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About this Guide  

This guide offers practical advice for Police Services on how to support a 

disabled person and their assistance dog whilst in contact with the police. It can 

be used alongside other ADUK Quick Guides, all available online.  
 

If you're looking for information about employing a staff member who relies on 

a highly trained assistance dog, please see our Quick Guide, ‘Welcoming 

Employees with Assistance Dogs in the Workplace’. For emergency situations 

involving ambulance staff, please refer to the National Ambulance Disability 

Network’s guidance ‘Guiding principles for assistance dogs and guide dogs’.  

If you already have an Assistance Dog Policy in place, ADUK can review it and 

check for accuracy. We also offer staff training to help ensure staff are 

confident, compliant, and consistently welcoming to disabled people who rely 

on highly trained assistance dogs. 

Please note that while we provide expert information, we do not offer legal 

advice. 

Assistance Dogs UK  

Assistance Dogs UK (ADUK) is a coalition of assistance dog charities accredited 

by one of the two leading global bodies in the 

field: Assistance Dogs International (ADI) or 

the International Guide Dog Federation 

(IGDF). 

Assistance dogs are specially trained to 

carry out practical tasks and alerts that 

support a disabled person or someone 

with a long-term medical condition. 

These dogs play a vital role in enabling 

independence and improving quality of 

life. In the UK, more than 6,000 people 

alone rely on an assistance dog trained 

by an ADUK member. Any one of them 

could come into contact with the police 

as a victim, witness or detainees.  

Understanding your legal responsibilities 

and applying them in day-to-day interactions helps ensure your force is not only 

compliant but welcoming, inclusive, and accessible to all. 

https://aace.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/AACE-ASSISTANCE-DOG-PROJECT-PAWS-GUIDING-PRINCIPLES-05.2025-V1.0.pdf


The Law 

An assistance dog is a dog specifically trained to perform tasks to increase 

independence for a disabled person, and to mitigate their disability. 

In the UK, disabled people are protected 

under the Equality Act 2010, and in 

Northern Ireland under the Disability 

Discrimination Act 1995. It’s important 

to remember that not all disabilities are 

visible, and not all assistance dogs will 

look the same. 

Under the Equality Act, disabled people 

must have equal access to police 

services. Disability is a protected 

characteristic, and an assistance dog is 

legally recognised as a mobility or 

auxiliary aid. 

Refusing support because of a potential 

allergy or discomfort is not acceptable and may be considered discrimination. It is 

the responsibility of the police to make sure that disabled people who rely on 

assistance dogs can access the support and services they need. 

In the UK, there’s no legal requirement for a dog to be trained by a particular 

organisation, and there’s no official register. As there is no requirement, you may 

meet assistance dog partnerships where the dog has been trained by a charity or 

community interest companies (CICs), or directly by their disabled handler with or 

without a private dog trainer. 

If a disabled person states their dog is an assistance dog, and the dog is calm, 

well-behaved, clearly focused on the handler and appears well cared for, it should 

be treated as an assistance dog. The law does not require any specific 

identification or certification, and there is no legal requirement for a dog to have 

been trained by a specific charity or organisation. 

Important information 
 

• Assistance dogs are highly trained and are considered auxiliary aids, not 

pets, under UK law. They are relied upon by their handlers for 

independence and mobility. 



• Separating an assistance dog handler from their dog may cause distress to 

both person and animal and should only be done in extreme circumstances, 

such as if a person has been taken into police custody or if a person 

requires invasive care.  

• Where possible, speak with the assistance dog handler to identify 

requirements relating to their disability or health condition as well as the 

welfare of their dog.  

• Where appropriate, the wishes of the handler should be considered.   

• Where it is not appropriate to keep the assistance dog with the handler, 

reasonable adjustments should be made, and emergency contacts should 

be notified and the dog supervised until collected. 

Assistance Dog handlers as the victims of crime 

If a disabled person who relies on a highly trained assistance dog is the victim of a 

crime, police should refer to the Victims’ Code of Practice (VCOP). This helps 

ensure the victim receives the right level of care, with contact and updates 

tailored to their specific needs. 

A named and contactable Officer in Charge (OIC) should be assigned to the case. 

In some situations, they may be supported by a Dog Legislation Officer (DLO). The 

OIC should also consider whether the 

incident should be flagged as a disability 

hate crime, or as a disability hate incident 

if it does not meet the threshold for a 

criminal offence. 

A victim impact statement should be 

taken to fully understand and record the 

effect the incident has had on the victim. 

If an assistance dog is attacked by another 

dog, this must be treated as a serious 

offence. Under the Dangerous Dogs Act 

1991, it is an offence under Section 3(1) if 

a dog is dangerously out of control in any 

place. This includes situations where there 

is reasonable apprehension that a dog may injure a person or an assistance dog- 

even if no injury occurs. 

