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Executive Summary 

Who we are 

The Alberta Disabilities Forum is a group of 45 non-profit disability organizations who have 

come together to speak with a unified voice on issues of importance to Albertans with 

disabilities. Through our network, we represent the perspectives of thousands of Albertans with 

disabilities. 

Purpose 

This discussion paper aims to 

 increase awareness about the roles of qualified assistance dogs 

 increase awareness about the training standards used by those who train qualified 
assistance dogs 

 increase awareness about the lack of qualified assistance dogs in Alberta to meet the 
needs of people with all types of disabilities 

 outline the issues and make recommendations that promote easier access to public 
services (e.g. restaurants, stores, taxis, medical facilities, malls) for qualified assistance 
dogs 

 advocate for government to address the lack of access to qualified assistance dogs in 
Alberta 

 provide information about the history of assistance dogs in Alberta 

 share personal stories about the support received from assistance dogs 

Issues and recommendations 

Each ADF member organizations’ interest in and concerns about assistance dogs are unique 

depending on the individuals supported by the organization. In spite of these different 

perspectives, all members agree on six key issues. 

Issue 1: Limited access in Alberta to qualified assistance dogs 

Limited access to qualified assistance dogs means many Albertans with disabilities are left 

without support. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta consider addressing the lack of access to qualified assistance dogs 

in Alberta by allocating human and financial resources to ensure Albertans with all types of 

disabilities can access qualified assistance dogs. 

Issue 2: Restrictiveness of the Service Dogs Qualifications Regulation 

The Service Dogs Qualifications Regulation of Alberta’s Service Dogs Act only applies to dogs 

that have been trained by organizations accredited by, or that have candidacy status with, 

Assistance Dog International (ADI). 



4 
 

In Alberta, there is one ADI accredited organization that trains about 12 –15 dogs each year. 

Although qualified assistance dogs can be accessed from other jurisdictions, waitlists are long 

and the logistics are complicated, substantial and costly. Significantly more qualified assistance 

dogs are needed to support the disability community in Alberta. 

RECOMMENDATION 

That the Government of Alberta consider expanding the current Service Dogs Qualification 

Regulation to allow government-approved training standards to be carried out by trained 

experts and/or organizations to assess an assistance dog’s ability, both behavioural (e.g., public 

access) and skilled (e.g., mitigate the disability). To be qualified, the assistance dog can be 

owner-trained and does not have to be trained by an ADI accredited organization. As long as 

the assistance dog passes the assessment, it can become qualified and work in Alberta. 

Issue 3: Lack of awareness regarding the value of qualified assistance dogs 

and their handlers’ rights 

The rights of Albertans with disabilities are protected by the Service Dogs Act, the Blind Persons’ 

Rights Act and human rights legislation. However, discrimination is still experienced when dogs 

are brought into public places—such as restaurants, stores, taxis, medical facilities and malls. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta explore implementing an awareness-raising campaign to educate 

service providers, business owners and the general public about the value of qualified 

assistance dogs and the legislation governing public access. 

Issue 4: Limited recourse when qualified assistance dogs are attacked by 

another animal or mistreated by a person 

Qualified assistance dog protection is governed by individual municipal bylaws, generally within 

pet ownership bylaws. However, qualified assistance dogs are not pets and the financial 

penalties for owners of dogs that attack other dogs is not enough to compensate for the costs 

involved with training and replacing a qualified assistance dog. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 That the Government of Alberta consider passing provincial legislation to protect 
qualified guide dogs, hearing dogs and service dogs. This could be done as regulations 
within the Service Dogs Act and the Blind Persons’ Rights Act that includes: 

o the stated right to civil action for people whose rights under the BPRA and SDA 
are interfered with. 

o an appropriate fine system so that offenders are made responsible for the 
financial consequences of interfering with a qualified assistance dog. 
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Issue 5: Secondary handlers 

The primary handler of a qualified assistance dog can apply for a Government of Alberta 

identification card which allows public access. Currently, secondary handlers, such as the 

parents of a child with a disability, cannot. Secondary handlers are instrumental in training 

qualified assistance dogs by teaching them to behave appropriately and safely in public. If the 

secondary handlers are denied access because they do not have an ID card, training is hindered. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta explore expanding the ID card guidelines to include secondary 

handlers. 

Issue 6: Access for underrepresented groups in need of qualified assistance 

dogs, such as people with mental health disabilities, victim assistance units, 

children testifying in court 

The mental health and justice communities are in dire need of qualified assistance dogs; 

however, none are trained in Alberta to support people with mental health disabilities, victim 

assistance units and children who are testifying in court. This critical situation needs to be 

addressed. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta consider working with the mental health and justice communities 

to create a strategy that ensures access to qualified assistance dogs. 
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Introduction 

Who we are 

The Alberta Disabilities Forum is a group of 45 non-profit organizations of and for people with 

disabilities who have come together to speak with a unified voice on issues of importance to 

Albertans with disabilities. Through our network, we represent the perspectives of thousands of 

people with disabilities. 

ADF uses the collective expertise of its member organizations to develop strategies for 

improving a broad range of disability-related services in areas such as health, housing, 

transportation, income supports, employment, education and community inclusion. Our 

working groups focus on specific issues and develop strategies to address the barriers we 

encounter as people with disabilities when accessing services in these areas. 

Our interest in qualified assistance dogs and the Service Dogs Act 

Qualified assistance dogs provide support to people with physical, sensory, psychological, 

chronic and developmental disabilities. As a result, many of our 45 member organizations have 

a keen interest in issues related to assistance dogs and the Alberta’s Service Dogs Act. 

Qualified assistance dogs provide many of us with the independence we need to participate 

fully in society. Full participation includes activities such as working, going to school and living 

independently in the community. In Alberta, however, the availability of qualified assistance 

dogs is severely limited. 

In Alberta, public access rights of individuals with a disability who use qualified assistance dogs 

are protected through the Service Dogs Act and accompanying regulation the Service Dogs 

Qualification Regulation. To be considered as qualified under the Service Dogs Act, the 

assistance dog must have come from a school that is accredited by or has candidacy status with 

Assistance Dogs International. 

As part of our research for this discussion paper, ADF contacted a number of the organizations 

listed on the Canadian Association of Guide and Assistance Dogs International School website. 

CAGAD has nine member organizations which are accredited by the International Guide Dog 

Federation or Assistance Dogs International. Through our conversations with these schools, we 

learned that these organizations provide approximately 20 - 30 qualified guide, hearing and 

service dogs to Albertans with disabilities each year, with about a dozen trained here in the 

province. ADI-accredited organizations have the ability to qualify owner-trained dogs; however, 

to the best of our knowledge this is not being done in Alberta. 
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We have heard from our members and the disability community 

that Assistance Dogs International schools are not able to train 

enough qualified assistance dogs to meet the need in Alberta 

and they also do not train qualified assistance dogs for all types 

of disabilities (e.g. PTSD). This results in long wait lists and 

limited public access for persons with disabilities. 

Purpose 

This discussion paper aims to 

 increase awareness about the roles of qualified 
assistance dogs 

 increase awareness about the training standards followed by those who train qualified 
assistance dogs 

 increase awareness about the lack of qualified assistance dogs in Alberta to meet the 
needs of people with all types of disabilities 

 outline the issues and make recommendations that promote easier access to public 
services (e.g. restaurants, stores, taxis, medical facilities, malls) for qualified assistance 
dogs 

 advocate for government to address the lack of access to qualified assistance dogs in 
Alberta 

 provide information about the history of assistance dogs in Alberta 

 share personal stories about the support received from assistance dogs 

What do assistance dogs do? 

As people with disabilities, many of us have first-hand experience with our hard-working 

companions (known in Alberta as service dogs, but by the more general term of assistance dogs 

in other jurisdictions). We rely on these dedicated and well-trained escorts to enhance our 

independence and to mitigate our disabilities—physical, sensory, psychological, chronic and 

developmental. In many cases, our canine companions also help alleviate the isolation and 

loneliness that often affects our lives. The public, however, is generally not familiar with the 

variety of roles that qualified assistance dogs play in our lives or how they benefit us on a daily 

basis. 

