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Q: Can you please provide your name and address. 1 

A: My name is Debra K. Hirschberg, LCSW, which stands for Licensed Clinical Social Worker.  2 

My business address is 12N393 Waughon Road Hampshire, Illinois, where I have been provided 3 

space by White Oak Acres. 4 

Q: Can you tell the Commission about yourself? 5 

A: I am the owner/director of Hope Reins. I have been working as a counselor for over 25 6 

years.  I have worked in inpatient psychiatric settings, residential, outpatient, schools and in early 7 

intervention/prevention programs. I have been a clinical social worker since 1992. I specialize in 8 

working with at risk youth and their families.  I received my bachelor’s degree in Psychology in 9 

1982 from University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and my Master’s in Social Work from University 10 

of Illinois Chicago Campus in 1990. I graduated with honors from both schools.  I was certified by 11 

EAGALA in 2003 to be a mental health specialist in equine assisted psychotherapy. 12 

Q: In what capacity and on whose behalf are you providing this testimony to the 13 

Commission? 14 

A: I am providing my testimony as an expert in the field of clinical social work, in support of 15 

the positions of Thomas and Kristine Pienkowski. Clinical social workers provide mental health 16 

services for the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of mental, behavioral and emotional disorders. 17 

My testimony is intended to explain why this Commission should not allow for the routing of the line 18 

to follow the proposed primary route as it impacts the property of Thomas and Kristine Pienkowski.  19 

My testimony discusses the business of Hope Reins, which is located on the property of the 20 

Pienkowskis. 21 

Q: Can you tell the Commission about Hope Reins? 22 
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A: In 2003, I started Hope Reins.  We provide traditional counseling services, art therapy and 23 

equine assisted psychotherapy.  We also provide team building for youth groups and businesses.  24 

After working in the field of counseling at risk youth for over 20 years, I found that traditional 25 

psychotherapy often fails people. It fails those who are non-verbal, those who lack insight, those 26 

who are very young and those who are very stuck.  I saw that equine assisted psychotherapy could 27 

be very effective with those who have lost hope.  Finding a facility and a team to provide equine 28 

assisted psychotherapy has been a difficult journey. From 2003 to 2007, I tried to house Hope 29 

Reins out of 4 different facilities.  No facility was adequate for our needs. One facility would not 30 

accommodate reduced fee clients, one facility could not offer the kind of privacy HIPAA requires, 31 

and the other two felt they could not maintain their business with mine working concurrently. The 32 

bottom line is that this form of therapy is very expensive because we have to provide privacy for 33 

HIPAA compliance. Those facilities were not willing or financially able to dedicate the space, 34 

horses, and personnel to Hope Reins.  Each relocation resulted in a loss of revenue and clients for 35 

my practice. The only exception has been my relocation to White Oak Acres.  For the past six 36 

years we have been steadily building our program, facility and reputation. In March of 2013 I felt 37 

our program was solid enough that I relocated my traditional counseling practice to White Oak 38 

Acres. 39 

Q: What makes Hope Reins different than other EAGALA programs? 40 

A: Equine Assisted Growth and Learning Association (EAGALA) is a nonprofit corporation. 41 

Hope Reins is the only EAGALA model program in northern Illinois that is owned and operated by 42 

a Clinical Professional. The other local programs are owned by horse professionals and cannot 43 

take insurance or third party payments. We are the only facility that offers art therapy, equine and 44 
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traditional psychotherapy in one location.  About one third of our clients are reduced fee or free, the 45 

remainder primarily pay through insurance.  46 

Q: But you have found a fitting specialist and facility? 47 

A: Yes.  In 2006, I found White Oak Acres. The equine specialist/owner is Kristine 48 

Pienkowski.  Hearing of my work and wanting to use her facility to help at risk youth, she offered up 49 

her facility and earned her EAGALA certification.  She not only began to dedicate herself to the 50 

work (she has almost completed her advanced certification),  she graciously offered to work for 51 

free for the clients who cannot afford to pay. We began to work out of her beautiful and private 52 

facility in 2007.  As we worked together, a vision began to form for our work at Hope Reins. We 53 

wanted to continue to work with at risk youth but also wanted to reach out and work with those who 54 

are adopted and in foster care.  55 

Q: Has White Oak Acres expended resources to make the facilities even better for 56 

theraputic services? 57 

A: Yes.  In 2012, White Oak Acres built a handicapped accessible heated office and restroom 58 

so that we could do work in the most inclement weather and reach out to more people.  59 

Additionally, White Oak Acres has begun remodeling to provide additional office space and waiting 60 

room space. 61 

Q: Did this expenditure by White Oak Acres affect more than just your equine therapy 62 

practice? 63 

A. Yes.  For over 20 years I housed my traditional counseling practice in Crystal Lake.  In 64 

March of 2013, I decided to locate my practice entirely at White Oak Acres. I wanted to move away 65 

from the stereotypical office medical environment, so my clients could have the benefit of nature 66 

and the outdoors as a component of healing. I have seen the research on how being outdoors and 67 
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in nature can be healing for clients. So I began to rent the office at White Oak Acres for my private 68 

practice office clients.  I moved my practice believing the retreat like environment at White Oak 69 

