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[bookmark: _Toc192604390]About the European Disability Forum
The European Disability Forum (EDF) is an independent NGO that advocates for the rights of 100 million Europeans with disabilities. EDF is a unique platform which brings together representative organisation of persons with disabilities from across Europe. EDF is run by persons with disabilities and their families. We are a strong, united voice of persons with disabilities in Europe.
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[bookmark: _Toc192060329][bookmark: _Toc192604392]Executive Summary
In this document EDF lays down its main recommendations when it comes to the transport of assistance dogs in air transport. They are summarised as follows: 
· As long as the dog supports a person with a disability or reduced mobility and has been trained, airlines should be flexible in the type of credentials they request. National practices, where they exist, should be recognised by all airlines. Requesting international credentials from Assistance Dogs International (ADI) and International Guide Dog Federation (IGDF) is one way to check whether the dog qualifies as a ‘recognised assistance dog’ but, under no circumstance, should it be the only accepted method. Documents from nationally recognised training organisations, competent public authorities as well as other training organisations and trainers that can demonstrate their credentials should be accepted. 
· While the handlers of assistance dogs can be asked to follow certain requirements for the assistance dogs to travel in the cabin free of charge, these should be kept to the minimum necessary. While the safety of all passengers (including those with disabilities and reduced mobility) is of paramount importance, the safety arrangement should be reasonable so that handlers of assistance dogs are not discriminated against. Requesting medical certifications, imposing size, weight or breed limitations; accepting only certain typologies of assistance dogs or obliging the passenger to pre-notify assistance in a way that breaches Regulation 1107/2006 are some of the existing practices that should be forbidden. Additionally, carriers should not limit the total amount of assistance dogs per flight. 
· The European Commission should assess the situation in the different member states and propose a policy action, including legislation, to ensure the mutual recognition of assistance dogs throughout the EU. This could include the creation of an EU database for transport operators to check the credentials of the assistance dog or a european-wide card of assistance dogs. 
[bookmark: _Toc192060330][bookmark: _Toc192604393]Introduction
Accessibility is a human right and a prerequisite for persons with disabilities to live independently and fully participate in society. Fulfilling this right is not only about the introduction of accessibility features in environments, infrastructures, products and services, but also about the provision of human and animal assistance, when required. 
For persons with disabilities, including people with reduced mobility[footnoteRef:1], assistance dogs are unique companions that enhance their independent living and social participation.  [1:  For more clarity on the concept of reduced mobility, check European Commission Interpretative Guidelines on Regulation 1107/2006 (2024). ] 

