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WHAT IS A SERVICE ANIMAL?

According to the Americans with Disabilities Act, ADA, a service animal is a dog that is individually trained to do work or perform tasks directly related to the person’s disability.  Performing one disability related task is sufficient to qualify a service animal.  

The legal status of a service animal recognizes it is NOT a pet.  This is why they are entitled to accompany their owner in any public space.  

Earlier controversy on what constitutes a service animal was resolved when the Department of Justice published revised the final regulations implementing the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) with the 2010 ADA Standards on September 15, 2010, in the Federal Register. 

These requirements, or rules, clarify and refine several issues that have arisen over the past 20 years and contain new, and updated, requirements.  These can be found at 28 CFR 35.136 Service animals: National Archives Code of Federal Regulations, https://www.ecfr.gov/28 CFR 36.302  

Monkeys and other animals have also been trained to provide specific services for a person with a disability.  However, only dogs are recognized with the rights and protections of a service animal under Titles II and III of the ADA.  Interestingly the law still refers to service animals and did not change to service dogs.

(The only ADA exception is miniature horses.  See information below.)

Under the ADA, it is the task that determines what is a service animal.  A service animal must be trained to do a task or tasks directly related to the owner’s disability.  Service animals may be professionally trained, though this is not a requirement.  Animals trained by their owners can qualify.  The training to provide specific assistive services is what distinguishes a service animal from a pet.  

Promoting social interaction is a benefit for some, but not all service animal owners.  It does not mean anyone can pet the animal without the owner’s permission.  This is a working animal with specific tasks that qualify it as a service animal.  

The tasks vary with the needs of the owner.  Individuals with physical, sensory, psychiatric, intellectual, or other mental disability have very different needs.  

The most widely known service animals are guide dogs for the blind.  This service started in 1931.  These dogs help blind and visually impaired people avoid obstacles when walking.  Safer and more reliable than canes these animals expand their owner’s ability to travel the world.

Service animals that provide physical assistance are easily recognized.  These are dogs trained to do work or tasks including: pulling a wheelchair, retrieving dropped items, or pressing an elevator button.

Individuals with invisible or less recognizable disabilities can have a service animal providing a vital service for their specific needs.

Hearing or Signal Dog alerts a person to a sound. From a knock on the door to an alarm, these dogs assist a person who has a significant hearing loss or is deaf to the important sounds of the world.

Persons with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, PTSD frequently use their dogs unleashed.   This allows them to perform safety checks, room searches, find things like keys, turn on lights before the handler enters the room, or nudge them awake.  

SSigDOG (sensory signal dog or social signal dog) is a dog specifically trained for a person with autism.  Common repetitive movements (hand flapping, twitching, etc) are a symptom of many in the autism spectrum.   The dog alerts the handler to allow the person to stop the movement.  

A person with a seizure disorder can get a Seizure Response Dog.  Some dogs have learned to predict a seizure.  They can alert the person in advance allowing them to sit down or move to a safe place.  The dog assist required by others may be to have the dog may stand guard over them or the dog may be trained to go get help. 
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