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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
For some time now, the Canadian Centre on Disability Studies and the National
Coalition of People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs have been conversing about a
number of critical issues relating to the needs and human rights of guide and service
dog users/handlers in Canada. These issues include:
•
•

•

The growing use of service dogs in Canada and confusion amongst business
owners about the legitimacy of these dogs and the human rights of their handlers;
The lack of meaningful engagement and participation of guide and service dog
users in development of the Canadian General Standards Board’s (CGSB)
national standard for service dogs, and in the development of service dog
legislation in some provinces; and,
The current lack of information and understanding about issues and challenges
faced by guide and service dog handlers in Canada.

Within this context, a small study was undertaken to begin to explore the experiences of
people who live with and use guide and service dogs in Canada. The findings of this
study - reported herein - are intended to inform a larger community-based participatory
project regarding the needs, interests, human rights, issues, challenges - and potential
solutions/strategies - of people who use guide and service dogs in Canada.
The study
Ten key informant interviews with experienced guide and service dog handlers were
conducted in July 2018. The criteria for selecting these interviewees included: a
diversity of perspectives and experiences; an equal representation of guide dog and
service dog users; representation from across Canada; and rich knowledge and
experience in working with guide or service dogs.
Interviewees were asked to identify some of the most pressing issues or challenges they
have experienced in working with their guide or service dog; any solutions they’ve
devised to address those challenges; and ideas about broader strategies that might be
required.
Challenges identified by interviewees included people distracting the dog when it is
working, and continually having to educate the public about the dog and various
related matters. Another issue is the currently fragmented array of training supports for
service dogs. There are no standards, no requirements for trainers of service dogs, no
funding for training, and no follow up training or veterinary support.
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The major finding of this preliminary study is that the expanded use of service dogs,
media attention to the issue of “fake” service dogs, and responses of some
governments in the form of new laws specific to service and guide dogs, has created
significant angst within the guide/service dog user community. Interviewees feared
that these new laws will not only be ineffective, but that they will cause damage by
eroding guide/service dog handler’s human rights and increasing stigmatization,
prejudice and social exclusion. Already, they are experiencing an increase in denied
access, or increased difficulty in accessing public spaces. Under the surface, it was
noted, dynamics of power, politics and exclusion from decision-making processes have
shaped this current situation.
To address this foundational challenge, interviewees said more needs to be learned,
and that guide and service dog handlers need to unite, learn from one another, and
work effectively together. The National Coalition for People Who Use Guide and Service
Dogs in Canada was noted by many interviewees to be an appropriate body to
shepherd this work. Interviewees also asserted that any strategies for moving forward
must be human rights-based; flexible enough to address the variety and nature of dog
teams that exist; and furthermore, that processes must be inclusive, participatory, and
pan-Canadian.
Interviewees also suggested a number of other strategies to address identified issues,
including education; monitoring and enforcement of existing human rights laws;
working with human rights commission; addressing issues related to service dog training;
and turning the table on existing laws.
This preliminary study yielded a rich array of issues and possible approaches to address
them. However, it must be remembered that these are the experiences of ten
individuals only. As such, the findings presented herein shouldn’t be considered as
conclusive; to the contrary, they are solid starting points for a much broader and richer
conversation. What is very clear is that guide and service dog handlers want an
opportunity to learn and work together, and to build a strong, united voice.
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INTRODUCTION
This project is sponsored by the Canadian Centre on Disability Studies in partnership with
the National Coalition of People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs in Canada.
For some time now, the Canadian Centre on Disability Studies and the National
Coalition of People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs have been conversing about a
number of critical issues relating to the needs and human rights of guide and service
dog users/handlers1 in Canada. These issues include:
•
•

•

The growing use of service dogs2 in Canada and confusion amongst business
owners about the legitimacy of these dogs and the human rights of their handlers;
The lack of meaningful engagement and participation of guide and service dog
users in development of the Canadian General Standards Board’s (CGSB)
national standard for service dogs, and in the development of service dog
legislation in some provinces; and,
The current lack of information and understanding about issues and challenges
faced by guide and service dog handlers in Canada. This information is critical to
the development of policies and practices that truly address handlers’ needs and
human rights. As such, there is an urgent need to generate and mobilize robust
knowledge, grounded in the lived experiences of people who use guide and
service dogs.

Within this context, and specifically in regard to the latter point, a small and preliminary
study was undertaken to begin to explore the experiences of people who live with and
use guide and service dogs in Canada. The purpose of this report is to present the
findings of this preliminary study. The findings reported herein are intended to inform a
larger community-based participatory project regarding the needs, interests, human
rights, issues, challenges - and potential solutions/strategies - of people who use guide
and service dogs in Canada.
This report is organized in six sections, beginning with an overview of the approach
adopted for this study, followed by a brief description of context and history, and then
a section about how guide and service dogs help their owners. Next, key issues and
challenges experienced by interviewees in relation to their guide or service dog are

1

Note that the terms “handlers” and “users” are used interchangeably in this document

Much of the growth in the service dog industry is often attributed to war veterans; however, it is
also important to recognize that many civilians, particularly women victims of violence, some of
whom are represented in this study, also rely on service dogs for support with mental health
issues such as post-traumatic stress disorder.
2
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presented, and this section is followed by one that describes interviewees’ suggestions
for moving forward, including thoughts about a broader strategy to develop a deeper
understanding of the lived experiences of people who use guide and service dogs in
Canada. The final section includes some discussion and concluding remarks.
APPROACH
Ten key informant interviews with experienced guide and service dog handlers from
across Canada were conducted in July 2018. The criteria for selecting these
interviewees included:
•

•
•

A diversity of perspectives and experiences, including:
o An equal representation of guide dog and service dog users
o A mix of owner/trainers and people whose dog has been trained by other
individuals or organizations
o Geographical location – representation from across Canada
Rich knowledge and experience re: working with guide or service dogs,
including knowledge of human rights related to people with disabilities
Willingness to share personal experiences and insights

The ten key informants included nine women and one man from the provinces of British
Columbia (BC), Manitoba, Ontario, Nova Scotia and Newfoundland. Five informants
use guide dogs and five use service dogs. Of the service dog users, four are owner
trainers. This small study was undertaken with English speaking participants. Future
research will be undertaken in both official languages.
A draft interview guide was reviewed by the project sponsors and revised based on
their feedback. Questions focused on the most pressing issues or challenges
interviewees have experienced in working with their guide or service dog; any solutions
they’ve devised to address those challenges; and ideas about broader strategies that
might be required. [The interview guide and consent form developed for this study are
presented in Appendices A and B].
All interviews were conducted by telephone; they lasted between 45 minutes and three
hours. Prior to each interview, informed consent was obtained from participants.
Interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ permission and were subsequently
transcribed. The resulting data was coded through an iterative process within the NVivo
12 for Mac qualitative data analysis program. Interviewees were given an opportunity
to review and comment on an initial draft of the findings. The findings were revised
based on their feedback, ultimately arriving at the results reported herein.
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In addition, a small number of documents provided by interviewees were reviewed,
including a master’s thesis regarding service dogs3 and a letter submitted by the
Coalition of Guide Dog Teams to the Attorney General and Minister of Justice in British
Columbia in response to the British Columbia (BC) Guide Dog and Service Dog Act (see
Appendix C).
CONTEXT AND HISTORY
Deep appreciation goes to Yvonne Peters who authored this “Context and History”
section.
For almost 90 years, blind persons in North America have been using guide dogs as a
means of independent travel. During this time, guide dog users have worked hard to
educate and persuade the public that their canine guides are well trained and know
how to behave appropriately in public places. With the occasional exception, most
operators of public spaces came to understand that persons accompanied by their
guide dog must be allowed to access their premises. However, guide dogs are no
longer the only kind of working dog.
Over the last few years, dogs have been trained to perform tasks such as providing
medical alerts to persons with diabetes or epilepsy, helping persons with balance issues
and pulling wheelchairs, and assisting persons to manage mental health issues such as
depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder. Such dogs are generally referred
to as “service dogs”.
Businesses indicate that they lack information about this growing use of service dogs,
and particularly, their obligation to permit such dogs into their premises. This concern is
further compounded by sensational media reports (mostly American) describing the
damage and injuries caused by untrained service animals. Added to these concerns
are persons who falsely identify as having a disability and their untrained pet as a
service dog. Unfortunately, there are a number of Internet sites that, for a fee, provide
easy-to-obtain documentation and equipment declaring the pet to be a legitimate
service animal. These issues have begun to chip away at the hard-earned public
goodwill garnered by guide dog handlers, and more and more often they are now
asked to prove the legitimacy of their dog. In other words, it feels like the access clock
has moved backward for guide dog handlers.
There has been a wide range of responses to the expanded use of service dogs. Some
provinces such as British Columbia, Alberta and most recently, Nova Scotia have
Sillaby, B. 2016. Governing dogs: An autoethnographic tale of redefining “service dog” in
Canada. McMaster University.
3
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instituted procedures for registering and certifying legitimate service dogs. While this
may seem a reasonable response, the need to constantly provide identification to
prove legitimacy to travel in public raises important ethical and human rights issues.
At the federal level in 2015, the Canadian General Standards Board (CGSB) was
formally engaged by Veterans Affairs Canada to develop a national standard for
veterans who might benefit from a service dog. The CGSB, on its own initiative,
expanded this request to develop a national standard to be applied to all service dogs
including guide dogs. When completed, the standard was to be available to
governments as a model for governing the legitimacy of guide and service dogs.
Unfortunately, the broader community of people most affected by this standard – those
who use guide and service dogs - was not appropriately consulted or engaged in the
standards development process. Consequently, when the draft standard was released
for public review, numerous submissions were made from human rights commissions and
guide and service dog handlers about the potential of the standard to undermine
human rights. Initially it seemed that this feedback had been ignored, but in April 2018,
the CGSB suspended development of the standard. Nevertheless, this occurrence,
alongside new provincial legislation, has created significant angst within the human
rights and guide/service dog user community4.
THE MANY BENEFITS OF GUIDE AND SERVICE DOGS
Every interviewee in this study spoke with deep pride in, and love for their guide or
service dog. Many spoke extensively about how their dog enriches their lives and
supports them to live well and independently. What is strikingly clear is the powerful
bond that develops between handler and dog, and the intelligence and dedication of
these dogs who are able to learn how best to support their person. The following is a
sampling of interviewee comments in this regard:
“I live with serious PTSD as well as physical disabilities…I had to unexpectedly go off
all of my psychiatric meds because of funding, because of money. And [my service
dog], he just stepped in, and I swear I wouldn’t have survived that if not for my
dog…my mental health declines if I spend a week away from [him], to the point that
I might have to go back on meds or end up in hospital.” (Service dog user)

Note that the term “community” is used broadly in this report to signify the population of guide
and service dog handlers mobilized by shared injustice and who have made individual choices
to work collectively to address systemic issues.
4
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“Having service animals means that people who used to not leave their house now
get out and do things and have jobs. And they facilitate us being completely
included in society.” (Service dog user)
“It was overwhelming and exhilarating… It was a very freeing experience, I felt
human again. And I just couldn’t believe that sensation of picking up this harness
and being able to walk freely. With a cane, it’s a very kind of jolting [experience] and with a dog, it’s like you’re just seamlessly walking through the environment. It’s a
completely different experience.” (Guide dog user)
“It’s amazing [what guide/service dogs] can do. Even [my dog] …He does things
that he’s not trained to do. He’s just learned… The bond that you develop, I know
what he’s thinking 24/7 and likewise, because we spend so much time. We were
trained together and you’re always working together. You learn. You become a part
of each other, almost.” (Guide dog user)
“I have two different doctor’s letters stating the difference in the last six months that
[my service dog] has made in my life. I wasn’t able to drive anywhere…[now], I’ve
gone places I haven’t been in years because I have [him]. I’m still alive because I
have [him]. It would be a lie for me to say that suicide hasn’t been at the forefront of
my mind many times over the last year. Kind of hard to contemplate that when you
have a dog sitting in your lap licking your tears and saying, ‘What about me,
Mommy?’… How many times has he saved my life? I can’t count.” (Service dog user)
Congruent with these descriptions, research has demonstrated the many benefits of
guide and service dogs for individuals, families, schools, workplaces, communities and
society at largei. These include, but are not limited to, the profound connection
between dog and human that generates feelings of comfort and security; positive
impacts on psychosocial and physical wellbeing; greater independence and the
reduced need for external support; employment; and participation in the community
which strengthens social capital.
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ISSUES AND CHALLENGES FACED BY PEOPLE WHO USE GUIDE AND SERVICE
DOGS
Interviewees described a number of issues and challenges faced, some on a daily basis,
with using their guide or service dog. These have been categorized into five major
themes:
•
•
•
•
•

People distracting the dog when it is working, and constantly having to educate
the public;
Training of guide and service dogs;
The damaging effects of new legislation;
Denied access to, or increased difficulty accessing public spaces; and,
Power, politics and exclusion from decision making processes.

