Understanding the Role of Service Animals

What is a service animal? It’s a simple question with a complex answer. Service animals have been trained to assist people with disabilities to help mitigate the effects of their disability. Disabled people often consult with their health care professional / case manager to determine the type of service animal best suited to assist them.

 
The type of animal that can be classified as a service animal is varied, and for good reason. Animals have different abilities and can provide a wide range of services. Monkeys, for example, have greater tactile abilities than almost any other animal, thus they can perform more grasping or lifting tasks. Other animals have more acute hearing or increased capacity to detect physiological problems before they occur (such as detecting seizures). It is the unique range of services that animals provide that results in a myriad of species being designated service animals.
Many people find it hard to understand the relationship that exists between disabled individuals and their service animals. Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), a service animal is an extension of the disabled individual. Anywhere members of the public are allowed, such as libraries, restaurants, movie theaters, disabled people and their service animals are allowed as well. To attempt to deny or separate them is a violation of the ADA.
While the law recognizes that service animals are important in allowing disabled individuals the ability to participate and navigate through society, it also places certain responsibilities on service animal owners. The appearance and conduct of a service animal are the responsibility of the person using it. If the service animal is unkempt or unruly, the owner may be asked to remove the animal from the premises. But note that while the animal may be removed, the disabled individual cannot be. 

Additionally, service animals are required to follow almost all public safety and nuisance laws. For example, a blind person’s guide dog that snaps at other people is a public safety problem, and its owner must take steps to control its conduct. A service animal that barks loudly at night receives no protection from noise citations, unless the barking is part of the service it provides to its disabled owner. Even then, the amount of barking must be reasonable and not excessive, so as not to infringe on other people’s rights to enjoy their dwellings as well.
The issues and questions surrounding service animals are many, and the answers are driven by the facts behind each issue. One certainty exists: call the Seattle Office for Civil Rights with any service animal question and we will provide you with the best, most current response possible.