Assistance dogs are also essential for persons with a medical condition, such as diabetes or epilepsy. 
Assistance dogs can be defined as a dog that has been specifically trained to assist persons with disabilities or reduced mobility in carrying out specific tasks, increasing their autonomy, safety, and comfort. 
The definition, while broad, highlights two important requirements: 
(I) the dog must support a person with a disability or reduced mobility and (II) the dog needs to be trained to that specific end. 
There are different typologies of assistance dogs (non-exhaustive list):
· Guide Dogs (for blind and partially sighted)
· Hearing Dogs (for deaf and hard of hearing)
· Medical / alert dogs (for people with diabetes, epilepsy or allergies)
· Mobility Assistance Dogs (for people with physical disabilities)
· Development disability dogs (for people with autism and others)
· Psychiatric assistance dogs (for people psychiatric or mental disabilities including dementia, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or similar)
Assistance dogs are highly trained, hardworking animals that have a unique relationship with their handler. They can almost be considered an extension of the handler’s body, taking over essential tasks that the person with a disability cannot perform themselves. It is therefore important to remember, that the dog and the handler are a team that should not be separated, especially in a stressful situation such as during travel. 
Emotional support or therapy dogs cannot qualify as a recognised assistance dog and therefore do not enjoy the same rights and benefits.
[bookmark: _Toc192060331][bookmark: _Toc192604394]Rights of assistance dog handlers 
Assistance dogs are a special category of animals and, given the unique support they provide to persons with disabilities and reduced mobility, they enjoy a special recognition in the law. Although each Member State has its own legal framework, they all recognise ‘access rights’ for assistance dog handlers, that is, a right to enter publicly accessible places and services (including those where other animals are not allowed). 
This right is not only about allowing the assistance dog physical access, but also to do it at no extra cost for the handler and to provide reasonable accommodation as a priority when possible (for example, by providing extra space for the dog inside the plane if needed, which is a must for dog welfare). 
Denying access to an assistance dog or obliging the person to pay an extra fee for their transport is, therefore, an act of disability-based discrimination. 
Access rights for assistance dogs have been codified not only at the national level, but also at the European. The European Union (EU) has codified access rights for assistance dogs mainly in transport through the so-called passenger rights regulations. 
Given the ongoing discussions at European Civil Aviation Conference (ECAC) and EU level, this position paper will focus on the right to travel with an assistance dog by air, which is codified in Article 7 and 10 of Regulation 1107 / 2006 on Air Passenger Rights for disabled passengers and passengers with reduced mobility[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  To benefit from access rights to air transport services (in the cabin free of charge), assistance dog handlers should pre-notify the carrier in 48h in advance and comply with national rules on carriage of assistance dogs on board of aircraft. In addition, the carrier can ask the handler of the dog to provide a proof that the dog has received appropriate training. Regulation 576 / 2013 also requires assistance dog handlers to provide proof of vaccination and certain identification systems. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc192060332][bookmark: _Toc192604395]Challenges faced by assistance dog handlers
Article 7 (Annex I) and Article 10 (Annex II) of Regulation 1107 / 2006 on air passenger rights for persons with disabilities and reduced mobility guarantees the right to travel with a recognised assistance dog in the cabin free of charge. However, putting this right into practice has proved difficult. 
There are three main challenges that affect its practical implementation:


· Recognition of an assistance dog.
· Requirements for the transport of assistance dog in the cabin.
· General training and awareness of airport and airlines staff[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Specially workers who are in customer service positions: customer service, check-in staff security control staff, assistance services and crew inside the plane] 

Although relevant, there are two elements which this paper does not address, these are the possibility of other animals assisting persons with disabilities and those with reduced mobility, and owner-trained assistance dogs. When it comes to the recognition of owner-trained dogs, we acknowledge that this is an increasing situation often caused by the shortage of training schools and resources and needs to be addressed by national and European authorities.
As raised in other passenger-rights related publications, EDF would like to recall the need for an in depth revision of Regulation 1107/2006 to eliminate prenotification time for assistance, guarantee the full liability for broken or lost mobility equipment and assistive devices and putting an end to the cases of denied boarding.
[bookmark: _Toc192060333][bookmark: _Toc192604396]Recognition of an assistance dog 
To make sure that passengers who do not require an assistance dog do not take advantage and try to travel with their pets free-of-charge, persons with disabilities or reduced mobility are often requested to provide some sort of proof that the dog has been specifically trained to support them.
However, there are no common EU level rules on training, accreditation or certification of assistance dogs. As a result, approaches might coexist and differ from country to country.
On the one hand, countries like Austria, Germany and Hungary have state certification systems that carry out an assessment of a specific dog. If the assessment is successful, it is officially approved as an assistance dog (independently of who has trained the dog).
On the other, international accreditation associations, such as International Guide Dog Federation (IGDF) and Assistance Dogs International (ADI) accredit training facilities that meet specific training requirements (not individual dogs).
Additionally, small training schools in countries without state-certification systems might have their own processes (and not be able to be IGDF or ADI accredited for different reasons). This is the case for example in Finland, where there is no national framework to recognise assistance dogs and not all its training schools are ADI / IGDF accredited. 
This diversity of practices can make it difficult for airlines to assess whether a dog actually qualifies as a ‘recognised assistance dog’. Due to this lack of clarity, airlines have adopted inconsistent approaches, which can limit the rights of passengers with disabilities and reduced mobility.
It is not rare that assistance dog handlers have been able to fly without any problem with certain airlines before experiencing a denial of boarding as a result of an airline not accepting the documents they provide.
A common approach by some airlines[footnoteRef:4] is to request the passenger to provide a document from the International Guide Dog Federation (IGDF) or Assistance Dog International (ADI) and their accredited members[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  This is the current practice of Ryanair, TAP, Cyprus Airlines, Malta Airlines, British Airways, Volotea, Aer Lingus and Brussels Airlines, to name a few.]  [5:  To be a member of IGDF and ADI, training schools are assessed to verify that that their assistance dogs are trained to the IGDF and ADI Standards.  ] 

