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Introduction
 
Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Department of Social Services regarding its consultation on the draft National Principles for the regulation of Assistance Animals (the Principles). As the only national breeder, trainer and provider of dog guides, Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs is uniquely placed to comment on the Principles.  

Seeing Eye Dogs help people who are blind or have low vision to live a more active and independent life, giving them the confidence to move freely through the community. Seeing Eye Dogs are trained to alleviate the effects of blindness and low vision and are funded by the National Disability Insurance Scheme where the conditions of that scheme are met by individual participants. Seeing Eye Dogs are well known and recognised by the general community for the important role they play in the lives of people who are blind or have low vision.

The dog guides trained by Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs are recognised, and provided protections, as assistance animals, under all State and Federal discrimination legislation.

Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs is a full member of the International Guide Dog Federation (the IGDF) and meets their rigorous international accreditation standards.  It is also a full member of, and meets all of the accreditation standards of, Assistance Dogs International (the ADI). 

Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs has recently marked 65 years of serving the blind and low vision community through the provision of dog guides.
Overview of Submission
Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs is a firm supporter of the introduction of National Principles for the regulation of assistance animals.  One of our published priorities for the recent federal election was the establishment of a national register of accredited assistance animals.  We believe, however, that in order for the Principles to be effective, and bring about improvements in the sector, they need to be binding on all States and Territories.  There also needs to be clear and agreed timeframes in place for States and Territories to address any legislation or areas of practice requiring amendment to bring about alignment with the Principles.  

This submission will address each of the six principles set out in the paper relevant to this consultation.  


Principle One: Nationally consistent accreditation requirements for assistance animal trainers and/or training organisations

Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs supports the introduction of nationally consistent accreditation requirements for assistance animal trainers and/or training organisations.  We believe that it is important for consumers who require assistance animals, as well as the community more broadly, to be confident that trainers and organisations who provide assistance animals have consistent, appropriate and recognisable skills in this area.  This is necessary to ensure that assistance animals accessing public spaces display proper behaviour.  The current situation, which allows any person or organisation to hold themselves out as having expertise in the training of assistance animals, is untenable.  It leads to lack of community confidence in assistance animals, confusion as to what constitutes an assistance animal, and increases in the denial of assistance animals in areas such as travel, accommodation and access to premises.  

[bookmark: _Hlk198485991]Alongside the introduction of this principle, we recommend changes to the definition of an assistance animal within the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (the DDA).  Currently, the DDA lacks specificity around training requirements for assistance animals.  In particular, it does not require animals to be trained by a trainer or organisation that meets any specific standards.  It is our suggestion that an assistance animal for the purpose of the DDA be an animal trained by a trainer or organisation that meets national accreditation requirements.  

We recommend that there be further consultation about the requirements that would need to be met by trainers or organisations to reach the level of national accreditation.  We suggest, however, that any such requirements be compatible with those of the IDGF or the ADI.

In this context, we also note that one of the recommendations in a 2016 La Trobe University Report commissioned by the National Disability Insurance Agency to review the effectiveness and cost-benefits of assistance animals[footnoteRef:2] (the Report) went a step further in terms of accreditation.  The recommendation was that an independent body should be identified or set up to certify all assistance animals in Australia, to ensure that these animals are all trained to the same standards and to prevent larger organisations from establishing accreditation monopolies, noting that this national oversight would facilitate community confidence in the quality of accredited animals.[footnoteRef:3]  This fact of this recommendation by researchers demonstrates the importance put on the consistent accreditation of assistance animals across different sectors, and that this has been identified as an actionable issue for some time. [2:  Final Report to National Disability Insurance Agency: Reviewing Assistance Animal Effectiveness, 2016, La Trobe University, Department of Psychology and Counselling.]  [3:  Ibid, p12.] 

Principle Two: Minimum assistance animal training standards

We support the introduction of minimum assistance animal training standards, for the reasons set out in the consultation paper.  It is necessary for assistance animals across Australia to have a consistent standard of training to ensure that positive public access for all assistance animals is maintained.  Minimum training standards should cover the various situations in which assistance animals may be used, including transport, accommodation and public premises.  We consider that such standards will be useful in setting clearer expectations, and improving access.  For example, in point to point transport, we believe that the minimum training standard for assistance animals should be for them to sit in the footwell of the vehicle, and not on any part of the vehicle seating. This is currently not the practice adopted for all assistance animals, and it creates difficulty in the industry, and for users of dogs, including Seeing Eye Dogs, who are trained in this manner.

Again, we would recommend that there be further consultation in terms of the details of the minimum training standards.  We would recommend that the training standards be modelled around those that have been developed by the IGDF and the ADI.  

Principle Three: A single national Public Access Test for assistance animals 

We support the development of a single national Public Access Test for assistance animals.  We believe that the Public Access Test currently set out in the Guide, Hearing and Assistance Dogs Act 2009 (QLD) provides a useful example for this purpose.  It is our position that Public Access Tests should be conducted by trainers within organisations that meet the national accreditation requirements, or individual trainers, if they are so accredited.  The requirement for reassessment, and the intervals at which this would be required, should be a matter for further consideration and consultation.

