
 1 

Family Church Guidance on Service Animals 
 

While churches are exempt from Title III of the Americans with Disabilities Act (“ADA”), many state 
and local laws prohibit places to which the general public is invited from restricting service animals.  
So, while according to Federal law churches are not considered to be a public accommodation, 
according to Florida statutes a church is a “place to which the general public is invited”.  
 
In compliance with state law and out of our desire to be as compassionate as possible to our 
members in supporting their attendance at our services, we voluntarily choose to admit service 
animals under the following set of guidelines. This allows us to respond safely, consistently, and 
lawfully when someone asks to bring a service animal to church.  
 
Note: This policy is exclusively for service animals and does not include a provision for pets or other 
animals that have not been specifically trained to perform the role of a service animal. Among the 
pets not permitted under this policy are those commonly referred to as emotional support or comfort 
animals.  
 

 
Definition 

Under Florida statute Title 30 Section 413.08, a service animal is defined as a dog or miniature horse 
that has been individually trained to do work or perform tasks for an individual with a disability, 
including a physical, sensory, psychiatric, intellectual, or other mental disability. This statute also lists 
examples of the type of work these animals might do, which includes guiding an individual who is 
visually impaired or blind, alerting an individual who is deaf or hard of hearing, retrieving items, 
alerting the handler to allergens, assisting the handler during a seizure, and interrupting impulsive or 
destructive behavior. 
 
Parameters 

The statute requires the service animal to be under the control of its handler and it must have a 
harness, leash, or other tether, unless either the handler is unable because of a disability to use a 
harness, leash, or other tether, or the use of a harness, leash, or other tether would interfere with the 
service animal’s safe, effective performance of work or tasks, in which case the service animal must 
be otherwise under the handler’s control by means of voice control, signals, or other effective means. 
 
Service animals may be removed from the premises if the animal is out of control and the 
animal’s handler does not take effective action to control it, the animal is not housebroken, or the 
animal’s behavior poses a direct threat to the health and safety of others. However, allergies and 
fear of animals are not valid reasons for denying access or refusing service to an individual with a 
service animal. If a service animal is excluded or removed for being considered a direct threat to 
others, we must provide the individual with a disability the option of continuing access to the public 
accommodation without having the service animal on the premises. An example of this would be 
encouraging them to participate by watching the service online. 
 
Neither the ADA nor Florida’s service animal law includes pets or what are commonly referred to as 
“emotional support animals”, such as animals that provide a sense of safety, companionship, and 
comfort to those with certain psychiatric or emotional disabilities or conditions. Under the ADA and 
Florida law, owners of public accommodations are not required to allow emotional support animals, 
only service animals. 
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Guidelines 

The sections listed below have been added to provide additional insights and training points for 
Family Church ushers, greeters and other volunteers serving on our First Impressions Team. 

 

Questions to Owners 

Under the statute, we may not ask questions about a person’s disability or demand to see 
certification, identification, or other proof of an animal’s training or status. In situations where the 
disability requiring a service animal is not obvious, we are permitted to ask only two questions of 
individuals who have animals which they claim to be service animals: 
 

1. Is the service animal required because of a disability? 
2. What work or tasks has the animal been trained to perform? 

 
If staff or assigned volunteers have reason to doubt someone’s claim that their service animal is 
legitimate, our best response may be to closely observe the animal. If it damages church property, 
becomes disruptive, or appears to pose a threat to people, you can ask the animal’s owner to either 
correct the problem or escort the animal from the facilities. 
 
 
Training Points 

1. Individuals wanting to bring a service animal to church must identify themselves to the 
Welcome Center area (or other centralized point of information at a campus) upon entering the 
facility, allowing us to welcome them, offer directions to handicap accessible features in our 
building if applicable, inform the appropriate ministry staff of their presence, and brief them on 
our church’s policy.  Inform the owner: 

a. If the animal needs to relieve itself, our preferred designated area is on the side 
opposite of the main entrance or behind the building.  

b. It is his/her responsibility to clean up after the animal and properly dispose of any waste. 
c. It is his/her responsibility to always be in control of the service animal. 
d. He/She is liable for any damage caused to other persons or to the premises by the 

service animal. 
2. We may seat them in a section designated for service animals so those with allergies can 

avoid that section. 
3. We may request that our guest and their companion utilize a designated overflow area to 

attend the service. 
4. A service animal is not a pet. When possible, we should not encourage members of the church 

to pet or otherwise distract the animal from its assignment.  
5. The church, including its staff and members, is not responsible for providing a service animal 

with food or water. If we volunteer to offer these courtesies, it must be done with the owner’s 
consent and in a manner that does not cause a disruption or safety risk to others. 

6. Under the ADA, the service animal can be excluded from a public accommodation if it poses a 
direct threat to health and safety (for example, if the dog is aggressively barking and snapping 
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at other people). The animal may also be excluded if it is not housebroken, or if it is deemed 
out of control and the owner is unable or unwilling to effectively control it. 

7. Any person, firm, or corporation, or the agent of any person, firm, or corporation, who denies or 
interferes with admittance to, or enjoyment of, a public accommodation or, with regard to a 
public accommodation, otherwise interferes with the rights of an individual with a disability or 
the trainer of a service animal while engaged in the training of such an animal commits a 
misdemeanor of the second degree. 

8. If a decision is made to exclude or remove a service animal from the premises, a minimum of 
two people, at least one of whom must be paid staff, must be present and a church incident 
report must be completed and submitted to the business office the same day. 

 
 
Final Thoughts 

Our policy is not intended to be restrictive to persons with a legitimate need for the assistance of a 
service animal. All people, including those with disabilities are welcome and encouraged to join us for 
worship services. 
Out of consideration for our guests with one or more disabilities, to avoid unwanted negative media 
exposure, and to comply with state laws we should be certain before denying access or removing an 
animal from the premises. In all scenarios where it becomes necessary to deny access or remove an 
animal from the premises, we should invite the owner to join us for worship online by providing them 
with the church’s website address (gofamilychurch.org) and/or suggesting they find us on YouTube 
by typing “Family Church” in the search bar.  


