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The Disability Rights Commission

The Disability Rights Commission (DRC)
isanindependent body, established by Act
of Parliament to eliminate the discrimination
faced by disabled people and promote
equality of opportunity. When disabled
people participate —as citizens, customers
and employees—everyone benefits. Sowe
have set ourselves the goal of “asociety
where all disabled people can participate
fully as equal citizens”.

The DRC has officesin England, Scotland
and Wales. For further details of how we
can helpyou, please contact our Helpline —
contact details are featured on the back
cover of this publication.

The DRC wishes to thank the Guide Dogs for
the Blind Association for their assistance with
this guide.
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Discrimination against people
who use assistance dogs

Whatis the problem?

Disabled people who use assistance dogs
quite often experience discriminationin
doing everyday things other people take
for granted. Thisis because shops,
restaurants and other businesses
sometimes object to assistance dogs
being brought onto their premises.

Isit against the law to do this?

ltwill usually be againstthe law to
discriminate inthis way. The Disability
Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA) says that
anyone who provides services, goods or
facilitiesto the public cannot refuse to
provide their serviceto adisabled person
forareasonrelatingtothat person’s
disability. Nor can service providers use a
person’s disability as areasonto provide
them with a lower standard of service than



they offerto other people, oraservice on
worse terms. Doing any of these thingsis
likely to give rise to a disability
discrimination claim.

The Act also requires a service providerto
make reasonable adjustments to any
practice, policy or procedure which makes
itimpossible or unreasonably difficultfor a
disabled person to make use of the goods,
facilities or services in question. This may
mean not enforcing a “no dogs” policy
with assistance dogs oramendinga “no
pets” policy to ensure that assistance dogs
are exempt from it.




Why isitimportant not to
discriminate in this way?

Many disabled people rely on an
assistance dog as an aid to their mobility
and would find it extremely difficult to get
around withoutit. So, ifabusiness owner
refusesto allow an assistance dog onto his
premises, the effectisto deny the disabled
person the ability to buy goods from him
orto use his services inthe way other
people do.

Who else can provide advice?
The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association

The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association
(Guide Dogs) isthe leading charity inthe
UK forthe provision of assistance dogs.

In ordertotry and improve accessto
facilities for assistance dog usersin
September 2001 Guide Dogs launched an
“Access for All” campaign. Thisaimsto



inform service providers about assistance
dogs and overcome common
misconceptions.

Guide Dogs gives free advice to service
providers onthese matters.

It also operates a “hotline” that service
providers can contact forinformation
abouttheir accessresponsibilities on:
080001317 17.

The assistance dogs provided by Guide
Dogs are trained to the highest level.
Before adogis placed with an owner it
spends around one year with a puppy
walker followed by around seven months
of formal training.

After being matched with an owner the
dog has afurther four weeks of training to
prepare it forthe environment it will be
workingin. Thistraining ensures a high
level of obedience and good social
behavioursothatthe dogwontbecomea
nuisance in any public place. The cost of
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breeding, training and maintaining a guide
dog duringits lifetime is £35,000.

Further information is available fromthe
Guide Dogs’ website at:
www.guidedogs.org.uk




Why are assistance dogs
refused access?

1. Hygiene and Health & Safety

Itis entirely understandable that some
businesses have a general policy of not
allowing pets into their premises for health
and safety reasons. However, even where
hygiene is particularly important (in food
shops and restaurants, for example) it
should be possible to make exceptions for
assistance dogs despite concerns over
health and safety.

Because of theirtraining and skills the
Institute of Environmental Health Officers
have stated that assistance dogs are
exemptfromthe usual hygiene rules that
apply todogsincluding those that relate to
areas where food is being served.

Assistance dog owners are given a card by
the Institute which explains this and many
ofthem carry this card as a matter of
course.



The Institute’s decision was basedon a
number of factors:

» assistance dogsare highly trained
working dogs, not pets

» anassistance dog will not wander freely
around premises

« anassistance dogwill sitorlie quietly
onthe floor nexttoits owner

» assistance dogsaretrainedto gotothe
toiletoncommand and so are unlikely
tofoulinapublicplace.

Sothereisnoreasonwhy assistance dogs
cannot enter shops and premises with
their owners.

2. “No Dogs” Policies

Assistance dogs are also excluded as a
resultof “no dogs” policies. The DDA
requires service providersto make
reasonable adjustmentsto policiesand one
adjustment could be to waive “nodogs”



policies for assistance dogs oramenda “no
pets” policy so that assistance dogs are not
refused access. Because assistance dog
ownersrely ontheirdogstogetaround
safely, refusing to allow an assistance dog
ontothe premises means refusingto
provide a servicetothe ownerforareason
relating to their disability.

3. Religious or cultural grounds

Religious or cultural beliefs have often
been cited as areason for non-admittance
of assistance dogs. However, it should be
noted thatthereisalegal requirementto
permitaccessto assistance dogs and such
beliefs are not a defence against non-
compliance. However, this is a sensitive
issue and tact should be used by all
concerned. The DRC has been successful
inreaching agreement on this matter with
anumber ofreligious groupsincluding the
Muslim Shariat Council. The DRC has also
worked with anumber of businesses to
successfully resolve problems that have
arisen out of uncertainty about thisissue.






Are assistance dogs easily
recognisable?

Yes. It is easy to distinguish between an
assistance dog and a pet. An assistance
dogisinstantly recognisable by the
harnessitwears and the specialtag on
its collar.

Can a provider of services justify their
refusal to serve an assistance dog user or
notto allow an assistance dog onto their
premises?

Although it may sometimes be possible to
justify a refusal to serve a person who uses
an assistance dog, the law will only permit
such justification in exceptional
circumstances.

The DRC has helped lots of assistance dog
users who have had thistype of problem.
Service providersinvariably seek to justify
their actions, but none of the reasons
given has stood up to close scrutiny.
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Here are some examples

A blind person who was turned away
from arestaurant got £800
compensation. He was excluded
because he wanted to take his
assistance dog into the restaurant.
Thiswas discrimination. The owner of
the restaurantthoughtthat it might be
unhygienicto allow adogintothe
restaurant, butthis did not justify the
discriminatory treatment.

A bookshop refusedto allow adisabled
personto bring her assistance dog into
the shop. The owner claimed the shop
was too small. Thisis notagood reason
torefuseto allow a disabled personinto
ashop.

The owner of afood shop was
concerned that customers would object
to assistance dogs being allowed in.
Adisabled person was refused service
because of this. But following
conciliationthe person received £300
compensation, and the shop agreed to
changeits “no dogs” policy to allow
assistance dogsto be broughtin.



You can contactthe DRC Helpline by
voice, text, fax, post or email. You can
speakto an operator at any time between
08:00 and 20:00, Monday to Friday.
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