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Connie Mediger, a guide dog user,
is led by her guide dog Almaden.
Guide dogs help blind people get
around. (Photo: Statesman Journal
file)

Scout and Obie are off this week. We have a guest kitty here to tell you about service animals. 

Greetings!  My name is Lil’ Miss Mapleton (Mommy named me after the town I was born in).  My brother,
Gatito, and I are ordinary kitties, but some critters carry special titles and do special things for their people.

Our vet calls us "companion" animals or pets. One day at his office, I saw a dog sitting very alert beside a
woman with dark glasses, darker than any sunglasses I’d ever seen. The vet’s helper that placed me on the
scale in the doctor’s room said that the pup was a guide dog; then she muttered something about “too many
treats” and “consider a diet.”  I was so confused.

While we waited for the doctor, Mom explained that the doggie was working. He was a seeing-eye dog that did an important job of guiding that lady
'cuz she couldn’t see.  I cocked my head at Mom, and she said, “Yep, that’s right!  That dog uses his eyes for his person because hers don’t work quite
right. There’s hearing-ear dogs that do the same sort of thing for people who can’t hear.”  Wow, I thought, that’s amazing!  It darn near blew my mind
because, of course being an ordinary kitty, I’d never considered such a thing.

It turns out there are all kinds of working animals!  Many — but not all of them — help people with
disabilities. Mom says there’s lots and lots of different kinds of disabilities; sometimes they are easy to see, but
often they’re hidden.

Service animals like the seeing-eye dog I met are trained to do specific tasks for their people. Sometimes, but
not always, they’re highly trained, and it can cost tens of thousands of dollars to get them ready for service;
others are trained by their own person. When I asked Mom if I could become a certified service cat, she told me
the term isn’t tied to any kind of certification. It comes from a law called the Americans with Disabilities Act.  And,
as of a few years ago, it limits service animals to dogs and sometimes miniature horses. So, no, I can’t be a
service animal. According to the law, those animals are allowed to accompany their people in places where
ordinary pets are not allowed to go, like businesses and restaurants. Businesses can only ask if the animal is a
service animal and what tasks it’s trained to do. They can’t force the animal to show it or get nosy about the
person’s medical condition, but they do have the right to expect the animal to be well behaved and can ask the
person to remove the animal if it makes a mess.  Learn more at ada.gov/svcanimb.htm (http://ada.gov
/svcanimb.htm).

Army veteran Joe Aguirre drapes an arm across the back of his service dog, Munger. The dog helps Aguirre, a veteran who has PTSD. (Photo: Allen G. Breed, AP)
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Mommy, who worked in the housing industry for many years, says housing laws are different. She said the Fair Housing Act is much broader and does
not include the training requirement that the ADA does. Here she used the words "assistance animal," though she said it doesn’t really matter what the
animal is called. Most any critter can be one — not only kitties like Gatty and me but gerbils, bunnies, snakes …  Mom even told us about a renowned
assistance iguana and an assistance opossum!  Under this law, any animal that does just about anything for a person with a disability legally isn’t a pet. 
She gave examples such as "depression kitties" and other "emotional support" animals used for lots of different conditions including the PTSD that
warriors may suffer from and the trauma of rape others deal with. Housing providers who don’t ordinarily allow pets very often must allow
"assistance" animals through a process Mom called reasonable accommodation and verification. Learn more here (http://www.fhco.org/index.php
/discrimination-in-oregon/protected-classes/disability/assistance-animals).  But, she said, I can’t be an assistance animal either 'cuz she doesn’t have a
disability.

MORE on service animals:
Study: Service dogs ease PTSD sym ptom s for vets

(http://www.statesmanjournal.com/story/news/health/2014/12/09/study-service-
dogs-ease-ptsd-symptoms-vets/20164101/)

Draw ing the line on service anim als

(http://www.statesmanjournal.com/story/opinion/editorials/2014/08/01/drawing-
line-service-animals/13484769/)

It seems that some people refer to those "emotional support" animals as simply "support" animals and even "companion" animals.  And some people call
"service" and "assistance" animals "pets" by mistake. And there are yet other working animals that aren’t necessarily protected by laws, such as
"therapy" animals — everything from dogs to llamas — that are invited to visit nursing homes and hospitals. Other "therapy" animals assist survivors after
traumatic events like mass shootings or natural disasters. Other working animals help different professionals, such as police K9 dogs, different kinds of
search and rescue animals, and, of course, security dogs.

First grader Annabella Hesseling reads to a therapy dog named Finley at Mulberry Elementary School in Muscatine, Iowa. Finley is Mulberry Elementary's first therapy dog
and one of his many jobs is to help students cope with sadness or anxiety. (Photo: Liora Engel-Smith, AP)

I’ve heard Mom say that the crux of the matter is context — what industry you’re in or which set of laws are in play.  Of course, it can be impossible to tell
if a critter is an ordinary pet or not 'cuz there’s nothing that necessarily marks an animal as one described by this law or that.  There’s no definitive
registry of disability-related or other working animals; specialty vests are easy to come by. and the various laws in question don’t require any
certification.

All of this is confusing to me. It seems like one of those things that’s more complex than most people imagine. It’s shameful that some people actually
abuse the laws designed to protect those who really need it. On the other hand, it’s wonderful that so many critters have such important jobs, especially
those who offer a variety of aid to people with all kinds of disabilities.

As for me, I’m content to be a pet, so long as I my diet continues to include plenty of treats!

Jo Becker is an Oregon-based speaker and writer who takes an entertaining, personable approach to educating audiences and readers.  Regardless
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of topic or industry, Jo’s aim is to inform, empower, and inspire with historical and relatable context, understandable concepts, and bottom line
considerations. www.JoBecker.weebly.com/animals-in-disasters.html

You can w alk your dog even on these grey days or after dark

(http://www.statesmanjournal.com/story/life/2016/11/29/you-can-walk-your-
dog-even-these-grey-days-after-dark/94404972/)

Do m ore w ith your dog to benefit both of you

(http://www.statesmanjournal.com/story/life/2016/12/20/do-more-your-dog-
benefit-both-you/94403712/)

Learn m ore

Join Miss Mapleton’s mom, Jo Becker, will be at these critter-related classes at Chemeketa Community College in January.

"Friend or Foe?  Understanding Animal Body Language": Discover what animals are saying through their body language and posture, and learn to
assess your safety around unfamiliar animals, 6 p.m. Jan. 17.

"Pet Emergency Preparations": Create a strategy to help your animals survive and cope with a disaster,  6 p.m. Jan. 24

"What Kind of Animal — Service, Therapy, or Pet?": Identify an animal's role and learn what to do when encountering these animals in public, 6 p.m.
Jan. 31

Classes are $29 each. Register at chemeketa.edu (http://chemeketa.edu) or call the registrar at 503-399-4949

Read or Share this story: http://stjr.nl/2hQp3ps
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