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Frequently Asked Questions: Guide Dogs and Health Care Facilities
Introduction
Across Canada, guide dogs and their handlers are permitted access to any premises to which the public typically has access, including medical facilities. This fact sheet is designed to answer some frequently asked questions that health care providers and others may have about guide dog access and health care facilities.
Despite legislation, guide dog teams are often denied access to public spaces and essential services, such as health care settings. 
Health care professionals, service providers, medical facilities, and their employers have a responsibility to ensure that patients with guide dogs are treated with respect and not discriminated against. This means ensuring staff are properly trained to recognize guide dogs and understand how to behave around them, including guide dog etiquette, as well as the rights of guide dog handlers and the legislation that protects them.
What do guide dogs do?
Whether it's avoiding obstacles, stopping at curbs and steps or negotiating traffic, guide dogs foster independence for their handlers. Guide dogs are among the most highly trained dogs in the world, performing tasks that require intensive standardized training. 
Guide dogs are not pets. They are specifically trained to assist individuals who are blind, Deafblind, or have low vision with mobility. This unique partnership relies on clear communication: the person gives direction, and the dog ensures safety – even disobeying unsafe cues. A guide dog’s number one priority is the safety of their handler.
How can I be sure that a working dog is a guide dog?
While they are working, guide dogs wear a harness with a distinct U-shaped handle. This harness facilitates communication between the dog and their handler. In this partnership, the person provides directional commands, and the dog ensures the team’s safety.
Note: While guide dog harness styles and colours may vary slightly between guide dog training schools, all guide dogs should be in harness and under the handler’s control while guiding. 
Can I request documentation to verify a dog’s status as a guide dog?
No. It is not acceptable to ask for proof that the dog is a guide dog unless it is misbehaving. Inappropriate behaviour may include barking when being told not to, lunging at people or other animals, or jumping up. It is best practice to assume a guide dog is a certified guide dog unless given reason to think otherwise. Watch: It's not okay to ask for proof.
Can I refuse access or service to someone because they have a guide dog?
No. In all of Canada's provinces and territories, human rights legislation prohibits discriminating against a person with a disability who is working with a guide dog. Discrimination includes denial of access to any premises to which the public would normally have access – penalties under human rights legislation range from $100 to $10,000.
Five provinces have enacted specific legislation that mandates access to public premises for guide dog teams: British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland and Labrador. In these provinces, police and the RCMP have the authority to investigate a complaint of access denial under the Service Dog Act or the Blind Persons’ Rights Act. Penalties under these acts can be up to $5,000. Although only these five provinces have legislation that gives the police the authority to lay charges, a complaint can be filed with the human rights tribunal in all provinces and territories.
Health care professionals, service providers, medical facilities and their employers must accommodate guide dog teams up to the point of undue hardship in a way that meets individual needs and fosters inclusion.
Watch: Guide dogs belong everywhere. It's the law.  
Read: Guide Dog Legislation. 
Are guide dog handlers legally allowed to bring their guide dogs into all health care facilities?
Yes. Guide dogs and their handlers are permitted access to any premises that the public would normally have access to. It’s the law. This applies to medical clinics, doctor’s offices, dentist’s offices, hospitals, imaging services, inpatient care, and anywhere a guide dog handler seeks medical treatment or advice. 
Is it ever acceptable for a medical facility to exclude a guide dog from restricted areas?
In some cases, it may be necessary to exclude a guide dog from certain restricted areas such as operating rooms, burn units, infection control rooms, rooms where radiation exposure occurs, or where sterile procedures are performed. In this case, reasonable accommodation must be provided for the guide dog handler. This might include providing a safe place for the person to leave their dog while they undergo treatment or arranging for someone to watch the dog during a procedure. All efforts must be made to keep the dog and handler together whenever possible.
Can a medical facility prevent a guide dog and their handler from visiting a family member who is receiving treatment?
No. Guide dog handlers have the right to accompany or visit family members in any area of a health care setting or medical facility where other visitors are permitted. 
Can a medical facility refuse access to a guide dog team if a staff member, another patient, or a visitor is allergic to dogs?
No. When competing rights are an issue, such as allergies, a compromise must be made to balance the rights of everyone involved. This may include providing a separate waiting area, staggering appointment times to avoid the simultaneous presence of a guide dog handler and another patient with allergies, or installing an air filtration system. Some creativity may be needed to find a solution that works for everyone.
Watch: Everyone has the right to accommodations. 
Can a health care provider refuse access to a guide dog handler if they are afraid of dogs?
No. Fear of dogs is not an acceptable reason to deny access to someone with a disability who is using a guide dog as a mobility tool. 
Is it ever appropriate to pet, feed, or interact with a guide dog while it is working?
No. When a guide dog is in harness, proper guide dog etiquette should always be followed. This means not talking to, petting, feeding, or otherwise distracting a working guide dog. 
For more information about guide dog etiquette, please read CNIB’s digital guide dog etiquette resource.
Where can I find more information or go if I have further questions?
For more information about guide dogs, including provincial legislation and guide dog etiquette, please visit guidedogchampions.ca or call CNIB at 1-800-563-2642.
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