Penalties for an attack on an assistance dog can include a fine, a prison sentence 

of up to three years, or both. 



Impact  

When an assistance dog is attacked, the consequences for the handler can be 

severe and long-lasting: 

• Delayed recovery - Replacing or retraining a dog takes time, during which 

the handler may be without vital support. Finding the time to take the dog 

to additional training around medical appointments, and work can also be a 

challenge.  

• Financial strain - Vet bills, time off work, insurance premiums and the cost 

of replacing or retraining the dog add up quickly. 

• Loss of independence - Handlers 

may no longer be able to leave the 

house, work, or manage daily tasks 

safely without their assistance dog.  

• Emotional impact - Anxiety and 

panic are common, especially in 

public or around other dogs. 

• Routine disruption - Daily structure 

and coping mechanisms can fall 

apart, this might be the case 

especially for autistic people, and 

those with PTSD or other mental 

health conditions. 

• Lost confidence - Trust in public safety, other dog owners, and the system 

can be badly damaged. 

• Isolation - Handlers may withdraw from social life, increasing loneliness and 

worsening mental health. 

• Legal stress - Pursuing justice or reporting the attack can be exhausting and 

often adds further distress. 

Assistance Dogs handlers as witnesses to crime 

When taking a statement, police must make reasonable adjustments to ensure a 

disabled person can access any additional support they made need to provide this 

information. If the person is asked to attend a police station, they must be able to 

access the building with their assistance dog. 

This is a legal right under the Equality Act 2010, and it’s essential to ensure the 

process is fair and accessible. If, during this process, concerns about fear of dogs 



and allergies arise, information about handling these can be found in the  

‘Allergies and Concerns ‘section of this guide. 

Assistance Dogs and police custody 

If a disabled person who relies on a trained assistance dog is taken into police 

custody, ADUK members strongly advise that 

the dog is not held in a police cell with their 

handler. This is to protect the welfare of the 

dog. This guidance applies regardless of the 

type of disability or health condition the dog 

is trained to assist with, and other 

reasonable adjustments should be made as 

needed. 

In these situations, the dog should be kept in 

a quiet, secure space until an emergency 

contact can collect them. This might be the 

organisation that trained the dog or a trusted 

friend or family member. The dog must never 

be placed in police kennels or housed with 

other dogs. They should be provided with fresh 

water while they wait and not fed if avoidable.  

Allergies and Concerns  

 
Concerns about allergies are sometimes raised when a disabled person with an 

assistance dog seeks access. However, allergies are unlikely to justify refusing 

access under the Equality Act. If a 

specific risk is identified, reasonable 

steps can be taken to reduce that risk, 

but disabled people must not be asked 

to cover the cost of extra cleaning, 

staffing, or adjustments. 

Similarly, a fear of dogs, whether from 

staff or other members of the public, 

is not a valid reason to deny access or 

support. Police staff are responsible 

for managing these situations 

appropriately. Under no 

circumstances should police assistance 



be refused or delayed because someone relies on a highly trained assistance dog. 

If allergies or fears are present, steps should be taken to support the individuals 

affected without impacting the disabled person or their right to access. The 

handler must not be treated less favourably in any way. 

Types of assistance dogs 

ADUK is made up of 14 accredited member organisations, with 5 more currently 

working towards accreditation. While our members represent a trusted network 

of assistance dog providers, they’re not the only ones. In the UK, some people 

train their own assistance dogs, and there are other 

organisations offering training outside of ADUK. 

Posters  

Posters, like the one shown, help identify some 

assistance dogs trained by ADUK members. You can 

find this and other helpful resources in the Quick 

Guides section of our website - free to download, print 

and display. However, this poster doesn’t cover all 

assistance dogs in the UK, only those trained by ADUK 

members. 

 

Identifying an assistance dog 

Some assistance dogs trained by ADUK member organisations may wear formal 

identification such as branded jackets, harnesses, lead slips, or ID tags. Their 

handlers might also carry a yellow ADUK-branded identification booklet—but 

there is no legal requirement for them to do so. 

It is unlawful to deny access to a disabled 

person because their assistance dog does not 

have ADUK ID. Assistance dogs may be 

trained by their handlers or by organisations 

that are not members of ADUK. These dogs 

may not have ADUK identifiers but may still 

be highly trained to support their handler’s 

needs.  

There are no legal standards or certifications 

required for assistance dogs in the UK. Some 

handlers may choose to provide training 



records or documents from professional trainers, but this is not a requirement. 

