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I have explored various aspects of the law, including those pertaining to individuals with disabili-
ties. One critical area is the legal protections and rights surrounding service dogs. Service dogs 
provide invaluable support for individuals with physical, mental, and emotional disabilities by 
assisting them with tasks that improve their quality of life. Service dog laws ensure that handlers 
of these animals are granted access to public spaces and services, enabling them to participate 
more fully in society. In this report, I will provide a comprehensive overview of service dog 
laws, focusing on the key legal protections available to handlers, as well as the responsibilities of 
both the service dog handlers and the public entities they interact with.

1. Key Service Dog Laws

1.1. Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), enacted in 1990, serves as the cornerstone for ser-
vice dog laws in the United States. This legislation is designed to prevent discrimination against 
individuals with disabilities and ensure that they have equal access to public spaces, services, and 
programs.

1.1.1. Definition of Service Dog Under the ADA
The ADA defines a service dog as a dog that is specifically trained to perform tasks that directly 
mitigate the effects of a person’s disability. These tasks can vary greatly depending on the indi-
vidual’s needs. For example, service dogs can assist with mobility, alert to medical conditions 
(like seizures), provide emotional support, and more.

Under the ADA, service dogs are allowed in public spaces, including:

- Restaurants
- Hotels and motels
- Public transportation
- Hospitals
- Stores and businesses

The law makes it clear that service dogs are not required to wear identification or provide proof 
of their training. However, public entities are allowed to ask two questions to verify that an ani-
mal is a service dog:

1. Is the dog required because of a disability?

2. What tasks has the dog been trained to perform?

1.1.2. Public Access Rights
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The ADA guarantees that service dogs can accompany their handlers in most public spaces, free 
from discrimination. These rights also extend to housing under the Fair Housing Act (FHA), 
which I’ll cover below. The ADA’s protections also ensure that service dogs are not excluded 
from public services or accommodations that may otherwise restrict animals.

1.2. Fair Housing Act (FHA)
While the ADA ensures access to public spaces, the Fair Housing Act (FHA) protects individuals 
with disabilities in housing situations. The FHA applies to most housing types, including rental 
units and housing built after 1991. Importantly, it requires landlords to make reasonable accom-
modations for individuals who need service animals, even if the property has a no-pets policy.

1.2.1. Housing Considerations Under the FHA
Under the FHA, landlords are required to allow service dogs, regardless of a no-pets policy. 
However, they are allowed to charge a pet deposit if the service dog causes damage to the prop-
erty. Unlike other pets, service dogs cannot be subject to extra fees simply for being a service 
animal. Landlords may ask for documentation from the tenant verifying that the animal is a ser-
vice dog, but they cannot request documentation proving that the handler’s disability exists.

1.3. Air Carrier Access Act (ACAA)
For individuals who need to travel by air with their service dog, the Air Carrier Access Act 
(ACAA) offers legal protections. This law mandates that airlines accommodate service dogs in 
the cabin during flights, at no extra charge.

1.3.1. Air Travel with Service Dogs
The ACAA ensures that airlines must allow service dogs to accompany their handlers on flights. 
Airlines may request a "service animal relief form," which typically asks for the dog’s training 
details and a commitment that the dog will not pose a risk to passengers. However, the law does 
not apply to emotional support animals (ESAs), which are subject to different regulations and 
may not always be allowed on flights.

1.3.2. Limitations of the ACAA
It’s important to distinguish between service dogs and emotional support animals (ESAs). While 
service dogs are granted legal access to public spaces, the same is not true for ESAs. Airlines are 
no longer required to accept ESAs, and they may treat them as pets, subject to restrictions and 
fees.

2. Rights and Responsibilities of Service Dog Handlers
As a service dog handler, I have both rights and responsibilities that are crucial to ensuring I can 
fully enjoy the benefits of having a service dog.

2.1. Rights of Handlers
Service dog handlers are entitled to several key rights:

• Access to public spaces: As a handler, I have the right to bring my service dog into 
businesses, restaurants, and other public spaces that typically do not allow animals.
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• Freedom from discrimination: I cannot be denied service or accommodations simply 

because I have a service dog.
• Equal treatment: Service dog handlers are not required to pay any extra fees or de-

posits for their service animals. Public spaces must allow service dogs to accompany 
their handlers in the same way that any person would be accommodated.

2.2. Responsibilities of Handlers
While I have legal rights, I also bear certain responsibilities:

- Control of the dog: My service dog must be under control at all times. If the dog is causing 
disruptions or behaving aggressively, I can be asked to remove the animal.

- Leashing and harnessing: My service dog must be leashed or harnessed unless it interferes 
with the dog’s ability to perform its tasks. If the dog is working off-leash, I must be able to 
demonstrate that it is trained to do so.

- Cleaning up after my dog: Like any responsible pet owner, I am required to clean up after 
my service dog if it makes a mess.

3. Service Dogs vs. Emotional Support Animals (ESAs)
One important distinction that I, as a handler, need to be aware of is the difference between ser-
vice dogs and emotional support animals (ESAs). While both can provide significant benefits to 
individuals with disabilities, their legal protections differ.

3.1. Service Dogs
Definition: Service dogs are specifically trained to assist with tasks that mitigate the effects of a 
disability. These tasks must be related to the handler’s specific needs.

• Legal Protections: Service dogs are protected under the ADA, the FHA, and the ACAA. 
They have access to public places, housing, and air travel.

• Training: Service dogs undergo specialized training to perform specific tasks.

3.2. Emotional Support Animals (ESAs)
Definition: ESAs provide comfort and emotional support to individuals, but they are not trained 
to perform specific tasks related to a disability.

• Legal Protections: ESAs are not covered under the ADA, so they do not have the same 
public access rights as service dogs. They are only protected in housing situations under 
the FHA.

• Training: ESAs do not require any specific training and are typically not trained to per-
form tasks related to a disability.

4. Enforcement and Legal Recourse
If I face discrimination or denial of access due to my service dog, I have the right to file a com-
plaint under the ADA with the Department of Justice (DOJ). Additionally, for housing-related 
issues, I can file a complaint with the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).
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4.1. Penalties for Violations
Violations of service dog laws can result in significant penalties. Businesses and individuals who 
deny access to service dogs or fail to provide accommodations may face fines or legal action. In 
some cases, they may also be required to undergo training on disability rights.

Service dog laws are essential for ensuring that individuals with disabilities, like myself, have the 
ability to live and travel freely with their service animals. These laws provide significant protec-
tions, such as access to public spaces, housing, and travel, while also imposing responsibilities 
on handlers to ensure their dogs behave appropriately in public. Understanding the distinctions 
between service dogs and emotional support animals is key, as these animals are treated differ-
ently under the law. With the ADA, FHA, and ACAA in place, handlers can be confident in their 
legal rights and the importance of their service dogs in daily life. As a paralegal student, it’s criti-
cal to be well-versed in these laws to assist individuals who rely on service dogs and to ensure 
that their rights are fully respected.

Source: ADA.GOV 
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