Each theme is described in greater detail below.
PEOPLE DISTRACTING THE DOG WHEN IT IS WORKING = CONSTANTLY H AVING
TO EDUCATE THE PUBLI C
Almost every interviewee spoke about the challenge of people constantly distracting
their dog, which requires having to educate people about the dog and how it is used,
“all day, every day”. The public often seems unaware of how dangerous it can be to
distract a dog when it is working. Some interviewees described a range of people who
interfere with the dog – all the way from well-meaning people who are simply curious
and unaware they may be endangering the safety of the team, to those who are
demanding and ignore instructions not to touch the dog:
“[There is a range of people… Some who say], ‘Oh, yes, I’m not supposed to touch
your dog’, to the other end of the spectrum when people ignore instruction not to
touch the dog or split hairs - ‘Oh, he’s not working right now so I can pet him’…[I
have to] explain that, ‘No, dogs are creatures of habit and if you teach the dog
when it’s in its harness and it sits that it’s okay to be petted, then it spreads into
walking. It spreads into working in quite dangerous situations, like street crossing. It’s
extremely, actually very risky behaviour, especially in busy intersections. So,
especially in large cities where traffic is really noisy, it’s life and death, it can be’.”
(Guide dog handler)
Another interviewee went further to say that dog handlers need protection from the
public, given her experiences of people grabbing her dog’s harness:
“We need more protection from the people around us than they need from us. I’ll tell
you that right now. People are always grabbing my dog’s harness. They’re standing
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in front of the dog demanding to know how you got blind. Demanding to know what
your dog’s name is. We need protection from the general public. People try to run us
over. Taxi drivers drive by us. There’s all this kind of stuff going on that people don’t
see on a day-to-day basis.
We steel ourselves before we walk out our door. Every day that you go out with a
guide dog or service dog, you have to take a deep breath… I had one woman rip
my dog’s harness out of my hand and say, ‘Save the slaves! Save the slaves!’. She
picked up my dog using the harness. It was crazy… there are some animal rights
people who do not believe dogs should be used as guide or service dogs… We have
to ensure we’re protected, too. Protected from harassment and have privacy.”
(Service dog handler)
And so, handlers are continually having to educate the public. For many, this has simply
become a normal part of their lives. Many said they were happy to educate, and have
diligently committed to this task, but others said having to do it all day, every day can
become wearing and tiresome:
“The most common thing I have faced in my life … it’s so integrated into most of our
lives that we don’t think about it anymore, and that is the ongoing education that
must be done by guide dog users...That’s the answering of questions, all day, every
day, about your dog as an individual dog, about your dog as a guide dog, training a
guide dog and them sometimes defending the standards that you have set for you
and your dog which has to do with both, ‘Don’t touch the dog, don’t feed the dog’,
all of that kind of stuff. That goes on, I would say, every day, all day for most of us.”
(Guide dog handler)
“[People want to ask you lots of questions] and I’m like, ‘It’s not my job right now
to do that… I can connect you to people and I’m willing to do that, but not all the
time. I’m just in the mall getting a coffee. I’m not wearing my education hat right
now. You’re just asking a stranger for personal information’… I do a little bit of
education, but sometimes it’s just the way it’s asked or maybe because I’m tired
or whatever. It’s like the fiftieth person in one day to ask me what my dog does for
me.” (Service dog handler)
Also, some noted that being asked how the service dog helps the handler is akin to
being asked to disclose one’s disability - a significant invasion of privacy. Furthermore, it
can be particularly difficult to educate people when one is experiencing the symptoms
of a mental health issues:
“I know what it’s like to be highly symptomatic with a service dog. I really don’t
want to educate when I’m in that space. And if I had my choice, I would have
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someone travel with me in those moments so that they could actually do the
educating. I would still choose to educate, but not just by me when I’m
symptomatic.” (Service dog handler)
MISCONCEPTIONS AND JUDGMENTS MADE BY THE PUBLIC
Another finding related to lack of public knowledge is misconceptions and judgments
made by the public about people who use guide and service dogs. It was observed
that people with invisible disabilities, or who don’t “look “disabled”, tend to be carded
(i.e., stopped and asked for identification proving the dog team’s legitimacy) more
often and also judged and harassed about whether they really require their dog. Some
surmised there is a lack of understanding that beyond traditional guide dogs, there are
service dogs who do many other kinds of jobs.
One interviewee, for example, has some vision, but relies on a guide dog for mobility –
simply stated, she does not “look” blind. Consequently, she is frequently questioned
about whether and why she needs her guide dog:
“And so, I get that comment, ‘Oh, you don't look blind’, and, ‘Oh, but you're too
young’, or ‘Your eyes are so pretty’, like, just the craziest comments. And that can,
day-to-day, wear you down. And it sort of feeds in to this problem of people not
realizing that disability is on a spectrum, and then I think it doesn't help them when
you're trying to go into a restaurant and people just have no concept of well,
blindness takes all different forms. So, I think that feeds in to being carded more and
experiencing access denials more.” (Guide dog handler)
A service dog user similarly described her deep frustration that members of the public
feel they can judge what she does or does not need. She attributed this to a lack of
public education and a lack of respect for people with disabilities:
“My disability is invisible… So, I think people look at me like, ‘Oh, she’s not disabled.
She’s faking it. She just wants her dog in here…A lot of people come up to me and
they’re like, ‘Oh, is your dog really a service dog? Do you really need it? You don’t
look disabled’. They’re like, ‘Where’s the papers? Where’s the medicine? Where’s
the medical information? I need it’. They ask me so many questions to verify that it’s
a service dog and I feel like those people have no right to ask for that information
from me. I don’t need to prove I’m disabled in order to have my service dog. That’s
been part of a struggle for me, personally…
There [is a] kind of the lack of education and respect toward our community. I’ve just
been shocked with the stories that I’ve heard and been told, and people are saying,
‘You don’t need a dog. What does the dog do for you…anyway?’ That kind of
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attitude and all the questions that are being asked… they don’t have the right to
judge what I need and what I don’t need.” (Service dog handler)
OTHER DOGS AND THEIR OWNERS
Finally, another lack of education-related issue mentioned by a number of interviewees
is that of other dogs, particularly off-leash dogs, and sometimes, “fake” service dogs,
interfering with or attacking the guide or service dog:
“[Another] issue is just other dog owners. I’ve had issues with off-leash dogs. Both
Vancouver and Victoria are very doggie cities and just people allowing their dog to
greet, or sniff or run up to or distract working guide dogs. It’s a pretty prevalent issue.”
(Guide dog handler)
TRAINING OF GUIDE AND SERVICE DOGS
The interviews revealed a striking difference between the training provided to guide
dogs and their handlers and the training that is available for service dog teams. Given
that the first guide dog school in North America was established in 1929, there has been
90-year period of time for these schools to “get it right”, so perhaps it is not surprising
that these schools are so advanced. One might say that guide dog training and
service dog training are at different phases of development.
All guide dog interviewees spoke about the excellent training and ongoing supports
provided by their guide dog schools. Four interviewees received their dogs from well
recognized schools in the United States (US) that have been in operation for up to 90
years; the fifth received a guide dog from an accredited school in Canada. While
there are variations from school to school, there are many commonalities amongst the
US schools. They are funded through large, wealthy foundations that employ
sophisticated and highly successful fundraising campaigns. This means that while it may
cost $60,000 or more to train the guide dog, the handler pays only a small fee of around
$200 for the first dog (including travel to the school, accommodations, training,
equipment and ongoing supports), and a lesser amount for subsequent dogs.
Many US schools have their own breeding program. For the first 10 to 12 months,
puppies are placed with families who are responsible for basic skills training. Once this is
complete, the dogs are brought to the guide dog school where they are assessed
regarding their health, personality and potential as a guide dog, and then receive
three to four months of guide dog training.
The US schools provide dogs to Canadians as well as Americans. Canadians receiving
dogs from these institutions are specifically matched to their prospective guide dog
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through an extensive process that includes a detailed application outlining who they
are and what they do, a physical exam and a Juno walk to assess one’s walking pace
and so on. Handlers are provided transportation to the school, accommodation and
meals. Most importantly, they receive intensive training with their dog lasting two to
three weeks, depending on the ratio of trainer to student. In addition, some schools
provide lifelong veterinary and training supports which may include trainers traveling to
Canada to work with the dog team.
One interviewee described the ongoing veterinary and training support provided by
her school:
“My school has some money and they have a birth to death responsibility toward
the dogs. They pay for all the veterinary care for our dogs… They have a central line
that you phone – it’s called the Care Centre. You say, ‘It’s [name] with guide dog
[name]. He’s just not feeling well. I’m going to take him [in to the vet] they’re going
to do blood tests’. They say, ‘Okay, well blood tests in Canada usually run up to $800.
Here’s your approval number. If you need more than that, just call us back’.… then
whatever happens after that... the school will cover it all….
And the beauty of our school is once you’re home, one phone call and we have
regional trainers. They’re our connection. So, I can call down either the school
directly, or I can call my regional trainer who’s … six hours away. So, he will give me
ideas of what to do. He may say, ‘Get someone to video you. Send me the video’.
Or, he may say, ‘Well, you know what? I’ve got a couple of days. I’ll pop up and
work with you’…Our schools do more than just train a dog, hand it to you, ‘See you
later’. They’re an integral part of our lives”. (Guide dog handler)
SERVICE DOG TRAINING
In stark contrast to guide dog schools, the service dog industry is in its infancy and is
more complex in that service dogs are used for a multiplicity of purposes, thus requiring
different kinds of training. They described a patchy system of schools in Canada, with
only a few schools that self-accredit. There are no standards for service dog training, no
requirements for the training of service dog trainers, no funding for dog teams to
receive training, no funding for ongoing training supports, and no supports for veterinary
care. Interviewees said this divergence from what guide dog schools offer is
understandable given that the service dog industry is relatively new.
“There are no standards out there about what best practices are [in service dog
training]. Or about the ethics and professional ethics. And any kind of accountability
of trainers in ethical conduct.” (Service dog handler)
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“I think there’s been some worry that the training for service dogs isn’t as rigorous or
the standards aren’t quite as rigorous. But, that’s based on what? We don’t know.
We don’t have any information or evidence.” (Guide dog handler)
In contrast to the veterinary care supported by US guide dog schools, service dog users
reported difficulties with paying veterinary bills:
“They say that a fully trained service dog from beginning to end…is between $25,000
and $45,000…I remortgaged my house to make sure that I had the money to pay for
[my service dog’s] lessons and things… vet bills and you know… I hang on to my
home by the skin of my teeth. I sell cookies. I collect refundable bottles…That’s how I
pay my bills because what I make covers my home costs, but when you have an
$800 vet bill…” (Service dog handler)
“Everything costs money. I asked an existing training group… if they would assist me
with the training of the puppy because I was working full time and traveling. Within 30
seconds, they said, ‘Absolutely not’…and they wanted to do a full needs assessment
and assess whether I should even have a dog.” (Service dog handler)
“[My service dog] desperately needs his teeth cleaned, and right now my
circumstances are that I can’t do it. And that makes me angry, actually.” (Service
dog handler)
OWNER TRAINERS OF SERVICE DOGS
One interviewee estimated that 60 to 70 percent of service dog users in Ontario are
owner trainers. Of the five service dog owners interviewed for this study, four had
trained at least one of their own service dogs, usually with the assistance of other
trainers for specific issues. Some of these owner trainers already had experience with
training dogs or other animals and so training of their own service dog was a natural
evolution. However, that is not to say that just because one can train a pet dog that
they can automatically train a service dog. One handler said she wouldn’t recommend
owner-training unless people are highly skilled at dog training in general and also that
they have extensive skill in training for the specific supports a service dog is to provide.
Unfortunately, many service dog handlers cannot afford to pay a trainer.
Some owner trainers said they opted to train their own service dog because of
restrictive criteria required by training organizations. For example, one interviewee
trained her service dog in a way that is frowned upon by some program trainers, yet
she has had no issues with her dog. Others commented that many service dogs need
to be cross-trained – that is, a person may have more than one need. They may be
blind, for example, but also have mental health issues, or diabetes or epilepsy.
However, it is difficult to find organizations/trainers capable of cross-training. Another
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interviewee noted she is not surprised that many who use service dogs for mental health
reasons tend to train their own dogs, given trainers’ lack of knowledge and skill in this
area. For example, trainers may “cross boundaries”, thinking that in addition to training
the dog team, they should also provide clinical supports, even though they are not
skilled in this area. Or, they may adopt a paternalistic approach – a charity model
approach – in which they make decisions about what the service dog handler might or
might not need or be able to do.
A major concern, however, is the lack of resources to support ongoing training needs,
especially for owner trainers. As one interviewee noted:
“The resources for service dog handlers is really important. Because things will come
up…an incident stresses them out and then they need to go back and have support
to work on that response. Well, all service dog handlers need that. Because things
happen. Like the incident with [my dog who was attacked by another dog], and
now it’s triggered this … possessive behaviour. And we need those resources. That’s
critical. Because that will keep our dogs well-behaved.” (Service dog handler)
These resources might include someone a handler could check in with when wanting
their dog to learn a new behaviour or when something has happened. There would
need to be funding in place for these supports. It was also noted that supports for
veterinary bills would also help ensure the good health of the service dog.
Another challenge is that some of the new legislation requires training from recognized
service dog training organizations. This effectively excludes owner trainers from being
able to register their dogs as “legitimate” service dogs. This creates significant
challenges related to accessing public spaces (see the discussion below about new
legislation) – meaning that many individuals will lose their freedom and independence.
Furthermore, this could also result in lengthy wait times to receive a service dog.
Finally, interviewees said there is no organized body for owner trainers to come together
and advocate for their needs. This limits their ability to effectively and collectively
address the issues noted above.
UNSCRUPULOUS TRAINERS
The issue of unscrupulous service dog trainers was also mentioned. One interviewee
described a harrowing and stressful experience with an unethical service dog trainer
and organization that failed to employ appropriate training methods, harassed her and
attempted to take her dog away. Another said she had no hard evidence but had
heard stories of trainers exploiting people with disabilities:
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“I worry. I worry. I have no evidence except anecdotal, but I worry. Somebody
phoned me a while ago about a young woman with some pretty severe mental
health issues. The doctor said to her, ‘A dog would be great for you’... She shells out
$30,000, goes to a place in Ontario for two days. They train this dog, supposedly. She
brings the dog back and the dog is aggressive. You can’t blame the dog. It
probably hasn’t been well-transitioned. Two days to learn how to handle a dog?
That’s crazy. I needed at least three weeks. And then the first year was a big learning
curve. Then, when she phoned back for assistance, [the trainer] said, ‘Sure, for
another $10,000’. So, there are unscrupulous people out there who are just
jumping…on the bandwagon thinking it’s a money-making machine.” (Guide dog
handler)
Other interviewees similarly commented:
“There’s a lot of, ‘I’ll train your service dog for you right now’. And then drop it at the
door and the dog is not actually trained to the person who is going to be using it. It’s
not even trained to the level of public access. And so, people are being taken
advantage of.” (Service dog handler)
“When [veterans] were getting their dogs, some of these dogs they would buy on the
internet and people would show up with a dog they just picked up from a shelter
and say, ‘Here’s your dog’. Don’t I need training? ‘Nope. See you later. Thanks for
the $10,000’. So, all of a sudden, everybody is a trainer… all of a sudden there are
people who can train miracle dogs for vets.” (Guide dog handler)
THE DAMAGING EFFECTS OF NEW GUIDE AND SERVICE DOG LEGISLATION
Within the context of the expanded use of service dogs, media reports about “fake”
service dogs, and confusion of business owners about the legitimacy and rights of
service dog handlers, several provinces, including British Columbia, Alberta, Manitoba,
Ontario, and Nova Scotia, have developed legislation in regard to guide and service
dogs. Newfoundland is currently reviewing its existing legislation5.
Interviewees noted the legislation is less problematic in some provinces than in others.
For example, some said that Ontario and Manitoba have “pretty open laws in that they
allow owner training and carding isn’t necessary”. It was pointed out that the law in
Manitoba does not deal with registration or identification, but rather focuses on the
possibility of prosecuting someone for interfering with a guide or service dog.

