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 2. General Business 

 

 

BEGGING IN WELLINGTON    
 
 

Purpose 

1. This report asks Council to consider the findings from the recent exploration of begging 
project and decide its approach to begging in Wellington. This includes 
recommendations for dealing with both the underlying issues that contribute to people 
begging and the impact begging has on the community as a whole 

Summary 

2. Begging is an issue of concern in Wellington and there has been increasing media 
attention and community interest in the issue.   

3. In 2015 Council commissioned Think Place design consultancy to engage those 
affected by begging to better understand and move towards a stakeholder aligned 
approach to addressing the issue.   

4. The main finding is that begging is a symptom of deep seated social issues and that for 
sustainable change to occur, a shift in thinking is required from reactive short-term 
solutions to longer term support.  

5. Complex social issues, such as begging, require interventions and support at multiple 
levels – a quick and easy fix is not likely to be effective. Sustainable change requires 
an aligned community and multi-agency approach that focuses on underlying issues.  

6. In its community leadership role, Council can advocate for positive changes that will 
contribute to tackling the social and other issues that underlie begging. This includes 
improvements in the fields of mental health and community care, drugs and addiction, 
prisoner discharge, training and employment opportunities and access to appropriate, 
affordable, sustainable housing. 

7. Council can also look at its own role as a service provider and community enabler to 
identify where it can directly or indirectly impact positively on the social issues that 
contribute to begging. 

8. The report recommends that Council take a clear position on addressing the causes of 
begging. Council is asked to recognise begging as a national issue, to advocate for 
Wellington and work with its partners on tackling underlying economic, health and 
social issues.  

9. Although long term improvement is the most likely means of achieving positive change, 
the report also considers shorter term initiatives and identifies three main approaches 
for addressing begging in Wellington. These are: 

 Street management initiatives aimed at ensuring that public space can be used 
and enjoyed safely by everyone. 

 Initiatives aimed at discouraging street begging 

 Legal actions aimed at preventing street begging   

10. The three approaches are included in the report, with the first being recommended for 
Council adoption. 
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Recommendations 

That the Community, Sport and Recreation Committee: 

1. Agree that begging is a complex and multi-dimensional national issue. 

2. Agree that a coordinated response is required to address the underlying long-term 
issues identified in Appendix 1 and that: 

a. Council take a strong leadership role in advocating with Central Government and 
its agencies 

b. Actively support the coordination of an  aligned  multiagency and community 
response to address issues  

c. Work with other Local Authorities to ensure a connected national understanding 
 of issues  

3. Agree to adopt street management as the preferred approach to dealing with the 
impact of begging including the options identified in Table 1 at paragraph 32.    

 

Background 

11. Begging on the street is a growing issue in Wellington. Its profile was raised as a result 
of the 2014 national quality of life survey. This is a national benchmark survey giving 
comparative data across six New Zealand cities. A new survey question was added in 
2014. This asked the public “how big a problem” they thought begging was in their city. 
33% of respondents across the six areas, said it was either ‘a bit of a problem” (24%) 
or a big problem” (9%). By comparison in Wellington 75% of those surveyed thought it 
either ‘a bit of a problem” (53%) or a big problem” (22%). These figures place 
Wellington significantly above the national average. In contrast Auckland sits below the 
national average with 30% of respondents considering begging to be either ‘a bit of a 
problem” (21%) or a big problem” (9%). 

12. There has also been, in the last year or so, a small but steady flow of enquiries made 
via the contact centre about begging. These include calls expressing concern about the 
welfare of those begging as well as concerns about perceptions of public safety, the 
impact on retail and reputational damage to the city.  A number of Council stakeholders 
including social services agencies, the police, the inner city residents association, 
retailers and the wider business community are increasingly interested in the issue. 
The police also report an increase in the numbers of people approaching them about 
begging. 

13. Rather than jump at “solutions’ to the begging issue, the Council commissioned Think 
Place to deliver an exploration into begging project. Their approach is based on the 
principles of co-design and the belief that those closest to the problem have the 
expertise, insights and motivation to solve it. The Think Place team worked closely with 
the Council and other partners on the project design and delivery.  

14. This was primarily an engagement exercise designed to explore the reasons that 
motivate people to beg and to better understand different stakeholder perspectives on 
the issue. The purpose was to provide a holistic picture of begging which will help 
shape effective, well designed and sustainable partnership approaches to the issue.  