While it might seem logical to refer to international practices, this approach excludes assistance dogs that, while not trained by an ADI or IGDF accredited school, have been properly trained or certified by other means. As explained above, Austria, Germany and Hungary, have their own state certification systems which are not part of the IGDF and ADI framework due to the very nature of their work. State certification systems asses the dogs capacity to act as an assistance dog while IGDF or ADI assess the capacity of a training school to train an assistance dog according to their standards. The United Kingdom and Finland do not have a national certification system and not all of their schools are ADI / IGDF accredited. 
To adapt to this reality, airlines from these countries have adopted a more flexible approach. For instance, Austrian Airlines not only accepts IGDF and ADI documents, but also those coming from the Messerli Research Institute[footnoteRef:6] (which is not a member of IGDF or ADI). Lufthansa requests a training certificate for a dog from a recognised training institute (without specifying that needs to be IGDF or ADI affiliated)[footnoteRef:7].  Finnair requests a certificate of training.  [6:  Differently from IGDF and ADI, which train dogs, the Messerli institute is a state-recognised national certification body which conducts official evaluations in Austria. ]  [7:  Other carriers, including Transavia, KLM or Aegean Airlines, also accept certification from training organisations that are not necessarily IGDF or ADI affiliated. Similar practices exist for ITA Airways or Eurowings. 
] 

[bookmark: _Toc192060334][bookmark: _Toc192604397]EDF proposal on recognition of assistance dogs
To be recognised as an assistance dog by the airline, two conditions should be met: 
(1) The dog supports a person with a disability or reduced mobility.
(2) The dog has been trained to provide such support.  
Airlines can request the passenger to provide a proof that the dog has received the necessary training or has been recognised as an assistance dog. However, their approach should be flexible and ensure the following:  
(1) National practices, where they exist, should be recognised without exception. 
(2) International credentials from IGDF and ADI should be accepted but never exclude other type of proofs.  
As long as there are no EU-level rules on training or certification of assistance dog and, in order to make sure that dog handlers from countries where no national practice exists or no international credential can be provided, carriers should also accept:
(1) Documents from nationally recognised training organisations, competent public authorities as well as other training organisations and trainers that can demonstrate their credentials. 
(2) In case of doubt, they should always engage in a dialogue with the passenger. Such dialogue should never stray into unacceptable medical questioning.
[bookmark: _Toc192060335][bookmark: _Toc192604398]Carriage of recognised assistance dogs in the cabin
In addition to the provision of a proof that the dog has received the necessary training, airlines set other conditions their carriage in the cabin. While some of them are safety considerations based on clear rules (not seating by emergency exists), others seem to be set arbitrarily by each airline. 
The diversity of such requirements not only creates confusion and uncertainty among assistance dog handlers but also puts them at a disadvantage compared to other passengers. For instance, some carriers in Europe require the passenger to submit additional certificates[footnoteRef:8], apply unlawful pre-notification times[footnoteRef:9], have different approaches to the carriage of assistance dogs in training[footnoteRef:10], set specific age, breeds and weight restrictions[footnoteRef:11], limit the number of dogs on the plane[footnoteRef:12] and require the dog to be seated in a specific place[footnoteRef:13].  [8:  SAS and Lux air require, in addition to the training credentials, a medical certificate that justifies the need of the passenger to have an assistance dog. Air France, KLM, ITA and TUI require a veterinary certificate indicating that the dog will not relieve on board (specially for long flights). Eurowings, LOT, Brussels Airlines and Lufthansa require written confirmation that the dog meets the requirements for the trip. ]  [9:  While most carriers require the passenger to pre-notify 48h in advance, Eurowings, Luxair, Malta Airlines, British Airways require a 72h prenotification. KLM requires 96h prenotification time for UK Flights and Malta 7 days prenotification times.  LOT does not transport assistance dogs to the UK.]  [10:  TAP, Air France, Iberia, Sky Express, TUI and Norwegian accept assistance dogs in training while the rest don’t or do not provide any information.]  [11:  TAP (10 weeks), Austrian Airlines and Eurowings (4 months), Volotea and Vueling (3 months). Croatia Airlines (25 kg)]  [12:  ITA (2 per passenger), LOT, Aer Lingus, SAS and TAROM (1 per passenger), Volotea, Wizz air, Aegean (2 per flight but not clear if it applies to passenger only) and Ryanair (4 per flight). Air Baltic and Air Malta have restrictions but do not mention them.]  [13:  Most airlines require the dog to seat in the floor in the passenger’s feet. However, others allow them to be on passengers’ lap (Aer Lingus and Air Europa) or under the front seat (Vueling and Finnair, the later only when the seatbelt lights are on). ] 

