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To whom it may concern,

As a disabled graduate of Yale University teamed with an assistance dog, I wish to express my interest and concern about the regulatory language about Seating Accommodations in the Plane Cabin for Disabled Persons with Assistance Dogs. 

My assistance dog is trained specifically to help me with my disability. This dog, a yellow Labrador named Ascan, assists me with mobility by walking with a special harness. Without Ascan, I am unable to walk steps or stairs, and in constant danger of falling. With him, I can walk safely. Ascan also performs many other tasks such as retrieving objects, helping with laundry, and pushing a rescue button in case of a medical emergency. 

Both, as an international student and a musician, I travel very frequently. Since I have Ascan, I can do so independently and by myself, which makes a tremendous difference to me. I fly regularly from New York to Tel Aviv, as well as to many other destinations in the United States and Europe. Ascan has of course always traveled in cabin. Transatlantic flights are routine for him, and he has no difficulty whatsoever to wait with his necessities. 

The new language language in the DOT's Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) that grants the airlines the right to charge a disabled passenger for an extra seat, put the dog in cargo or make the team get off the plane if the service animal cannot fit in the small space allotted directly in front of the passenger's seat is of great concern to me. My dog, as all assistance dogs are trained to do, curls up while traveling. Nonetheless, because I have braces in both legs, my legs together with the curled up dog take up a little more space than usual. In my extensive travel experience, this has never been a problem to other passengers. 

If airlines would be allowed to charge an extra seat for an assistance dog, I would be forced to stay home just because of my disability. The option to put the assistance dog in cargo is completely unacceptable; it is tantamount to taking away the crutches or wheelchair of a paralyzed person. My dog is a medical assistive device as much as crutches are, except that he can help me a lot more than crutches can. Furthermore, as opposed to mechanical assistive devices, the assistance dog cannot be simply replaced when harmed or hurt in some way. 

As an alternative to DOT's Notice of Proposed Rule Making, I can offer the following suggestions: "You may offer the passenger sitting in a seat adjacent to the disabled passenger traveling with a large service animal a seat in the same class of service in another part of the cabin. If no seats are available in that class of service, you may ask for a volunteer willing to occupy the seat next to the disabled passenger requiring sharing of leg room. If no volunteer is forthcoming and seats are available in another class of service, you may ask the adjacent passenger or the disabled passenger to occupy a seat in that other class of service." 

From my own experience, I can testify that in most flights the seating can be arranged in such a way that no passenger needs to be asked to share leg space. In the few cases that it is nonetheless necessary, my fellow passengers always volunteer without any problem. Many times, they are even delighted, because it gives them the opportunity to learn about something new to them: dogs as helpers for people with mobility impairments. 

What is a small helping gesture to them, means for me to be able to do what most people take for granted: to travel independently. Please do not take that away from me.