The definitions and descriptions we provide in this section are intended to provide a brief, 

overarching introduction to the different types of assistance dogs and the very important roles 

they play in our lives. 

What’s in a name? 

In Alberta, legislation 

uses the term “service 

dog” to refer to all types 

of support dogs. The 

more commonly used 

term is “assistance dog” 

which is the term we use 

in this discussion paper. 
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Definitions 

The following definitions will provide you with the terminology you need to be familiar with 

when learning about assistance dogs. 

Handler refers to the person with a disability who uses an assistance dog. 

Secondary-handler refers to those who are instrumental in training an assistance dog by 

teaching them to behave appropriately and safety in public such as volunteer trainers or a 

parent of a child with a disability. If the secondary handlers are denied access because they do 

not have an ID card, training is hindered. 

Owner-trained refers to a qualified assistance dog which has been trained, through various 

methods, to meet certain standards. In some instances, a trainer or school may assist with the 

training; alternatively, a person may train the dog independently. Depending on the 

jurisdiction, the dog may be expected to pass the same public access test as a dog raised in a 

school. 

Training schools refers to the programs that provide training for the three types of assistance 

dogs—guides dogs, hearing dogs and service dogs. 

Training standards ensure that assistance dogs meet certain criteria. Training standards have 

been developed by various organizations which typically share the same goals of preparing a 

qualified assistance dog for public access and to mitigate aspects of the handler’s disability. The 

training standards required to grant legal public access vary by jurisdiction. 

Types of assistance dogs 

Assistance dogs are generally categorized into three types: guide dogs, hearing dogs and service 

dogs. The generic term “assistance dogs” refers to all three types of dogs. 

Guide dogs 

Guide dogs assist individuals who have visual impairments or are blind. Guide dogs are trained 

to help us move about safely, particularly when we are travelling outside the home. We rely 

heavily on our guide dogs to keep us safe. Some of the most common tasks that a guide dog is 

trained to perform include: 

 

 Helping a handler to avoid obstacles 

 Stopping at curbs and steps 

 Finding entrances and washrooms 

 Facilitating social interaction 

 Negotiating traffic 

 Making decisions to accomplish 
tasks 
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 Responding to location-specific 
commands, e.g., “take me to the bus 
stop” 

 Choosing to disobey a command if it 
will keep the handler safer than if 
the original command was followed 

Hearing dogs 

Hearing dogs assist individuals who are Deaf or hard of hearing. Hearing dogs alert us to a 

variety of sounds, including alarm clocks, telephones, doorbells, crying babies, sirens and smoke 

alarms by making physical contact with us and leading us to the source of the sound. 

Service dogs 

Service dogs assist people who have a disability other than a visual or hearing impairment. 

These dogs provide a broad range of support, depending on the needs of the handler. 

Generally, service dogs are trained to support four types of handlers: 

 People with mobility challenges 

 People with diabetes or who have seizures 

 People who have autism spectrum disorder 

 People with psychiatric disorders 

Let’s take a closer look at the types of tasks the dogs perform in each of these areas. 

Mobility limitations 

Depending on individual need, an assistance dog may assist a person with mobility limitations 

by 

 Pulling a manual wheelchair 

 Activating door openers 

 Opening doors 

 Turning lights off or on 

 Helping the handler undress 

 Retrieving a dropped item 

 Fetching an item 

 Dragging a laundry basket 

 Retrieving a phone 

 Going for help 

 Carrying a backpack 

 Using a switch to call an emergency 
number 

 Providing a point of balance to help 
the handler to stand or sit

You can learn more about service dogs that support people with mobility limitations at 

www.naric.com/?q=en/publications/volume-8-issue-1-service-animals-and-assisted-animal-

therapy. 

Diabetes and seizures 

Some dogs can sense physiological changes in their handlers before they happen or before they 

cause a problem. Assistance dogs for people with diabetes, for example, can alert handlers 

whose blood sugar levels are approaching dangerously high or low levels. Similarly, assistance 

dogs help people who experience seizures, such as people with epilepsy, can alert the handlers 
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before the seizure happens, providing them with the time they need to move to a safe place, 

prepare for the seizure or take preventive medication. 

To learn more about assistance dogs that support people with diabetes and people who have 

seizures, visit www.cs.amedd.army.mil/FileDownloadpublic.aspx?docid=73e8d2aa-1a2a-467d-

b6e3-e73652da8622 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 

Assistance dogs support adults, teens and children with ASD to 

 develop sensory skills 

 develop social skills 

 manage problem behaviours 

 reduce stress 

 enhance communication 

 participate more fully in everyday 
activities 

 

In her review of literature concerning the support that animals 

provide individuals with ASD, Marguerite E. O’Haire found that the 

benefits of “animal-assisted intervention” are well documented, 

although primarily anecdotal. In particular, the literature suggests that assistance dogs mediate 

“social engagement of children with autism in relationships, interactions, and activities” 

(“Human Animal Interactions”). In her article “What a Dog Can Do,” Olga Solomon presents two 

case studies that “examine the transformative power that specially trained dogs seem to hold 

for children and their families.” 

When asked why service dogs are typically only available for children with autism, not adults, 

Lyndon Parakin, Executive Director at Autism Calgary and parent of two children with autism 

replied, “We meet many families that would like a service dog for an adult; however, due to the 

growing prevalence of autism, agencies predominantly limit their service dog placement to 

children. They simply cannot keep up with demand, and age proves to be one of the easier 

filters for managing the number of applicants that far exceed their capacity to train service 

dogs.” 

You can learn more about assistance dogs that support people with autism at 

www.humananimalinteractions.com/uploads/3/2/4/8/3248644/jadd_2013_ohaire.pdf 

and 

www.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1548-1352.2010.01085.x/abstract 

  

Our story 

Fleetwood has already 

helped me through a 

seizure. I was 

unfortunate enough to 

have an episode within 

the first few days of our 

training as a team – 

luckily, he was already 

tuned into my needs and 

knew just what to do. 

-- See Appendix 6 for the 

full story 

http://www.cs.amedd.army.mil/FileDownloadpublic.aspx?docid=73e8d2aa-1a2a-467d-b6e3-e73652da8622
http://www.cs.amedd.army.mil/FileDownloadpublic.aspx?docid=73e8d2aa-1a2a-467d-b6e3-e73652da8622
http://www.humananimalinteractions.com/uploads/3/2/4/8/3248644/jadd_2013_ohaire.pdf
http://www.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1548-1352.2010.01085.x/abstract
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Psychiatric disabilities 

A wide range of psychiatric disabilities make it difficult for individuals to participate fully in 

society: post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety and panic disorders, severe depression 

and Alzheimer’s are just a few examples. Assistance dogs can support people with psychiatric 

disorders by 

 improving social function 

 reducing aggressive behaviour 

 alleviating loneliness, depression, anxiety and fear 

 improving psychological well-being 
(Whitmarsh, “The Benefits of Guide Dog Ownership”) 

As well, handlers have shared stories about how their dogs have saved them from suicide. You 

can read two of these stories at www.power2u.org/articles/selfhelp/dogs.html 

www.shieldsgazette.com/news/health/my-guide-dog-saved-me-from-suicide-1-5929864 

Psychological and social benefits of all types of assistance dogs 

As well as supporting our independence and helping to address the limitations imposed by our 

disabilities, all three types of assistance dogs (guide, hearing and service) provide us with 

significant—some would say immeasurable—emotional and social benefits. As a matter of fact, 

many people with disabilities who have an assistance dogs rate the psychological and social 

benefits as more crucial than the more practical benefits described above. Why is this so? 

