
Introduction

Acquiring an assistance dog is one of the
most daunting things to do as a disabled
person. There is so much information out
there, and it’s almost impossible not to get
caught up in misinformation.

Here is a breakdown of everything you need
to know when getting an assistance dog, in
the simplest form possible. This document
won’t contain any conflicting information
and will be straight to the point, easy to
follow instructions for those who genuinely
have no idea where to start. 
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Acquiring and Owner Training an Assistance Dog 

Why use an assistance dog? 
Assistance dogs are one of the most adaptive pieces
of medical equipment. There is almost no limitation to
what they can do for you to assist with your disability.
From supporting people living with mental illness, to
being the eyes of somebody who is vision impaired,
the possibilities are endless for what an assistance dog
may be able to assist you with. 

Therapy Dogs, Service Dogs, Emotional Support Animals, Companion Dogs. 
Before you begin your journey, it’s important to understand the different terminology for different working dogs. Mixing these up might
seem like a minor thing, but it contributes to the ongoing cycle of misinformation which spreads like wildfire. 

Therapy dogs work in places like hospitals, schools and nursing homes. These dogs are not assistance dogs, and cannot go into public places
such as Coles or Shopping Centres.
Service dogs in Australia are working dogs such as police dogs, however some handlers prefer to use ‘Service Dog’ over ‘Assistance Dog’.
Assistance dog is the legal term here in Australia.
Emotional support dogs provide comfort to somebody dealing with mental illness. In Australia, there is no legal recognition of ESA’s, and so
they fall under the same category as pet dogs.
Companion Dog is the legal term for pet dogs here in Australia. They are not allowed in public places such as supermarkets. 



Doctor Support
If you don’t already have support from your treating medical
practitioner for the use of an assistance dog, trust me, you will
need it in the future. Gate keepers have a legal right to request
proof that your dog is trained to alleviate the effects of a
disability, and the best way to prove that is by a doctors letter. 

To make things easier for you, particularly if you do not yet feel
comfortable talking to your doctor about the use of an assistance
dog, you can print out a copy of the legal definition of a Disability.
(You can find this by using the following QR code, this will take
you to the Disability Discrimination Act, 1992). And have your
doctor sign it if they agree you meet the definition of an
assistance dog (you will find a print out version at the end of this
document)  

Having your doctor sign to say they agree 
you meet this definition, means you will have 
adequate proof that you have a disability, which 
can be used in conjunction with other proof for
your assistance dog in the future. 
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The only law which applies without exception is Australian
Federal Law. This is the Disability Discrimination Act, 1992.
(follow QR code to the left).

Sections 9.2 and 54a apply specifically to assistance dogs.
The basic summary of the laws is:

Section 9.2: What defines an Assistance Animal?

An assistance animal is a dog or other animal trained to
alleviate the effects of a disability, and trained to meet
standards of hygiene and behaviour suitable for an animal
in a public place.
This may be achieved by achieving government
accreditation such as Guide, Hearing and Assistance Dogs
accreditation, achieving accreditation through an assistance
dog training program, or by owner training the dog to these
standards. 
(interpretation only, actual excerpt can be found using the
QR code)

Section 54a: Lawful Discrimination

This excerpt states that a gatekeeper can lawfully
discriminate if:

The animal is not under effective* control
The handler fails to provide proof that the animal is an
assistance animal
The presence of the animal may pose a risk to the health
and safety of other living beings
The animal is reasonably suspected to have an infectious
disease.

*effective control does not mean the animal must be
leashed. Effective control can be achieved through hand
signals, voice control, and alternatively, the animal can be
handled by another person. 
(interpretation only)
 

Understand the Laws 

Choosing a dog
Choosing a dog is honestly the hardest part of the assistance
dog journey.

You are best to buy from a reputable dog breeder. This ensures
the health of your dog, and also means you can buy a dog with
a predictable temperament. 

While rescue dogs have had success in the past, they are often
unpredictable and often have hidden temperamental issues.
These dogs have no guarantee on their health, and may have to
retire early due to unexpected issues.  

Reputable breeders can be found at:
https://www.dogzonline.com.au
These breeders are required to follow strict health testing
specific to each breed. You also eliminate the risk of being
scammed when using this site.  



Victorian State Law is implemented through the Equal
Opportunity Act. It does not provide accreditation, but
defines an assistance dog as:
”Assistance dog means a dog that is trained to perform
tasks or functions that assist a person with a disability to
alleviate the effects of his or her disability”. 