[bookmark: _Toc192060336][bookmark: _Toc192604399]EDF Position on the carriage of assistance dogs in the cabin
The airline requirements to transport the assistance dog should not put persons with disabilities and reduced mobility at a disadvantage. As a minimum, all airlines should respect the following: 
· Transport of the assistance dog in the cabin with the handler, not in the hold. An assistance dog's role is to support a person with a disability or reduced mobility. Under no circumstance, an airline should suggest the separation of the partnership nor putting the dog in the hold of the aircraft. This would mean that the dog could not perform its tasks and result in distress, not only for the passenger, but also the dog itself.

· Allow the passenger traveling with an assistance dog to bring water, food and any medical care for the assistance dog on board of the aircraft at no extra cost. 

· Provision of suitable space for the assistance dog in the cabin[footnoteRef:14]. The arrangements for the accommodation of the dog should include the provision of a seat with bigger legroom or an additional space next to the dog handler. Under no circumstance, the dog should be required to sit under the seat, inside a dog carrier or similar arrangements[footnoteRef:15].
 [14:  As established in Regulation 1107/2006, if an assistance dog cannot sit on the floor in front of its handler’s seat (for example, because it is too big), the air carrier is to offer a suitable alternative arrangement for the accommodation of the dog without charging additional fees.]  [15:  Vueling requires this and Finnair only when the seatbelt lights are on. ] 

· Denial of boarding. In the event of refusal of carriage of an assistance dog, airlines should notify the passenger in writing and accessible manner in advance of the flight’s initial departure time (ideally during the booking process) alongside a comprehensive explanation of why the assistance dog was refused.

· No limitation on the weight, size, breeds or number of assistance dogs in the cabin. As long as a person travels with an assistance dog, the airline should not impose any restriction based on the characteristics of the dog or the number of the assistance dogs in the cabin. 

· Keep prenotification time at legal minimum. EDF continues to advocate for the elimination of prenotification to request assistance. However, Regulation 1107/2006 still requires the passenger to pre-notify the request to be accompanied by an assistance dog at least 48h in advance and that, if no prenotification is made, the carrier makes reasonable efforts to accommodate this. Even with this framework, some carriers still require longer prenotification times[footnoteRef:16], which is not only unacceptable, but also illegal. Once the request is made, the carrier should confirm as soon as possible after the booking is made.  [16:  Eurowings, Luxair, Malta Airlines, British Airways require 72h prenotification time. ] 

· Do not require the assistance dog to wear a muzzle. Although muzzles for dogs in public spaces can be required by law in some countries, most of them have exemptions for assistance dogs. The reason for this is that they have been trained to be calm in crowded public and the muzzle can restrict their ability to fulfil their tasks. Airlines can recommend that the passenger brings a muzzle in case of need but should never require the dog to wear it during the flight[footnoteRef:17]. 
 [17:  Cyprus Airlines currently requires this. ] 

· Request for assistance during the booking process. Passengers traveling with an assistance dog should be able to notify their request during the booking process and not as an additional step afterwards. Ideally, the airline should also offer the option to assign a seat for the assistance dog during the online booking process. The whole booking process must be accessible, following the requirements of the European Accessibility Act (Directive 2019/882).

