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The fundamental cause of panhandling is poverty.

People have seldom engaged in begging through choice, but have been driven to it by poverty, lack of opportunity, low levels of education, discriminaton, poor health and mental and physical disability.  The literature identifies many other factors that contribute directly or indirectly to panhandling including:

· economic restructuring and associated labour market changes, such as the decline of manufacturing leading to increased unemployment, particularly among low-skilled workers and inadequate wages of the “working poor”

· housing affordability problems and lack of affordable housing supply

· inadequacy of coordinated services for individuals and families experiencing poverty

· welfare retrenchment and benefit reductions which have contributed to escalating poverty

· increased in-migration to urban areas of Aboriginal people who experience higher rates of poverty, unemployment and low educational attainment

· domestic violence and a history of physical and sexual abuse

· substance abuse 

· de-institutionalization of the mentally ill

· lifestyle choices

 Most researchers agree that the enforcement of laws prohibiting panhandling does not solve the problem.  Bylaws generally “move” the problem or reduce it in the short term but because bylaws fail to address the underlying causes, panhandlers soon return to the streets.  As well, panhandlers who may have been charged, generally show up panhandling somewhere else.  Anti-panhandling legislation approaches have been criticized for a variety of reasons:

· existing laws within the Criminal Code already prohibit aggressive behaviour so bylaws that criminalize all panhandling are not necessary

· the bylaws often rely upon subjective criteria – fear, perception, incivility and so on

· there is no empirical support to prove these legislative measures are working effectively.  It has not been demonstrated that anti panhandling by-laws actually reduce serious crime.  Often it is difficult to determine if the intent of by-laws is to reduce serious crime or to improve the public’s level of comfort and perception of safety, and

                                                                                                                    ...over...

· safety for those panhandling is as great a concern as for other citizens.  Panhandlers often endure harassment and violence from the wider public, and legislative measures may actually increase the harassment aimed at panhandlers

Nearly three out of every four people who panhandle in Winnipeg  (72%) identify themselves as having a physical or mental illness or disability.

Their income is not sufficient to support them.  Two-thirds rely on inadequate government assistance.  For example:

A single person collecting welfare in Winnipeg receives $466 per month.  The average bachelor apartment rents for $420 monthly (in 2006).  

A single person collecting a disability cheque receives about $650 in benefits monthly to pay for all expenses.  

The interviews indicated that people who panhandle in Winnipeg are predominantly male.  Twice as many as the general population fall into the age bracket of 25 – 44 years.  The very high proportion of Aboriginal people among the respondents is testament to their marginalized position in society.  

High levels of unemployment (85% of interviewees), infrequent and short incidents of employment, and inability to function effectively in the workforce characterize the work history and employment status of panhandlers.  The interviewees identified many common barriers to finding and keeping employment. 

· Sixteen percent had achieved less than grade nine and the majority, sixty-seven percent had  not completed high school.  Only one interviewee had a university degree.             

· Sixty percent of the interviewees are homeless – either “couch surfing,” staying in shelters, or sleeping on the streets.  Housing and employment are inextricably interconnected: one cannot get a place to live without a job, and one cannot get a job without a place. 

· There were also problems such as no fixed address, no phone, illiteracy (17%), a criminal record, addictions, no ID.  Many had been in the city for only a short period.

For many of the interviewees, the road to positive change in their lives may seem so unlikely that it isn’t even something they consider.  The daily and immediate struggle to meet basic needs such as finding shelter, clothing and food monopolizes their efforts and thinking, pushing out dreams of future possibilities.  

93 percent of Winnipeg panhandlers interviewed spend earnings on food (for 88% this is their first or second priority. )

Many expressed pride in their adherence to a panhandlers “Code of Conduct” which outlines basic ethics of considerate behaviour toward each other and polite interactions with those they panhandle.    Only half of them knew that changes had been made recently which directly affect how and where they can undertake their income earning activity.  Of those who knew a by-law to this effect had been passed, most were misinformed as to its content.  

Panhandlers are citizens living on the “margins of society.”  They panhandle for many different reasons but poverty is certainly the underlying cause.  What they need to stop panhandling goes far beyond by-laws that restrict panhandling activity.  A range of targeted services are required to address the multiple health, housing, education, employment and social problems that panhandlers face.  