5

A comparative analysis of provincial and territorial legislation was beyond the scope of this inquiry. Some
people noted that the law in Alberta is also problematic but did not describe this in depth.
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The greatest volume of interviewee concerns, and the major findings of this study, were
related to the development, implementation and marketing of new laws in British
Columbia (BC) and Nova Scotia (NS), and their immediate and potential long-term
impacts on the human rights not only of guide and service dog teams, but also all
people with disabilities6. These concerns include:
•
•
•
•

Registration and carding: the erosion of human rights; a slippery slope toward
exclusion; and, humiliation and anxiety;
The testing of service dogs for registration;
Different laws in different provinces interfere with mobility rights; and,
The desire of guide dog handlers to be grandfathered in to any new laws that
are developed.

CONCERNS RELATED TO REGISTRATION AND “CARDING”
The notions of registration/certification and carding were viewed as particularly
problematic by many interviewees. Numerous concerns were raised about the human
rights implications of the new laws in BC and Nova Scotia which were noted to be
similar in that they require registration of dog teams and they encourage “carding” (the
practice of stopping dog teams and asking for proof of registration or certification). The
NS service dog law, for example, states, “an individual issued an identification card
must carry and produce the identification card on request”.
Most people spoke of the BC Guide Dog and Service Dog Act, which is in some ways
congruent with human rights laws; and in other ways, entirely contradictory. Consistent
with human rights legislation, it states that well-behaved guide/service dog teams
cannot be denied access to public spaces, and that dog teams (including retired dogs)
can live in housing where pets aren’t normally allowed.
In contradiction to human rights laws, however, the Act only protects dog teams who
register with the government and obtain a government-issued identification card. Also
contradictory to human rights law and BC Supreme Court case law, the BC
government has clearly stated that businesses can ask to see the government issued
identification at any time. This fact has been widely publicized by the media and in
government-sponsored public education. Some interviewees said this publicity will
essentially make the card mandatory.
Another confusing aspect of the BC law is that it is not mandatory. The government
acknowledges that non-registered people are nevertheless protected under the BC
Human Rights Code. As such, businesses “should be expected to grant access to teams

19

that exist outside of BC’s regulatory framework and keep an open line of
communication if issues arise7.” One interviewee described this as a two-tiered law and
said it makes little sense for dog teams to register given their rights are already
guaranteed under human rights laws:
“So, they’ve got a two-tiered law. One law, if you register, you can now be harassed
[carded]. If you don’t register, well, it’s murky. Because under the 1998 Human Rights
decision, guide dog handlers cannot be stopped and asked for ID. And that was
supported by the BC Supreme Court.” (Guide dog handler)
Another interviewee similarly highlighted the incongruence of the BC Guide Dogs and
Service Dogs Act in light of BC’s Human Rights Code and Supreme Court precedents:
“And so, the BC government introduced this certification system where you are only
afforded the protections of the BC Guide Dog and Service Dog Act as long as you
have a government-issued ID card. So, what has created confusion is that there’s
also a Human Rights Code alongside of that, which provides protection against
discrimination regardless of whether you have a government card or not.
We have various protections under human rights legislation and then there’s this
standalone sort of guide dog and service dog legislation that says you can’t deny a
person with a guide dog access to public places - but the way they defined ‘guide
dog’ is one that has been certified by the BC government. What this means is that If
you don’t have a BC government issued card, you can’t use the BC government
complaint system, even if you have a disability and you have a legitimate and highly
trained guide dog – you would have to go through the Human Rights Tribunal to
enforce your access rights. It makes no sense.” (Guide dog handler)
A reversal in the burden of proof: Identification cards as a ticket to enter public
spaces
Some interviewees pointed out that identification cards can be used in two distinct
ways. The first way is as a tool that guide/service dog handlers can use to assert their
human right to enter public spaces with their dog. This use puts dog handlers in the
position of power. The second, much more problematic way is, as one interviewee
described it, as a “ticket” for entry to public spaces. In contrast to the first use, this
ticketing approach puts the onus on guide/service dog handlers to prove they have a
disability and that their dog is “legitimate”, and it gives businesses the opportunity to
deny access: no ticket, no entry.
BC Ministry of Public Safety and the Solicitor General. BC Guide Dogs and Service Dogs
Information Brochure.
7
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One guide dog user explained this in the following way. She received a card from her
guide dog school indicating her dog is a “valid seeing eye dog”. She was taught to use
the card as a last resort to reinforce her right to access public spaces with her dog. This,
she reported, has never been problematic for her, until last year. The new BC legislation,
in her view, is not about reinforcing one’s right to access, but instead is essentially a
“ticket” to enter a space – which is entirely a “complete perversion” in that now, the
burden of proof is on the blind person to have a ticket for entry:
“The BC legislature has a very different kind of law, which again is trying to keep out
“fake” dogs. They have a card system, but instead of being used to reinforce your
right, it’s being used as a way of gaining access. The whole purpose of it is entirely
different...[Things have been turned on their head]… The card that for us was the
final access point to our right that we had, that people had to acknowledge and
give us, is now being used like a ticket on a train: ‘Oh, we won’t let you in unless you
have this card’…
Instead of the burden of proof being on the person who is in the building or train or
whatever… the burden is now on the blind person to provide that ticket to get in. It’s
a total twisting, complete perversion in my opinion… not only that, but then
somebody evidently sent a note around advising people to ask blind people for it,
even reinforcing the ticketing mentality.” (Guide dog handler)
Another interviewee similarly argued it is problematic to be putting the burden of proof
on the person with the disability:
“It’s a problem here when we’re putting the responsibility of proof on the person with
the disability to explain themselves. If I have a wheelchair or whatever and I want to
go into a store, nobody’s going to come up to me and say, ‘Do you really need that
wheelchair?’. Nobody’s going to do that. So, what’s the difference with my dog?”
(Service dog handler)
Registration and carding are a slippery slope toward exclusion
Others said this requirement to prove a disability and the legitimacy of one’s guide or
service animal is not only a violation of human rights, but also a slippery slope toward
prejudice, profiling and the exclusion of a particular subset of society:
“It is kind of like an apartheid system. It is introducing a pretty dangerous slippery
slope.” (Guide dog handler)
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“History repeats itself. Once you have a right, doesn’t mean you’ll have it forever… I
always bring up the fact that pre-World War II, the Nazis registered people with
disabilities. Once you start registering a certain segment of society, you’re already on
the continuum towards getting rid of them.” (Guide dog handler)
One interviewee also said that the practice of carding is demeaning in that it might
make people think you’ve just stolen something. However, the greater damage is that it
engenders the belief that people who use guide/service dogs are different, that they
require accommodation and can legitimately be singled out. This reinforces
stigmatization, prejudice, and failure to recognize people with disabilities as being
“normal” members of society:
“It isn’t just the immediate stop and make you feel like you’re different, demean you,
make people think you’ve just stolen something. It’s not any of that. It’s what it does
in the culture of the eyes of the people who are walking by you… All of a sudden,
[this sets] in motion a thinking, a belief that there’s something wrong with that. We
start to go back to that stigmatization that we’re not an inclusive society, that we are
somehow different and need accommodation.” (Guide dog handler)
A related challenge is that carding opens the possibility for profiling and exclusion of
other marginalized groups:
“I have a friend who is gay. He and his husband have been going to this restaurant
[with his guide dog] for years. With this BC [law], he has been stopped for the first
time with his dog. …And all of a sudden now if the person at the front has a
prejudice around gay people, and a gay person with a guide dog, now they have a
legally sanctioned reason to stop that person and demand registration cards. My
friend who’s Chinese… Costco harassed. Walmart harassed. How do we know if it’s
because of her dog or the fact that she presents as Chinese?”
Carding causes embarrassment, humiliation and anxiety about being denied
access
Many interviewees spoke of the humiliation of being carded. Being asked for proof that
their dog is legitimate makes them feel as if they have committed some kind of offence;
it also means proving one has a disability. Not only is this embarrassing; it can generate
significant anxiety about being denied access to public spaces.
“It sort of makes you nervous, right? That this card gives people license to say ‘No’ to
you, or to deny you access. It’s a bit of a humiliating experience.” (Guide dog
handler)
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In Nova Scotia, the new law regarding service dogs has received substantial media
attention. One interviewee estimated she is getting asked four more times than usual
whether she has papers for her service dog. Given this is happening before an
upcoming public education blitz, she is becoming increasingly anxious about being
denied access to public spaces:
“I cannot imagine what it’s going to be like when they do this great big public
education advertisement that they plan on doing. Then of course, I can still fall back
on my human rights. But in the meantime, I have to leave. I go out to dinner with
somebody. I don’t have the Nova Scotia card. I can file a complaint with human
rights, but because I don’t have that card, I have to leave.” (Service dog handler)
Unfortunately, following her interview for this study, she reported being asked for
identification twice, both times in places she had frequented before without incident.
These incidents triggered her mental illness, causing significant distress:
“Both times this occurred, the first thing that happened was all brain power drained
away. I became weak and dizzy with my vision narrowing and becoming fuzzy. With
shaking hands… digging into my purse to find [my dog’s tag] and my medical
prescription, with a large overly authoritative person looming over me and crowds of
people stopping to watch what was going on…. I went from being able to be out in
public and confident in my dog’s ability to take care of me, to a shaking, violently ill
mess…these circumstances have left me feeling isolated and alone in the fight for
the right to have my service dog…I certainly don’t believe we should be questioned
in such a way, especially by uneducated and uninformed employees.” (Service dog
handler)
Other ethical, practical, privacy and safety concerns associated with carding
Additional ethical, practical, privacy and safety concerns associated with registration
and carding include:
•
•
•
•

•

Invasion of privacy, given that identification cards include names and personal
information;
The frequency with which carding might occur each day;
Touching a guide/service dog to see its identification card can distract the dog;
There are no provisions in the BC Act around who may request to see an
identification card or under what circumstances (one interviewee noted that an
eight-year old could stop her on the street and ask for ID); and,
Safety concerns, particularly for blind people who cannot discern who is asking
to see their identification.

23

“It goes against human rights… As soon as you give someone your card, you’re
giving somebody your name. There’s all sorts of privacy issues around that.” (Service
dog handler)
“I don’t know how many times people have just said, ‘Why don’t we just get an ID
card?’ We can show that and then all will be well’. But there’s a lot of problems with
that that people haven’t thought through. That is, first of all, what do we think about
the ethics of having to stop every time we want to go into a store or a hotel or a
theatre, or a restaurant, or any public place and … having to prove our legitimacy?”
(Guide dog handler)
“If you think about the number of places that you have to go in your day-to-day life.
And imagine being stopped everywhere you go and carded before you can enter
or walk through a space. And also, not knowing who is asking you the question... a
lot of times people aren’t identifying themselves or if you’re totally blind you don’t
know who is asking you to see your ID.” (Guide dog handler)
Bottom line, several interviewees noted, is that these laws, intended to weed out
“imposters” will be ineffective and will only punish law-abiding guide/service dog
handlers:
“Implementing registration or certification programs to avoid imposters is ineffective.
It only serves to punish the many law-abiding persons with disabilities in order to stop
the illegal actions of a few. It does not matter what laws are put in place, there will
always be people who lie and cheat to get ahead.” (Service dog handler)
But, some people are okay with identification cards
In contrast to concerns noted above, a small number of interviewees said they have no
problem with needing an identification card. One said, for example, that having a
card is a fair trade-off for being able to access public spaces; another said it’s not a
problem to have an identification card, with some qualifications, namely that the
identification doesn’t disclose the purpose of the dog:
“We do it for a parking permit. So why not a dog? We do it on our taxes. Why not a
dog? A dog becomes a piece of medical equipment. Much better, I think, to
educate people how to behave around service dogs, what their rights are when a
service dog is misbehaving, or someone is pawning off a pet as a service dog. I think
as disabled people we have to give something up. That is to me the cleanest, easiest
solution. You have a service dog for a reason. It’s a disability. Proof of a disability is
such a minor thing. Yeah. It’s embarrassing. It goes against our human rights. Yeah,
but you know what? Suck it up. You have to give up something. And everybody who
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has a parking permit or claims a disability on their taxes, they’re making that
statement. What difference is this?” (Service dog handler)
“I have no problem with having a card. And if I need to show it anywhere, that’s not
a problem with me. I’m not afraid to say, ‘Hey, I’m blind. I need a guide dog’… I can
understand in some cases, people might be. But [then] if you had a license that was
government issued, that maybe it didn’t say what the purpose of the dog was, but
just that this dog is registered as a service animal in the province.” (Guide dog
handler)
And, some use identification cards pragmatically
A number of interviewees said that while they are opposed to carding because it goes
against human rights, sometimes it is just easier to show identification in order to
expedite access and travel.
“I’m a bit practical… I’m not going to pick a fight every time somebody cards me or
denies me access. So…even though they don’t have the right to demand to see my
ID and I know this, I will just pull out my card and show it to them. Depending on the
circumstances.” (Guide dog handler)
“When I [travel], I rarely pull that card out that has a picture of me and my dog, but it
makes life so much easier when my cab is stuck in traffic and I have five minutes to
get through security. That’s a very pragmatic use. Now, do I want to be stopped
every time I’m getting into a cab in BC, or going into the Delta [Hotel] in BC, or going
on the airline?...Nah. You should assume it’s a service dog because the dog is wellbehaved, he’s got his coat on.” (Service dog handler)
The testing of service dogs for registration purposes
A handful of interviewees questioned the testing of service dogs that is required under
some provincial legislation. Consistent among these interviewees were two concerns.
First, the testing criteria appear have little to do with the actual work of service dogs. As
one interviewee noted:
“The problem is, testing has nothing to do with the actual work the dog is supposed
to do to mitigate a disability. It’s all behaviour… It’s just arbitrary. Somebody made a
list and now this is the list. No one stopped and thought that the way an animal exits
a taxi is really irrelevant.” (Guide dog handler)
Second, the qualifications and knowledge of examiners is unclear. One interviewee for
example, spoke of a company in BC that says, ‘Basically, your job is to sign off on these
cards for people’. The qualifications require the examiner to be a trained psychologist;
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however, there is no requirement to know the service dog user or their needs; nor is
there a requirement to know anything about service dogs. Another interviewee noted
that in BC, police officers are doing some of the testing, but it is not clear what training
they receive to fulfill this role.
It was also noted that the fees for testing may be difficult for people living on a fixed
income. The costs increase for those who travel across the country and want to have
their dog registered in more than one province.
“I haven’t actually gotten certified in BC because it costs money. It costs like $300 or
something ridiculous… And, I’m sorry, but …what about somebody on a fixed
income? How do you afford that?” (Service dog handler)
Another issue raised is that the new Nova Scotia service dog legislation requires dogs to
be neutered before they can be tested. But, as one interviewee pointed out, this
doesn’t make sense when a dog is genetically superior and extremely well suited to
service- or guide-dog work:
“They want me to neuter my genetically superior dog. Why on earth? A female, I can
understand. You don’t want a dog in heat out in public doing its thing. A male dog?
If your dog is well enough behaved to be a service dog, it can handle being intact. It
extends their life span. It’s good for their health. All the new science out [shows
this] …I was told the only way I’m going to be able to do anything is get a lawyer
and fight the law...So, they’re not even going to let me test unless I do that.” (Service
dog handler)
DIFFERENT LAWS IN DIFFERENT PROVINCES INTERFERE WITH MOBILITY RIGHTS
Another concern with new legislation about service dogs is that every province has
different laws, which poses barriers to travel across the country. Handlers must comply
with different laws and requirements for registration in each province. This, some
interviewees said, is a breach of their rights to mobility. A number of interviewees
expressed concerns about traveling to BC, where, without a card, they cannot access
BC’s complaint resolution process8.
“If you start saying that every province requires identification, what about my
constitutional mobility rights? My constitutional right to travel… across Canada?”
(Guide dog handler)

