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REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY OF OTTAWA-CARLETON
MUNICIPALITÉ RÉGIONALE D’OTTAWA-CARLETON

REPORT
RAPPORT

Our File/N/Réf.
Your File/V/Réf.
DATE

17 April 1998

TO/DEST.

Acting Co-ordinator
Corporate Services and Economic Development Committee

FROM/EXP.

Councillor M. Meilleur

SUBJECT/OBJET

OTTAWA-CARLETON STREET AMBASSADOR PROGRAMREQUEST FOR FUNDING

REPORT RECOMMENDATION
That the Corporate Services and Economic Development Committee recommend Council
approve a grant in the amount of $5,000 to contribute to the Ottawa-Carleton Street
Ambassador Program for 1998.

BACKGROUND
The Ottawa-Carleton Street Ambassador Program (OCSAP) was developed by a community
partnership representing businesses, regional and municipal governments, social agencies and
police services in response to concerns from the public and businesses about the aggressive
behaviour of some panhandlers in Ottawa’s downtown core. The objective of the program was to
address this problem through the presence of teams of “good will” ambassadors providing
information to the public and tourists, identifying aggressive panhandlers and communicating
problems to the Ottawa-Carleton Regional Police Service.
The OCSAP ran as a pilot project during the summer months of 1997 and during this time made a
total of 1,072 personal contacts with panhandlers, 1,060 contacts with the public, 2,422 contacts
with tourists and over 200 contacts with businesses. The project received a tremendous amount
of positive local and national news coverage. It was well received by the majority of the
merchants in the downtown core, 83% of which indicated that it should become an annual
program, especially in the summer months during the busy tourist season. Members of the
OCSAP Committee believe it was a tremendous success and are encouraging its continuation.
(Please refer to Annex A for more details on the 1997 Program.)
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This year the OCSAP is scheduled to begin the week of May 4th and run until September 7th ,
1998. A total of 6 ambassadors have been hired to date, all candidates returning from last year,
and more will be hired as funding becomes available.
CONCLUSION
Last June Council approved a grant request by the OCSAP Committee in the amount of $5,000
outside the regular budget process. In light of the immediate need to improve police coverage in
the Byward Market resulting from the recent increase in activities, we believe that the presence of
the Ambassadors will help to ensure the safety of our residents and tourists. The OCSAP
Committee is requesting $5,000 for the continuation of the Program. It is believed that the
Program will have a very positive effect in the market area by providing a much needed safety
presence.

Approved by
Councillor M. Meilleur
SR/
Attach. ( 1 )
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction
This report is an evaluation of the 1997 Ottawa-Carleton Street Ambassador
Program. This pilot project evolved out of concern about the aggression
displayed by some panhandlers in Ottawa’s downtown core. The Street
Ambassador Program was conceived and implemented by a community
partnership representing business, government, social agencies, and police
services. In a six week period in the spring of 1997, a steering committee
secured funding and sponsorships. They then recruited and trained the first
team of eight full-time Street Ambassadors. That number would grow to sixteen
covering 8 hours a day in the first few weeks of the Program then increasing to
11 hours (two shifts 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and 12 - 8 p.m.) by the end of the Program,
seven days a week until the end of the summer.
Objectives
The purpose of the Program was to address the problem of aggressive
panhandlers through the visual presence of teams of “good will” ambassadors
that would provide residents and visitors with tourist information as well as
information on existing social programs offered in Ottawa-Carleton. The Street
Ambassador would identify aggressive panhandlers, communicate the zero
tolerance message on aggressiveness and provide a link with the OttawaCarleton Regional Police Service.
The Program
The individuals chosen to be Street Ambassadors were studying or had
experience in social work, sociology, criminology or law enforcement and
demonstrated superior communication skills. They participated in four full days
of training that focused on tourism, safety, crisis intervention, existing social
programs, mental illnesses, life on the streets and first aid. They worked in
teams of two that covered off the Market, Rideau Street, Elgin Street, Sparks
Street and Bank Street. Each team had a cellular phone to contact their
supervisor in case of an emergency.
Results
The pilot project ran for eleven (11) weeks from June 25, 1997 to September 5,
1997, the Street Ambassadors walked the streets of Ottawa and during this time,
made a total of 1,072 personal contacts with panhandlers, 2,060 contacts with
the public, 2,422 contacts with tourists and over 200 contacts with businesses.
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The Program received a tremendous amount of local and national news
coverage. Merchants who were surveyed agreed that the Program had an effect
on the reduction of aggressive panhandling in their place of business and 83%
indicated that it should become an annual program. Members of the Regional
Police Service were very pleased as were the affected Municipal and Regional
Councillors and Business Improvement Areas. However, some individuals felt
that the programme did not go far enough to address the problem as they were
hoping to eliminate “panhandling” in its entirety.
The working committee that implemented the Program was very pleased with the
candidates chosen for the Program and with their performance. From all
accounts it is believed that this pilot project has been considered a tremendous
success and we recommend that consideration be given for its continuation.
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BACKGROUND