ADUK encourages a position of trust. Each person should be treated as an 

individual, and decisions should be guided by the expected behaviour of a trained 

assistance dog. 

Expectations 

Assistance dogs are highly trained to work in public and support their handlers in 

a wide range of situations. However, like any animal, no dog is perfect 100% of 

the time, especially in unfamiliar or stressful environments, such as emergencies. 

Most assistance dogs are trained to stay focused on their handler and can be safely 

removed from them if needed. That said, there are some behaviours that would 

not typically be expected from a trained assistance dog: 

• Persistent behaviours that suggest a lack of training for public access, such 

as lunging, constant barking, jumping up, or strong pulling on the lead. 

(however, some assistance dogs may jump or occasionally bark to alert 

their handler as part of a trained task). 

• Aggressive or extremely fearful behaviour, such as growling or cowering. 

• Poor hygiene or neglect, including signs that the dog is not well cared for. 

• Lack of toilet training, which could pose a health and safety concern. 

You should refer to the ADUK ‘Welcoming Employees with Assistance Dogs in the 

Workplace’ quick guide for more information on employing people with 

assistance dogs. 

Assistance Dogs in Training 
 

Assistance dogs in training are not referenced in UK law. 

However, in an emergency, dogs in training should be 

passed back to the training organisation or to an emergency 

contact as soon as possible.  

 

Quick reference 
 

A Quick Reference guide is included at the end of this document. It provides a 

brief summary of the different scenarios covered and can be printed for easy use 

when accessing the full guide isn’t practical. 

 



Additional Sources of Information  
For more details about welcoming disabled people who rely on assistance dogs see 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission’s 

 Assistance dogs: a guide for all businesses| EHRC 

Other ADUK Quick Guides and Resources.   
• Welcoming Customers with Assistance Dogs  

• Welcoming Guests with Assistance Dogs in Holiday Accommodation 

• Welcoming Employees with Assistance Dogs in the Workplace  

• Welcoming Tenants with Assistance Dogs in Rented Accommodation  

• Welcoming Assistance Dogs in Schools  

• Welcoming Students with Assistance Dogs in Further & Higher Education  

• Welcoming Assistance Dogs on Beaches all year round 

• Writing an Assistance Dog Policy to welcome assistance dog users to your 

organisation 

• ADUK Member Trained Dogs Poster 

• 'What is an Assistance Dog' Animation 

• 'Service Providers & Employers Guide to Assistance Dogs' Animation 

 

Find out more about ADUK, and its members and watch our animation 

at www.assistancedogs.org.uk 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Contact Assistance Dogs UK  
Email: info@assistancedogs.org.uk  

Web: www.assistancedogs.org.uk  

Write to us: Assistance Dogs (UK), c/o Hearing Dogs, The Grange, Wycombe Road, 

Saunderton, Princes Risborough, Buckinghamshire, HP27 9NS. 

 

 

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/guidance/assistance-dogs-guide-businesses-and-service-providers?return-url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.equalityhumanrights.com%2Fsearch%3Fkeys%3Dassistance%2Bdogs
http://www.assistancedogs.org.uk/


Quick Reference  
Victims:  

• Police should refer to the National Victims’ Code of Practice (VCOP) when a 

disabled person with a highly trained assistance dog is a crime victim. 

• Assign a named and contactable Officer in Charge (OIC) for the case; they may 

be supported by a Dog Legislation Officer (DLO). 

• Consider whether the incident should be flagged as a disability hate crime or a 

disability hate incident if it doesn’t meet the threshold for a crime. 

• Take a victim impact statement to assess and record the full effect on the 

victim. 

• If an assistance dog is attacked by another dog, treat it as a serious offence 

under the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991, Section 3(1). 

• A dog is “dangerously out of control” if there’s reasonable fear it may injure a 

person or assistance dog, even if no injury occurs. 

• Penalties for attacking an assistance dog include fines, prison sentences of up 

to three years, or both. 

Witnesses:  

• Police must make reasonable adjustments when taking a statement from a 

disabled person with a highly trained assistance dog. 

• If required to attend a police station, they must be allowed access with their 

assistance dog. This access is a legal right under the Equality Act 2010. 

Detainees: the bullet points under here are darker than the 2 sections above? 

• ADUK members strongly advise against holding an assistance dog in a police 

cell with their handler. This is to protect the welfare of the dog, regardless of 

the handler’s disability. 

• Other reasonable adjustments should be made to support the handler as 

needed. 

• The dog should be kept in a calm, secure space until an emergency contact 

can collect them. The emergency contact may be the training organisation, a 

family member, or a trusted friend. 

• Assistance dogs must never be placed in police kennels or housed with other 

dogs. 

• The dog should have access to fresh water while waiting. 

 