Note that some people mentioned a dispute resolution process associated with the new BC
law, but no one described this process.
8
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”Canadians can travel through different provinces without needing a visa or some
kind of special notification or registration if they’re not disabled. But because I have
the dog, all of a sudden, I need more ID. It just seems a little weird to me that I’ve
been given more barriers than other people. Other people travel freely throughout
Canada and all of a sudden, I can’t. That’s been one impact that “fake” service
animals have had on the actual community now.” (Service dog handler)
“My first dog was trained in Ontario… I used to travel the entire country and usually it
was lack of education or taxi people, people on the airlines. But I just educated, and
it went really well. They got to know me, no problem…And I traveled the country with
the dog. Now, my dog is trained and tested in Ontario. I go to BC, I have to call in
advance. I have to have my dog tested in BC. I have to pay for that. And my
understanding is … that same thing is now in place in Alberta and in Nova Scotia. So,
here I have a national job that requires travel across the country. So, I have to pay
[for each] province… The lack of portability [such that a dog trained in Ontario
would be accepted in all other provinces/territories] is impacting my ability to be
employed. That’s huge.” (Service dog handler)
GRANDFATHERING OF GUIDE DOG TEAMS UNDER NEW LAWS
Guide dog handlers also spoke about the possibility of registration and carding
becoming the law across Canada. If that situation did occur, they stated, dogs
certified by guide dog schools should be grandfathered into those laws. However, the
situation for service dog teams that lack this school-based certification was less clear.
One interviewee suggested service dog teams might require some kind of testing in
order to become registered:
“I would like to see, if we’re going to introduce cards, I would like to see the schools
that have already been training guide dogs for decades and are certified by the
International Guide Dog Federation, they’re very clearly well-established. I would like
to see those schools be recognized automatically under the legislation so that if you
have a guide dog from that school you are certified for the purposes of the Act. So
that you don’t have to get a BC government ID card. I think that would be a very
simple solution, and then you could access the government’s complaint system.”
(Guide dog handler)
“For me, I do have a school dog and my school has an international accreditation.
So, I’m thinking it could be something similar to BC, if we do have a school with an
international accreditation, then it would be easier to have the ID card. But if you are
self-trained, then it’s a different process and you have to prove that the dog does do
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work and they do behave well and all of those different checkpoints.” (Guide dog
handler)

DENIED ACCESS TO, OR INCREASED DIFFICULTY ACCESSING PUBLIC SPACES
Related to the discussion above about new laws that encourage registration and
carding, and also to the expanded use of service dogs, almost every interviewee –
guide dog and service dog users alike - spoke about being denied access to, or
having greater difficulty accessing public spaces including restaurants and bars,
workplaces, government offices, court rooms, shopping malls, dentist’s offices, hotels,
taxis, air, water and rail transportation and housing.
A number of interviewees, including guide dog users who have grown accustomed to
moving about without incident, said that in the last few years, they have experienced
an increase in requests for identification, and in denied access to public spaces. One
interviewee from Nova Scotia reported a four-fold increase in being asked for
identification since the new law was passed there. Several noted that they had recently
been asked for identification in establishments they had frequented without incident for
years. All interviewees attributed this to increased publicity about service dogs, "fake"
service dogs, and new legislation that includes registration and carding.
“I’ve certainly experienced a number of situations where people just outright say
that I cannot enter the space. I noticed that after the legislation in BC was
adopted…and there was a lot of publicity around there’s this new card and a lot of
media attention about you should be asking people for their identification. I
experienced a lot many more [denials].
Like before, I was working [in] downtown Vancouver and I went to this restaurant up
the street, fancy restaurant, regularly with my guide dog. And then after the
legislation was adopted I went in and the hostess said, ‘Can I see your ID for your
guide dog?’…I showed her my guide dog school identification and she accepted
that, but then I went back a second time and they asked for it again. And then I
asked to speak to the manager [who] was very apologetic… [He said], ‘We’ve
trained our staff to ask for ID when people are claiming they have an emotional
support animal with them’.” (Guide dog handler)
“What I noticed last year was that after having years and years of relative support in
terms of access to things, planes, trains, like transportation, all those services I need
and use with my guide dog, I started to notice…a shift. People were starting to ask
me, ‘Is this a guide dog? Is this a service dog?’ …
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What I found mystifying was that I had been traveling for many, many years without
even being questioned… I had come to …take for granted that I could take my welltrained guide dog and go virtually wherever I wanted to go without having
somebody interrupt my trip, make undue demands on me, tell me I couldn’t enter a
place. I got used to that… In the last year or two, though, I realized that’s not so; that
the things we struggled for early on and over all those years are not as permanent as
they appeared.” (Guide dog handler)
One interviewee described challenges finding housing. A number of friends offered a
place to stay, but their landlords said, ‘I don’t care if it’s a service dog. No dogs’. It was
noted that landlords can easily get around human rights legislation by finding other
excuses to deny housing:
“I think that’s a really big issue, is that despite the fact that legally they’re not
supposed to be able to decline a service dog… It’s affecting me in that there are
many landlords… who will just vet me out before anything else, because I have a
service dog… they don’t ever have to say it out loud that they’re declining you
because you have a service dog or because you’re Indigenous or because
whatever. It’s really hard to have a case.” (Service dog handler)
DECIDING TO MAKE A HUMAN RIGHTS COMPLAINT: NAVIGATING A COMPLEX
AND CONFUSING ARRAY OF LAWS
In conjunction with access denials, interviewees also spoke about deciding whether
and how to respond, and specifically, whether to make a formal complaint. They also
spoke about the complex array of laws and protections that are not consistently
enforced, and they talked about the processes of making a complaint which,
depending on the venue, can be simple and effective, or a lengthy, onerous and
emotionally difficult process that often results in little more than a warning to the
offender. Given this latter experience, some interviewees wondered how often people
actually make a complaint and what the resolution of that complaint winds up being.
As one interviewee noted:
“As far as I know, most options are that you file a complaint with the human rights
commission. People react to that because they say it takes too long, and sometimes
it does…I don’t know how many people just walk away. Or, they might use other
public tactics like media, which might have some value, but It’s like a one-day
wonder and then it’s gone. Or they might contact City Hall or do different
things…And that’s the reason why people don’t like human rights commissions. They
think you have to go through that process. It’s not easy. It takes a toll, too… Just the
fact that you have to fight for that is a toll in and of itself.” (Guide dog handler)
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“Are we actually tracking what these complaints are when they are settled out of
court so that we can actually look at the system issues? [That’s] information we’re
missing out on.” (Service dog handler)
Another interviewee stated simply that access denials happen so often, it is impractical
to file a human rights tribunal every single time one is denied access. Other interviewees
said choosing to make a complaint is a personal choice, depending on one’s level of
energy, and on deciding which battles to fight, on which battlegrounds:
“There’s differences of opinion – I ought to be able to go there and show up with a
guide dog and get in. While I agree with that in principle, having to stand there and
deal with it on the doorstep of a place when all the hotels are filled, sometimes I
have just made practical decisions that if I’m going to fight somebody, I want to fight
them where I [live], rather than having to be standing there without a place to stay
overnight… Those are very personal choices… people … handle these things
differently. They do it according to what their comfort level will tolerate, what their
stress level will tolerate and where they decide, ‘If I need to do t this battle, where
am I going to do this battle?’ You want to choose not only your battle, but your
battleground, according to what you can handle.” (Service dog handler)
One interviewee decided to make a complaint after a BC hotel manager tried to deny
access. The process was lengthy and resulted only in a “slap on the wrist” for the
infraction:
“It was a long [process]. I came back home and began the process from here. It
was a lot of emails back and forth. They’d email us for one thing, then another.
Eventually I get this email saying, ‘We found that the manager was in violation and
he’s gotten a slap on the wrist’.” (Guide dog handler)
It was also noted that people who should be enforcing these laws often do not clearly
understand them and thus fail to adequately uphold them. Furthermore, different
organizations are responsible for different laws, creating confusion about who is
responsible for what. One interviewee, for example, described an experience of being
passed from one agency to another in order to get a complaint resolved. She had
visited a restaurant where her guide dog was lying under the table at her feet.
Nevertheless, over the course of the meal, serving staff stepped on the dog’s foot
numerous times, causing an injury that ultimately resulted in a $5,000 veterinary bill.
Disappointed in the restaurant’s lack of concern about this incident, she tried to file a
complaint with police who referred her to the disabilities issues office, who referred her
to the provincial veterinarian, who redirected her back to the police. Then she
contacted Human Rights who directed her to the disabilities issues office:
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“I was just being sent in a circle going around and around because nobody knew
who I was supposed to talk to…they had conflicting information, sending me from
place to place. No one had an idea or an answer on how to enforce the law…so
there are just a lot more barriers… and the law should be there to help us, but no one
even understands how to actually move forward and proceed with the law.”
(Service dog handler)
In contrast, another interviewee told a positive story about making a complaint against
a Vancouver taxi driver who sped away upon seeing her guide dog. Having the cab
information and time of day, she made a complaint to the city’s Consumer Protection
Branch which deals specifically with taxi denials. The complaint was quickly addressed,
and the driver received a two-day suspension. She was pleased with this outcome,
stating, “It was fast, it was easy. I was just able to send an e-mail, and boom, there was
a repercussion for that driver”.
Others spoke about choosing to “educate rather than litigate”. Education builds
relationships and understanding whereas litigation is antagonistic. Education paves the
way for those guide and service dog handlers who follow; that is, perhaps with
education, the offender will not repeat the exclusionary behaviour. However, one
interviewee surmised that some trainers are telling people to just file a human rights
complaint rather than educate:
“[The notion of educating in order to help the next person who comes along] seems
to have been lost. Some people have just been given a copy of the Human Rights
Charter in Canada, and told, ‘If anyone questions your access, you just fill this out’.
That’s an antagonistic approach… education allows you to develop relationship and
develop some understanding with people. As soon as you put [the Charter] in their
face… there ends up being a human rights complaint.” (Service dog handler)
A final note regarding the decision to make a complaint is that people who choose to
do so should be supported through the process because it can put people in a
vulnerable position:
“I have this philosophy that when you’re raising awareness, you have to make sure
that you have the supports in place. Because people might be finding themselves
more vulnerable… we really have to be thinking about how we’re supporting each
other through this.” (Service dog handler)
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POWER, POLITICS AND EXCLUSION FROM DECISION MAKING PROCESSES
The final major issue surfacing from the interviews is centred around the dynamics of
power and politics and exclusion from decision making processes. There are a number
of sub-issues here, including:
•
•
•

A heavy-handed approach has been taken for issues that are not yet well
understood;
Other groups have dominated the agenda and discourse about service dogs;
and,
The people most affected – guide and service dog handlers – have been
excluded from decision-making processes.

A HEAVY-HANDED APPROACH FOR ISSUES NOT WELL UNDERSTOOD
The findings reported up to this point demonstrate that the institution of new
guide/service-dog specific laws and the attempt at developing a national standard for
guide and service dogs have placed significant strain and pressure on legitimate dog
handlers. The institution of new laws and standards was described by some as being
“heavy-handed” given that the issues aren’t yet fully understood, that there are already
existing laws in place, and also that guide and service dog handlers were not
authentically engaged in the process.
There is little research in regard to the issues faced by guide and service dog users
(hence this preliminary study), and there doesn’t seem to have been much analysis or
attention to what has been done in other jurisdictions. One interviewee, for example,
noted that just as BC was implementing its new legislation, a jurisdiction in California
had dismantled a similar law because it was found to be problematic:
“We don’t have research. That is a huge issue as well. We need better research on
what the needs are. What really is the problem? What are the needs?” (Service dog
handler)
“[A county in California] had legislation around service dogs and they found it wasn’t
working, it was creating barriers. They got rid of it. And so, at the time they were
getting rid of it, BC was putting it in legislation. And I was like, best evidence – let’s
look at other sectors. I think part of it is right now, what’s driving it is business.”
(Service dog handler)