As people with disabilities, we often feel isolated from mainstream society. This isolation may 

be a result of reduced mobility, which makes it difficult for us to get out and about in our 

communities. However, it is often a result of the stigma that many people without disabilities 

attach to disabilities and the tendency to avoid or feel uncomfortable around us because we 

are deemed “different.” Research shows that many 

people with disabilities report lower levels of self-

esteem and higher levels of depression, which is 

related to this sense of isolation (Whitmarsh, “The 

Benefits of Guide Dog Ownership”). 

Guide dogs, hearing dogs and service dogs ease 

this sense of isolation and loneliness by 

 providing companionship 

 prompting conversations with others 

 making handlers easier to approach 

Our story 

I don’t have good hand function, and as a 

result it is very difficult for me to pick up 

dropped items off the floor. Charly helps 

me with this every day. Occasionally I will 

fall over sideways in my chair, and in these 

cases Charly will position herself beside 

me so that I may use her back to push 

myself back into a seated position. The 

increased independence that Charly offers 

me is invaluable, as is her 

companionship. 

--see Appendix 6 for the full story 

http://www.power2u.org/articles/selfhelp/dogs.html
http://www.shieldsgazette.com/news/health/my-guide-dog-saved-me-from-suicide-1-5929864
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 providing the handler with a source of entertainment 

 increasing the likelihood of handlers leaving their homes 

In all of these situations, the psychological and social benefits to the handler are well-

documented, with a number of studies suggesting that anxiety, depression and loneliness can 

be reduced by contact with an animal. 

In a study involving 57 guide-dog handlers, almost all of them (92%) reported that people 

frequently stop and talk with them if they are out with their dog, and they commented that the 

quality of the interaction seemed less condescending and more respectful. “This seems to be 

due to a shift in focus of attention away from the recipient’s disability toward their competence 

in handling a highly trained dog,” notes Whitmarsh. Similarly, in a study involving hearing-dog 

handlers, participants felt that, along with the practical benefits of alerting them to sounds, 

their dogs “provided companionship and changed (and often improved) interactions with the 

family and the hearing community” (cited in Whitmarsh). 

Guide, hearing and service dogs have “the capacity to transform the lives of their owners,” both 

directly and indirectly improving our health and quality of life. You can learn more about the 

Whitmarsh study at www.scribd.com/doc/121765763/The-Benefits-of-Guide-Dog-Ownership. 

The positive effect that dogs can have on quality of life is demonstrated in other populations as 

well. Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) is a goal-directed therapeutic intervention which may 

provide such mental health benefits as decreased feelings of isolation, loneliness, anxiety and 

depression, as well as encouraging communication and providing emotional comfort. Though 

not classified as assistance dogs with respect to public access, the success of dogs trained for 

AAT demonstrates the breadth of the benefits dogs can provide to people with many types of 

disabilities. 

Training for assistance dogs 

All three types of assistance dogs—guide dogs, hearing dogs and service dogs—play pivotal 

roles in our ability to live safely and independently; therefore, training requirements are 

rigorous. They have to be. It’s not an overstatement to say that our lives depend on a dog being 

properly and adequately trained. ADF Service Dog Working Group members represent a 

number of different disability-related organizations from across Alberta. In spite of our different 

interests in or involvement with assistance dogs, we all agree on the importance of high 

training standards. 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/121765763/The-Benefits-of-Guide-Dog-Ownership
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The training a dog receives varies depending on several factors. For example, guide dogs, 

hearing dogs and service dogs are trained to perform different tasks as outlined above. As well, 

the training routine for owner-trained dogs differs from that for dogs trained at training 

schools. No matter the training methods or scenarios, the process for properly and adequately 

training a dog is a time-consuming, resource-laden and costly 

process. 

Training for qualified assistance dogs can start at any time, 

though it is generally better to start earlier. Training is 

ongoing throughout the work life of the dog. The process aims 

to ensure the dogs will be able to meet the needs of their 

handlers, ensuring their safety, promoting their independence 

and mitigating the effects of their disabilities. 

Basic assistance dog training is conducted by professional 

trainers, volunteers or dog owners. 

When basic training is complete—and if the dog meets criteria for health, skill and 

temperament, training focuses on the particular skills the dog needs to develop in order to 

support its handler. Training focuses on behavioural skills (to ensure the dog’s behaviour in 

public places) and practical skills (to mitigate the disability). 

Trainers should have up-to-date knowledge of best practises in a number of areas, including 

canine care and safety, training techniques and methods, learning theory and canine behaviour. 

As well, trainers are responsible for knowing local canine laws and acceptable behaviour. 

Issues and recommendations 

Each ADF member organizations’ interest in and concerns about assistance dogs are unique. For 

example, an organization supporting individuals who are blind or have a visual impairment has 

different interests and concerns than an organization supporting children with autism. In spite 

of these different perspectives, all members agree on six key issues. We encourage the 

Government of Alberta to support the recommendations made here. 

Issue 1: Limited access in Alberta to qualified assistance dogs 

In its 2012 study on people with disabilities, Statistics Canada reported that 369,190 Albertans 

over the age of 15 (12.5% of the population) have a disability. While not all of these individuals 

require or desire an assistance dog, many do. Sadly, limited access to qualified assistance dogs 

PAWS 

You can learn more about 

the ways the Positive 

Action with Students 

program benefits the 

dogs and the students by 

visiting www. 

Westcoastteams. 

com/pages/PAWS.html 
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means many Albertans with disabilities whose independence and well-being rely on a qualified 

assistance dog are left without support. 

One way to address the shortage of trained dogs is to support owners in training their own dogs 

for qualification for public access and to promote access to qualified assistance dog training 

programs. Currently in Alberta, qualified assistance dog training is not supported by 

government human or financial resources. The high costs involved with training a qualified 

assistance dog make it very difficult, if not impossible, for independent people or organizations 

to produce the number of qualified assistance dogs needed to meet the needs of Albertans 

with disabilities. Government support would go a long way toward ensuring that more qualified 

assistance dogs are available to Albertans with disabilities who would benefit from them. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta consider addressing the lack of access to qualified assistance dogs 

in Alberta by allocating human and financial resources to ensure Albertans with all types of 

disabilities can access qualified assistance dogs. 

Issue 2: Restrictiveness of the Service Dogs Qualifications Regulation 

The Service Dogs Qualifications Regulation of Alberta’s Service Dogs Act only applies to dogs 

that have been trained by organizations accredited by, or that 

have candidacy status with, Assistance Dog International (ADI). 

In Alberta, only one training school has met these expectations 

and it trains about 12 –15 dogs in Alberta each year to serve 

people with visual impairments, mobility limitations or Autism 

Spectrum Disorder. (The Calgary-based puppy raising program 

of BC and Alberta Guide Dogs is ADI accredited, but dogs are 

not trained in Alberta.) While it is true that Albertans with 

disabilities seeking a qualified assistance dog can access them 

from other jurisdictions, such as other provinces or the United 

States, waitlists are long and the logistics of meeting and 

training with a dog from another region are complicated and 

significant. 

The Alberta Disabilities Forum agrees that qualified assistance 

dog training standards have to be high. However, we also 

believe that significantly more qualified assistance dogs are 

Desperation 

Sometimes people with 

disabilities who are unable to 

acquire an assistance dog 

through an accredited school 

become desperate. They will 

do anything to find an 

assistance dog. This 

desperation makes them 

vulnerable to fraud. A 

Working Group member told 

the story of how one person 

raised a significant amount of 

money to purchase an 

assistance dog, but then the 

“school” she contributed the 

money to said they had no 

record of the funds. 
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needed to support the disability community in Alberta. There are many people with various 

disabilities whose quality of life would benefit from a qualified assistance dog, but there are not 

enough dogs being trained to meet this need. We believe more qualified assistance dogs can be 

made available by expanding the regulation to allow an expert evaluator to assess a dog’s 

ability to meet government-accepted training standards. 