For the past several years, there has been an increasing number of panhandlers
in the downtown core of Ottawa, and recently, a dramatic increase in aggression
on the part of some panhandlers. There was an overwhelming fear and a
growing intolerance by merchants, residents, tourists and the general public with
this aggressive behaviour.
There was also frustration on the part of merchants who felt that the Regional
Police Service did not devote enough attention to the issue of panhandlers.
Police officers are limited in their ability to respond to calls dealing with
panhandlers because of the demands for higher priority calls. Moreover,
complainants often do not want to get involved or press charges for related
offences.
With the oncoming tourist season, where an annual estimated 5.5 million tourists
would visit our Region spending in upwards of $600 million in local hotels,
restaurants and retail stores, there was a tremendous need identified by the
community for an immediate resolution to this problem. Merchants believed the
aggressive panhandlers would give tourists and shoppers a negative image of
Ottawa-Carleton which would in turn negatively affect their businesses. Many
residents who complained about the aggressive panhandlers indicated that they
felt uncomfortable and were afraid for their safety. A few indicated that they
would not shop in areas where they would be harassed. Some merchants were
even prepared to hire their own private security service or retired police officers
to ensure that their businesses did not suffer because of panhandlers harassing
their customers.
In April 1997, after receiving many calls from concerned citizens and merchants
that panhandlers were becoming increasingly aggressive, Regional Councillor
Madeleine Meilleur and Dawn Dannehl, Executive Director of the ByWard
Market Business Improvement Area, organized a meeting to address this issue.
Businesses, members of the Regional Police Service and local social agencies
were assembled to discuss this problem and identify possible solutions.
All participants at the meeting acknowledged the problems and agreed that
action had to be taken. The meeting resulted in a partnership which includes
members of the Regional Police Service, Social Service Agencies, OttawaCarleton Regional Health Department, representation from the Business
Community and City and Regional Governments. The group committed to
implementing a program for 1997 and within weeks they had eight Street
Ambassadors trained and present on the streets of downtown Ottawa. By the
end of the summer, there was a total of sixteen full-time Street Ambassadors --six females and ten males --- taking part in the Program. Most of them were
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studying or had experience in either social work, sociology, criminology or law
enforcement.
The working group acknowledged that panhandling is not just a policing
problem, a social problem, or a business problem. Panhandling is a community
problem. Panhandlers are part of our community and they have a right to be on
the streets. However, people also have the right to feel safe and not to be
harassed and intimidated into giving money. The group did not attempt to get rid
of panhandlers or resolve the broader socio-economic causes. Its goal was to
respect the rights of residents, tourists, merchants and passive panhandlers.
The main target of the Program was to ensure that aggressive behaviour on the
part of panhandlers would not be tolerated.
•

Objectives of the Program

The purpose of the Program was to address the problem of aggressive
panhandlers in the downtown core through an increased visual presence on the
streets, public education and intervention. Street Ambassadors’ mandate
included:

•

•

acting as “good will” ambassadors, patrolling the streets and providing
visitors with tourist information;

•

providing a visual presence and a sense of safety on the streets;

•

providing public education on the existing social services offered by
the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton;

•

encouraging the rechannelling of money to social agencies to ensure
“effective giving”;

•

providing a link to the Regional Police Service by identifying
aggressive panhandlers and becoming the complainant, if necessary,
to deal with the situation.

