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Key Messages
· Blind and partially sighted (BPS) people have the same access rights to public spaces and services as the general population under the Equality Act 2010, regardless of whether or not they are working assistance dogs (5).
· Recent research shows 81% of guide dog users still experience access refusals to all kinds of services and premises (2).
· Awareness raising and sound policies are vital to establish fair treatment of those with assistance dogs as a reasonable adjustment.

What we know 
Some 5,000 guide dog partnerships are working in the UK, giving BPS users in all age groups and life circumstances vital assistance with orientation and independence (4).

The sight loss sector’s collaborative VI Lives research found that a quarter of BPS people do not feel they go out often enough, with this figure rising to 43% among over 75s (3). An earlier Guide Dogs Built Environment report   stated just 37% of BPS people leave their houses daily. Assistance animals naturally improve the mobility of their owners but any restrictions imposed on dog’s by mainstream providers logically causes additional negative impacts on mobility, which in turn may reduce senses of independence, inclusion and wellbeing (1).

More specifically, such restrictions cause different qualities of life for BPS people, negatively affecting freedom to socialise, relax, access entertainment and equal levels of choice (1).

Against this backdrop, further obstacles presented by society can only exacerbate all the above.

What we believe
All reasonable adjustments should flow from the concept that guide dog owners are entitled to the same access to services and customer support as any other person. Such openness should be part of mandatory staff training and should also be part of inductions to any security personnel they might employ or hire, since first contact is often where refusals occur. Providers’ standard staff training should also include the above, along with the following points.

Guide dog information in accessibility policies can sustain improved access standards as just another part of good customer service. Such policies can also cement reasonable adjustments recommended by Law to accommodate assistance dogs and their owners.

Service providers should promote the concept of reasonable adjustments to staff: namely that they are often easy to make and can be achieved immediately after short conversations.

Large retailers should have help points for requesting assistance, and these should enable management of allergies or phobias.

Company policies should keep assistance waiting times for BPS people to a minimum, while delays should never be attributed to assistance animals.

Service providers should not insist on official proof of guide dog status such as a harness or booklet.

Major retailers, for example, should be ready to consult the sector and give greatest value to the insights of BPS guide dog owners to learn the best methods for giving sensitive assistance.

Nobody should be refused help because of perceived risks linked to a guide dog such as infection or lack of hygiene.

Training/signage pertaining to guide dogs should state that they are highly trained, very unlikely to foul a public place, roam freely or fail to stay near their owners when instructed to do so.

With all this in mind, one example of a reasonable adjustment would be to make exceptions to no dogs policies so that BPS people can access your service equally customer (sometimes described as disapplying a policy).

All sector partners should work to maximise awareness of the Guide Dogs app, enabling any member of the public to report refusals and bring the number of instances down.

What we do 
Campaign for change, national and locally via our Sight Loss Councils, using the influence of volunteers with lived experience to lobby for change in service delivery and accessibility.

Offer visual impairment awareness training via the same SLCs so service providers can learn the law regarding guide dogs and deliver fair customer service with confidence.

Offer resources online by way of extra staff guidance, with a commitment to add new materials or signpost as appropriate.
Influence national agencies (regulators, unions, trade associations) to maintain high awareness of the law around assistance dogs.

Build partnerships with, and potentially award grants to, other bodies seeking to bring about positive changes to the lives of BPS people.

References
(1) Guide Dogs UK built-environment-research--070323.pdf (azureedge.net)
(2) Guide Dogs Let's Open Doors report (azureedge.net)
(3) VI Lives Report , a research partnership between Thomas Pocklington Trust, Guide Dogs UK and RNIB
(4) Guide Dogs UK is the leading authority on assistance animals for blind and partially sighted people.
(5) For more on reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010, visit these pages on  Legislation.gov.uk.
(6) [bookmark: _Hlk109309803]For up to date information on the demographics of sight loss, follow this link to the RNIB’s  Knowledge and Research Hub.
(7) A more detailed, searchable  breakdown of sight loss demographics is also available from the RNIB’s Sight Loss Data Tool.
(8)  the Assistance Dogs UK site offers general information on all assistance dogs and legislation affecting them.
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