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NINTH CIRCUIT RULES FORMAL “CERTIFICATION”
OF SERVICE DOGS NOT REQUIRED UNDER LAW
Los Angeles, California – On March 30, 2021, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled
in favor of C.L., an Orange County speech-language pathologist with PTSD and other
disabilities, who trained and relies on her service dog, Aspen, to function in public and
live independently. The ruling overturns a September 2019 U.S. District Court judgment
that service dogs must be formally “certified.”
The unanimous three-judge ruling is the first appellate court decision in the nation
addressing training and certification requirements for service dogs. The decision affirms
federal regulations stating that persons may self-train service dogs to perform tasks
related to a disability and are not required to undergo formal, often expensive and timeconsuming, training programs.
The precedent-setting lawsuit, C.L. v. Del Amo Hospital, filed in March 2018 in the U.S.
District Court, Central District of California, alleges that Del Amo Hospital of Torrance,
California, improperly prevented C.L. from bringing her service dog, Aspen, with her
during inpatient treatment. C.L. alleges that Del Amo failed to adhere to federal and
state laws that mandate service dogs be permitted to accompany their handlers to all
places where the public may go, including hospitals.
The court notes that the case “illustrates the benefits a trained service dog can provide
to an individual with PTSD.” Unless appealed further, the case now returns to the district
court for further proceedings.
“The court’s decision confirms the public policy of this country that people with
disabilities tremendously benefit from service dogs, and that there are legitimate means
of training dogs to perform tasks that help people live full, independent lives,” states
DRLC Director of Litigation Christopher Knauf. “That this decision can help tens of

thousands of people living in fear and isolation benefit from a trained service dog is
immensely gratifying.”
"Today's decision is an important and welcome development for people who use service
animals to help with a psychiatric disability. Too often, misconceptions about the
legitimate use of psychiatric service animals have needlessly restricted people's lives
and prevented them from using what is often the most effective intervention for a mental
health disability," states Jennifer Mathis, Deputy Legal Director of the Bazelon Center
for Mental Health Law, in Washington D.C., co-counsel in the case.
Attorney Celia McGuinness of California’s Derby, McGuinness & Goldsmith LLP served
as co-counsel, and Munger Tolles & Olson also served as counsel on the amicus curiae
brief in support of C.L. and various national disability rights groups.
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