32

Are new laws really necessary?
People also said there is already a confusing and disconnected array of human rightsrelated legislation in Canada, including the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), the Canadian Human Rights Act, the Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and provincial and territorial human rights laws. Yet,
governments have felt the need to develop new legislation specific to guide and
service dogs. Several interviewees asserted there is no need for new laws given that
existing human rights laws afford the right of guide and service dog handlers entry to
public spaces:
“Governments are so ready to engage in bureaucratic nonsense. I mean… If we
already have a really good human rights act or code, why do we need additional
pieces of legislation that identify and articulate rights? If you have a really good
human rights commission with the proper resources and legal power, they can do
that job. But instead, what we’re doing is we’re adding more and more layers of
legislation articulating rights. I think it just gets confusing.” (Guide dog handler)
Others noted it is very odd that specific laws have been created for and effectively
single out one subset of the disability community. Also, provinces that have separate
laws for guide dogs and for service dogs are effectively creating two classes of dog
teams.
“What does it mean when a sector of society has to have their own human rights
legislation?” (Guide dog handler)
The damaging discourse around “fake” service dogs
A specific frustration for interviewees was the current discourse about “fake” service
dogs – people passing off their pet dog as a service dog. This issue has been widely
publicized in the media and it appears to have been a driving force behind the new
BC and NS laws and the CGSB standard. Other than some sensational stories, evidence
about the nature and extent of “fake” dogs and their owners is lacking. Nevertheless,
policy makers have “put the hammer down” on legitimate dog teams rather than
targeting those who feign a disability.
“This [BC] legislation is …a step backwards and I think it’s a really heavy-handed
approach to an issue that we don’t fully understand. Which is the use of “fake”
service dogs, or people pretending to have a disability in order to pass of their pet.
Like, we don’t fully know the extent of that problem and where that problem is
happening, and the government has decided to put the hammer down on the
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legitimate guide dog handlers and not adequately address the issue of people
passing of their dog as a service dog.” (Guide dog handler)
The BC Coalition of Guide Dog Teams wrote to the BC Attorney General and Minister of
Justice (see Appendix C) in protest of the province’s new Guide Dog and Service Dog
Act. A key argument in this letter was that communications around the new legislation
were so skewed toward “fake” service dogs that it shaped public discourse and opinion
to the point that it is now more difficult for legitimate dog teams to access public
spaces:
“Instead of taking the perfect opportunity to educate the public about access rights,
government communications focused on fake service dogs, with no evidence or
statistics to show that this is in fact an issue worth legislating. The communications
were so skewed toward fake service dogs that it has now shaped public discourse
and opinion to the point where legitimate guide dog handlers are having even more
difficulty moving freely through public space due to the public’s suspicion and
ignorance about what a legitimate team looks like. Despite the emphasis on fake
service dogs, the BC Guide Dog and Service Act… fails to address the issue in a
meaningful way that could result in successful penalties.”9
Some noted that the media has played a significant role in amplifying this issue,
including, for example, a story about an “emotional support” peacock that was denied
access to an airplane. The story went viral and received much attention.
“’Fake service dogs’ isn’t a huge problem. You’re looking for a very small unique
group of people because it isn’t a huge problem. It’s become a problem in some
places… as soon as you start seeing things in the media – you know, the peacock
story – that’s what people remember. Then they may read about it, hear about it
four or five times, and they think it’s an epidemic.” (Guide dog handler)
As to why this discourse has become so powerful, some suggested it is being
perpetuated by those with business interests, such as service dog trainers:
“I really think that the whole discourse of… about the “fake” service dogs, I really
think it’s being promoted by people who [have something to gain from it] … if
there’s a bunch of people out there that realize [they can train their own dogs], then
the service dog trainers, they’re kind of out of a job… and so of course, they’re going
to be like, ‘Oh yeah, we’re the best and it’s not possible for anyone to train their
own’.” (Service dog handler)

Coalition of Guide Dog Teams. 2016. Letter to the Honourable Suzanne Anton. Attorney
General and Minister of Justice, pg.3.
9
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Finally, a number of interviewees said that the issue really is not “fake” dogs, but rather,
people impersonating a disability, so why aren’t they the focus?
“’They’re not “fake” dogs. They’re people impersonating a disability. The dog has
nothing to do with it. They’re endangering a dog and the public… It’s not a “fake”
dog, the dog is quite obviously a dog. So, let’s say what it is.” (Guide dog handler)
OTHER GROUPS HAVE DOMINATED THE AGENDA AND DISCOURSE ABOUT
SERVICE DOGS
A strong undercurrent throughout all of the data arising from this study is that certain
groups more powerful than guide and service dog handlers, specifically training
organizations, have dominated the agenda and discourse about service dogs. For
example, it was suggested that a particular interest group was the driving force for the
CGSB standards – it wasn’t about good training, but rather, who would be the “king”:
“By the time we all compared notes and shared emails, we realized [the standard]
had nothing to do with the dogs. It had nothing to do with good training for dogs. It
had nothing to do with supporting people who use the dogs. It was about who was
going to be king in Canada, get money from the government, set up a certification
and travel across the country assessing dogs to decide if they were suitable, and
they wanted to charge the schools a fee every year to have your dogs certified in
Canada. They had a plan and it was unbelievable.” (Guide dog handler)
“My sense is that a certain service group has been lobbying the provincial
government to influence them… someone has access to government.” (Service dog
handler)
EXCLUSION FROM DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES
Some interviewees commented that the federal government has a well-established
track record in consulting with disability rights stakeholders before introducing disabilityrelated policy or legislative initiatives. Furthermore, the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities clearly articulates the principle of “nothing for us
without us” - that people with disabilities should have the opportunity to be actively
involved in decision-making processes about policies and programs that concern them.
However, in the current situation regarding service dog standards and laws, at no time
did the government seek input from guide and service dog handlers on matters that
may impact their lives. One interviewee concluded:
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“This has left the guide and service dog community deeply concerned about the
government’s blatant lack of consultation and interest in how various initiatives may
affect their rights.” (Guide dog handler)
As noted above, other groups seem to have dominated the agenda and gained the
attention of decision makers, but people who use guide and service dogs have been
less successful in even being heard. One reason offered for this is a lack of access to
people in power, which seems to have resulted in exclusion from policy and decisionmaking processes.
“The increased barriers for me is connected to us not having access to people in
positions of power of decision making.” (Service dog handler)
“The new legislation was drafted behind closed doors with a working group that was
required to sign non-disclosure agreements… the working group was made up of five
individuals: two individuals representing guide dog and service dog schools, one
individual representing animal welfare, one guide dog handler representing three
blindness-related organizations, and one individual representing a disability…it is our
position that the government failed to include and consider the input of individuals
with disabilities with guide dogs and service dogs.” (Coalition of Guide Dog Teams,
pg. 2)
“[The new BC legislation] came as a bit of a surprise to the guide dog community.
Where I heard about it first was first reading of the bill.” (Guide dog handler)
“We’ve been ignored for so long. Everybody has made decisions on our behalf
without our involvement. It’s just sad.” (Guide dog handler)
“Unfortunately [the new provincial law in NS] was decided before it was decided
and that’s unfortunate, but that’s how politics work. That alone was frustrating. They
asked us our opinions. We gave them our opinions and then they go ahead and do
what they wanted to do in the first place.” (Service dog handler)
It was also said that guide and service dog handlers have been excluded because
they currently lack the power that comes with being able to self-organize and develop
a national voice and presence. Organizing is made difficult by the fact that handlers
are distributed across the country, and many lack the resources to assemble and work
together:
“There’s an issue of poverty. It’s not like guide and service dog users can just say, ‘We
need to come together because we have shared issues and we need to come up
with some solutions’. It’s not like they could fund those kinds of meetings themselves.”
(Service dog handler)
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Finally, some interviewees said part of the problem is that many governments and
organizations work from a charity model of disability rather than a social or human rights
model. In a charity model, people with disabilities are presumed to need protection
and “looking after” and accordingly, others should do the speaking and deciding for
them. One example of this is large charitable organizations that raise money for “those
poor, unfortunate people”. However well intended, this approach disempowers and
marginalizes people with disabilities by painting them as week, deficient, unfortunate
and different, rather than as full and participating members of society who are entirely
capable of voicing and addressing their concerns.
THE TOLL TAKEN…
Interviewees raised many issues and challenges that are problematic or potentially
problematic in their lives and for the broad community of guide and service dog
handlers. What may not have come out in the presentation of findings thus far is the
emotional toll that all of the recent turmoil around service and guide dog standards
and legislation has taken on some handlers. The following quote from one service dog
handler reveals how challenging all of this has been:
“To me, it’s so overwhelming and it’s so frustrating and it’s so stupid… It makes you
feel like they want to cut you out like a tumour. Maybe if we starve them to death or
make life so miserable, they’ll all just shut up. Because they don’t want to stir the
water. …
One of my greatest burdens is not knowing when I’m going to be turned away… We
have this gift to help us, to make us feel safe, to interrupt our bad behaviours, to
forewarn us of things that are happening within our body that we don’t understand
or know are happening. It’s being ruined by all of this mess…. It’s such a blessing and
such a curse, to love this dog so much. To have this dog that has helped me – is
probably the only reason I’m living. Then to be cursed with all this burden of what’s
going on in the industry. ... it’s still there in the back of my mind constantly eating
and niggling and eating… it feels like a vicious circle and I don’t think it needs to be
this complicated.” (Service dog handler)
PASSION FOR CHANGE
Interestingly, all of the kerfuffle over the proposed CGSB standard, alongside the new
laws in BC and NS, has mobilized people who use guide and service dogs, including
establishment of the National Coalition for People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs.
Several interviewees expressed their passion about coming together, finding their voice,
and pushing back:

37

“We have so many people wanting [the Coalition] and are willing to do pieces of
the work or are willing to say, ‘Yes, I stand with the Coalition’, because this is the first
time across the country that we’ve had consensus. They did a stupid thing by doing
those standards because it brought us together.” (Guide dog handler)
“I believe in this. I’m passionate about it…This is something I strongly believe in.”
(Service dog handler)
SUMMARY OF ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
In summary, interviewees identified a large number of issues and challenges
experienced in relation to their guide and service dogs. These include:
1. People distracting the dog when it is working, which puts handlers in the position of
constantly having to educate the public about their dog and myriad other things
they might be asked. This was viewed as problematic for a number of reasons:
• Distracting the dog while it is working can be dangerous for the dog team as the
dog may lose focus;
• While most handlers don’t mind educating on occasion, and some have
committed to doing this quite extensively, having to do this every day, all day
can become very wearing; and,
• For those with invisible disabilities, being asked how one’s dog “helps” can be a
significant invasion of privacy.
Also, of concern are the misconceptions and judgments that people make about
people who use guide or service dogs, particularly about the extent to which they
are “really” disabled and whether or not they “really” need their dog: “You don’t
look blind. Do you really need that dog? What does it do for you anyway?”
Interviewees interpreted this as not only a lack of knowledge, but also a lack of
respect for people with disabilities.
2. Training of guide and service dogs. Guide dog training has been well established
for many decades, and guide dog handlers/dogs generally receive very good
training and ongoing follow up at minimal cost. In stark contrast, the service dog
training industry is in its infancy:
• There are no standards for service dog training, nor for trainers of service dogs;
there is no funding for dog teams to receive training; no ongoing supports for
dog teams and no supports for veterinary care. This can put considerable strain
on service dog handlers, particularly given that many people with disabilities live
in poverty;
• For a variety of reasons, a lot of people opt to train their own service dogs. For
these owner trainers, securing ongoing training support, such as to rectify any
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•

problematic behaviours that develop, can be difficult. These owner trainers
have no organized body that would help them advocate for their own needs;
and,
Finally, interviewees noted there are many unscrupulous service dog trainers
“out there” who exploit people by charging exorbitant fees but do not properly
train the dog or the team.

3. The damaging effects of new guide and service dog legislation. The greatest angst
among interviewees came from those impacted by new guide and service, or
service dog laws in BC and NS respectively. These laws focus on the registration of
dog teams, and the practice of “carding” which means teams can be stopped at
any time and asked for proof of registration. Concerns include:
• The BC law in particular is confusing and antithetical to human rights law and BC
Supreme Court precedents; the NS law is also contrary to human rights law;
• The practice of registration and of carding essentially require dog handlers to
prove they have a disability (contrary to human rights law); the card is essentially
a “ticket” to enter public spaces. Without this identification, dog teams can be
refused access;
• Registration and carding are a slippery slope to exclusion, reminiscent of Nazi
Germany and apartheid in South Africa. The greatest harm is that carding
reinforces stigmatization, prejudice and failure to recognize people with
disabilities as normal members of society;
• Carding causes embarrassment, humiliation and anxiety about being denied
access to public spaces;
• Other ethical concerns include invasion of privacy, the frequency with which
carding might occur each day, the lack of provisions in the laws about who may
request to see identification and under what circumstances, and safety
concerns, particularly in the case of blind persons who cannot see who is asking
for their identification;
• A small number of interviewees, however, said they are “okay” with carding –
that while it goes against human rights, it’s not a problem; rather, it is a “fair
trade-off” for being able to access public spaces. And many others said, that
for practical reasons, it is often easier to simply produce identification in order to
get on with one’s day;
• The testing of service dogs. The BC and NS laws require, in some cases, the
testing of service dogs; however, the testing requirements appear to have little
to do with the actual work of service dogs and the qualifications and knowledge
of examiners is unclear. The NS law requires that dogs be neutered before they
can be tested, but this doesn’t make sense when a dog is genetically superior;
and,
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•

Finally, every province/territory in Canada has different laws pertaining to guide
and service dogs, which interferes with the mobility rights of dog handlers.

4. Denied access to, or increased difficulty accessing public spaces. Closely linked to
the issues of registration and carding, guide and service dog users spoke about
being denied access or having greater difficulty accessing public spaces and
transportation. People noted being increasingly asked for identification, particularly
following enactment of the new laws in BC and NS. Deciding whether or not to
make a human rights complaint in these situations can be a difficult decision, given
the length and complexity of the process, the emotional toll taken, and the
generally weak response – often a “slap on the wrist” or mild warning to the
offender. Some interviewees described a “run around” of being sent from one
agency to another to get an issue resolved. Some cities, however, have developed
effective and expedient complaint resolution processes.
5. Power, politics and exclusion from decision making processes. Issues here include:
• A heavy-handed approach seems to have been taken for issues that are not
well understood. Why is it that new laws and standards are being developed
without a solid understanding of the issues? Of particular concern is the damage
generated the “fake” service dog discourse being perpetuated by the media
and in some cases, governments. This discourse penalizes legitimate dog
handlers but not those who feign a disability;
• Other groups have dominated the agenda. A possible reason for the heavyhanded approach is that other interest groups have captured the attention of
policy makers and driven the agenda; and,
• Exclusion of guide and service dog handlers from decision making-processes.
Guide and service dog handlers may have been excluded because they lack
the power that comes with being able to self-organize and develop a national
voice and presence. Another contributing factor may be that society seems
more driven by a charity model of disability – a paternalistic, albeit well-intended
mindset of “helping those poor people” rather than recognizing them as full and
participating members of society who are fully capable of voicing and
addressing their concerns.
Overall, the toll of these issues and challenges has been significant for many of the
interviewees. But at the same time, this angst seems to have fueled abundant passion
for change. Many interviewees expressed their passion about coming together, finding
their voice, and pushing back. In the next section, their suggestions for pushing forward
are outlined.
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INTERVIEWEE SUGGESTIONS FOR THE WAY FORWARD
Interviewees suggested a number of solutions to the challenges described above.
Many of these, such as education, are expected to address several issues. Major areas
of action include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Engage in more conversation and careful thought about the approach moving
forward;
Establish high level principles for acting;
Co-create a handler’s master narrative;
Educate and monitor/enforce existing laws;
Work with human rights commissions;
Explore training for service dog trainers; and,
Turning the table on existing laws.