Acres would be perfect. Many of my clients do not have the opportunity to be around horses and 70 

many of the children and teens I see rarely “unplug” from our electronic world except when they 71 

visit our facility.  At White Oak Acres, we can now take walks with clients on the paths that wind 72 

through the woods and past the beautiful wetlands. We work on helping them notice the beauty 73 

around them even when they are in pain. My clients benefit from the flexibility of choosing to work 74 

with horses, walk on the nature paths or talk in the office that has a view of the pasture, the horses 75 

and the beautiful towering white oaks. We continue to focus on beauty by offering art therapy as 76 

well. Many people tell me they do not want to leave and that as they drive on the property they feel 77 

a sense of peace and calm that they have never felt before in therapy. Many of our moms have 78 

children with overwhelming needs and they look forward to and relish sitting in our peaceful office 79 

for an hour; often while their children are working with the horses. 80 

Q: Was the move without financial risk for your business? 81 

A: No.  Making this move from Crystal Lake to Burlington was risky. I had developed referrals 82 

and a good reputation from working over 20 years in Crystal Lake. I was not sure that the business 83 

in this new location would be sustainable. However there was clearly a need in the area. Since my 84 

move in March of 2013, our business has increased dramatically.  From 174 client hours to over 85 

700.  Even after only a couple of months, my practice became full and I added another therapist.  86 

We now have a team of 2 clinical therapists, three equine specialists and one intern from Judson 87 

University.  We are hoping to continue to develop training and internship opportunities for those 88 

entering this field. 89 

Q: What makes the White Oak Acres location different? 90 
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A: It is very difficult to develop a team and find a location that is private enough to do the work 91 

that we do.  White Oak Acres is a private facility that has partnered with Hope Reins to do the 92 

valuable and unique work that we do. Due to HIPPA requirements, it is necessary to have a private 93 

facility. I do not know of another facility that provides opportunities to provide help to at-risk youth in 94 

this kind of peaceful natural setting.  Here are some of the ways we are unique. 95 

Q: Can you tell us about the clientele of Hope Reins, without providing any HIPAA 96 

protected information, or otherwise upsetting confidences of your clients? 97 

A: In  2013, our first full year after relocation to White Oak Acres, Hope Reins provided over 98 

700 client hours.   Over 200 hours were for clients between the ages of 3 -12 years old.  Over 150 99 

were for clients between the ages of 13 and 17 years old.  Over 50 were for clients between 18 and 100 

29 years old.  Over 140 were for clients between 45 and 64 years old.  Ten were for senior clients.  101 

In summary, over 350 client hours were for children 17 and younger. In addition, we see children 102 

younger that 7. Most equine facilities and many clinical professionals do not work with children this 103 

young.  We provide valuable and unique services to this population.  Last year we served children 104 

and their families from over twelve zip codes. 105 

Q: What kind of diagnoses do Hope Reins clients present? 106 

A: A list from last year would be Major Depressive Disorder; Anxiety Disorder; Autism; 107 

Aspergers; Acute Stress Disorder; Impulse Control; Attention Deficit Disorder; Oppositional Defiant 108 

Disorder; Eating Disorder; Obsessive Compulsive Disorder; and Substance Abuse Disorder. 109 

Q: Overall, how does the primary routing affect your business? 110 

A: Based on an informal survey which I recently conducted, drawing only from my current 111 

clients, it is clear that my clients would not feel safe or comfortable working near high voltage 112 

power lines. Their degree of discomfort increases when caregivers are asked about how they feel 113 
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about their children working near high power lines.  The survey indicated that the clients were 114 

concerned about the view and peacefulness would also be affected, explicitly noted by them to be 115 

important. My survey indicated that the power lines would destroy the sense of peacefulness which 116 

makes our therapy setting unique—finding a place in nature that offers nontraditional therapy in a 117 

beautiful setting is a huge part of why our clients come to Hope Reins.  This is consistent with my 118 

own experience working in this field for over 25 years. A significant aspect of success with clients is 119 

that they feel safe and  comfortable in order to  make use of therapy. My survey indicated that this 120 

sense of safety would be greatly diminished by the addition of the power lines. For our clients with 121 

children it is especially significant. Our clients diagnosed on the  Autism spectrum would be 122 

especially affected given their sensory sensitivity and with these clients the addition of high voltage 123 

power lines would make our work counterproductive. Moving out of our current location  would be 124 

costly and difficult, as we must meet the very stringent criteria of HIPPA and EAGALA.  Finding a 125 

private location again with the properly trained people and horses who meet all these criteria would 126 

lead to loss of income, loss of services and a high possibly of Hope Reins closing. 127 

Q: Are there other effects, than likely lost business? 128 

A: Yes.  When I surveyed my clients, many indicated that they would not know where to go to 129 

receive the kinds of services we offer.  Many stated that they would look for a new facility but 130 

stated that they did not know of any place that provided these kinds of services for their needs. In 131 

particular it would decrease accessibility of services for children 17 years and younger who are not 132 

getting services elsewhere, or those who found they were not effectively served elsewhere. People 133 

who find us are often those for whom traditional office oriented therapy has not been effective. 134 

Q: Do you have a proposed solution? 135 
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A: Yes.  I would propose that the Commission route the line further away from Hope Reins.  It 136 

is my understanding that the Pienkowskis and Mr. Jim Dauphinais are submitting testimony as to a 137 

more appropriate route. 138 

Q: Does this conclude your direct testimony? 139 

A: Yes. 140 