There are a number of organizations in Canada and the United States which provide assistance 

dogs to other Canadian provinces. Though many of these schools hold acceptable training 

standards which meet or exceed those established by ADI, their dogs cannot be qualified for 

use in Alberta because they do not hold ADI accreditation which is required through The Service 

Dogs Qualifications Regulation of Alberta’s Service Dogs Act. 

RECOMMENDATION 

That the Government of Alberta consider expanding the current Service Dogs Qualifications 

Regulation to allow government-approved training standards to be carried out by trained 

experts and/or organizations to assess an assistance dog’s ability, both behavioural (e.g., public 

access) and skilled (e.g., mitigate the disability). To be qualified, the dog can be owner-trained 

and does not have to be trained by an ADI accredited organization. Regardless of where the dog 

is trained, if it is demonstrated that the dog has met high standards for public access and safety, 

it can become qualified and work in Alberta. 

Issue 3: Lack of awareness regarding the value of qualified assistance dogs 

and their handlers’ rights 

The rights of Albertans with disabilities with qualified assistance dogs are protected by the 

Service Dogs Act, the Blind Persons’ Rights Act and human rights legislation. However, we still 

experience discrimination when we try to bring our qualified assistance dogs into public 

places—such as restaurants, stores, taxis, medical facilities and malls. Often, this is simply a 

case of service providers and business owners not understanding how qualified assistance dogs 

help us, how we rely on them or our right to have them accompany us in public. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta explore implementing an awareness-raising campaign to educate 

service providers, business owners and the general public about the value of qualified 

assistance dogs and the legislation governing public access. 
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Issue 4: Limited recourse when qualified assistance dogs are attacked by 

another animal or mistreated by a person 

Not all dogs are trained equally. We’ve all seen it. We’re walking our dog or we’re out with a 

friend and his/her dog when we encounter another dog owner. While most dogs exchange 

pleasantries and bark a greeting, others can be more aggressive. 

In a 2011 survey conducted by The Seeing Eye, the world’s oldest guide dog training school with 

head offices in New Jersey and Ontario, 58% of respondents said they had experienced more 

than one attack on their guide dog by another dog. The impact of these attacks can be life-

changing—for the qualified assistance dog and the handler. In some instances, the trauma of 

the attack by an animal or another person may cause the dog to be nervous or anxious around 

other animals, making it unable to perform its duties. As well, 

the handler’s independence is significantly affected during the 

long process of finding a new qualified assistance dog. 

Sometimes the dog’s injuries require the attention of a vet—a 

costly undertaking. As the CNIB document “Enabling Albertans 

by Protecting Guide Dogs” notes, “Unfortunately the link 

between disability and poverty is well documented.” For the 

handler, the loss of independence and companionship, as well 

as the effort, time and cost involved with obtaining a new dog 

and ensuring proper care for the injured dog can be devastating. 

Currently, assistance dog protection is governed by individual municipal bylaws, generally 

within pet ownership bylaws. However, qualified assistance dogs are not pets and the financial 

penalties for owners of dogs that attack other dogs is not enough to compensate for the costs 

involved with training and replacing a qualified assistance dog. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 That the Government of Alberta consider passing provincial legislation to protect 
qualified guide dogs, hearing dogs and service dogs. This could be done as regulations 
within the Service Dogs Act and the Blind Persons’ Rights Act that includes: 

o the stated right to civil action for people whose rights under the BPRA and SDA 
are interfered with. 

o an appropriate fine system so that offenders are made responsible for the 
financial consequences of interfering with a qualified assistance dog. 

Attack! 

A working group member 

and her guide dog were 

walking down the street 

when another dog attacked 

her dog. Now her dog 

freezes up whenever other 

dogs are in the area. In 

effect, her dog is no longer 

able to perform its duties. 
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Issue 5: Secondary handlers 

The primary handler of a qualified assistance dog can apply for a Government of Alberta 

identification card. The card includes a photo of the handler and his/her dog. When shown to 

business owners and service providers, the card proves that the dog has met the standards 

outlined in the Service Dogs Act. 

Currently, only primary handlers can obtain an ID card. However, secondary handlers, such as 

the parents of a child with a disability or volunteer trainers, cannot. These secondary handlers 

play a key role in raising and socializing assistance dogs before and after they receive their 

official training by teaching them to behave appropriately and safely in public. However, if the 

secondary handlers are denied access because they do not have an ID card, training is hindered. 

Secondary handlers need to be eligible for identification cards so they can train the dogs 

without the primary handler present. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta explore expanding the ID card guidelines to include secondary 

handlers. 

Issue 6: Access for underrepresented groups in need of qualified assistance 

dogs, such as people with mental health disabilities, victim assistance units, 

children testifying in court 

Service dogs enhance the lives of people with a variety of mental health disabilities such as 

PTSD, anxiety and panic disorders and severe depression. The mental health community is in 

dire need of qualified assistance dogs; however, there are no accredited assistance dogs trained 

in the province to support people with mental health disabilities. 

There are many other ways in which assistance dogs can benefit people. For instance, 

assistance dogs have recently been introduced to Victim 

Services units in Alberta and other parts of Canada. 

Additionally, assistance dogs have been used increasingly in 

child advocacy and courtroom settings, providing emotional 

support to children who have experienced violence. This 

allows for more accurate testimony as well as less stress on 

children in court. 

The variety of populations which benefit from qualified 

assistance dogs has resulted in demand for dogs which has 

Our story 

Before my seizure alert dog 

joined our family, my 

children were often 

concerned to leave me 

alone; now, they know that 

Fleetwood will alert them 

in the event of a seizure. 

See Appendix 6 for full 

story 
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well outgrown Alberta’s supply. This critical situation needs to be addressed. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The Government of Alberta consider working with the mental health and justice communities 

to create a strategy that ensures access to qualified assistance dogs. 

  



21 
 

CONCLUSION 

The Government of Alberta is considering which direction to take regarding access to qualified 

assistance dogs in Alberta in the near future. There are numerous options to be explored when 

this important decision is being made. We know that government seriously considers the 

impact it has on the people it serves when making policy decisions. However, the present 

legislation governing qualified assistance dogs in Alberta is hampering access for citizens with 

disabilities who require a qualified assistance dog. About 10-15 qualified assistance dogs are 

produced each year in Alberta and others are not within reach for those who need them as has 

been laid out in this paper. We speculate that there are upwards of 100 people waiting for 

qualified assistance dogs in the mental health, autism, physical disabilities, PTSD and other 

disabilities at the present time. Please note that this is only an educated estimate based on the 

amount of demand that we have observed from within our membership and other members of 

the disability community. 

When making this important decision, the main question to be considered by government 

should be: “How can we facilitate and expedite more qualified assistance dogs being made 

available to the citizens of Alberta who need them, while ensuring that the dogs can mitigate 

the disability and behave properly in public spaces?” 

Other jurisdictions have come to the realization that more qualified assistance dogs are needed 

such as the Province of British Columbia which is opening up its qualifications to owner-trained 

dogs. 

Members of the Alberta Disabilities Forum appreciate the support that the Government of 

Alberta provides to Albertans with disabilities. ADF is willing and interested in working with the 

Government of Alberta to address the issues outlined in this position paper and in using our 

network of disability-related organizations to ensure the views of the disability community are 

represented, as we work together to improve access to qualified assistance dogs for Albertans 

with disabilities. 
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Appendix One: An Assistance Dog Timeline, Alberta Highlights 

1955 Local chapter of Canadian National Institute for the Blind comes to 

Alberta. 

1965 RCMP dog training centre established in Innisfail, Alberta 

1996 Western Guide Dog Foundation, an ADI accredited school is incorporated 

and trains guide dogs to support people who are blind or who have visual 

impairments 

1999 Chimo AAT was founded in 1999 by Dennis Anderson, who at that time 

was the President of the Canadian Mental Health Association in Alberta. 

