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TX:  04.08.10 - Guide Dogs

PRESENTER:  JULIAN WORRICKER


WORRICKER
Now you might think the whole point of having a guide dog is to give blind people the chance to travel with freedom and confidence but last night our sister programme In Touch revealed that a rising number of guide dog owners are being refused rooms in hotels and guest houses when accompanied by their dogs or they're being charged extra.  Peter White is here with more.  Peter:

WHITE
Yes Julian.  In Touch listener Charles Nicol was recently planning a trip to Wales, as usual he intended to take his guide dog so he could move around independently and confidently.  He started to ring round hotels and B&Bs and was startled by the result.

NICOL
I was scheduled to go to an annual church conference.  I was trying to book up some accommodation.  The proprietor said:  "No dogs whatsoever."  I then tried another hotel and said:  "I have a guide dog and I would like to book a room not just for me but for my whole family."  When I eventually spoke to the proprietor he said point blank:  "No dogs whatsoever in my bedrooms."  He said that he would not be able to rent the room out after I had left because there would be a smell of dog.  And he also cited that he felt that the environmental health would be on his back.

WHITE
Charles Nicol.  Well we of course checked this out.  We tried to book a room for a guide dog owner at the two hotels.  One of them claimed that their local council didn't permit them to take any dogs and that in any case other guests complained.  The second proved completely unreachable, despite repeated attempts to call them.  What did become clear was that this wasn't just an isolated case.  We rang more than a dozen hotels at random and we discovered a very patchy picture.  These hotels included half a dozen from the Best Western group who ironically are involved with the Guide Dogs Association - they provide venues where new owners can receive training.  Nonetheless only two out of their six gave an unequivocal welcome to guide dogs.  Of the others three said they'd accept dogs but would make an extra charge - £10, £7.50 and a fiver.  And one gave us a blanket no dogs allowed.

Well when made aware of this Best Western said they were very concerned about our findings, it was definitely not their policy to exclude guide dogs or make an extra for them but they explained that in terms of day to day administration their hotels are autonomous but they would investigate these cases.

WORRICKER
Peter, I suppose the key question here is isn't this against the law?

WHITE
Well judge for yourself to some extent because the Disability Discrimination Act, the DDA, says that when providing goods and services you must not offer an inferior service purely on the grounds of disability.  Now guide dog owners would argue, and they do, that if they're unable to use their dogs and therefore unable to move around confidently and freely they're being offered an inferior service.  However, each case has to be judged on its own merits and that means that the onus is always on the guide dog owner to bring a case to court if they believe an inferior service has actually been provided.  In any case though, regardless of the law, local authorities make a very clear exception for guide dogs, while pets wouldn't be allowed into public places such as food shops and restaurants guide dogs are.  And yet cases like that of Charles Nicol are on the increase, according to Tom Pey of the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association.  They have had 45 complaints in the past year.

PEY
Worryingly it's beginning to increase.  In the last 12 months we've looked into 45 cases of refusal.  Of course we would only get a percentage of people that have been refused.

WHITE
Forty five, when you consider there are only 5,000 guide dog owners and they haven't all tried to book hotels in the last year, that is quite a high number isn't it?

PEY
It is totally unreasonable.  It's not good enough.  I've been refused myself.

WORRICKER
What about hoteliers and guest house owners who have an aversion to dogs or they genuinely feel that it might put off other guests?

WHITE
Well I put that point to John Dyson, he's the British Hospitality Association's adviser on a number of issues, they're the national trade body for hotels, but he declined the chance to defend the industry.

DYSON
Everybody who opens up a business has to comply with the law, it's as simple as that and if you open up a business it's your duty to find out what the law is and it's not just DDA but other regulations as well.  There's absolutely no excuse - you should find out what the situation is.

PEY
If you don't like wheelchairs, stay at home, if you don't like guide dogs then I think that you really need to get another life.  Everybody tends to love our dogs.

WHITE
A bullish Tom Pey of Guide Dogs.  And it isn't just blind people who are being discriminated against here - there are assistance dogs which help people with all kinds of disabilities - wheelchair users, deaf people.  Today we've spoken to the Hearing Dogs Association, they say they're extremely concerned by this trend.  And another charity called Canine Partners tells us they've also seen a rise in complaints.

WORRICKER
Peter, thank you very much and as always we are keen to hear your experiences on this programme, whether you have a disability yourself or work in the hospitality business.  Do get in touch in the usual way via our website.



