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A year in, panhandling ordinance yields some surprising results 
 

By Theo Douglas 
Thirteen months after it took effect, Bakersfield Police 

Department officers have ticketed 32 people for violating the 
new city ordinance criminalizing panhandling. 

The measure, ordinance No. 4768, was staunchly 
supported by downtown merchants and business owners who 
said their customers were being increasingly and aggressively 
approached by people asking for money. 

But according to BPD Sgt. Joe Grubbs, the department 
spokesman, 19 of the 32 citations, or about 60 percent, were 
written in response to incidents that happened in other parts of 
the city. 

Grubbs said the numbers demonstrate the problem is 
perhaps more widespread than previously thought. 

“You see them everywhere, and people don’t necessarily 
want to be confronted with that day in and day out,” Grubbs 
said. 

Downtown entrepreneurs said much the same 18 months 
ago, and made Bakersfield’s traditional retail area a focal 
point for the debate over crafting an ordinance to address the 
issue. 

Cities from San Francisco to Los Angeles have banned 
so-called aggressive panhandling. 

Bakersfield city staff recommended a similar ordinance 
as a legally defensible way to help downtown business 
owners. 

Advocates for the homeless, however, questioned how 
they would be differentiated from panhandlers, and the City 
Council delayed a first reading of the ordinance to allow social 
service agencies more time to do outreach. 

When the ordinance was approved in April 2014 by the 
Bakersfield City Council, it made "aggressive solicitation" a 
misdemeanor or an infraction, and banned all soliciting near 
banks, credit unions and ATMs, in parking lots and structures 
after dark, and on medians and public transit. 

BPD officials said repeatedly it would be a low-priority 
call for law enforcement in comparison with life-or-death 
crimes — and as with all misdemeanors or infractions, it must 
be observed by a peace officer for a ticket to be written. 

Grubbs said last year BPD officers wouldn’t do 
any “separate enforcement actions” — but would respond if 
they received calls. 

Kern County Chief Deputy District Attorney Mark 
Pafford said anyone convicted of an infraction under this 
statute faces a fine of up to $50 for a first violation, $100 for a 
second violation and $250 for each subsequent violation. 

Anyone convicted of aggressive panhandling as a 
misdemeanor faces a fine of up to $500 or up to six months in 
jail, or both. 

It’s unclear how many of the citations have made their 
way through Kern County Superior Court or, in the case of 
infractions, were resolved through traffic court. 

Yet downtown business officials and homeless advocates 
said the ordinance has achieved many, but not all, of the 
results they sought — making the area safer and more 
enjoyable for shoppers, visitors, residents and pedestrians — 
and some unexpected benefits, too. 

Chief among them, business leaders say panhandling has 
seen a steep decline, but hasn’t completely disappeared. 

Downtown Councilman Terry Maxwell said he thinks 
the ordinance is working well overall, though his wife has 
been panhandled twice in the past two weeks. 

“My wife has got a pretty good backbone and when she 
gets solicited she reminds the person there’s an ordinance 
against this,” Maxwell said, adding having an ordinance in 
place for residents and business owners is “what I always 
envisioned.” 

Downtown Business Association President Cathy Butler 
said the ordinance sent a clear message to organized groups of 
panhandlers, who simply went elsewhere. 

Kevin Bartl, DBA Chairman, said he’s no longer 
approached in the drive-through lane at the downtown Taco 
Bell — and clearing out most panhandlers has allowed 
authorities to focus on downtown’s other real problems. 

“I feel like what we’re left with downtown is an accurate 
depiction of homeless people in the community and people 
who may or may not have mental health issues,” Bartl said. 

Butler agreed. 
“One of the things that (the ordinance) did that I’ve been 

really pleased with, it’s opened the doors of communication 
with all the various groups,” she said. 

Recently, business officials and city and county elected 
officials have joined group discussions with Kern County 
mental health and BPD officials — with the result being a 
clearer, more “holistic” approach to solving the issues of the 
homeless and people with mental health issues. 