January 1, 2002 Blind Persons’ Rights Act implemented 

May 30, 2002 BC Guide Dog Services, an IGDF accredited organization, registers as an 

extra-provincial corporation—Alberta Guide Dog Services—so it can place 

dogs in Alberta 

2003 Western Guide Dog Foundation expands its services to include dogs for 

people with physical disabilities and changes its name to Western Guide 

and Assistance Dog Society 

February 25, 2003 Blind Person’s Rights Act Guide Dog Qualification Regulations 

implemented; the guidelines are updated annually until 2005, and then 

not again until 2014 

March 10, 2004 Blind Persons’ Rights Act revised, with changes to definitions and 

increases in fines for those contravening the Act among the notable 

revisions 

2006   Alberta Guide Dog Services opens an office in Calgary 

2007 Western Guide and Assistance Dog Society adds autism service dogs to its 

services and changes its name to Dogs with Wings 

January 2008 Alberta Guide Dog Services’ puppy raising program starts in Calgary 

December, 2008 BC and Alberta Guide Dog Services extends its mandate and begins to 

provide autism assistance dogs 
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January 1, 2009 Service Dogs Act implemented; this legislation complements the Blind 

Persons Rights Act 

June 2010 Hope Heels incorporates as a non-profit organization and is officially 

operating in Alberta 

October 29, 2013 Service Dogs Act Service Dog Qualification Regulations updated to include 

dogs trained at schools with candidacy status with Assistance Dogs 

International as fully qualified under the Act 

November 10, 2013 Wildrose MLA Heather Forsyth’s hearing dog accompanies her to the fall 

sitting of the legislature, the first time an assistance dog is brought to the 

legislative assembly in Canada 

2014 CNIB Alberta and Northwest Territories produces and submits Enabling 

Albertans by Protecting Guide Dogs in response to the Blind Persons’ 

Rights Act and the Service Dogs Act review 

February 10, 2014 Research undertaken by Courageous Companions, a Canadian 

organization that provides assistance dogs to veterans and serving 

members of the Canadian Armed Forces, points a finger at Calgary as the 

worst place in Canada to live with an assistance dog. 

April, 2014 Northern Alberta Institute of Technology welcomes its first-ever assisted 

therapy dog, Flynn. The Golden Labradoodle works 5 days/week helping 

students de-stress while on campus. 

May, 2014 Prime Minister Stephen Harper proposes the Justice for Animals in 

Service Act, a bill to create legislation to honour the sacrifices of police 

officers and their service animals. Referred to as Quanto’s Law, after a 

police dog that was stabbed to death while helping to apprehend a 

fleeing suspect in Edmonton in 2013, the legislation will ensure that 

those who harm law enforcement, service and Canadian Armed Forces 

animals face serious consequences. 

December, 2014 An Edmonton cab company fires a driver who refused service to a person 

who was blind and accompanied by a guide dog 

July, 2015 Alberta Disabilities Forum’s Service Dog Working Group produces ADF 

Service Dogs Working Group Background and Discussion Paper: An 

Alberta Perspective to raise awareness of the important role that 

https://www.facebook.com/MsarServiceDogs/posts/821458201230523
https://www.facebook.com/MsarServiceDogs/posts/821458201230523
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assistance dogs play for people with disabilities and advocates for 

improvements to the Service Dogs Act in Alberta. 

September 2015 Alberta Disabilities Forum disseminates its discussion paper and meets 

with elected officials, public servants and other interested stakeholders 

to increase awareness about the need for more qualified assistance dogs 

in Alberta. 
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Appendix Two: Assistance Dog Legislation in Alberta 

Two pieces of legislation govern assistance dog activities in Alberta: the Service Dogs Act and 

the Blind Persons’ Rights Act. 

The Service Dogs Act grants people with disabilities the right to access public places when 

accompanied by qualified assistance dogs. The Service Dogs Act became law on January 1, 

2009. 

When we, as people with disabilities, are accompanied by a qualified assistance dog, we must 

be allowed access to restaurants, taxis, buses or any other location where the general public is 

allowed. The Act makes it an offence for us to be denied access to any public place because of 

our qualified assistance dog. 

For an assistance dog to qualify under the Act, the dog must be trained by an organization that 

is accredited by Assistance Dogs International. 

You can read the Service Dogs Act and learn more about it at: 

http://humanservices.alberta.ca/disability-services/service-dogs.html 

The Service Dogs Act complements the Blind Persons’ Rights Act (BPRA), which recognizes the 

rights of Albertans who are blind, including those who use guide dogs. Like the Service Dogs 

Act, the BPRA ensures blind Albertans who are accompanied by qualified guide dogs have the 

right to access all public places in the province. The Act was updated in 2004. 

For a guide dog to qualify under the BPRA, the dog must be trained by a school that is a 

registered member of the International Guide Dog Federation. 

You can read the Blind Persons’ Rights Act and learn more about it at: 

http://humanservices.alberta.ca/disability-services/service-dogs.html 

  

http://humanservices.alberta.ca/disability-services/service-dogs.html
http://humanservices.alberta.ca/disability-services/service-dogs.html
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Appendix Three: Assistance Dog Legislation in Other Jurisdictions 

Legislation regarding guide dogs, hearing dogs and service dogs varies from one jurisdiction to 

another. Depending on where we live in Canada, the legislation governing our rights and the 

rights of our assistance dogs differs. 

Jurisdiction Name of 
Legislation  

Year 
created 

Year 
modified 

Item of note Item of note 

British Columbia 
 

Guide Animal 
Act 

1996 2004 Guide dogs 
must be 
trained by 
The Seeing 
Eye, Inc., 
Guide Dogs 
for the Blind 
or another 
approved 
organization 
to qualify 
under this 
Act. 

Those who 
contravene 
the Act can 
be fined up to 
$200. 

 Guide Dog and 
Service Dog Act 

2015  Certification 
of assistance 
dogs is not 
necessary for 
public access, 
but is 
required for 
ID cards. 
Certification 
presently is 
available for 
dogs trained 
at an ADI or 
IGDF-
accredited 
school. 

When the Act 
is in force 
(late 2015) 
there will be 
an option for 
testing and 
certification 
by a 
designated 
third party 
other than 
ADI or IGDF-
accredited 
schools. 

Alberta Service Dogs Act 2009  Assistance 
dogs must be 
trained by an 
organization 
that is 
accredited by 

Those who 
deny public 
access to a 
person with 
an assistance 
dog can be 
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or has 
candidacy 
status with 
Assistance 
Dogs 
International 
to qualify 
under this 
Act. 

fined up to 
$3,000. Those 
who pretend 
to have an 
assistance 
dog can be 
fined up to 
$300. 

Blind Person’s 
Rights Act 

2000 2002, 2004 Guide dogs 
must be 
trained by an 
organization 
that is a 
registered 
member of 
the 
International 
Guide Dog 
Federation to 
qualify under 
this Act. 

Those who 
deny public 
access to a 
person with a 
guide dog can 
be fined up to 
$3,000. Those 
who pretend 
to have a 
guide dog can 
be fined up to 
$300. 

Saskatchewan Human Rights 
Code 

1979 2001, 2007, 
2011, 2014 

Service 
animals must 
be trained to 
assist with a 
recognized 
disability. 

 

Manitoba Service Animals 
Protection Act 

2009  Service 
animals must 
be trained for 
use by a 
person with a 
disability, a 
peace officer 
or a person 
authorized to 
work with a 
peace officer. 

Those who 
touch, feed, 
impede or 
interfere with 
service 
animal can be 
fined $5,000 
for first 
offence, 
$10,000 for 
second 
offence and 
compensation 
for loss or 
damages. 
Those who 
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allow an 
animal to 
touch, feed, 
impede or 
interfere with 
a service 
animal can be 
subject to the 
same fines 
and also can 
be ordered to 
attend animal 
obedience 
training with 
their animal. 

The Human 
Rights Code 

1987 2007, 2010, 
2012, 2013 

Service 
animals must 
be trained to 
provide 
assistance to 
a person with 
a disability 
that relates 
to that 
person’s 
disability. 