 

State Legislation
State legislation differs in each state/territory in Australia.
However it is important to remember that the only law you
actually need to follow, is Australian Federal Law (outlined on
previous page). Under section 109 of the Australian
Constitution:
“When a law of the State is inconsistent with a law of the
Commonwealth, the latter shall prevail, and the former shall,
to the extent of the inconsistency, be invalid.”
 
Interpretation: unless your state law aligns with federal law, it
is invalid for the purposes of compliance. 
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South Australian State Law is implemented through the
Dog and Cat Management Act.

This Act provides accreditation of Assistance Dogs through
a Public Access Test. Requirements for undergoing this test
is that the dog must be desexed and microchipped, and the
handler must be 18 or over. Once the Public Access Test is
passed, handlers receive an ID card from the board.
 

South Australia

Queensland
Queensland State Law is implemented through the Guide,
Hearing and Assistance Dog Act (GHAD).

This Act provides the accreditation of assistance dogs
through a GHAD recognised assessor. Assistance dogs will
need to perform a GHAD Public Access Test, and then they
will receive a GHAD identity card for access. GHAD is also
available in other states and people can achieve GHAD
accreditation when living interstate.

 

Victoria

Western Australia
Western Australian State Law is implemented by the Dog
Act, 1976. Accreditation is provided by Local Government,
Sport and Cultural Industries by performing a Public Access
Test. Teams who pass this test will receive an ID card.

 

Australian Capital Territory 
The ACT Government provides accreditation through an
optional Public Access Test. Teams who pass the test
receive an ID card.

 

New South Wales, Northern
Territory, Tasmania
No current state legislation is in place for the monitoring and
accreditation of assistance animals. Those who live in these
states can reference Australian Federal Law, the Disability
Discrimination Act, 1992. 
 

If you are accredited through
state law, you fall under
section 9.2A of the DDA. 

State accreditation is OPTIONAL. There is no
legal requirement to carry ID or to complete a

public access test. 



Should you follow your state laws? 
State law is a fantastic way to monitor the standards of an
assistance dog, but it isn’t accessible to everyone. For
example, GHAD accreditation may require various sessions
before passing a Public Access Test, which can be costly and
stressful. Some people may not have an assessor nearby,
therefore travel is inaccessible. General rule of thumb is that,
if performing a Public Access Test laid out by state
regulations is accessible to you, do it! It’s a great way to
provide proof of your dogs training and to reduce access
issues. It’s also a fantastic achievement, and a great goal to
aim towards as a team.

Please remember that if a public access test isn’t accessible
to you, there are other ways to prove your dog’s training.
This will be outlined later in the document.
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There are many assistance dog programs who can assist
you with owner training your dog. They are listed below:

Verndogs Australia:

Verndogs is focused specifically at owner trained assistance
dogs, to increase the accessibility of assessments and
training. Verndogs provides accreditation through a Public
Access Test, and other various assessments and is open for
applications at all times. There is no wait list for Verndogs,
and the annual price is $65 for membership.

Revolutionary Assistance Dogs Inc (RAD):

RAD is specifically aimed at owner trained assistance dogs,
and assists by providing proof of training through different
level achievements. You achieve different levels by
submitting training logs to indicate your dogs training. RAD
also offers a Public Access Test to their members. RADs
costs are $120 on application, and $75 annually for
membership.  

There are many assistance dog programs which work a little
differently. Some programs may require you to work with
one of their trainers. The programs listed here are aimed
specifically at owner trainers. These programs work with
you as the primary trainer of your dog and help you provide
proof of training. 
 

Assistance Dog Programs 

Who trains my dog? 
Anybody. Yep! 

There is no regulation as to who can train an assistance dog,
which means that you can actually do it yourself. This is often
referred to as “owner-training”. You can also have a dog
trainer assist you with training your dog, but there isn’t any
requirement to go through an assistance dog program. 

Program assistance dogs (dogs that are trained by an
organisation) can cost upwards of $20,000. There are ways
to avoid this cost, and to make things more accessible,
including owner training your dog.

There are many organisations who support owner trainers,
and who can assist you with training your dog.

Many owner trainers had never previously trained a dog
before, so even if you have limited experience, it’s extremely
possible to achieve. There are many great online resources
and a huge community of owner trainers who can help you. 