See full report Attachment 1.   
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 15. The project focus was Wellington CBD. Fieldwork and stakeholder engagement took 

place in late 2015. This included:  

 Workshops with key Council partners - police, business and retail, inner city 
residents, and social services agencies 

 In depth interviews with concerned stakeholders, citizens and those who beg. 

 Intercept interviews with citizens and retailers   
An interactive workshop to review the project findings was held in February 2016. 
This was for stakeholders who had either spoken to Think Place individually or 
who had participated in one of the earlier workshops. Invitees included citizens, 
retailers, the street outreach team, Local Hosts, Police and Kiwi Rail. Think Place 
presented insights from the project with participants having the opportunity to 
reflect on the findings and to consider how these might influence future plans to 
address begging in Wellington 

16. The project’s main finding is that begging is a symptom of complex, long lasting social 
issues. Those begging can exercise very little control over their situation and are often 
hobbled by current or prior addictions, a criminal conviction, and a fragile or non-
existent informal support network. 

17. The project found that at its most basic level, begging is effective. There are currently 
enough people who feel good about giving to those who beg. And those who beg are 
mostly getting what they need from it. The interaction continues because the reasons 
that underlie begging have not been addressed. 

18. Initiatives that deal with begging as a symptom are therefore unlikely to be effective. 
Think Place pointed out that focussing effort on stopping begging transactions alone 
will not address the underlying issues and that stopping the transaction may simply 
result in a re-direction of need for disposable income into more harmful activities. 

19. Instead the project suggests that to achieve a sustainable impact on begging requires 
focus on the underlying problems encountered by those who beg. This calls for 
community wide and multi-agency aligned approaches to tackle deep seated social 
issues.  

20. Issues include central government social policy and funding changes that have 
impacted on community care arrangements and mental health provision. Associated 
issues include psychiatric and other hospital discharge arrangements, drug treatment 
and addiction programmes, prisoner re-integration and employment opportunities. 

21. In its community leadership role, the Council has responsibility for advocating on behalf 
of Wellington. This includes making representations to central government and working 
in partnership with government departments and other relevant agencies to secure 
policy changes and service improvements that contribute to positive long term change.  

22. The project also found that a lack of purposeful activity contributed to some people 
spending time on the streets. Purposeful activity might include employment but also 
engagement in community based and other social activities.  

23. The project findings suggest a significant level of public empathy with those who beg. 
As the report says, begging is a transactional experience that works. People beg 
because people give. In the light of this, the Council and other agencies might wish to 
consider how the kindheartednesses and generosity of many Wellingtonians can be 
harnessed effectively as part of approaches to end begging. 

24. Another significant project finding is stakeholder consensus on attitudes towards those 
who beg from a position of genuine social need and those whose primary focus is anti-
social and criminal behaviour. Whilst some citizens appear able to distinguish between 
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 the two, others are confused and unsure about whom they are comfortable giving to. 

There are also insufficiently robust mechanisms and no framework which can be used 
by relevant agencies to formulate appropriate responses to the individuals involved.  In 
Wellington, criminal and social issues are entangled to the point where relevant 
agencies seem unsure of how to respond.  

Discussion 

25. In response to the Think Place report, Council should consider how it can best 
influence and work with its partners to achieve necessary change on issues including 
social policy that contribute to begging activity. In the shorter term, Council and its 
partners can also work together to ensure public space can be used and enjoyed safely 
by everyone. This will result in the Council having a robust policy position on begging 
which will enable it to give clear public messages on its response to begging in 
Wellington.  

26. Council might also look at how existing resources might be used to help enable people 
who are self-motivated to change behaviours. The project found that some of the 
people begging did so because they lacked positive social engagement or employment 
opportunities. There may be merit in Council departments examining how their services 
and facilities might offer community activities, volunteering opportunities and practical 
help with budgeting and job seeking.  

27. Council’s role as a socially responsible employer is also relevant. Council could review 
how to improve the scope for it to work directly as an employer and contractor as well 
as with government departments and businesses to encourage and facilitate relevant 
job creation schemes and pathways to employment. This might include creating a pool 
of benevolent employers and job brokerage programmes. 