 

Ontario Accessibility for 
Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act 

2005 2006, 2007, 
2009 

It must be 
readily 
apparent that 
the service 
animal is 
used by the 
person for 
reasons 
relating to 
the disability 
or a 
confirmation 
letter from a 
medical 
professional 
is required. 

 

Blind Persons 
Rights Act 

1990  Guide dogs 
must be 

Those who 
deny public 
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trained by 
one of the 13 
organizations 
listed in the 
Regulations 
or by an 
organization 
that meets 
the criteria 
listed in the 
Regulations. 

access to a 
person with a 
guide dog 
may be fined 
up to $5,000. 
A person who 
pretends to 
have a guide 
dog may be 
fined up to 
$500. 

Human Rights 
Code 

1962 1990, 1994, 
1997, 2001, 
2002, 2005, 
2006, 2012 

  

Quebec Individuals with 
Disabilities Act 

2003 2004, 2005, 
2006, 2007, 
2009, 2011, 
2013, 2014 

The act 
outlines the 
rights of and 
protections 
for people 
with 
disabilities, 
and declares 
official 
policies 
regarding 
assistance 
dogs. 

Those who 
are not blind 
and use a 
white cane 
may be fined 
between 
$500 and 
$1,500. These 
fines double 
for second 
and third 
offences. 

New Brunswick Human Rights 
Act 

1973 2004, 2005, 
2006, 2007, 
2011 

  

Nova Scotia Blind Persons 
Rights Act 

1989 1990 Guide dogs 
must be 
trained as a 
guide for a 
person who is 
blind. 

 

Human Rights 
Act 

1989 1991, 2008, 
2009, 2012 

  

Prince Edward 
Island 

Human Rights 
Act 

1988 2003, 2005, 
2006, 2008, 
2009, 2012, 
2013 
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Newfoundland 
and Labrador 

Blind Persons 
Rights Act 

1990 1992, 
repealed in 
2012 

Replaced by 
the Service 
Animal Act in 
2012. 

 

Service Animal 
Act 

2012  Service 
animals must 
be trained to 
provide 
assistance to 
a person with 
a disability. It 
must be 
readily 
apparent that 
the service 
animal is 
required for 
the person’s 
disability or a 
medical letter 
is required. 

Individuals 
who 
contravene 
the Act may 
be fined up to 
$500 or up to 
30 days 
imprisonment 
or both. 
Corporations 
that 
contravene 
the Act may 
be fined up to 
$1,000. 

Human Rights 
Act 

1988 2003, 2005, 
2006, 2008, 
2009, 2012, 
2013 

  

Yukon Territory Human Rights 
Act 

2002 2009, 2010, 
2013 

  

Northwest 
Territory 

Human Rights 
Act 

2002 2004, 2009, 
2010, 2012, 
2013, 2014 

  

Nunavut Human Rights 
Act 

2003 2004, 2007, 
2007, 2010 

  

Canada None     

USA Americans with 
Disabilities Act 

1990 2008, 2010 Service 
animals must 
be dogs that 
are trained to 
perform tasks 
that benefit a 
person with a 
disability. 

 

Resource: http://www.nsd.on.ca/about/legislation/ 
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Appendix Four: Assistance Dog Organizations Serving Albertans 

Albertans with disabilities who want qualified assistance dogs can either seek them from the 

one accredited training school in Alberta or accredited schools outside of the province. 

Generally speaking the wait lists are long. This appendix lists examples of training schools that 

are both accredited and non-accredited, as well as other organizations which assist Albertans in 

obtaining and living with assistance dogs. 

Accredited training schools 

Autism Dog Services (www.autismdogservices.ca) 

Founded in 2007, Autism Dog Services Inc. (ADS) provides assistance dogs to children in central 

and southwestern Ontario who have autism, Asperger’s syndrome or related disorders. The 

mission of ADS is to foster the integration of children with autism by training, placing and 

supporting dogs that offer safety, companionship and independence. 

All ADS training is based in and around the family’s home and community. This alleviates the 

stress associated with having to leave home for a week or more for intensive training. The ADS 

website notes, “We do not train for a wide variety of services as we feel we can best support 

our families by focusing on one specific area and being the best we can be in that area of 

service.” 

BC and Alberta Guide Dog Services (http://www.bcguidedog.com) 

The mission of British Columbia and Alberta Guide Dog Services is to meet the demand for 

professionally-trained guide dogs for blind and visually-impaired citizens in British Columbia and 

Alberta. 

They offer an in-house breeding program to ensure a regular supply of suitable dogs; puppy 

raising programs in Victoria, Vancouver and Calgary; canine training; and youth and adult 

training. As well, they are members of a working group comprising individuals representing user 

groups, training schools and working dog users, in order to review the existing BC Guide Animal 

Act. 

The organization has recently developed Autism Support Dogs, a charity that provides 

assistance dogs to children between 3 and 10 years of age. This is a relatively new program that 

has provided 3 assistance dogs to Albertans. 

Canadian Guide Dogs for the Blind (www.guidedogs.ca/aboutus.php) 

Founded in 1984, the Canadian Guide Dogs for the Blind (CGDB) is a founding member of the 
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International Guide Dog Federation. From humble beginnings in a small, rented home, today 

the training centre is an impressive, 9-acre facility located just outside of Manotick, Ontario, 

with a kennel that can house 30 dogs. 

CGDB’s mission is “To assist visually-impaired Canadians with their mobility by providing and 

training them in the use of professionally trained guide dog.” When selecting dogs for its 

program, CGDB looks for a calm, quiet disposition, a high level of initiative, a high level of 

concentration while working, a willingness to work, and a strong desire to please the user. 

Many of their dogs are Golden Retrievers or Labrador Retrievers. 

Canine Companions for Independence (www.cci.org) 

In 2014, Canine Companions for Independence (CCI), based in the United States, placed 290 

dogs in Canada and the U.S. CCI trains assistance dogs for adults with physical disabilities, 

skilled companion dogs for people with developmental and physical disabilities who require a 

facilitator, hearing dogs for adults who are Deaf or hard of hearing and facility dogs who work 

with professionals in health, education and visitation settings. 

Founded in 1975, CCI is the largest non-profit provider of assistance dogs in the United States. It 

is “recognized worldwide for the excellence of its dogs, and the quality and longevity of the 

matches it makes between dogs and people. The result is a life full of increased independence 

and loving companionship.” 

COPE Service Dogs (www.copedogs.org) 

Canine Opportunity, People Empowerment (COPE) was founded in Barrie, Ontario in 2000 by 

Jane Boake, who was later awarded the Order of Ontario in recognition of her work in 

developing this unique program. 

COPE service dogs fill a number of roles, including public access assistance dogs, home help-

mates, social therapy dogs, facility dogs, school dogs and career-change dogs. The primary role 

of COPE dogs is to support handlers with mobility limitations; however, they also are 

committed to “enhancing the lives of youth experiencing challenges by involving them in the 

training process of the dogs.” The organization runs several programs, including Canines in the 

Classroom, Life Partner Program, Reading Buddy and Senior Therapy Visits. 

Dogs with Wings (www.dogswithwings.ca) 

Dogs with Wings has been in operation since 1996. Originally named the Western Guide Dog 

Foundation, the organization trained dogs for people who were blind or had visual 

http://www.cci.org/
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impairments. In 2002, as the demand for assistance dogs grew, the operation expanded to 

include qualified assistance dogs, such as dogs that support children who are autistic. 

The mission of Dogs with Wings is “to foster integration and independence for people with 

disabilities by providing them with highly trained assistance dogs and aftercare.” The 

organization’s goal is simple: “to change lives for the better.” 

Dogs with Wings operates puppy programs in Edmonton, Red Deer and Calgary and has over 

200 active volunteers. 

The organization exists to serve Albertans with physical disabilities to achieve their potential. 

