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Thank you, Chairman Wanggaard and other members of the committee, for accepting my testimony on 
Senate Bill 239 today. This legislation guarantees that handlers of search and rescue dog teams are given 
fair access to accommodations in places like hotels, inns, and Airbnbs.

Search and rescue dogs are highly trained specialists who, with their handlers, assist in crisis situations like 
locating missing people and responding to natural disasters. As they often travel significant distances to an 
emergency area, it is essentia! that they have a place to rest and recover.

Senate Bill 239 requires places that offer lodging treat search and rescue dogs in the same way that they 
treat other service animals. Out of an abundance of caution, the legislation notes that handlers are still 
responsible for damage their dogs might cause.

After productive conversations with the Hotel and Lodging Association, we have amended the bill in a 
couple important ways:

• Clarifying that services like Airbnbs and VRBOs must also abide by this legislation 
® Allowing lodging providers to ask handlers for documentation from the public safety organization 

they are working with
Drawing from my prior experience as a police chief, it is standard practice for the police department 
working with search and rescue dog teams to provide an official letter with the details of the operation. I 
do not believe this will be a burden on emergency services, but a helpful way to make sure that the system 
is not exploited.

1 want to extend my appreciation to Representative Green for his great work on this legislation. This is a 
great opportunity to help protect these brave public servants. Thank you, and I would be happy to answer 
any questions.

Respectfully,

Senator Jesse James

23rd Senate District

Sen.James@legis.wisconsin.gov
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Thank you, Chairman Wanggaard and other Senate committee members, for having a hearing 
today on Senate Bill 239 relating to the prohibition of hotels, inns, and motels from 
discriminating against K9 handlers who are accompanied by search and rescue K9s.

These highly trained search and rescue K9s and their handlers play a vital role in emergency 
situations—locating missing persons, responding to disasters, and providing critical support in 
times of crisis. As these volunteer teams travel across the state, extending the same 
accommodations currently afforded to service dogs recognizes their essential public service and 
ensures they can rest, stage, and travel without unnecessary barriers.

The bill strikes a fair balance by holding handlers responsible for any damage caused by their 
K9s. It also requires that search and rescue K9s wear a harness or cape clearly identifying them 
while remaining leashed, and it requires handlers to provide certification or credentials verifying 
the K9’s status.

In collaboration with the Wisconsin Hotels and Lodging Association, we included an amendment 
allowing establishments to request documentation from a K9 handler showing that the law 
enforcement agency, fire department, or emergency management service they are working with 
verified that their search and rescue K9 is legitimate.

This bill is not only a matter of fairness—it's a practical step toward supporting those who work 
to keep our communities safe.

Thank you for your time today, and we can answer any questions the committee might have.
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To: Senate Committee on Judiciary and Public Safety
Senator Van Wanggaard, Chair

From: Bill Elliott, CAE
WHLA President & CEO

Date: November 12, 2025

Re: Support for SB 239, search and rescue dogs in lodging facilities

Hello Chair Wanggaard, and esteemed members of the committee, my name is Bill Elliott, and I 
am the President & CEO of the Wisconsin Hotel and Lodging Association (WHLA). I appreciate 
the opportunity to appear before you today.

WHLA proudly represents a diverse membership of over 600 lodging establishments and 
companies that serve the hospitality industry across the state of Wisconsin. As the voice of the 
state's lodging sector, our organization has carefully reviewed and considered the implications 
of the proposed legislation. Based on our review and our work with the authors, I’m pleased to 
express our support for SB 239 as amended.

I want to start by extending my sincere gratitude to Senator James and Representative Green 
for their dedicated and thoughtful leadership on this important issue. Both have demonstrated a 
commendable willingness to engage with all stakeholders, including our association, to advance 
this legislation. The final version of this bill strikes a necessary balance: it properly and 
unequivocally supports the brave men and women who perform critical search and rescue 
operations, while simultaneously implementing reasonable safeguards designed to protect our 
lodging establishments from potential misuse or abuse of the law.

The necessity of these safeguards is rooted in our unfortunate experience with existing 
regulations. Regrettably, as we have observed with the state's service animal law, there is a 
persistent problem of some individuals exploiting such regulations purely to gain permission to 
bring untrained household pets into facilities. This exploitation is not benign; it frequently results 
in property damage to hotel rooms and common areas, creates sanitation issues, and ultimately 
leads to additional, often unbudgeted, costs for our member businesses. Indeed, one of the 
most frequent requests for guidance we receive from our members is how to legally and 
respectfully address guests who falsely claim their pets are legitimate service animals. I regret 
to report that this issue is far more widespread and prevalent than most people outside of the 
lodging industry would assume.

For this reason, the initial version of Senate Bill 239 caused some apprehension among our 
members. While we are completely unaware of any instance where one of our members has 
ever refused lodging to individuals who are actively engaged in an important, bona fide search 
and rescue mission, we recognize the absolutely vital need for these professional handlers and 
their highly trained dogs to get proper, uninterrupted rest. Our concern was purely about 
preventing the legislation from becoming yet another loophole.
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We are therefore pleased with the final version of the bill and the amendment. Specifically, the 
inclusion of provisions that allow our members to legitimately request and obtain proper 
identification, such as certification papers from handlers, and the ability to request law 
enforcement verification of the dog's legitimacy and current deployment status, alleviates our 
primary concerns. These provisions create a clear, enforceable standard that respects the 
integrity of the search and rescue mission while protecting our businesses.

With these necessary and common-sense safeguards in place, the Wisconsin Hotel and 
Lodging Association is proud to support Senate Bill 239 as amended. Thank you for your time 
and consideration.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
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