Interviewees also offered suggestions for a broader process to further understand the
issues faced by guide and service dog handlers in Canada.
ENGAGE IN MORE CONVERSATION AND CAREFUL THOUGHT ABOUT THE
APPROACH MOVING FORWARD
When asked about “solutions” or what needs to happen now, several interviewees
suggested that the issues around ensuring access for service dogs haven’t been well
enough thought out yet – and that now there needs to be more conversation,
communication and relationship building between guide dog and service dog users.
There also needs to be discussion about basic terms and concepts - for example, what
is meant by the term, “service dog”:
“I worry about the fact that we haven’t thought through the best way to figure out
how to ensure access for service dogs. I think what’s happened is people see the
problem and look for an easy answer and a logical answer…we haven’t thought
through clearly what the right answer should be. Related to that… we haven’t been
properly consulted. We haven’t gotten people in the same room to say, ‘Ideally,
what would be best here?’ I think we just come up with knee jerk reactions… I don’t
think there has been good conversation, communication, coalition building
between guide dog users and service dog users… I think there’s been deep
suspicion and maybe uncertainty between the two groups.” (Guide dog handler)
“People don’t even know what they’re talking about. We need to define, ‘What
does that really mean?’ Now, I think ‘service dog’ means that the dog is trained to
ameliorate a specific disability in a specific situation, as in guide dogs help blind
people travel. It can’t just be, ‘Oh, the dog makes me feel better’. That’s not a
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service dog, at least in my mind, but I haven’t heard the last word on this, either. It’s
going to keep unfolding.” (Service dog handler)
Others said the guide and service dog communities need opportunities to educate one
another about what dogs do, how they are trained, what issues are being experienced
and how people have resolved them, and to understand their human rights, the various
legislation that is in place, and figure out what a proper human rights approach might
look like:
“[We need] self -education, like educating each other, and really understanding
human rights. I feel that sometimes we’ve got the legislation we have in these
different provinces because people really don’t understand what human rights is,
and how having to stop at each door can be seen as a human rights barrier. I think
they’ve just seen one side of it and not the full spectrum.” (Guide dog handler)
“There’s a saying about having your own house in order first before you… We need
to learn more within our own self, our own group. There’s actually very different
opinions. And example, having the [identification] card.” (Service dog handler)

THOUGHTS ABOUT THE NATIONAL COALITION FOR PEOPLE WHO USE GUI DE
AND SERVICE DOGS
Most interviewees were familiar with the newly formed National Coalition for People
Who Use Guide and Service Dogs and said this group could be a vehicle for bringing
guide and service dog users together to educate and learn from one another, discuss
issues, and begin to develop solutions. One suggestion was that the Coalition could
host webinars to share how people use their dogs and how much they have in
common:
“I think one of the things for me and hopefully with the National Coalition is the
system especially around us having some webinars. Guide and service dog users
have not been able to come together physically. But maybe just begin with some
webinars and just sharing how we use our dogs. And to identify how much in
common we have. And the different approaches. And how it impacts not just
ourselves, how we approach our daily trying to have a life. And our choice whether
to educate or litigate. And how it impacts other users.” (Service dog handler)
Another interviewee, however, was hesitant about the need for another organization,
given that there are already several organizations in place. Concern was also
expressed about bringing guide and service dog handlers together, given there is some
resentment in the guide dog community about all the issues around service dogs:
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“I do think there’s some value in having a national voice. I do question and worry a
little bit about, there’s already a number of organizations out there and everybody
seems to have different opinions. I suppose it would be useful to have an umbrella
organization …[but] I worry about forming one more [organization]. But if it’s issuespecific and targeted… like addressing the new provincial legislation that’s been
introduced, and this carding system that’s being put on us… I think that there could
be some value…[and] I don’t know how to say this delicately, but to intermingle with
the service dog community, because it’s not necessarily my opinion, but it’s just the
idea that guide dogs were first and they’ve been around [for a long time] and I think
that service dogs have diluted and confused the public and I know there’s some
resentment in the guide dog community about that.” (Guide dog handler)
Others similarly commented on tensions between guide dog handlers and service dog
handlers, but common to most was the notion that the two groups are stronger
together and it is important to build bridges in order to work effectively together for
shared intents.
ESTABLISH HIGH-LEVEL PRINCIPLES FOR MOVING FORWARD
Regardless of the vehicle for assembling, learning from one another and discussing
issues, interviewees consistently described the grounding for any approach moving
forward: any approach must be: human-rights based; flexible enough to
accommodate the variety of guide and service dogs and their uses; inclusive and
participatory in nature; and, pan-Canadian. Several also suggested that the bottom
line around access issues should be the behaviour of the dog team. Quotes relevant to
these principles are listed below.
HUMAN RIGHTS-BASED
“Whatever happens needs to be human rights-based, for starters. It needs to be
human rights charter-based, human rights-based, and based on things that are out
there in terms of established rights and principles. They start with people who are
disabled… It needs to involve us, or representatives who are disabled who agree to
be representatives of us. It needs to follow a process that unfolds rather than
imposes…. I don’t think it’s going to be easy.” (Service dog handler)
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FLEXIBLE
Any approach to address needs of guide and service dogs must consider the
multiplicity of supports that service dogs provide; it must be understood that flexibility is
required to effectively support the needs of handlers:
“There needs to be some fluidity, some understanding that things have to be a little
different depending [on the nature of the dog team] …It’s much easier just to
impose really rigid rules that don’t vary depending on a whole range of
circumstances. It’s going to take a while to sort all this out, it really is.” (Service dog
handler)
“One barrier to the national standard that recently fell apart, actually, was that
they wanted to put all of the dogs to the same standard, which it’s not going to
work. … So, at the same time they want a standard, but you also have to focus on
the different teams. Sometimes it’s a dog and a person. Sometimes its two people
and a dog. So, there’s just no way to completely standardize it. It has to be
specialised in some sort. The dogs’ jobs are different as well for different disabilities.
You know, you can’t have a dog barking in some cases, but for diabetic patients
and epilepsy patients, they need the dog to bark to warn people that the person
needs help. So, there’s a lot of conflicting things going on with each dog type, for
specific needs for their person.” (Service dog handler)
INCLUSIVE, PARTICIPATORY, COMMUNITY-DEVELOPMENT APPROACH
“There’s a part of the UN Convention, Section 32, there's a whole range of things…
There's several beliefs that [people with disabilities] need to be involved in all sectors.
One of the things it says, ….is that people need to be at the policy table. Anything
about us needs to include us. From that aspect, the government can't decide for us.
They're as bad as a charity deciding for us. We need to be actively involved, at the
table, feeding back to our constituency, our constituency feeding back to us what
needs to happen.” (Guide dog handler)
Many interviewees spoke about the importance of an inclusive and participatory
process for working together. One interviewee described an inclusive, community
development process in the following way:
“You have a fire and you have people sitting around the fire and people away from
the fire that are aware of it. The people sitting around the fire – the wind may blow,
and it may be a little bit of green wood and their experience of the fire is choking on
the smoke. Other people are sitting on the part of the fire where the wind is blowing
a certain way and they are cold. And so, everyone around the fire, their experience,
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viewpoint and ideas about what is going on is equal because it is their experience.
The challenge then is to take all of those experiences and then decide how do we,
maybe, reassign seats around that fire. And those who know about the fire but aren’t
at the fire, can we go out and reach them and talk to them about what they want
from that fire, if anything… just because you’re the first ones at the fire doesn’t mean
you’re the only ones… you have to go to the people that haven’t gotten there yet.”
(Guide dog handler)
A PAN-CANADIAN APPROACH
“I think all the provinces need to have the same standard laws for service dogs.”
(Service dog handler)
“Really, we need a national standard with more comprehensive coverage if
someone were to travel. Even if they were to travel to America or whatever, there
needs to be some kind of common rule or national standard that we are following.
So, if a different province has a different rule, then that’s not going to work.” (Service
dog handler)
Most interviewees spoke of the importance of a pan-Canadian approach. There were
variations on this theme. Two interviewees suggested a cross provincial/territorial
agreement to accept other province’s registration/cards/standards:
“It would be nice if we could come up with some kind of agreement. That’s certainly
been done with areas where you have provincial legislation… well, driver’s licenses.
I’ll accept your driver’s licence if you accept mine. And if you did something like that,
it doesn’t need to necessarily be a national standard, but if Newfoundland could
agree with Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and PEI that they’ll accept their service dog
registration, then it just expands beyond that. I think you could eventually set up a
little network of who would accept that. It’s only 10 provinces, three territories. You’re
not dealing with trying to reinvent the wheel here. It’s just making the connections.”
(Guide dog handler)
Another interviewee suggested a federal government approach similar to Canada’s
arrangements regarding health care with transfer payments to the provinces and
territories:
“This is a health issue in Canada and these are health supports and you need to start
having a national look at this. Because we already have, and I believe we need a
national rule, laws, whatever, because we travel from province to province. Every
province cannot be different. Nationally, they need to talk to all the [Attorney
Generals] across Canada and start looking at, like they did with the national Health
Act… when all the health ministers cajoled them and pushed them and said, ‘Okay,
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we’ll send you all some money based on your population’. I would like to see these
things held federally and them some of it transferred to the provinces.” (Guide dog
handler)
FOR ACCESS ISSUES, THE FOUNDATION SHOULD BE BEHAVIOUR OF THE DOG/TEAM
Almost all interviewees commented that for access issues, the bottom line shouldn’t be
training or certification or testing, but rather, and very simply, the behaviour of the dog
and handler in the public space:
“All I care is that the dog has good service dog etiquette…Do we have to put
everybody through all this shit and spend those thousands of dollars? Or do we
educate Joe Blow public that a service dog should not do this, this, this and this. And
if it does, ask it to leave. You are within your human rights as a business to ask it to
leave.” (Service dog handler)
“I really want people to understand that behaviour, bottom line behaviour is the
only way and that you can have good laws and a good PR campaign to shame
people into not using [“fake” service dogs].” (Guide dog handler)
“When it comes down to it, it doesn’t matter what training the dog has had. If they
misbehave, they’re not allowed in. Or if the owner is letting them misbehave,
they’re not allowed in either. It comes down to a bit of common sense and a level
of respect that you let that person with the service animal in and they’ll respect your
property.” (Guide dog handler)

CO-CREATE A MASTER NARRATIVE FOR HANDLERS
A handful of interviewees spoke explicitly about challenging the master narratives that
are dominating the current discourse about guide and service dogs. Lacking the power
to influence government and other influential groups, and thus having not been
present at decision-making tables, the voice of people who use guide and service
dogs has not been heard. The environment is being driven by discourse about “fake”
service dogs, and there has been a regression to a charity model of disability. What
needs to happen, it was said, is that dog and service handlers need to pull together,
and co-create their own narrative about guide and service dog teams grounded in
their lived experience – who they are, what they need, and how they envision the way
forward:
“I just really challenge the master narrative about the “fake” service dog. Because it
can be traced back to one little article, someone writing about it… a colleague of
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mine talked to me about it. I said, ‘Well, there are certain goods to seeing the
benefits of that master narrative. But’s not [guide and service dog users]. That’s why
we need this national coalition. We need to come together, and we need to cocreate what is our master narrative grounded in the collective lived experience.”
(Service dog handler)
Some interviewees suggested that with the “revolution” against the CGSB standards,
the focus was on what people don’t want. But, equally important is what the
community does want. Part of the master narrative then needs to include, “All the stuff
that helps to sort out who we are, where we’re going and what we want”:
“It was because we were so clear, and we were mostly talking about what we didn’t
want in rounds last year and we were all pretty clear about what we didn’t want,
which is why we were able, I think, to push back so well. What we want, though, is
equally important, when the revolution’s over. We now have to say what we want,
again, some of what we don’t want, but what we want, and be clear about it so
that we can stand together and that others can understand it.” (Guide dog handler)
Part of this narrative might include focus on a social model of disability rather than a
charity model. In contrast to a charity model, a social and empowerment-oriented
model of disability purports that people with disabilities are fully capable of being in
control of their own lives and it examines how society is designed to be less inclusive.
Some interviewees tangentially mentioned approaches that are more in line with this
kind of thinking – most of them emphasize people with disabilities being in control of the
process. One suggestion, for example, was to develop a kind of social enterprise
model run by people who use guide and service dogs.
Another interviewee similarly suggested some kind of approach where decisions about
funding and so on are predominantly made by handlers/users. Yet another suggested
a peer-driven process for assessing the validity of a need for a service dog, rather than
health care professionals. Another suggestion was a 1-800 help line run by guide and
service dog handlers. Others suggested a broader approach that focuses on inclusion
and universal design: “The macro picture has to be inclusive design”.
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EDUCATE AND MONITOR/ENFORCE EXISTING LAWS
“We need a really massive campaign out there to get the general public’s head on
straight.” (Guide dog handler)
“I feel like the media’s also spreading ridiculous things and there’s always a lot of
negative things about service pets in the social media - so maybe the media needs
some education, too.” (Service dog handler)
Education was by far the most common response in regard to the question about what
some solutions to current issues might be. However, many also noted that education
must be combined with better monitoring and enforcement of existing laws; thus,
education and law enforcement must work in tandem:
“I think that if you have legislation and you don’t have education and monitoring, it
doesn’t work. Because you can have all the legislation and policy in the world, but if
people don’t know about it, or they don’t know what their obligations are, or if they
don’t have compassion, right? Like, you can force people to do things, but if
they’re angry about being forced, it doesn’t go well for the person on the receiving
end of the service, does it?” (Service dog handler)
“I think a lot of this is just education, and then enforcement. So once people do
know the rules... We need somebody to say, ‘That’s not allowed’. And I don’t think
bringing in extra policies or laws is going to help that. I think that the laws are out
there. It’s just that they’re not being used.” (Service dog handler)
Interviewees suggested numerous targets for education efforts, including the general
public, business owners, the media, and dog handlers themselves.
EDUCATE THE GENERAL PUBLIC, BUSINESS OWNERS, AND THE MEDIA
Suggestions regarding educational strategies included the following:
•
•
•

•

Keep the messaging short, sweet and to the point;
The focus should be positive – about the value and importance of guide and
service dogs;
It should be acknowledged that people with disabilities have rights, but so do
businesses – it is a hard situation and there are some conflicting matters, but we
need to figure out how to solve them; and,
Novel approaches may be more effective than the usual ones. For example, social
media and YouTube videos may be helpful. One interviewee described a short
humorous video from one of the Nordic countries that effectively delivered the
message in a fun and light-hearted way. Another interviewee suggested it could be
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powerful to normalize disability through positive stories in popular culture such as
television shows:
“I think the stories we tell in society form peoples’ ideas about human rights. And
expectations. So, if every time you see a story about a service dog, it’s heroic or
it’s tragic, that’s all you think disability is about. You don’t think about the dog’s just
working every day and doing his job and the person just trying to manage their life
and go to work, you know? And so, we need more of those stories out there. We
need more of that part of the education. It’s not just like, sit in a classroom for a
three-hour workshop to learn about your obligations to service dogs. It’s about
when you turn on the TV, there’s a character in your favourite television show who
happens to have a service dog…
I think there needs to be media on board that’s willing to tell not the heroic or
tragic stories. I think that we need more, just in our story telling. So, in books and in
film and in TV series, we need to have examples of diversity of disability, including
our service animals. And that’s a really easy way to educate people.” (Service
dog handler)
Suggested content of educational efforts included:
•

Basic information:
o What is a guide dog? What is a service dog?;
o The purpose of the dog, and how important the dog is to the person;
o Dogs are matched with a person for a specific purpose and receive special
training;
o What they do, especially what service dogs do and how they are trained to
do those things;
o How should other members of the public relate with the dog (e.g., do not
touch or distract the dog; don’t do anything that results in the dog being less
attentive, which puts the dog and handler at risk); and,
o Public places need to know that service dogs are permitted but also that if
the handler and/or dog are behaving poorly, they can be asked to leave.

