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Navigating Seattle-Tacoma International Airport last week for the first time during a layover, Theresa Stern relied on her partner of his seven years, a black lab named Dario.
"A guide dog is basically sort of like my eyes," said Stern, who is blind. "I tell my guide dog to follow the person in front of him to where we are going. It helps me not to run into stuff or fall down stairs."
But Stern and others in the disability rights community who rely on dogs are concerned. They say more travelers are bringing their dogs to airports and passing them off as service dogs when they're actually just family pets.
In some cases, the travelers doing the faking may truly believe that their dog - though not trained - actually serves a salutary purpose. Perhaps the dog calms a passenger's traveling anxiety. But other times, the owners barely try to hide the fact that their dog is really just the family pet.
And that's a major problem, disability rights advocates say.
"They believe their loving, wonderful dog deserves to be with them every moment of the day," said Corey Hudson, chief executive of Canine Companions for Independence in Santa Rosa. "If they are going on vacation, they don't have to pay for a dog being under their foot. They save several hundred dollars."
These fake service dogs are present, disability advocates say, not only at airports but at just about every public place, from restaurants to civic centers to amusement parks. But it's not clear what can be done.
Under the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, businesses can ask dog owners only two questions: Is the dog a service animal and for what work has the dog been trained? This was designed to protect disabled people from unnecessarily probing questions, but it also means the definition of a service dog is open to interpretation. (Airlines and other businesses retain the right to refuse access to poorly behaved dogs, though there's some question about the definition of poor behavior.)
Hudson testified this past week before the California Senate Business, Professions and Economic Development Committee chaired by Torrance Democrat Ted Lieu. While the problem of illicit guide dogs is mostly a federal matter, Hudson said he told the committee that state legislators might want to direct the U.S. Department of Justice to take a close look at the issue.
Stern, who is also the alumni association director at Guide Dogs for the Blind in San Rafael, said that while most large public buildings remain accommodating, she is concerned that Dario might be less welcome in the future. And she would have trouble traveling without him.
"What we are afraid of is that with the influx of dogs that aren't trained service dogs, people are faking it and getting their dogs into public areas where they are behaving badly, and then business owners will start saying, 'We don't want to deal with this and revoke the rights," she said.
Hudson and others say the problem of fake service dogs has become more of an issue in recent years as more websites have sold service dog vests to the public. It is possible, on Amazon.com, to buy a $49.95 bright red outfit for a family pet reading Service Dog. Anyone can buy it. Purchasers need not prove they have a disability.
That fact makes Hudson upset. His nonprofit organization trains dogs for people with physical and emotional disabilities. The group's dogs - golden retrievers, Labrador retrievers, or a mixed breed of the two - can alert people to noises, like a smoke alarm going off, or help them with basic tasks, like turning off light switches.
Most fake service dogs can do none of that stuff, he said.
"Why do people park in handicapped parking?" Hudson asked. "It's convenience. And people think they will get away with it. It is a violation of the spirit of the Americans with Disabilities Act. But it is not a violation of the law."
Stephan Castellanos of the California Commission on Disability Access says the mislabeling of dogs is not acceptable.
"People have a legitimate reason to use these animals to participate in the community," Castellanos said. "The law is set up so there will be equality in society. It's upsetting how folks perpetuate fraud."
There is generally one major difference between real service dogs and fakes, experts say. After two or three years of training, a proper service dog rarely will misbehave in public.
That includes Dario, Sterns said. In fact, she said, Dario is even comfortable on a plane.
"He lays down on the floor and curls up in front of me," she said. "Half the time he will get up after the flight and the person who is next to me never he knew he was there."