Why go with a program? 
There is no legal requirement to go with an assistance dog
program or organisation, however, as a new handler, these
programs provide invaluable support and education to you
to help you work independently. Joining a program allows
you to work with likeminded people who can provide
education and assistance, and most importantly: advocacy.

If you ever encounter an access issue or are unlawfully
discriminated against, these programs have the skills and
knowledge to ensure you receive appropriate treatment as
a member of the community. They can assist you with any
legal battles you find yourself in, and can provide support
when needed.

Should you decide to work independently, it’s important
you have a thorough understanding of the laws, and your
rights as a handler. A small misinterpretation may land you
in legal trouble, so it’s important you seek advice and
assistance when you feel unsure, to ensure you work safely
in a public place. 
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Registering your dog 
We’ve all been there. On google searching “official
assistance dog registration” “government assistance dog
registration”. So, where do you find the assistance dog
registry? 

It doesn’t exist

Australia has no form of assistance dog registration, and
you aren’t required to ‘register’ an assistance dog. 

So take a deep breath and relax. Here’s what makes an
assistance dog legitimate. 

Providing proof your dog is an
assistance dog 
We’ve talked a lot about what assistance dogs don’t need.
But what DO they need?

Gatekeepers (business owners, security guards, etc) are
allowed to request proof that your dog is an assistance
dog, and that your dog is trained to alleviate the effects of
a disability. You also must be able to prove your dog meets
hygiene standards that would be suitable for an animal in a
public place.

This Part does not render it unlawful for a person to
request the person with the disability to produce evidence
that: 
                    (a) the animal is an assistance animal*; or 
                    (b) the animal is trained to meet standards of
hygiene and behaviour that are appropriate for an animal
in a public place.

One thing you will notice in this excerpt is that it never
specifically states you need to prove your dog is trained to
alleviate the effects of a disability. But, when we look at
the definition of “assistance animal”
*“is trained to assist a person with a disability to alleviate
the effect of the disability and meets standards of hygiene
and behaviour that are appropriate for an animal in a
public place.”

So therefore, we can reasonably expect that proof includes
proof that your dog alleviates the effect of a disability.

 

Proof of Training

Cause distress or inconvenience to other people by its
actions or behaviour.
Cause any risk to the health, safety and welfare of any
person.
Lunge at or bite any person or animal.
Disrupt the operations of services.
Sit on seats or restrict access to services provided.
Block doorways or aisles.
Toilet on seats, service areas or in premises or in public
transport.

In order to provide proof your dog is trained as an assistance
dog, we need to provide proof that the dog is trained to
standards of behaviour suitable for an animal in a public
place.

Without specific requirements, these “standards” are mostly
up for interpretation, but there are reasonable expectations
for how your dog should behave. 

The Western Australian Government has some fantastic basic
guidelines for assistance dog standards, they are:

Assistance dogs, when in a public building, place or transport,
must not:

With these basic guidelines, we can reasonably expect that
your assistance dog is trained to:
-perform high standards of obedience to ensure they are not
disruptive 
-ignore distractions including other working dogs, children
and other members of the public
-tuck out of the way to ensure they do not obstruct aisles or
doorways
-be housetrained, and not eliminate inappropriately to
protect the health and safety of the public.

A great guide to train towards these standards, is to look at a
Public Access Test example, and try to meet those standards. 

To provide proof of these standards as an owner trainer, you
can either:

Keep Logs, outlining the training undergone to meet these
standards 

OR

Have a third party assess that your dog meets these
standards, and provide written certification. 

There is no excuse for not providing this proof when
requested, and you can be asked to leave if you cannot
produce evidence your dog is trained, OR if your dog is being
disruptive to the public.

http://www5.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/dda1992264/s4.html#disability
http://www5.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/dda1992264/s4.html#assistance_animal
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Proof your dog alleviates the
effects of a disability 
To prove an assistance dog alleviates the effects of a
disability, we must first prove we have a disability.

The best way to do this is to have a doctor write a letter to
say they support the use of an assistance dog, and that you
do in fact have a disability. 

Some teams find themselves in the dilemma of a doctor who
fears ‘liability’ and is very particular about what they sign, so
here is an alternative. 

At the end of this document, there is a basic form to have
your doctor sign, which asks if they believe, in their
professional opinion, that you meet the definition of a person
living with a disability.

From here, you can fill out your own declaration which lists
what your dog will do for you to alleviate the effects of your
disability. 

when combined, we prove that you do have a disability, and
that your dog does alleviate the effects of your disability. 

