

