EDUCATE PEOPLE WHO USE GUIDE AND SERVICE DOGS
People who use guide and service dogs could also use some education, interviewees
said, particularly in regard to human rights legislation – the terminology and
interpretation of the laws, and the rights and responsibilities of dog handlers and of
businesses. Some mentioned that they are part of local groups of dog handlers who get
together from time to time to explore these kinds of issues and that these are helpful.
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“I’d want handlers to know that your dog needs to behave in a professional manner,
so giving them an idea of what does that mean. That means that your dog is
working, your dog is clean, your dog’s not causing a disruption to anybody, is not
going around sniffing everybody’s table, trying to clean under peoples’ table at a
restaurant when you’re eating. Dogs do have bad days. If the dog has a bad day,
oh well, move on. But overall, your dog needs to behave. It needs to not be
disrupting, and it needs to be clean. It needs to stay on the floor.” (Service dog
handler)
Another interviewee offered a number of “tips and tricks” for dealing with access issues
and the public constantly asking about one’s dog. These could be shared with dog
handlers. One tip, for example, was about dealing with personal questions about why
one has a service dog:
“You don’t have to give them your medical history, but you can easily say, ‘This is my
medical alert dog’…even if you have a mental health [issue], you can totally just tell
them, ‘He helps me with my seizures’, and how do they know? And… if you don’t
feel comfortable telling them something, then make something up… and if
somebody in the public comes up to you and starts asking you questions and you
don’t feel comfortable asking them, then you can easily say, ‘I’m really sorry, but I
need to run, but next time you see me, come over the ask me a question and if I
have time, I’ll answer them.” (Service dog handler)
From a broader, disability in general perspective, one interviewee suggested it would
be helpful to educate dog handlers about the history of thinking about disability and
about a social model:
“It’s not just the medical identification of a disability, but it’s a social model – which
looks at what barriers, the way we design our society to be less inclusive – I think there
might be a need for some people to do some massive education on the
understanding of disability as a social construct and what human rights law is; how it
has evolved. If we understand where people are coming from, then that makes it
easier to talk about what good solutions might be.” (Service dog handler)
WORK WITH HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSIONS
Another suggested avenue for change is working with human rights commissions in a
number of ways: First, to provide guidance and education on the rights of guide and
service dog handlers and the obligation of businesses and governments to ensure
access to public spaces; second, to encourage them to be more proactive and do
extensive education in communities about guide and service dogs; third, support them
to be more proactive in expediting human rights complaints and in enforcing existing
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human rights laws; and, finally, to support increased funding to do more work in this
regard.
“I actually think [human rights commissions] need to be proactive and do really
intensive public education on service dogs with the community. What the
expectation is. What a dog does. How do you identify a service dog? What does it
mean to your establishment? I don’t think they’ve done nearly enough about that.
A lot of them have just relied on that, like, Alberta and now Nova Scotia and BC, rely
on, ‘Well, the government is going to take care of that because they’re going to
certify and register and give people ID. That’ll be enough’…
I think human rights commissions have a real job, just as they do with other grounds.
They do lot of work. I’m not complaining… I think everything is important. They do a
lot of outreach on Indigenous issues. They are now doing tremendous work on sexual
harassment, which is necessary. On racial profiling, they’ve done lots of policy
papers and workshops and public media campaigns. We need the same thing for
service dogs. I’m not sure they’re getting the same amount of attention.” (Guide
dog handler)
“I think we shouldn’t let human rights commissions off the hook. If it takes five years
to settle a complaint, that’s absolutely unacceptable. What governments should be
doing is, instead of pouring money into registering and certifying and ID cards, give
human rights commissions the resources they need to properly enforce laws. Most
human rights commissions are woefully under-resourced.” (Guide dog handler)
EXPLORE TRAINING FOR SERVICE DOG TRAINERS
One interviewee spoke at length about the kind of training that service dog trainers
should undergo, especially when with people who have a mental health issues. The
following points were made:
•

Trainers need to learn about:
o Trauma and about working with people who have disabilities;
o Maintaining professional boundaries; that is, while they require knowledge
of trauma and PTSD symptoms (which can be profound for an untrained
person), it must be remembered that the trainer’s role is to train the dog
team, not to meet the clinical needs of the handler. Trainers lack the
necessary clinical skills to do that;
o Reflexive practice, especially in order to acknowledge and rectify any
stereotypes they may hold about the charity model of disability; and,
o Self-care and how to stay healthy in order to avoid the risk of secondary
trauma.
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•
•

Trainers need to be accountable to a professional organization; and,
Because service dog trainers work with vulnerable populations, they should
undergo police checks and vulnerable persons checks.

In terms of training and accountability to a professional organization, it was suggested
that colleges for social services, or social workers might be good allies to connect with
in regard to working with the emerging service dog industry. This would provide the
ethical rigor that is needed. It was also recommended that people who use service
dogs should be highly involved in the training process.
From a different perspective, it was also suggested that service dog training schools
could learn from guide dog schools in the US, and that it might be valuable to work with
government to come up with funding for service dog schools in Canada:
“I can’t speak for everybody, but I am trying to say, ‘Look. We already have a
system developed. I’m sure when these systems were developing, there was a lot of
pain, a lot of mistakes, a lot of friction’. There wasn’t the money, and in Canada,
quite seriously, we do not have the money from the general public to support the
school and all the other things that people give money to. Cancer research,
whatever. I really feel it is a health issue. People get wheelchairs through the
government paid for. I believe the government has a … responsibility. Work with us
together and come up with funding for schools and funding for development of
good training processes.” (Guide dog handler)
TURN THE TABLE ON EXISTING LAWS
Some interviewees suggested turning the table on existing laws – that is, shifting the
target of the laws from persons with disabilities to persons who, for example, feign a
disability and pass off their pet as a service dog. Or, the laws might focus on
requirements for service dog trainers:
“What you need to have is a different type of law that basically makes it illegal to
pretend you have a disability and bring a pet into a public space not designed for
that pet, because you are endangering the dog. And that you can be fined…
There’s no shame right now and people think it’s great. ‘Oh, we bucked the system’.
But you start putting out an ad campaign… [that shows] people with legitimate dogs,
oh my God, you could turn the thinking in this country around, where people would
start observing good behaved dogs, and maybe one or two extremely well-trained
pets get in the door, [but so what?].” (Guide dog handler)
Another interviewee suggested regulating trainers rather than dog teams:
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“When we talk about what should be regulated, I don’t think it’s the dog teams that
should be regulated. I think it’s the industry that should be regulated. If you’re going
to hang out a shingle and say, ‘I train dogs’, …it’s like anybody who is a professional,
if you’re a doctor, or you’re a chiropractor or a stylist, you have to meet certain
criteria.” (Guide dog handler)
SUGGESTED APPROACH FOR A BROADER CONSULTATIVE PROCESS
Finally, as described in the introduction to this report, the intent of this small study was to
inform a broader consultative process with guide and service dog handlers from across
the country. Most interviewees agreed with this approach; however, one person
suggested there should be some robust discussion within the community before
decisions are made about methods and processes for capturing a cross-nation picture.
Also, there could be a danger of raising unrealistic expectations that problems will be
solved:
“I think we don’t need [a survey or study] yet. I think we need a robust, active
discussion. Because, you don’t ask people what they think before they’ve had a
chance to work through with a group of people, to educate and elevate and get
an understanding of the issues…. Society does not make room for us. We have to
make the room. How do we all do that? We have to have a chance to have a
discussion and then through that discussion we will come through with the kinds of
methodology, the kinds of ideas, the kinds of process that can be really helpful… Just
doing the individual survey of what people need – as soon as you do that, you set an
expectation that you are going to resolve it. That’s what I don’t want to see because
the disability community has been kicked in the head too many times through these
kinds of things.” (Guide dog handler)
Another interviewee, however, noted that decision-makers respond to quantitative
data and capturing such information now will be helpful:
“I think that data is important…when I have hard data, I get better results… I think if
you have a survey, it’s important to say, this doesn’t mean things are going to
change; this is kind of a first step. In order to be able to have a conversation with …
legislators and policy writers and governments about what we need… because
we’re tired of people telling us what we need. Right? This is what you get. No, that’s
not what I need, though… And so, I think that it’s important. It might need a little bit
of more work, reaching out to the different communities but I think a broad survey, a
national survey of the diverse service dog handlers will uncover a lot about what we
need. What we’re looking for, and where the gaps are.” (Service dog handler)
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When asked about what the content of a broader inquiry might include, the following
ideas were suggested by interviewees.
General ideas about the approach included the following:
•
•

•

Make sure to get feedback from different groups about what is missing in the
survey;
Make sure there are sections that are specific to certain kinds of working dogs,
and to ask very specific questions: “What I need when I arrive in an airport is
different than [what other people] might need; so, it’s important to ask very
specific questions because that helps to explain to policy makers that you can’t
just make the rules about one kind of service dog”; and,
“Access” should be broadly defined; that is, access to proper training; benefits for
service dog users.

Ideas about the content and focus of the questions to be asked included:
•
•
•
•

•
•

•

What is a service dog to you? What does a service dog look like?
When did you decide you needed a service dog?
What are the things that would make it easier for you and your service dog to
navigate life?
What barriers or problems have people experienced – and what strategies do
they use for overcoming those barriers?
o What are the policies or what are the things that restrict you, related to policy
and legislation? How have you gotten around these?
Experiences regarding training and of trying to find trainers.
What do people think good solutions might be, and are these personal solutions,
or more broad-based societal solutions?
o What would people be willing to accept legally? Would they be willing to
accept province-controlled ID or a national standard ID? Do they really feel
that people should ask what your disability is if you’re bringing a service dog
into a public space?
What do people know about human rights, and what do they know about how
thinking about disability has evolved over time?
o Some specific questions might allow sense of how much people know about
local laws: Do you know the laws in your province? And then asking a specific
thing, like, for example, “Is it true in Ontario that you need a doctor’s letter to
bring your service dog into a public place? True or False”?
o Do you know who to talk to if you feel like your human rights have been
violated?
o Probe around a medical, charity, and social models of disability
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•
•
•
•
•

How do we feel about the business of fake service dogs? How much do we want
to sort that issue out? When does it matter? When does it not matter?
On a day-to-day basis, is behaviour the primary issue for us?
Doctors - how are they getting involved – what do they need to know about
service dogs and the benefits?
What are we going to tell the public eventually about ourselves?
What do people want to see? What do we want? What would be ideal to us?
o What do people need?