· Provision of different communication channels. If additional contact or information is needed, the communication channels should be accessible to persons with disabilities (for example, requesting a deaf passenger to use a phone number is not).

· Assistance dog handlers should be allowed to be seated together in the cabin. If assistance dog handlers have paid to be seated together, they should not be asked to move to different seats just because they travel with an assistance dog. 

· Eliminate unnecessary documentation. As long as the passenger provides a proof that the dog has received appropriate training and other documents required by law (i.e proof of vaccination), the airline should never ask the passenger to provide additional documentation. Among others, the airline should not ask for a medical document that verifies the need of the passenger to travel with an assistance dog.

· [bookmark: _Hlk183530412]Requirements for long haul flights. From their training and daily habits, assistance dogs can hold their needs until they are given a proper opportunity to relieve themselves. Therefore, dogs can go through both short and long-haul flight without this need. However, for obvious reasons, the carriers have to understand that dog handlers cannot guarantee 100% that the dog will not relieve itself during the duration of the flight. This is why availability of pet relief areas in the airport as well as absorbent mats and carpets and proper space for the dog to sit in the cabin of plane are extremely important, both for short and long-haul flights.

· Provision of adequate assistance at the airport. Assistance must be tailored to the particular needs of each individual as far as possible. As highlighted by the Commission in the 1107/2006 interpretative guidelines, the provision of a wheelchair with an attendant to all people requesting assistance is a simplified approach which ignores the diversity of need. In addition, as is the case for the cabin, passengers should never be separated from assistance dogs in the airports (for example, during security controls).

· Staff training. Airport and Airline staff (including, security, handling check in, call centre staff and cabin crew) should receive appropriate training on assistance dogs. Such training should include an understanding of the role and diversity of assistance dogs, the rights of assistance dog handlers, the way to communicate and provide effective assistance (including in emergency procedures) and the procedures in place to travel with an assistance dog in the cabin. Such training should be delivered with the cooperation of organisations that represent persons with disabilities and assistance dog handlers.

· Pet relief areas: all airports should have pet relief areas in both the air and land side. If needed, assistance should be able to escort the passenger to such areas.

· Codeshare flights and transfers. Airlines should communicate their code share partners or transfer airlines information on assistance dogs and ensure that the requirements for carriage in the cabin are the same. There should be one point of contact for the passenger on a journey that involves multiple flights or airlines.

· Dogs in training. Airlines could allow the transport of assistance dogs with the trainers as part of the training or to facilitate the delivery of the dogs to their handlers. Another good practice is to allow assistance dogs with the opportunity to familiarise themselves with a given airport in advance of a flight.

· Brexit. Currently, passengers traveling to the United Kingdom with their assistance dogs face additional challenges (even with EU airlines): extra paper-work, longer prenotification times or no possibility at all to fly with an assistance dog. Relevant authorities should take appropriate steps to ensure that passenger rights are upheld.


[bookmark: _Toc192060337][bookmark: _Toc192604400]EU Policy on Assistance Dogs
Thanks to the Passenger Right Regulations, persons with disabilities and reduced mobility can travel with their assistance dogs in rail, air, bus and waterborne transport.
However, putting this right into practice has proved challenging, mainly because the practices on training and recognition of assistance dog are national-based and are not always mutually recognised. 
EDF calls the European Commission to assess the situation in each Member State and take action, including through legislation, to ensure that assistance dogs are mutually recognised throughout the EU. Potential solutions could include an EU database of assistance dog partnerships for stakeholders to check the certification / accreditation of an assistance dog or a european card. When developing such initiatives, the specificities of each Member State should be respected. 
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