28. In addition to asking Council to take an advocacy and service delivery role in response 
to the underlying causes of begging, this report also asks Council to decide on its main 
approach to dealing with the impact of begging in Wellington. 

29. Think Place presented three principles to keep in mind when designing new solutions 
to begging. First, begging is a complex multi-dimensional social issue and solving the 
issue at one level without looking at the whole problem may create new issues or have 
unintended consequences. Second, complex issues are suited to numerous small 
scale interventions and a prototyping approach. Third, begging is an issue that crosses 
several agencies and impacts businesses, visitors and residents, so as often as 
possible, solutions and interventions should be collaborative. These principles should 
be kept in mind when considering the three approaches set out below.   

Street Management 

30. The first approach is for Council to explicitly tolerate begging as part of the cityscape. 
This is consistent with viewing begging as primarily a social issue. It does not imply that 
Council approves of criminal behaviour including intimidatory begging and Council 
would continue as now to advise citizens to contact the police when this is either 
experienced or witnessed.  

31. Alongside this Council would take a clear and aligned approach to street management, 
public engagement and communications. Central to this would be Council commitment 
to ensuring that public space can be used and enjoyed safely by everyone. Council 
would encourage responsible behaviour by all public space users and work to ensure 
that vulnerable people are treated with respect. 
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 32. Street management is recommended as the preferred approach to addressing the 

impact of begging in Wellington. Table 1 includes suggested actions that are consistent 
with this approach. It also builds on existing Council initiatives including the smart city 
pilot with NEC, the role of local hosts, funding of street outreach, and partnership 
activity with the police and retailers on city safety and other projects including Eyes On.   

Table 1 

Theme 1. Issue to be 

addressed 

Objectives Actions 

Engaging with 
people who beg 

2. Ensure that 

people who beg 

are not 

experiencing any 

undue harm or 

discrimination.  

 

To maintain and 

develop open channels 

of communication 

between Council and 

people who beg. 

To facilitate 
engagement with and 
access to support 
services where 
possible. 

Local hosts and the 

street outreach team 

will continue to 

engage with people 

who beg, with 

increased emphasis 

on making 

connections to 

services.   

Training for Council 
staff in relation to 
interactions with 
people who beg. 

Responding to 
complaints from 
the public 

No strategy for 
responding to 
complaints. 

3. To provide a 

clear, consistent and 

fair response to all 

complaints.  

 

Council to produce 
clear and consistent 
messages for use by 
the communications 
team, contact centre 
and all staff having 
interactions with the 
public, including 
retailers and media. 

Managing 
accessibility on 
public footway 

People who beg 
and their 
belongings 
impeding access 
on public footways 

To keep public 
footways clear for their 
primary use. 

Advise people who 

beg of acceptable 

uses of footways. 

Escalate and remove 
items where 
necessary in accord 
with relevant 
legislation. 

City safety Public perceptions 
of safety.   

Deal positively with 
safety perceptions. 

Use Council 
communications and 
partner with the police 
to give clear 
messages on the 
different approaches 
to passive and 
intimidatory begging. 
 
Strongly encourage 
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 victims and witnesses 

of intimidatory 
begging to report this 
to the police. 
 

Disentangle 
criminal and 
social issues.  

Lack of suitable 
mechanisms to 
distinguish 
between and aid 
responses to 
criminal and social 
issues. 

Develop a framework 
for the Police, social 
services and other 
relevant agencies to 
deal appropriately with 
criminal and social 
issues. 

Establish a multi-
agency forum to 
consider this issue.  

City pride  Negative views on 
cityscape. 

Build pride and 
community ownership 
of the city’s streets. 

Encourage and 
engage residents, 
retailers and other 
businesses to take 
care of the public 
space outside their 
premises. 

Harnessing smart 
technology 

Lack of evidence 
for good decision 
making and need 
to improve 
mechanisms to 
provide real-time 
response. 

To provide a 
mechanism for 
evidence based 
planning. 

Implement smart 
technologies 
developed through the 
Smart City Living Lab. 