SUMMARY OF SUGGESTIONS FOR MOVING FORWARD
In summary, the following suggestions for moving forward and addressing the issues and
challenges being experienced by guide and service dog handlers were offered by
interviewees.
1. More conversation, learning and deliberation are needed before actions or
strategies are developed to address the issues/challenges noted in this report. The
issues aren’t well understood; a broader cross-section of the guide/service dog
communities in Canada needs to be engaged; and relationships between guide
dog and service dog communities need to be strengthened.
• Most people who were aware of the National Coalition of People Who Use
Guide and Service Dogs in Canada believed it has potential to bring people
together for united action, although there was not consensus on this. There
are things to consider such as the roles of existing organizations, and also how
to overcome tensions between guide dog and service dog handlers.
2. There was also wide agreement on a number of high-level principles to guide the
work going forward. Any approach must be human rights based; solutions need
to be flexible enough to address the variety of dog teams that exist; processes
must be inclusive and participatory – a community-development approach; and
the approach must be pan-Canadian. Finally, many people noted the foundation
of the access issue should simply be the behaviour of the dog team; that is, illbehaving handlers and/or dogs can be asked to leave public spaces.
3. Co-create a master narrative for guide and dog handlers. Interestingly a master
narrative about the dangers of “fake” service dogs has powerfully dominated
recent discourse about guide and service dogs, yet the people most affected –
guide and service dog handlers- lack a unified voice and the power that can
come with that. Interviewees suggested that guide/service dog handlers cocreate their own master narrative grounded in their lived experiences – who they
are, what they need and how they envision the way forward.
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4. Educate and monitor/enforce existing laws. One of the most commonly suggested
solutions for many issues was better public education; however, education in and
of itself will be insufficient. It will also be important to monitor and enforce existing
laws that protect the human rights of people with disabilities. Numerous
suggestions for education topics and strategies were provided, including
education for guide and service dog handlers.
5. Work with human rights commissions. The guide and service dog community
could work with human rights commissions in the following ways:
• Provide guidance and education on the rights of guide/service dog teams
and the obligation of businesses and governments to ensure access to public
spaces;
• Encourage human rights commissions to be more proactive and engage in
extensive education in communities about guide and service dogs;
• Support commissions to be more proactive in expediting human rights
complaints made by guide/service dog handlers, and in enforcing existing
human rights laws; and,
• Support increased funding to enable commissions to do more work in this
area.
6. Explore training for service dog trainers. Service dog trainers work with vulnerable
populations, particularly those with mental health issues. Accordingly, they should
undergo specific training including:
• The nature of trauma and working with people who have disabilities;
• Maintaining professional boundaries (i.e., not assuming a clinical role);
• Reflexive practice; and,
• Self-care and how to stay healthy in order to avoid secondary trauma.
Furthermore, trainers should be accountable to a professional organization and
they should undergo police and vulnerable persons checks.
7. Turn the table on existing laws. The focus of any new laws should be on people
who feign a disability and pass off their pet as a service dog; or, they might focus
on requirements for service dog trainers. Similarly, it was noted that perhaps trainers
should be regulated rather than dog teams.
8. Suggested approach for a broader consultative process. The intent of this small
study was to inform a broader consultative process with guide and service dog
handlers from across the country. Most interviewees agreed with this approach
and offered many suggestions for topics of inquiry. But not everyone agreed this
should be the next step. Some cautioned that more discussion within the
community should occur before decisions are made about methods and
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processes to develop a cross-nation picture. One concern is raising unrealistic
expectations within the guide/service dog community. A contrasting view is that
decision-makers respond to quantitative data and capturing such information now
could be helpful.
This concludes the presentation of findings from the key informant interviews. In the
following and final section, a short discussion and concluding remarks are offered.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Clearly, the interviews with these ten key informants yielded a rich array of issues and
solutions. However, it must be remembered that these are the experiences of ten
individuals only. As such, the findings presented herein shouldn’t be considered as
conclusive; to the contrary, they are only a place to begin – starting points for a much
broader and richer conversation. There is much more to learn. What is very clear is that
people want a voice – a strong, united voice – and an opportunity to learn and work
together.
The major finding of this preliminary study is that the expanded use of service dogs,
media attention to the issue of “fake” service dogs, and responses of some
governments in the form of new laws specific to service and guide dogs, has created
significant angst within the guide/service dog user community. Interviewees feared
that these new laws will not only be ineffective, but that they will cause damage by
eroding guide/service dog handler’s human rights and increasing stigmatization,
prejudice and social exclusion. Already, they are experiencing an increase in denied
access, or increased difficulty in accessing public spaces. Under the surface, it was
noted, dynamics of power, politics and exclusion from decision-making processes have
shaped this current situation. In addition, a charity model of disability, rather than a
social model, also seems to be influential.
To address this foundational challenge, and the many others that were identified,
interviewees said more needs to be learned, and that guide and service dog handlers
need to unite, learn from one another, and work effectively together. The National
Coalition for People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs in Canada was noted by many
interviewees to be an appropriate body to shepherd this work. Interviewees also
asserted that any strategies for moving forward must be human rights-based; flexible
enough to address the variety and nature of dog teams that exist; and furthermore,
that processes must be inclusive, participatory, and pan-Canadian.
At a more detailed level, the findings demonstrate that there is no one single view, nor
any view that is “right” or “wrong”; rather, there are many views and many experiences.
Some views come from a pragmatic approach of doing what is expedient to get on
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with one’s life. Others come from a deep concern about the erosion of human rights,
and of marginalization and exclusion, especially how some current events – new laws
and an attempt to develop a national strategy without engaging the guide/service
dog community – are heading down that path.
There appears to be consensus on some issues, such as having to continually educate
the public about guide/service dogs and related matters. Most people also spoke of
being denied access to public spaces or being asked for identification more frequently
in the last few years. There are also divergences, most importantly around the
acceptability of registration and carding. Also, guide dog users have some different
experiences than service dog users. Issues related to training and ongoing support, for
example, appear to mostly be a non-issue for guide dog users, but very important for
service dog handlers. Generally, however, there are many shared experiences and
sentiments.
Looking at the range of issues and suggested approaches for resolving them, some
issues appear, at least on the surface, to be less complex and perhaps easier to
address. These include, for example, the issue of the public distracting a dog when it is
working. Interviewees suggested this is mostly due to a lack of education about guide
and service dogs, and as such, a relatively straightforward “fix” might be to educate
(although many argued that education alone will be insufficient, and that
monitoring/enforcement of existing laws is also needed). Similarly, the lack of
infrastructure for the training of service dogs has been attributed to the recently
expanded use of these dogs. The industry is in its infancy but is expected to develop
(hopefully through the meaningful engagement or direction of service dog users).
Again, while addressing this will take significant collaborative effort and resources, the
basic relationship between the issue and the solution is relatively clear.
But then, the more challenging and disturbing issues are complex, deeply entrenched
and more difficult to address. These include, for example, power and politics and
exclusionary practices. Even deeper are the mental models that people, government
and agencies have in terms of how people with disabilities are understood. Yet, those
who study systems change would argue that while these are the more difficult things to
tackle, they provide the most promise for real and sustained change.
In moving forward, there will be much to consider. New insights will inevitably arise
from a broader consultative process. A collaborative process of learning more and
exploring the situation in depth may be particularly helpful in two ways. First, it would
foster a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the experiences of people
who use guide and service dogs across the country. Second, such a process, if well
facilitated, could be an effective community-building process – as some interviewees
suggested, people could come together, share experiences, learn from each other
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and devise workable approaches for moving forward.
deeper” might include:
o
o
o
o

Some broad questions to “dig

What factors and dynamics are contributing to the current situation? What
general patterns and trends over time can be observed?
What are the root causes of the Identified issues, and what are merely the
symptoms?
Who is most affected and how? Are different groups of guide/service dog
handlers experiencing different kinds of issues? Why?
How do experiences of guide/service dog handlers vary across
provinces/territories?

Once there is a deeper understanding of the issues, it will be important to recognize
that action can be taken at multiple levels. Some things might be relatively quick and
short term, generating “quick wins” that will inspire and encourage ongoing
commitment; others might be long-term endeavours that will require continued energy,
resources and commitment.
In the last and final section, a listing of things to learn more about is offered.
THINGS TO LEARN MORE ABOUT
Interviewees noted that it is premature to design strategies for moving forward; that
more needs to be learned and more discussion is required. There appears to be at least
seven areas for further deliberation and inquiry:
1. The experiences of a broader cross-section of people who use guide and service
dogs, including various sub-populations including for example, gender, race,
poverty and so on. An intersectional analysis may yield novel insights for more
effective actions. Interviewees suggested numerous questions that could potentially
guide this process. However, given the wide range of ideas, and various
approaches suggested, it might be helpful to develop a working group to land codevelop a strategy for capturing this information.
2. Existing human rights and guide/service dog laws and regulations in Canada. Some
of the laws are confusing, and it will be important to have a good understanding of
them in order to argue effectively about their merits and drawbacks. The CCDS has
commissioned such a review, and interviewees indicated some of this work has
been done elsewhere.
3. Exploration about the extent to which people actually fake a disability and try to
pass of their pets as a service dog. How big is this issue, really? Why has it been such
a powerful influence on governments and other decision makers?
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4. Exploration of human rights-related complaints that are made by guide and service
dog owners in Canada. What are the most common complaints and how could
they be forestalled before requiring an inquiry? How long does it take to resolve
complaints and how are they resolved? If the process of making a complaint were
simplified, how many people would actually make a complaint? How many people
simply decide not to make a complaint because it seems too onerous?
5. How have other jurisdictions dealt with issues related to service dogs such as those
occurring in Canada?
6. More exploration of the suggested approaches for moving forward. More would also
need to be known about the possible approaches suggested by interviewees. What
are the various pros and cons, and other important considerations of the
solutions/approaches suggested by the key informants in this inquiry? What has
worked elsewhere?
7. What would actions centred around a social model of disability look like?
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM

A Preliminary Study of the Experiences of People Who Use Guide and Service
Dogs in Canada
Information and Consent Form

Research Team
Principal Investigator: Dr. Susan L. Hardie, PhD, Executive Director, Canadian
Centre on Disability Studies
Researcher: Dr. Kathy GermAnn – Independent Health and Human Services
Researcher & Evaluator
CCDS Researchers: Alexis Buettgen, Senior Research Officer; Evan Wicklund,
Research Officer

You are invited to participate in a small research study funded by the Canadian Centre
on Disability Studies in partnership with the National Coalition of People Who Use Guide
and Service Dogs in Canada. You have been invited to participate in this study
because you have extensive knowledge and experience regarding the use of a guide
or service dog in Canada.
About the Study
The study will involve telephone interviews with ten key informants who have extensive
knowledge and experience as people who use guide or service dogs in Canada.
Findings from these interviews will inform the development of a national survey of
people who use guide and service dogs with the purpose of identifying their key
interests, needs, issues/challenges (and solutions devised or required to address issues/
challenges) and willingness to participate in efforts to promote the wellbeing and
human rights of guide and service dog users.
If You Agree to Participate in the Study
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If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to engage in a single interview
by telephone. The interview will last for approximately one hour. With your permission,
the interview will be audio recorded and transcribed and the interviewer will also take
hand-written notes.
Your Participation is Voluntary
You have the right to refuse to participate in this study. If you decide to participate, you
may still choose to withdraw from the study at any time without any negative
consequences. If you withdraw from the study, every attempt will be made to remove
your data from the study and have it destroyed. It may not be feasible to remove your
data once it has been aggregated.
Benefits
During the interview you will have an opportunity to explore the interests, needs, issues,
challenges and solutions that people who use guide and service dogs may encounter.
By participating in this interview, you may benefit from becoming more aware of these
matters and reflect upon your own experiences, how you’ve addressed any issues or
challenges, and how others might learn from your experiences.
Potential Risks
You may be concerned about the confidentiality and anonymity of your responses and
the effect of your responses on your jobs or professional partnerships. The research
team will endeavour to mitigate these risks by ensuring that the data from interviews is
kept securely and confidentially. No identifying information will be shared in draft or
final reports. Final reports will use generic titles to refer to interviewees, “guide dog user”,
or “service dog user”. Nevertheless, the small number of interviewees and the fact that
they may be known to one another must be recognized. It is possible that others
reading the report arising from the study might recognize a quote or idea as coming
from you.
Confidentiality
As much as possible, your participation in this study is confidential. The information you
share will be kept confidential. Any identifying information will be removed and will not
be shared in any reports. You will be assigned a unique ID to be used on audio files,
transcripts or notes from the interview instead of your name. A key for linking your
unique ID to your name will be kept separately and will only be accessible to the
researcher. Only the research team will have access to the audio files, transcripts and
interview notes. The audio files, interview transcripts and notes will be kept in a locked
computer drive with identifying information removed. The audio files, transcripts and
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notes from the interviews will be kept by the research team on a secure CCDS server
and will be destroyed after five years.
Study Results
The results of the study will be shared in reports, conferences and presentations and
may be published in the following formats: electronic newsletters or blogs, other
promotional materials, reports and in published journals.
You may choose to receive an electronic copy of the final report on the final page of
this form by providing your e-mail address. Summaries of the results of this research will
be made available through the Canadian Centre on Disability Studies (CCDS) website
upon completion of the project.
Contact for Information About the Study and Contact for Complaints
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, or you experience
adverse effects as a result of participating in this study, you may contact the Principal
Investigator, Dr. Susan L. Hardie at shardie@disabilitystudies.ca or phone 343-291-1066.
Consent Form
By signing this consent form, you are not waiving your legal rights or releasing the
investigator(s) or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities.
Taking part in this study is entirely up to you. You have the right to refuse to participate
in this study. If you decide to take part, you may choose to pull out of the study at any
time with out giving a reason and without any negative consequences.
Your signature below indicates that you have received a copy of this consent form for
your own records
Your signature indicates that you consent to participate in this study
I agree to the use of non-identifying quotations in any publication that comes of this
research
YES

☐

NO ☐

I would like to receive an electronic copy of the final report of this study
YES

☐

NO ☐
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Please provide your e-mail address to receive an electronic copy of the final report
__________________________________________________________________________________
Participant Name (please print)
(yyyy/mm/dd)

Date

___________________________________________________________________________
Participant Signature
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE
Interview Guide for People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs in Canada
June 25, 2018
Introduction and description of the project
This project is sponsored by the Canadian Centre on Disability Studies in partnership with
the National Coalition of People Who Use Guide and Service Dogs in Canada. We are
conducting ten key informant interviews to inform a larger research project about the
needs, interests, human rights, issues challenges (and solutions devised or needed) of
people who use guide and service dogs in Canada.
The information gained from these interviews will inform a broader research strategy
and associated activities in the interest of informing policy, practice and advocacy
efforts in support of people who use guide and service dogs in Canada. As such, we
expect there will be future opportunities for a broad cross section of people to
participate in the larger research project.
The criteria for selecting the ten interviewees for this preliminary project included:
•

•
•

A diversity of perspectives and experiences
o A mix of guide dog and service dog users
o A mix of owner/trainers and people whose dog has been trained by
someone else
o Geographical location
Rich knowledge and experience re: working with guide or service dogs
Willingness to share personal experiences and insights

You were identified as a person having rich knowledge and experience with the use of
a guide or service dog while also balancing perspectives amongst the 10 interviewees
for this small project.
More detailed information about this study and how the information you provide will be
used and protected, and a consent form for your participation, is included in a
separate document.
Before we begin, do you have any questions about this study or the interview?

Interview Guide
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Part I: About you
1.

Could you please tell me a little bit about yourself and your work with a guide or
service dog?
• What province or territory do you live in?
• Do you have a guide dog or a service dog?
i. If service dog – how does your dog help you manage your disability?
Why did you choose a service dog over other options?
• How long have you been working with a guide or service dog?
• Are you an owner/trainer or was your dog trained by someone else?
o If owner/trainer – did you have any additional supports to train your dog
(e.g. a coach or trainer)? If yes, please describe.
o If someone else – who trained your dog?
o For both: Do you have ongoing support available should you need help
with any training, behavioural or other issues with your dog? If yes, could
you describe this support?

Part II: About your experiences in using a guide or service dog
2.

From your experience, what would you say are the top three issues or challenges
you have faced in relation to working with a guide or service dog?
For each issue:
• Please describe the issue/challenge
• Have you found effective solutions to address this issue? If yes, please
describe how you addressed the issue.
• What additional and perhaps broader solutions or strategies would help to
effectively address this issue?

Part III: About working collectively to identify and address the needs and interests of
people who use guide and service dogs in Canada
3.

4.

What are your thoughts about the value of building some kind of national forum
and voice for people who use guide and service dogs – for example, to learn
from each other, to try to find points of unity/agreement, and to somehow have
a collective voice to represent their needs, interests and human rights?
• If this is something you think would be of value, what would you like this kind
of forum to look like? To do?
• If you don’t think this would be of value, why not?
Would you be willing to play a part in ongoing dialogue and action to
understand and address the needs and interests of people who use guide and
service dogs? If yes, what level and kind of involvement would you like to have?
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Part IV: About informing a broader research strategy re: the needs, interests and
challenges faced by people who use guide and service dogs in Canada
5.

If we were to develop a survey of people who use guide and service dogs in
Canada, focused on their interests, needs, challenges faced, and solutions
developed or needed, what in your mind would be some key questions to ask in
the survey?
• What would we want to know about the respondents (i.e., demographical
information)?
• What, beyond interests, needs, challenges, might we want to ask these
people?

Part IV: Closing
6.

Is there anything else you would like to say?

Thank you.

APPENDIX C: LETTER TO THE HONOURABLE SUZANNE ANTON FROM THE
COALITION OF GUIDE DOG TEAMS
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