To:-      Disability Unit

            Human Rights & Equal Opportunity Commission

From:-  Judith Oliver        Email:- jaoliver6@hotmail.com
Re:-     Discussion Paper: Assistance Animals under the DDA


As a Person with a Psychiatric Disability, I would like to reply to HREOC’s discussion paper on assistance animals:-

1. People with a wide range of disabilities use assistance animals. This is not isolated to those with a physical or sensory disability. It also includes people with intellectual, neurological, and psychiatric disabilities. This needs to be reflected in any proposed legislation.

2. Established assistance animal training services (e.g. Guide Dogs, Assistance Dogs Aust. Lions hearing Dogs, Aust Support Dogs), provide dogs for physical or sensory disabilities only. There is no agency, of which I am aware, that provides animals for psychiatric disabilities. The only way to acquire one would be through their Pets-as-Therapy program and adapt the dog to their own needs, or train a suitable animal themselves. These agencies do not define Pets-as-Therapy dogs as assistance animals. How, therefore, can someone with a psychiatric disability obtain an animal that meets the exact training standards when no one is prepared to provide this service?

3. A physical, sensory, intellectual, or neurological disability can be identified by specific conditions. This allows for designated tasks to be outlined for a trained animal to perform. These include picking up items and turning light switches on/off. Unfortunately, psychiatric disabilities are incredibly wide-ranging and not so easily defined. The purpose of the assistance animal is different, but no less important. The animal can act as a physical barrier between the person and others; identify dangerous persons; and act as a focus point during anxiety attacks.

4. Lack of definition of the term “assistance animal” allows training organisations and other service providers, such as transport, to effectively define the term themselves based upon their own agenda. At present, I am unable to receive such things as rehabilitation, vocational training or education because my assistance animal is not recognised by these agencies. I am unable to travel on a bus, and therefore could not get to these activities if available to me. Current legislation, in effect, is actively keeping me isolated from society. The DDA should clearly define this term to include all disabilities, only then will I have access to what others take for granted.

5. A recognised agency following recommendations made under the DDA needs to be established to provide a universal identification system for assistance animals either in a State or Federal level. These regulations need to allow for flexibility due to the wide-ranging nature of disabilities, as well as what I see as limitations of current animal training service providers. Councils may be an easy access point for people across the nation, but I do not feel that staff have significant direct experience, expertise or adequate training to make an informed decision.

6. I believe at this stage that one major difficulty is the lack of centralised identification for assistance animals. All animals should be registered with an appropriate agency, and a credit size ID card would clearly display the relevant details. This would allow service providers and society to easily identify qualified animals under the DDA, allowing clarity of rights and responsibilities for all.

7. An assistance animal is not a pet. They work together with the disabled person as a part of a team. It is a partnership where the animal is relied upon to perform various functions to allow the person to participate in all life in Australia has to offer. Without an ID system, the disabled person will be excluded from major life activities because their animal cannot accompany them. We, therefore, suffer exclusion, segregation and unfair treatment by service providers.

8. Assistance animals for people with a psychiatric disability are recognised overseas, and are seen as an important tool to their integration back into society. In the U.S. they are defined as Psychiatric Service Dogs and are fully recognised by their legislation.

9. Assistance animals are kept well groomed and clean. Regular vaccinations, worming, flea and tick treatments are used to kept the animal in peak physical condition. They are healthy and of good temperament, and completely toilet trained. The animal only goes where their handler does. Therefore, they have no access to food preparation areas in restaurants etc, and are not a hygiene risk. By allowing exclusion from restaurants, cafes, aircraft and long distance train transport by Countrylink etc, the rights of users of these animals are severely restricted.

10. A timetable needs to be organised of proposed action to be taken and when, so that people with assistance animals can be kept informed of decisions which directly affect their day-to-day lives. Change needs to happen now, or my psychiatric condition will stagnate and I will be separated from society for the rest of my life.

11. I believe I am entitled to the same quality of life as everyone else, and my assistance animal used for a psychiatric condition helps me attain this. I also believe I should have the same option of equal rights. This should not be limited by other people’s lack of understanding of my condition. 

12. In my experience, psychiatric disability is the forgotten disability. Assistance animals can make a dramatic change to a disabled persons life. They are an integral part of a team, and allow access to the community.

If you require any further information, please do not hesitate to contact me. I would appreciate being kept informed of any further proposals or legislation change, and would also look forward to a reply to the above issues.

Kind Regards

Judith Oliver