33. Another street management option is to regulate begging activity through a licencing 
system. This option is included for Council discussion, but is not recommended. 
Licensing involves issuing permits which regulate when and where people can beg. 
Several US cities have such systems. These are policed robustly. Anyone found 
begging without a valid permit risks legal action whilst non-compliant permit holders 
can have their permits revoked. In looking at this option, Council is advised to consider 
whether it is comfortable with establishing criteria for deciding permit applications and 
with determining when and where begging is allowed. Council would need to consider 
the application and assessment process resource implications, and agree effective 
enforcement arrangements with the Police.  An example of licencing begging is 
included in Appendix 2. 

Active discouragement 

34. Examples of an active discouragement approach are included for the Committee to 
discuss. It is not however recommended as the preferred approach.   

35. This approach might be described as ‘street management plus’. It might involve 
adoption of the suggested actions in Table 1 at paragraph 32 plus one or more 
initiatives aimed at discouraging street begging. This might include pilot projects to test 
effectiveness, trialling ‘fail fast, learn fast’ methods prior to decisions on making 
significant budget commitments. 

36. A number of cities around the world have experimented with begging discouragement 
initiatives. The following paragraphs include some possible ideas. Further information 
on where some of these approaches have been taken is included in Appendix 2. 
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 37. As noted above the project findings suggest a significant level of public empathy with 

those who beg. It might therefore seem surprising that Council’s now defunct 
alternative giving campaign was unsuccessful. And it has been suggested by some that 
consideration be given to rebranding and relaunching the campaign with perhaps a 
more targeted communication strategy. It is significant however that Think Place‘s 
project findings suggest that the campaign’s lack of success may be because members 
of the public prefer to give direct to the people with who they have empathy rather than 
to charities. A repeat of or remodelled Alternative Giving Campaign is therefore unlikely 
to yield more positive results.  

38. In view of the project findings on the prevalence of drug and other addictions amongst 
those who beg it might be that greater public awareness of how some of the money 
they give is used could result in significantly fewer people giving money.  Council may 
wish to consider introducing a sustained communications and educational campaign, 
similar to those running in several UK cities, which link begging and drugs and aim to 
deter the public from giving.  Although there is no striking evidence to suggest their 
success in reducing begging, there may be merit in further examining the UK 
experience of ‘kindness can kill’ campaigns, and the capacity in New Zealand for 
linking such initiatives to increased drug treatment provision. 

39. Another idea that has been suggested as a short term response to begging is 
vouchers. Typically, this involves the public buying tear off voucher books which offer 
free services and retail products. These might include such things as a night’s 
accommodation, non-alcoholic drinks or basic groceries. Members of the public minded 
to give cash to people begging are encouraged instead to give vouchers. The 
effectiveness of vouchers as either a solution or deterrent to begging is unproven. And 
it can be argued that this might help increase rather than reduce incidences of begging. 
Vouchers do not decrease the need for disposable income and it has been suggested 
that in cities with voucher systems, some recipients trade them for cash or simply see 
them as additional income.  

40. There may also be merit in taking a more assertive approach to street begging which 
links access to services to greater individual responsibility. It would clearly signal 
Council disapproval of street begging whilst linking this to a ‘helping hand’ approach 
that offers practical support for those wishing to engage seriously with social services 
agencies and other relevant agencies. This would involve an evolution in the role of 
street outreach workers and empowering the Council’s Local Hosts to take a harder 
line. There would however be no legal imperative for compliance.  

Legal enforcement 

41. Another suggestion is to tackle begging through the legal system and police 
enforcement.  Information on legal enforcement is included here for Committee 
discussion. It is not however recommended for further consideration.  

42. One legal enforcement option is to introduce a by-law banning begging. This would 
treat begging as primarily a criminal rather than a social issue. Council would need to 
be comfortable with fining/penalising those who beg and have a clear communications 
strategy for managing the issue. Robust enforcement arrangements would need to be 
in place, with police budgets and priorities aligned. There is however no compelling 
evidence from cities with such bans to suggest that this is an effective means of ending 
or significantly reducing begging. Furthermore, Think Place’s report suggests that 
banning begging in one area does not stop begging occurring elsewhere and may push 
people into criminal activity and other harmful behaviour. 
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 43. Passive begging is not illegal in New Zealand. Passive begging includes quietly sitting 

with a sign or asking for money. Threatening and intimidatory behaviour however is 
illegal and victims or witnesses are encouraged by Council to contact the Police. 
Auckland and Hamilton have public safety by-laws which cover intimidatory begging 
but it is difficult to see the added value this makes to dealing with behaviour that is 
already illegal under national law.  

