Introduction to Service Animals

A Service Animal is an animal that has been trained to do work or perform tasks that directly benefit an individual’s specific disability. A disability can be physical or mental, but it must substantially limit one or more of the individual’s life activities (i.e. walking, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, or working). Dogs of all types are recognized as well as a limited variety of miniature horses.

What state and local laws protect individuals with service animals? It is important to understand that different laws offer varying protection to individuals with service animals, and many require the service animals to be a specific species. 

The following laws may provide protection in various forms:

State and Local Government: Buildings and Programs
· Title II Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Revised 2010
· In Iowa: Iowa Code 216C

Public Spaces: Businesses, Non-Profit Organizations, Transportation
· Title III of Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Revised 2010 
· In Iowa: Iowa Code 216C

Housing: Public and Private Dwellings
· Fair Housing Act (FHA) of 1988
· Section 504 of Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
· Department of Housing and Urban Development “Pets in Elderly Housing” Regulation
· In Iowa: Iowa Code 216C

Air Travel: Airplanes
· Air Carrier Access Act (ACAA) of 1986 

Types of Service Animals

It is important to understand that for a service animal to be designated as such, the animal must be trained to complete a task (or tasks). Tasks are trained behaviors that help the individual mitigate their disability in order to live. However, terminology that identifies specific work that these animals perform is not universal. Examples of work may include but are not limited to:

· Guiding an individual who is blind or has low vision
· Pulling an individual’s wheelchair
· Retrieving dropped or stored items
· Providing balance for stability
· Notifying others to health crises (i.e. seizure or diabetic shock)
· Helping individuals with mental health issues remain calm
· Carrying or retrieving medication
· Alerting an individual who is deaf or hard of hearing to alarms 

Many people choose to identify their service animal generically (as “service animal” or “service dog”) so that it does not disclose their individual disabilities and stays consistent with laws of protection. In addition, since many service animals have been cross-trained to work with individuals that have multiple disabilities, it can be difficult to place the animal into one specific category. 

These are service animals that are commonly used by individuals with disabilities:

Service Dog: Service Dogs (also referred to as Service Animals or Independence Dogs) is a species-specific term (dog) to describe an animal that serves as a service animal. These dogs can be any size or breed. 

Guide Dog: Guide Dogs (also referred to as Dog Guides) aid individuals with vision impairments. Examples of tasks may include navigating around hazards (i.e. potholes or lamp posts), indicating a change in direction or elevation (i.e. steps or barriers), and leading handlers to entryways and exits. 

Mobility Aid Dog: Mobility Dogs (also referred to as a Support Dog or a Walker Dog) aid individuals who use a wheelchair (or other mobility devices) or have difficulty walking and standing. Mobility disabilities can include Arthritis, Brain Injury, Cerebral Palsy (CP), Multiple Sclerosis (MS), Muscular Dystrophy (MD), Parkinson’s, Spina Bifida and more. Examples of tasks may include retrieving items, pushing buttons, opening doors, and stabilizing the handler.

Hearing Dog: Hearing Dogs are trained in specific tasks that aid individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing. Examples of tasks may include alerting handler to sounds and alarms (i.e. doorbells, sirens or smoke alarms), names, behaviors, and traffic signals.

Autism Service Dog: Autism Service Dogs are trained to provide physical safety and emotional support to children along the autism spectrum. The dogs also provide caregivers of children with autism spectrum disorder with a sense of security in both private and public environments. Examples of tasks may include halting self-harming behavior (stimming), guiding a confused handler away from an overstimulated environment, and providing prioritized information. 

Psychiatric Service Animals (PSA): Psychiatric Service Animals work to regulate stress levels for individuals with mental or emotional disabilities such as Panic Disorder, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Anxiety/Panic Disorder or Depression through specific tasks. Their main function is not to provide emotional support, but to perform tasks that allow their handler to function in distracting or stressful environments. Examples of tasks may include investigating a room for “triggers”, interrupting and redirecting from self-harming behavior, and identifing hallucinations. 

Medical Alert Animals: Medical Alert Animals are trained to respond to specific medical conditions such as Seizures, Diabetes, Migraines, and Narcolepsy. Examples of tasks may include alerting others to an impending medical crisis, retrieving necessary medications, locating assistance during a crisis, and protecting the handler both during and after the medical event. 

What animals are NOT considered service animals?

Emotional Support Animals (ESA): Emotional Support Animals offer emotional support, comfort and a sense of security to individuals through their companionship alone. Since these qualities are not considered to be “trained tasks” (an essential requirement to be categorized as a Service Animal), they are not considered as such. Although it is true that many service animals provide love and companionship to their handlers, this is not their main function. For example, ESAs are most often confused with Psychiatric Service Animals (PSAs), whose tasks are very specific to the mental health needs of their handlers (room searches, staying vigilant to medication side effects, or leading to a safe place). Because of these distinctions, Emotional Support Animals are not protected by law in most public places with the exception of housing. The FHA and/or Department of Housing and Urban Development allows for Emotional Support Animals in most dwellings, although documentation may be required. 

Therapy Animals: A Therapy Animal is usually a personal pet of the owner, and work under the direction of the owner to provide comfort and companionship to both individuals with and without disabilities in community settings, which may include hospitals, retirement homes, schools, mental health homes, or disaster areas. Therapy Animals do not have rights as service animals in public places, housing, work, school, or transportation.

Working Animal: A Working Animal is not a service animal, but does work for humans in various capacities. Working animals can include cadaver dogs, detection dogs, disaster dogs, police dogs, search and rescue dogs, and tracking dogs. Working animals are protected by law in their places of work (i.e. crime scenes, schools, airports) but do not have rights outside of these settings. 

Companion Animal: Companion Animal is simply another term for a personal or household pet. These animals do not have rights as service animals in public places, housing, work, school, or transportation.

For more information:
Iowa Department of Human Rights
Office of Persons with Disabilities
Lucas State Office Building, Second Floor
321 E. 12th Street
Des Moines, Iowa
1-888-219-0471 (V/TTY)
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