Proof your dog meets standards of
hygiene 

Vaccination Records - to prove that your dog is
vaccinated against infectious disease.
Records of Flea, Tick and Worming Preventatives - to
prove that your dog will not spread any parasites. You
can ask a vet to write a letter stating that they provided
these preventatives, or you can keep a dog for yourself.
A self declaration that your dog is kept clean, and well
groomed and presented. 

Section 54a of the Disability Discrimination Act, 1992, states
that a gatekeeper can request the assistance animal leave, if
they reasonably suspect it has an infectious disease, or poses
a risk to the health and safety of the public.

How do we prevent this from occurring?

By providing evidence that would conflict such an
accusation.

Heres what you should carry with you to prove your dog
does in fact meet standards of hygiene suitable for an animal
in a public place.

1.

2.

3.

While carrying proof is important, the physical presentation
of your dog is imperative. Dirty or otherwise badly presented
dogs may pose a risk to the safety of the public. It is your
responsibility to prevent that.

How do I carry all of this info? 
We’ve mentioned ID cards a lot in this document, but here
is where they come into play.

Organisations provide ID cards to their members who can
provide all of this evidence. The ID card is provided for
convenience only, to prevent handlers having to carry all of
this information. The ID card works similarly to a USB or
other information storage. This ID card can link an
individual team back to an organisation, who can provide
evidence if necessary.  

So what do you do if you aren’t with an organisation, and
don’t have an ID card, and find it difficult to carry all of this
information?

File Locker Apps are a convenient option and allows you
to store all of your information on your mobile device. 

Alternatively, having this information printed onto Palm
Card size, means you can carry them in your pocket or
wallet. 

File Locker Apps 
IOS: 
iPhone ‘Files’ App
File Locker

Android:
Folder Lock
Easy Vault

The reason file locker apps are
recommended, is because a lot
of this information is quite
sensitive. It’s always important
to store your medical
information and information
about your dog securely.

Overall, you need to be carrying: 

Proof of a disability/proof your
dog alleviates the effects of
your disability. 
Proof of your dogs training
Proof of your dogs hygiene 



Verndogs Australia

I have proof of everything, now
what? 

Once your dog is trained to standards outlined by law, and
once you have the evidence to back it up, you are now a
legally recognised assistance dog team. This means you can
have your assistance dog accompany you every where you
go. But here are the exclusions:

- some areas of the zoo can lawfully deny you if your dog
may pose a risk to the zoo animals
- operating theatres or other sterile environments can deny
you due to contamination risks
- your workplace can deny you if having your dog with you
isn’t a reasonable accomodation, and would make work
impossible for you
- commercial kitchens or food preparation areas can lawfully
have your dog removed if they feel it poses a risk to the
public. 

Otherwise, your dog is protected to accompany you to the
shops, on public transport, in your rental, and more.

You are a legally
recognised assistance dog
team! 

 

Rentals

 

You can have your dog
accompany you in a rental,
despite any “no pets” policies in
place. Ask your real estate or
landlord for a pet application, fill
out your dogs information, and
attach a copy of your dogs
assistance dog proof, and a copy
of Australian Law. Explain your
rights as a tenant to have your
assistance dog accompany you, if
they deny your dog for any
reason, seek legal advice. 

Public Transport

 

Each state’s transport authority have
different regulations on assistance dogs, but
they typically involve getting a transport pass
for your dog. Complete the required
paperwork for the application (this typically
is just copies of your assistance dog proof),
submit them, and receive your transport pass
in the mail. Note, it is not necessary to have
a pass for your dog to accompany you on
public transport, so seek legal advice if you
have been unlawfully denied. 

Air Travel (Domestic)

 

Virgin Australia is by far the most accessible airline for
owner trained assistance dogs. Simply provide all of
your evidence and complete their application, and if
approved, you can have your assistance dog accompany
you on an airplane. Other airlines have had success
stories, but prove to be a little more difficult for owner
trainers to access. Its recommended to stick with Virgin. 

Air Travel (International)

 

As an owner trainer, it can be very difficult to
successfully travel internationally with our
assistance dogs. Airlines have to comply with
strict guidelines set out by the Civil Aviation
Safety Authority, which states that any
assistance dog travelling in the cabin, must
be accredited by Assistance Dogs
International. ADI accreditation is not
available to owner trainers. It is best to check
with your individual airline what their
requirements are. 

