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Understanding Fair Housing Rights for Pet Owners and 

Assistance Animal Handlers 

Many people are surprised to learn that federal fair housing laws can affect housing rules related 

to animals. Understanding these rights can help renters and housing applicants navigate housing 

challenges while keeping their animals. 

What Is the Fair Housing Act? 

The Fair Housing Act is a federal law that protects people from discrimination in housing.      

The law makes it illegal for housing providers to discriminate based on: 

• Race  

• Color  

• Religion  

• Sex  

• National origin  

• Disability  

• Familial status (having children under 18 in the household)  

The law applies to many types of housing including apartments, rental homes, condominiums, 

affordable housing and some homeowner associations. 

Assistance Animals and Housing 

Under fair housing laws, people with disabilities may be entitled to keep an assistance animal as 

a reasonable accommodation, even if a housing provider has a "no pets" policy or pet 

restrictions. 

Assistance animals are not the same as pets under fair housing law. An assistance animal is an 

animal that provides support, performs tasks, or offers assistance that helps a person with a 

disability use and enjoy their home. 

Assistance animals can include: 

• Service dogs  

• Emotional support animals (ESAs) – review updated laws 

• Other animals that provide disability-related assistance  
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Housing providers may request certain information to verify the need for an assistance animal 

when the disability or disability-related need is not obvious, but they generally cannot charge pet 

fees or pet deposits for approved assistance animals. 

 

What Pet Owners Should Know 

For pet owners who do not have an assistance animal, housing providers generally may: 

• Establish pet policies  

• Limit the number or type of pets allowed  

• Require pet deposits or pet fees  

• Enforce reasonable health and safety rules  

Always review your lease and community rules carefully before obtaining a pet or moving into a 

new residence. 

If You Are Facing Housing Challenges 

If you believe you have been denied housing or treated unfairly because of a disability-related 

need for an assistance animal, you may have rights under federal, state, or local law. Consider: 

• Keeping copies of all housing-related communications  

• Requesting accommodations in writing  

• Seeking guidance from a fair housing organization or legal aid provider  

• Contacting the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development for information 

about fair housing rights and complaint procedures  

How We Can Help 

Our organization provides emergency assistance to economically disadvantaged families who are 

struggling to care for their pets during times of financial hardship. While we are not a legal 

services organization and cannot provide legal advice, we believe that helping families 

understand available resources can strengthen the bond between people and their pets and help 

keep animals in loving homes whenever possible. 

Disclaimer: This information is provided for educational purposes only and should not be 

considered legal advice. Fair housing protections and assistance animal requirements can vary 

depending on individual circumstances and applicable state or local laws. For legal advice, 

please consult a qualified attorney. 
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