Lions Foundation of Canada Dog Guides (www.dogguides.com/about.html) 

In 1985, Lions Clubs from across Canada founded Canine Vision Canada, a national project that 

reflected the organization’s commitment to Canadians with visual impairments. Today, the 

Lions Foundation of Canada Dog Guides has expanded to include hearing dogs, seizure 

response dogs and service dogs, including those with a focus on children who are autistic and 

people with diabetes. 

In 2013–2014, 153 dogs graduated from the Lions’ program. Daniel Poulin, chair of the 

organization’s board of directors, recognizes that the program “gives someone back their 

mobility, security and most importantly their independence.” The organization’s head office is 

located in Oakville and its breeding and training facility in Breslau, Ontario. 

MIRA Foundation (www.mira.ca/en/about-us-/3/mission_43.html) 

Based in Sainte-Madeleine, Quebec, the MIRA Foundation is guided by the principle that 

“anything that is accessible to the public at large should be accessible to handicapped 

individuals.” The foundation provides service dogs for adults who are blind or have low vision, 

who are Deaf or hard of hearing or who have other disabilities that limit mobility. 

As well, in collaboration with the University of Sherbrooke and Laval University, MIRA has 

conducted extensive research on the impact of the integration of assistance dogs into the 

families of children with autism spectrum disorders. As a result of this work, the foundation’s 

“Schola Mira” initiative works to place assistance dogs with children who have autism. 

National Service Dogs (www.nsd.on.ca) 

Based in Cambridge, Ontario, National Service Dogs (NSD) trains dogs that support children who 

are autistic. The organization got its start in 1996 when the mother of a three-year-old boy with 

autism was searching desperately for an assistance dog to help her son. The NSD website says, 

http://www.mira.ca/en/about-us-/3/mission_43.html
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“That same year he was matched with a quiet, sensitive black lab named Shade. From these 

humble beginnings, the dedication of founders Heather and Chris Fowler and Danielle Forbes 

led to the development of the first Certified Service Dog for Autism Program of its kind in the 

world.” 

Since its inception, NSD has graduated over 300 Certified Service Dog Teams and has helped 

many assistance dog organizations around the world start their own autism programs. 

Pacific Assistance Dogs International (www.pads.ca/#sthash.6Otldt4y.dpbs) 

In 1987, Pacific Assistance Dogs International (PADs) was registered under the BC Societies Act. 

The organization breeds, raises, trains and places dogs with people throughout western 

Canada, although most of their dogs work in BC and Alberta. PADS provides dogs for three 

types of assistance: service, hearing and canine-assistance intervention and education. In 2013, 

PADS placed a record number of dogs, celebrating the graduation of 16 canine-assistance teams 

and three breeding dogs. 

Dogs that do not meet the rigorous standards for “graduation” are placed as VIPs (Very 

Important Pets). PADs believes, “Something quite magical happens when a PADs VIP Dog 

becomes a part of an autistic or disabled child’s world. A loving dog can cross barriers in a way 

that nothing else can.” 

Non-accredited training schools 

Hope Heels (www.hopeheels.com) 
Established in Edmonton in 2010, Hope Heels assists handlers with mental health disabilities to 

train their own service dogs. Hope Heels is guided by the philosophy that it is best to “help 

people to help themselves,” by recognizing their unique abilities and collaborating with 

professionals to “self-train” assistance dogs that will ease mental health concerns. 

The Hope Heels website describes the organization’s unique approach: “Our specialized 

programming combines the benefits of animal assisted therapy and assistance dogs into one 

innovative application.” As a result, the trainer/handler “learns skills needed to help them work 

beyond the bounds of their disability and when they need help, their service dog is there.” 

Hope Heels has obtained ADI candidacy status, and is working towards achieving ADI accredited 

assistance dog status. 

  

http://www.pads.ca/#sthash.6Otldt4y.dpbs
http://www.hopeheels.com/
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Kier Dog Training & Consulting and Canine Assistance No Boundaries 

(www.k9assistance.com) 

Todd Kier’s family-run, assistance dog training school is based in British Columbia, but serves all 

of North America. Kier is an ADI-accredited trainer with over 16 years’ experience as an 

assistance dog trainer. Guided by a quality-not-quantity, class sizes are kept small. Clients are 

handlers who already have a dog that they want to train as an assistance dog. As well, Kier will 

seek out dogs to work with particular clients. Kier trains mobility, medical alert and hearing 

assistance dogs and places approximately five dogs every year. 

Although Kier is an accredited instructor, his organization does not qualify as an ADI-accredited 

training institution because it is a for-profit, fee-for-service business. 

MSAR Courageous Companions 

Courageous Companions is a Canada-wide organization that works in the development and 

implementation of assistance dogs in all capacities, with a focus on dogs trained for mental 

health. Many dogs are donated to retired or active Canadian Forces members who have PTSD. 

They have trained and delivered over 370 dogs in the last ten years to handlers all over Canada. 

Though Courageous Companions has well-defined and stringent training standards, they hold 

neither ADI-accredited nor candidacy status, and therefore do not produce dogs qualified for 

use in Alberta. 

Other assistance dog organizations 

Canadian Service Dog Foundation (www.servicedog.ca) 

The Canadian Service Dog Foundation (CSDF) assists past and presently serving Canadian Forces 

personnel, emergency services personnel and veterans who have disabilities through the use of 

trained assistance dogs, therapy dogs and emotional support animals. Through a number of 

programs, CSDF encourages and supports its clients to lead active and healthy lifestyles. This is 

done through a number of initiatives, such as providing referrals to other service providers and 

working with health care professionals interested in including assistance dogs in their clients' 

treatment plans. 

CSDF believes in the importance of creating a community of support, aiming to “provide a 

comfortable environment where people may find an opportunity to socialize with others, 

capitalize on shared learning experiences, create new friendships and lasting support 

networks.” 

  

http://www.k9assistance.com/
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Chimo Animal Assisted Wellness and Learning Society (www.caawls.org) 

The Chimo Assisted Wellness and Learning Society (CAAWLS) believes in the value of animal-

assisted therapy and aims to become “the service provider of choice for animal-assisted 

therapeutic services in Alberta.” To that end, the organization works with therapists, assisting 

them to develop, plan and implement animal-assisted therapy initiatives for their clients. As 

well, CAAWLS recruits and certifies therapy animals for the therapist’s use. 

Based in Edmonton, CAAWLS was founded by Dennis Anderson, who was president of the 

Canadian Mental Health Association in Alberta at the time. He tells the story behind the name: 

“Chimo comes from the Inuit toast for “good cheer”, which is what the project hopes to bring to 

those suffering from mental illness.” 

  

http://www.caawls.org/
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Appendix Five: Assistance Dogs International and the International 

Guide Dog Federation 

Assistance Dogs International 

To ensure high standards of training, Alberta’s Service Dogs Act requires a training program to 

be delivered by a school or institution that is accredited by, or that has candidacy status with, 

Assistance Dogs International (ADI). 

ADI is a coalition of not-for-profit assistance dog organizations dedicated to improving the 

“training, placement, and utilization of assistance dogs, staff and volunteer education, as well 

as educating the public about assistance dogs, and advocating for the legal rights of people with 

disabilities partnered with assistance dogs.” 

Since 1987, ADI has set standards for the assistance dogs industry. These standards are met 

through a comprehensive accreditation system and the regular assessment of member 

organizations to ensure high standards are met. 

You can learn more about ADI, including the details of its accreditation system, at: 

www.assistancedogsinternational.org/ 

International Guide Dog Federation 

In 1989, the International Guide Dog Federation (IGDF) was formed to serve people who are 

blind or visually impaired, by training and providing guide dogs. Membership in IGDF enables 

guide dog schools from around the world to benefit from shared knowledge, experience, 

highest quality standards and methodologies for improving the quality of their operations. 

The mission statement of IGDF is “supports its members in their efforts to encourage and 

advance the provision of guide dogs as a safe means of independent mobility for people who 

are blind or partially sighted.” 