Workplace 

 

Most workplaces are accomodating for assistance dogs. Speak
to your employer about disability accomodations and request
that your assistance dog accompany you to work. Some
places, such as restaurants or factories, might lawfully deny
you for the safety of you and your dog. If you ever feel unsure
about denied accomodations, always seek legal advice from a
Human Rights Lawyer, or take it to the Human Rights
Commission. 



Templates on following
pages.

This document is a guide only, and is not intended as legal
advice. It is recommended to seek legal advice about any

issues you are unsure of.
 



 disability, in relation to a person, means:

                    (a) total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions; or

                    (b) total or partial loss of a part of the body; or

                    (c) the presence in the body of organisms causing disease or illness; or

                    (d) the presence in the body of organisms capable of causing disease or illness; or

                    (e) the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of the person’s body; or

                     (f) a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction; or

                    (g) a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgment or that results in

disturbed behaviour;

and includes a disability that:

                    (h) presently exists; or

                     (i) previously existed but no longer exists; or

                     (j) may exist in the future (including because of a genetic predisposition to that disability); or

                    (k) is imputed to a person.

To avoid doubt, a disability that is otherwise covered by this definition includes behaviour that is a symptom or manifestation of the disability.

Do you, in your professional opinion, believe your patient (named below) has a disability, as defined by the Disability

Discrimination Act, 1992? 

Yes          No

Disability Declaration

Patient Details:
Name:
DOB:
Notes:

Medical Practitioner Details:
Name:
Practice:
Signature:

The Disability Discrimination Act, 1992 defines disability as: 

Handler Declaration 

An assistance dog is a beneficial form of treatment for me

My assistance dog alleviates the effects of my disability 

My assistance dog performs the following tasks or actions to alleviate the
effects of my disability:

An assistance animal is
a dog or other animal:

trained to assist a
person with a disability
to alleviate the effect of

the disability 
 

Name:
Signature:
Date: 

Reference:
Section 9.2C
(scan QR code for more) 



Yes           No

My assistance dog is fully vaccinated and free of
infectious disease 

My assistance dog was vaccinated by a licensed
veterinarian

My assistance dog is not at risk of obtaining or
carrying infectious disease 

A veterinarian can confirm my assistance dog is
vaccinated if necessary 

My assistance dog is on flea preventative

My assistance dog is on worming preventative 

My assistance dog is on tick preventative 

My assistance dog is treated regularly for
parasites 

Agree

Agree

Agree

Agree

Agree

Agree

Agree

Agree

Hygiene and Behaviour Log

An assistance animal must
be trained to meet

standards of hygiene and
behaviour suitable for an
animal in a public place

Parasite Prevention Vaccination Declaration 

Describe your dogs toileting schedule 

Does your dog toilet on command?

Toileting 

Name:
Date:
Signature:

Name:
Date:
Signature:

List the preventatives your dog is on 

Reference:
Section 9.2C
(scan QR code for more)



The assistance dog named below has undergone thorough and extensive training to meet
standards of hygiene and behaviour suitable for an animal in a public place. 

I can confirm that the assistance dog named below can confidently:

- navigate stores without disruption
- toilet on command or schedule
- perform high levels of obedience
- alleviate the effects of a disability
- tuck out of the way to avoid obstruction
- ignore distractions including other working dogs, children and other members of the public

 The assistance dog has been trained by:

The assistance dog is handled by:

Primary Handler:
Alternative Handler/s:

 

It’s handler        A trainer        Both 

Training Declaration

Assistance dogs do not require any training by a professional
trainer, and can be trained by their handler. Assistance dogs
don’t need to pass any test, and this declaration provides
proof of the dogs training. The assistance dog can be
removed from the premises if it displays unsatisfactory
behaviour such as: inappropriately eliminating, barking
excessively, lunging at people or animals, being generally
disruptive, and any other behaviour which impacts the
provision of good and services.
The assistance dog can remain under the effective control of
the handler by voice control or hand signals, and can be
handled by an alternative handler when it’s primary handler
is present. The dog does not need to be leashed if it is under
control.

Dog Information

Name:
Breed:
Estimated DOB:
Microchip No:

Add a
photo of
your dog

An assistance dog must be
trained to standards of

behaviour suitable for an
animal in a public place.

 
An assistance dog does not

have to be under the handlers
direct physical control.

Reference:
Section 9.2C
Section 54A
(Scan QR code for more)