We also note, that as part of the Report[footnoteRef:4], researchers conducted a survey of assistance animal provider organisations worldwide.  The Report noted that, of the 42 respondents (16 of whom were based in Australia), nearly all respondents agreed that all assistance animals should pass a public access test.  This shows an already established level of support for public access tests more broadly. [4:  Final Report to National Disability Insurance Agency: Reviewing Assistance Animal Effectiveness, 2016, La Trobe University, Department of Psychology and Counselling.] 


Principle Four: Evidence of disability and a need for an assistance animal

We support the adoption of disability evidence requirements across Australia for handlers of assistance animals.  For this purpose, we believe that there needs to be a clear definition of what constitutes a disability.  This term should be drawn from the DDA, and must be consistently applied across all jurisdictions to be effective.  We consider that such evidence should be provided to the relevant authority once for the purpose of issuing a National Identity Card (as proposed in principle 5).

In our opinion, where a person has met the disability evidence requirements, there must be a robust implementation of principles 1, 2 and 3 to ensure that the animal is necessary to alleviate the disability of the proposed handler.  That is, before an animal can be classified as an assistance animal and access public spaces, it must be shown that: (a) the animal has been trained by a trainer or organisation that meets national accreditation requirements; (b) the animal has met minimum training standards; and (c) the animal has met the national Public Access Test required for an assistance animal.

Consistency in these areas is vital to ensure that the behaviours displayed by assistance animals accord with recognised standards, and result in continued positive access for users of Seeing Eye Dogs and assistance animals more broadly.
Principle Five: National Identity Card and Logo

We support the introduction of a National Identity Card for handlers of assistance animals.  
Anecdotally, we are aware of an increase in animals accessing the community.  We are also aware of a trend for people to label their pets as assistance animals to gain access to public spaces where pets would generally not be permitted.  A card which identifies a person as a handler of an assistance animal would significantly overcome this issue, and ensure that only genuine assistance animals are accessing the community.  It would also make it easier for assistance animal handlers to travel interstate with their animals.  

We believe that to be issued with a National Identity Card, handlers should provide evidence that: (a) they have a disability; (b) their assistance animal is trained by a nationally accredited trainer or organisation; and (c) their assistance animal meets minimum training standards and has passed the Public Access Test.

We also believe that a digital version of a National Identity Card should be made available, where that is preferred, and that any form of card should be designed so that it is verifiable, accessible and difficult to replicate. Consideration should be given to including a QR code on the card that gives information about the legal access rights of assistance animals.  

Principle Six: Animal Welfare

For Vision Australia Seeing Eye Dogs, animal welfare is a priority, and all staff, clients and volunteers are trained in ethical and effective handling of animals, to ensure positive outcomes for every dog within our care.  We have a Seeing Eye Dog Animal Welfare Code in place to support the wellbeing of our dogs.

We support nationally consistent messaging around the welfare of assistance animals.  However, we note that there are a number of considerations that will need to factor into that messaging, including:
· Who has responsibility for the welfare of an animal? 
· When would welfare principles apply?  Provision of good animal welfare (and positive animal welfare) should be applied throughout the lifetime of the dog.  For assistance dogs, this applies to breeding, puppy raising and training (which should take place through an accredited organisation).

[bookmark: _Hlk199172631]IGDF and ADI have existing robust welfare standards.  Any Australian National Standards should align with these. We would welcome a separate consultation to develop the parameters of any standards.



About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest national provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision. We are formed through the merger of several of Australia’s most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies, celebrating our 150th year of operation in 2017. 

Our vision is that people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision will increasingly be able to choose to participate fully in every facet of community life. To help realise this goal, we provide high-quality services to the community of people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability, and their families.  

Vision Australia service delivery areas include: 
· Allied Health and Therapy services, and registered provider of specialist supports for the NDIS and My Aged Care 
· Aids and Equipment, and Assistive/Adaptive Technology training and support 
· Seeing Eye Dogs 
· National Library Services 
· Early childhood and education services, and Felix Library for 0-7 year olds 
· Employment services, including National Disability Employment Services  
· Accessible information, and Alternate Format Production 
· Vision Australia Radio network, and national partnership with Radio for the Print Handicapped 
· Spectacles Program for the NSW Government 
· Advocacy and Engagement, working collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers our clients face in making life choices and fully exercising rights as Australian citizens. 
 
Vision Australia has gained unrivalled knowledge and experience through constant interaction with clients and their families. We provide services to more than 26,000 people each year, and also through the direct involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of the Organisation. Vision Australia is therefore well placed to provide advice to governments, business and the community on the challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life.  

We have a vibrant Client Reference Group, with people who are blind or have low vision representing the voice and needs of clients of the Organisation to the Board and Management. Vision Australia is also a significant employer of people who are blind or have low vision, with 15% of total staff having vision impairment. 

We also operate Memorandums of Understanding with Australian Hearing, and the Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Community Health Service. 
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