As a part of the Kern Crisis Intervention Training 
homeless subcommittee, local officials say they’re 
increasingly able to connect one-on-one to probe the root 
causes of homelessness and seek solutions. 

“We’re finding that we have a lot of people who care. 
We’re terribly under-educated and we’re learning from KCIT 
and the Kern County Mental Health Department,” said 
businessman Bob Bell, co-owner of The Village at Towne 
Centre and chairman of the Downtown Bakersfield 
Development Corp. 

The ordinance may only have yielded 32 citations in 13 
months — but without it, Bartl said, these new discussions 
would never have happened. 

“I really got the feeling during our last meeting that it’s 
become a talking point, to figure out who in our community 
needs help, and I think one reason is the ordinance,” Bartl 
said. 

Christine Lollar, director of homelessness resources at 
the United Way of Kern County, said in an e-mail statement 
change is happening. 

“We definitely feel that a sense of collective purpose 
exists at a new level in our community,” she wrote. 
“Tremendous progress is being made to intentionally end 
homelessness, beyond short-term solutions to loitering or 
panhandling, etc.” 

Some recent responses to the ordinance in downtown 
were largely positive — even from people who might be 



expected to hate it. 
Tony Alonzo, a 73-year-old veteran who was briefly 

homeless himself in recent years, said he sees fewer 
panhandlers downtown and on nearby freeway off-ramps. 

“We still get some of them, but not as much,” said 
Alonzo, taking a break from collecting aluminum cans near 
the Golden Empire Transit bus station. 

At Lucky 7 Deli Mart, 2111 Chester Ave., next door to 
the GET station, owner Mangit Singh said panhandlers still 
plague his customers. 

“Police come here all the time but they never do 
anything,” Singh said. 

Outside Lucky 7, Kirwin Carpenter, 20, said he’s a laid-
off diesel mechanic — and a panhandler. 

Carpenter likes the ordinance because he thinks 
aggressive panhandlers give others a bad name. 

“When people go ‘No,’ I don’t pursue it. They don’t owe 
me nothing. They tell me to get a job. I should be having a job 
right now,” said Carpenter, who’s applied to wash cars at 
several local dealerships but hasn’t found work yet. 

Rosedale resident Darnell Warren works in the oil fields, 
but said he was only visiting the Lucky 7 to see Carpenter, 
whom he called “Deucey.” 

Warren likes the ordinance because he worries about the 
safety of his girlfriend, who’s been panhandled at gas stations 
late at night. 

“For a person to walk up to a person and aggressively 
ask for money, giving them no choice — what happens?” 

Darnell asked. 
Panhandling may be in decline downtown for other 

reasons, too. 
Kim Albers, executive director of FLOOD Bakersfield 

Ministries, which provides assistance to the homeless 
population, said she’s seen little evidence they are the ones 
being cited for aggressive panhandling. 

“I don’t believe the homeless are the ones being 
impacted by those 32 tickets. We are not hearing from our 
clients that they’re being ticketed,” Albers said. “We feel like 
the strategy that is working is the foot beat officers. They’re 
just an exceptional blessing to this community.” 

BPD Lt. Jason Matson said the department’s foot beat 
unit, whose officers dress more informally in khakis and blue 
polo shirts and patrol on foot, started with just three officers 
and has grown to eight and one supervisor during the past 18 
months. 

“We work hand-in-hand with our business community. 
They identify problems that are occurring within the business 
district and we try to work on solutions to address it,” Matson 
said, noting BPD also works with FLOOD and the Kern 
County Homeless Collaborative. 

“We’ll never be able to arrest our way out of 
homelessness, nor should we. It’s a group of individuals who 
have their own needs,” Matson added. “The panhandling 
ordinance was never meant to be a one-solve-all. It’s just one 
more tool.” 

 


