
Overview  

City of Albuquerque Program – Campaign to Curb Panhandling  
There’s a Better Way Initiative– Employment Day Work and Referral to Services  

 

The City of Albuquerque has unveiled a campaign to curb panhandling, called “There’s a Better 

Way”.  The goal of the campaign is to give panhandlers a chance at a change in life and provide 

caring members of the community with a better way to donate their money.  

The program is designed to offer a chance for the panhandler to access services for employment 

and services such as shelter, food, or mental health.  Signage is placed around the city in multiple 

locations where there is the highest volume of panhandling to encourage panhandlers to dial 311 

for support from local service providers.  The employment program provides an opportunity for 

individuals to complete day work assignments at a wage of $9.00 per hour with the City’s 

Department of Public Works working on such things as city beautification projects, landscaping, 

and weed and litter control.   

A sixteen passenger van is dispatched early in the mornings, twice per week on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays to pick up the panhandlers who want to work and earn cash for the day.  At the end of 

the work day, the van will take the individuals back to a location, where they are paid in cash and 

staff connects them with social services if needed. The program serviced eight or nine people per 

day in its first week of operation and since then has helped anywhere from 10 to 12 people per 

day. There are no limitations to how many times a person can participate in the jobs. The 

participants are not taxed on their wages. Internal Revenue Service (IRS) laws allow the 

individuals to make $600 before wages are reported.  

The St. Martin’s (New Mexico) Hospitality Center, a nonprofit that connects people with housing, 

homeless services, employment, and mental health services, operates with a $50,000 grant to 

provide the infrastructure for the initiative.   The $50,000 covers the salary of the driver, driving –

related expenses, plus funds to cover the wages of the panhandlers. In addition to employment 

day labor and service referral, the campaign has an additional component of raising awareness to 

encourage more effective charitable giving to help the homeless population. The campaign makes 

a request to members of the community to stop giving money directly to panhandlers, but to 

direct their giving to the United Way of Central New Mexico through the website 

www.DONATEabq.org.  United Way offers a process through which online contributions or phone 

calls for donations are accepted for numerous local charities that focus on caring for members of 

the Albuquerque community that are most in need.  Donations are provided to local shelters, 

food bank or an employment fund to pay panhandlers’ wages.  

As of October 9, 2015, the city of Albuquerque has spent $4,360.05 on the project.  

Representatives of the project tout the program’s success and are hoping the “Better Way” 

initiative can be expanded to a five day a week program. City Officials are planning to reconvene 

to discuss the progress of the initiative.   

Although most individuals are in favor of the program and feel it offers employment with wages 

above the minimum wage and resources to a population in need, conversely there is a different 

view. Opponents argue that the day work program sets up a system of servitude and the 

individuals should be offered full time employment for a more stable and permanent job with the 

city offering benefits and stable pay.  

Joyce Davis, Council Policy Analyst  
Richmond City Council, Council Chief of Staff Office  



There’s a Better Way – ABQ’s Innovative, Collective Impact Driven Panhandling Solution  
Reasons why we do this program: 

 

 
May 2015 – Mayor Berry thought up program during a morning staff briefing discussing the panhandling issue.  

 In Albuquerque, panhandling is a public safety issue but it not illegal. In 2003, the City Council passed an 
anti-panhandling ordinance, but State District Court Judge William Lang barred the city from enforcing the 
ordinance after the ACLU fought it on the grounds that it was a First Amendment violation.   

June 2015 – originally15 signs posted across the city displaying the following info: 

 City 311 operators equipped with a resource directory to help those in need of  
food and shelter 

 Drivers who are interested in helping the panhandlers have an opportunity to  
redirect their donations to a list of service providers – maximizing their donation for the greatest possible 
impact.  

 We partnered with United Way of Central New Mexico to be the fiscal agents with NO administrative costs 
o Donors can have their money support: The Community Fund, Feeding the Hungry, Shelter the Homeless, 

and to Pay for a Day’s Wages for Someone in Need of Work 
 

 Donations Collected now have the potential to have a Collective Impact. For example, a driver could hand 
$5 out the window to a panhandler and help them purchase one meal – or they could donate $5 to 
Roadrunner Food Bank and feed 20 people.  

 

 The popularity of the signs resulted in the city expanding to 33 signs  

September 2015- The second phase of the initiative is the “There’s a Better Way” van.  

 City refitted a 2006 12-passenger van to drive to areas frequented by panhandlers and offer them day labor  
 The City teamed up with St. Martin’s Hospitality Center  by providing $50,000 for the program to run the 

program for two reasons:  
o Personal engagement to get people connected to the right resources 
o To transition them from this job into a more stable employment through St. Martin’s Employment 

Support program 
 The van transports individuals to a job site under the City’s Solid Waste Department’s supervision to do 

work such as landscape beautification. Lunch is provided by St. Martin’s  
 Paid above minimum wage at $9/hour-  They can work up to $600/ year under the tax code 
 After their work day is complete, passengers are transported back to St. Martin’s to be connected with 

emergency shelter to house them overnight as needed.  
 To date, the van has been full every Tuesday and Thursday they have gone to pick people up. 
 We have had over 50 states and cities across the country  interested in the program including: San Diego, 

CA; Pittsburgh, PA; Honolulu, HI; Seattle, WA; Cincinnati, OH; Portland, OR 
 In the first 4 months from the van program, 17 people have transitioned into employment, 5 are in housing, 

59 clients are engaged with mental health services and substance abuse programs. 

To date, the program has received over 6,500 calls with over 94% of those calls looking to be connected to 
resources 
Total donations to date: $7,015 
 
 
In house video that was made: https://vimeo.com/146947306 
 

1. Give people dignity in work 

2. Connect individuals with services  

3. Collective Impact to end panhandling 

4. Help the Community to understand There’s a Better Way  

https://vimeo.com/146947306


 
  

Infographic on the program’s 

first 6 months of success. 

Updated 11/17/2015 

 



 
Supplement Page, National Coverage of the Program:  
 

NBC Nightly News: http://www.nbcnews.com/nightly-news/video/see-how-these-homeless-people-are-

working-their-way-to-a-better-life-575747139785  

PBS News Hour: http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/albuquerque-mayor-heres-a-crazy-idea-lets-give-

homeless-people-jobs/  

Governing Magazine: http://www.governing.com/topics/health-human-services/gov-albuquerque-gives-

panhandlers-jobs-not-tickets.html  

Upworthy: http://www.upworthy.com/the-mayor-of-albuquerque-saw-a-homeless-man-with-a-will-work-

sign-it-gave-him-a-great-idea  
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