44. Alternatively, Council could turn the by-law debate on its head and consider the 
possibility of introducing a by-law that bans citizens from giving to people who beg. 
Arguably such an approach would minimise the number of financial and other 
transactions between the public and those who beg. But it might not resonate well with 
an emphatic Wellington public, or harness that empathy for community engagement in 
positive change initiatives.  

45. Another possible way forward is to combine criminal and social approaches. In 
Hamilton enforcement of a by-law on safety in public places has been linked to access 
to housing through the Peoples Project. Whilst this is primarily a homelessness 
initiative it may point to a potential approach in Wellington. It should be noted again 
however that the Hamilton’s by-law does not cover passive begging. 

 
Next Actions 

46. This report recommends that Council take a clear position on begging which 
recognises it as a complex and multi-dimensional national issue. It recommends that a 
coordinated response is required to address the underlying long-term issues identified 
in Appendix 1.  

47. The report also recommends that Council agrees to adopt street management as the 
preferred approach to dealing with the impact of begging. This means tolerating 
begging as part of the cityscape consistent with viewing begging as primarily a social 
issue. It does not imply that Council approves of criminal behaviour including 
intimidatory behaviour and Council would continue as now to advise citizens to contact 
the police when this is either experienced or witnessed.  

48. Next actions will be for Council to:  

49. Take a strong leadership role in advocating with Central Government and its agencies 

50. Actively support the coordination of an aligned multiagency and community response to 
address issues  

51. Work with other Local Authorities to ensure a connected national understanding of 
issues  

52. Take a clear and aligned approach to ‘street management’ by implementing the actions 
in Table 1 paragraph 32. Further developments will be considered as part of Council’s 
impending scoping work on reviewing the Footpath Management policy.  

53. Further actions are: 

54. Continue supporting the Te Mahana strategy which contributes to the development of a 
housing first model tackling homelessness and associated health and social issues. 
Whilst not all people who beg are homeless, the project findings suggest that the 
chaotic lifestyles of many street homeless people are akin to numbers of people who 
beg.  

55. Through Te Mahana and street outreach continue to support homeless people and 
those who beg through a strongly coordinated case managed wrap around service. 



COMMUNITY, SPORT AND RECREATION 
COMMITTEE 
13 APRIL 2016 

 

 

 

Item 2.1 Page 15 

 I
te

m
 2

.1
 However sustained success depends on having appropriate and agile community and 

health services, employment projects and preventative programmes in place.   

56. In response to the project findings that lack of positive social engagement or 
employment opportunities drove begging behaviour consider options that would enable 
people who are self-motivated to change behaviour. This could be with partners, 
through funding/philanthropic projects and/or through Council’s own services. 

 
 

Attachments 
Attachment 1. ThinkPlace project report on begging in Wellington   Page 17 
Attachment 2. Examples of other cities initiatives in response to begging   Page 51 
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 SUPPORTING INFORMATION 

Consultation and Engagement 

The exploration into begging project was carried out using co-design principles with key 

stakeholders involved in agreeing the project intent and throughout the project. The project 

involved people who beg, residents, retailers, visitors to Wellington, the Police and social 

services agencies. This included in depth and intercept interviews stakeholder workshops. 

There has also been discussion with government departments, police and other stakeholders 

on the report recommendations.  
 

Treaty of Waitangi considerations 

The project does not have any direct Treaty implications. However Maori are over 

represented amongst those who beg. This was a factor taken into consideration throughout 

the project and discussed with the Council’s Treaty Relations team.  

 

Financial implications 

The report recommendations have no significant financial implications and any costs arising 

from them will be met from existing budgets. Funding for the options and alternative 

approaches covered from paragraph 33 to 45 could have significant financial implications 

and are not covered by the LTP or Annual Plan. These options are included for discussion 

but not recommended. 

 

Policy and legislative implications 

N/A 

 

Risks / legal  

This is N/A unless Council supports one or more of the options covered from paragraph 33 to 

45. In this event risk assessments would be required and legal implications need to be 

considered.   

 

Climate Change impact and considerations 

N/A 

 

Communications Plan 

This report and recommendations have been discussed with the Council’s Communication 
team. An initial approach to media management is in place and a communication plan will be 
developed as part of implementation.  
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