You can learn more about IGDF at: www.igdf.org.uk/about-us/ 

  

http://www.assistancedogsinternational.org/
http://www.igdf.org.uk/about-us/
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Appendix Six: Personal Stories 

As the ADF Service Dog Working Group developed this discussion paper, we sought out the 

personal experiences of people with disabilities from across Alberta who have assistance dogs. 

The purpose of including the personal stories is to show the invaluable benefit and the 

challenges these dogs provide to their handlers, as evidenced through the telling of their 

stories. Some of the dogs are qualified assistance dogs and some are not. Here are their stories. 

Story #1: Assistance Dog for an Autistic Child 

We have had our qualified assistance dog for 4 years and the impact on our lives has been 

huge! 

The tasks that our dog performs is to keep our autistic child from running away, help calm her 

when she is upset, help her sleep better at night, help with her socialization, keep her regulated 

and teach her responsibility. We found the information that led to us finding a service dog 

through a friend. 

We were lucky enough to get our assistance dog from the Lions Foundation of Canada. We did 

not pay or fundraise in order to be provided with our assistance dog. The organization that 

provided us with our dog is accredited by ADI. 

The challenges we face when taking our assistance dog into public spaces is that people want to 

see proof that they are a qualified service dog. Some places still try to kick us out! 

Story #2: Charly, Enhances his Handler’s Life 

I am a C4/5 quadriplegic due to a motor vehicle collision. Nine years ago I welcomed an 

assistance dog into my life, a black Labrador named Charly. Charly is specially trained to assist 

me with mobility and in other areas as well. 

I don’t have good hand function, and as a result it is very difficult for me to pick up dropped 

items off the floor. Charly helps me with this every day. Occasionally I will fall over sideways in 

my chair, and in these cases Charly will position herself beside me so that I may use her back to 

push myself back into a seated position. The increased independence that Charly offers me is 

invaluable, as is her companionship. 

Charly was trained by Dogs with Wings in Alberta and was one of the first licensed, ADI-

qualified assistance dogs in the province following the creation of the Service Dog Act. She went 

through two years of training before placement with me at no cost. 
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I’ve had very few issues regarding public access with Charly, and most cases are resolved by 

simply showing my assistance dog license. While I’ve encountered some difficulty on premises 

that have ethnic or religious issues with animals, I find that a courteous explanation of the 

purpose of the dog and the legislation that allows her to accompany me is usually successful. 

Charly is nearing the end of her service life, and will continue to live with me as a companion. 

Especially as a single person, this is another of the most important roles that Charly plays in my 

life. 

Story #3: Darwin: Access Issues 

Once I decided to start looking for a service dog, I hunted high and low. Any information on 

service dogs, and specifically how to get a psychiatric dog in Alberta, was difficult to find. Many 

organizations’ websites were poorly laid out. When I was brave enough to follow-up and ask 

questions, these organizations seemed to have no idea how to refer me to someone who could 

point me in the right direction. Even professional dog trainers in the Edmonton area were hard 

to find. 

Access issues can be challenging for people who use service dogs. Darwin is not ADI-qualified. 

I have encountered issues with the public at large. Some people are confrontational. Some 

people are rude. Most people are curious, but there are times when even this can be very 

frustrating. I have come to expect my day to be interrupted to answer the public’s questions. I 

want to promote service dog awareness, so for the most part I happily answer questions—as 

long as they aren’t too personal. I’ve also gotten really good at not actually answering a 

question and wording my responses in a manner that stops a conversation without being rude 

so that I can continue on my way. 

I am very nervous that someday an establishment will call the police and challenge my 

presence. I don’t know what the police know about service dogs or how they would address 

this. Now I am worried that they are going to call me out as a faker even though my dog is 

trained beyond ADI standards and there is a legitimate need for his presence. 

Story #4: Fleetwood, PTSD, Anxiety, Depression, Seizure Disorder Dog 

Welcoming Fleetwood into our family has changed our lives immensely. Before we came 

together my children were often concerned to leave me alone; now, they know that Fleetwood 

will alert them in the event of a seizure. He is also trained to activate a medical alert system and 

to provide comfort while I regain consciousness after an episode. I had a seizure episode within 



41 
 

the first few days of our training as a team – luckily, he was already tuned into my needs and 

knew just what to do. 

Fleetwood impacts my life in ways that go beyond his training as a seizure response dog. I also 

live with post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and depression, and his presence has without a 

doubt improved my mental health concerns. 

In the time that we’ve been together, the public’s reaction to Fleetwood has been largely 

positive, and public access has not been too much of an issue. He is qualified by Assistance Dogs 

International and so is authorized for public access in Alberta. A taxi driver was once concerned 

about dog hair in his vehicle, but did not deny us service. 

My family and I are very grateful to the Lions Foundation of Canada for providing us with 

Fleetwood. They are a donor-funded organization based in Ontario which helps pair people 

across Canada with assistance dogs trained to assist with a wide variety of disabilities. All of this 

was done at no cost to us. 

As awareness increases about the many ways these dogs can change lives, the demand for 

assistance dogs has greatly outgrown the supply in Alberta and elsewhere. It was a two year 

wait for me at an out-of-province school. I would like to see an accessible program for 

psychiatric assistance dogs to aid individuals with mental health concerns such as PTSD, anxiety, 

and depression. It is presently difficult to be approved for this type of assistance dog, which is a 

shame because I have and continue to experience the great benefits that an assistance dog like 

Fleetwood can have on mental health. 

Story #5: Lance, a PTSD dog 

So, what exactly does a PTSD dog do? I get asked this question all the time when I’m out with 

Lance. The answer is different for everyone. A lot of what he does an Emotional Support Animal 

could do such as providing companionship and comfort and snuggles. In public, he provides a 

physical barrier between me and other people. Lance tends to stand in front of me instead of 

beside me when we come to a stop so people can’t enter my personal space easily. He is a 

conversation starter which requires me to be more social instead of retreating inside of myself 

especially since I enjoy helping educate people. 

One of the things a lot of people with mental health issues have is paranoia that people are 

staring at them and/or judging them. Instead of worrying that everyone is watching you, you 

know they are mostly watching the dog. That surety helps me a lot especially when I know that 
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most of their attention is on my dog rather than me. If I have to leave him behind, I feel much 

more vulnerable. 

Some of his more active duties include using his nose to poke me in the hand when I'm 

exhibiting anxious behaviour which lets me know I need to take a minute and calm myself 

down, do some grounding techniques. If I can get myself calmed before the anxiety gets too 

high I can avoid having a panic attack. He is also trained to provide some deep pressure by 

'hugging' me, which is jumping onto my lap and putting his paws on my shoulder. 

There are some things he still needs to be trained to do such as recognize when I am 

dissociating and either get my attention or guide me to a quieter place where I can sit until I've 

been able to bring myself back to the present. He will also be trained to remind me to take my 

medication by either fetching it to me or carrying it in a small container on his collar. 

At home he helps me to get out of bed instead of sleeping all day long. Lance decides when I've 

slept enough and will lick my face and paw at me until I give in and get out of bed. He is 

currently in training to turn on the lights on command which is a great help when waking from a 

nightmare or night terror or on days when I need a little extra help waking up. 

So, those are some of the main benefits he provides. I'm sure in time I will find other tricks and 

tasks to teach him that will help me day-by-day. This is what his job is in a nutshell. 

Story #6: Paige, Who is Handler Trained 

I was very lucky to find a professional trainer who was willing to work with me for a discounted 

rate when I trained Paige. She taught how to train her as opposed to what to train her. I did all 

of my own research to figure out what I needed to teach her. When Paige was injured and it 

was time to train a new dog, I met a few bad trainers. I'm not in a financial position right now to 

be able to pay someone. That's one of the hardest parts of owner training, dealing with the 

costs of a professional. I'm blessed that I've developed a solid circle of dog savvy people. I can 

post a training question on Facebook and have a variety of responses, and possibly a lively 

debate, within a couple hours. 
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