1997 Program

The Program was modelled after a program in Evanston, Illinois and was
modified to respond to the needs of Ottawa-Carleton. It ran for eleven (11)
weeks, from June 25 until September 5, 1997, during Ottawa’s peak tourism
season.
During that time, the Street Ambassadors made a total of 5,554 contacts, 2,060
were with the general public, 2,422 were with tourists, and the remaining 1,072
contacts were made with panhandlers. Out of the 1,072 contacts with
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panhandlers, 63 calls for service were placed with the officer on-call for
assistance because the panhandler was intoxicated and/or aggressive.
(Please see Appendix D for more information on contacts.)
The Regional Police Service was instrumental in the success of this program. In
addition to contributing financially, they participated in the training and provided
the resources of one officer to supervise the Street Ambassadors. While on duty
four days a week, Senior Constable Wayne Niemi was on-call and provided
assistance to the Ambassadors when required.
The total amount of funding raised for the Program in 1997 was $59,800, half of
which ($31,300) was raised in the business community. Expenses totalled
approximately $52,000 (some expenses are still outstanding). (Please see
Appendix E for more details on the budget.)
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EVALUATION

The committee felt very strongly about measuring the results of this pilot
program in order to illustrate its impact and to improve it should it continue. The
collection of quantitative information on resolving the problem of aggressive
panhandlers proved difficult as information from previous years had not been
collected.
With regard to the number of calls for service received by the police to address
this problem, the Regional Police Services does not have a classification
specific for “aggressive panhandlers”. Calls to address such issues would be
recorded under a “disturbance” category which includes various other offences.
It is therefore impossible to quantify the decrease of calls for service, for these
problems, received during the pilot project as compared to previous summers.
Interviews with affected officers corroborated that the Program did have a
positive effect and that in fact fewer calls for service were received. (Please
refer to Appendix C, an interview conducted with members of the Regional
Police Service.)
The collection of quantitative statistics from tourists and the general public also
proved difficult. However, reactions from tourists as well as residents have
been captured in local and national news coverage of the Program. On the
whole, the coverage was very positive. (Please refer to Appendix B.) As well,
the Street Ambassadors received literally hundreds of positive comments and
accolades regarding their efforts. From all information sources relating to this
problem, complaints about aggressive panhandlers decreased after the
implementation of the Program.
To determine the level of satisfaction of the merchants with the Program, an
opinion survey was distributed to 175 businesses in four different Business
Improvement Areas (the ByWard Market, Rideau Street, Bank Street and the
Sparks Street Mall) as well as businesses on Elgin Street. Businesses were
randomly chosen from a list of each B.I.A. membership. As there is no B.I.A. for
Elgin Street, the survey was randomly submitted to every third business on the
street. A total of 84 surveys were filled-out and returned. Merchants were asked
to rate on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being the lowest) their level of satisfaction or
agreement with eight statements. For the purpose of this evaluation we
considered those who rated 3 as being neutral, those who rated 4 and 5 were in
agreement and those who rated 1 and 2 were in disagreement.
The remainder of the groups affected were invited to comment on the Program.
Although areas for improvement were suggested, members of the Regional
Police Service indicated that they were pleased with the Program as were the
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social agencies, the affected municipal and regional councillors, and business
improvement areas.
•

Survey Content

The opinion survey used in this evaluation was devised by members of the
working group for the Ottawa-Carleton Street Ambassador Program. The survey
was designed to collect information on:
a)

the effectiveness of the program on the reduction of aggressive
panhandlers and customer complaints;

b)

awareness of the Program and the role of the Street Ambassadors;

c)

the visibility of the Street Ambassadors;

d)

the opinion of the merchants for the continuation of the Program as an
annual Program during the summer months.

•

Key Results
• 65% of respondents were neutral or in agreement that aggressive
panhandling had been significantly reduced In the downtown core
• 83% of respondents indicated that they were aware of the presence of
the Street Ambassadors
• 71% were either neutral or agreed and the Street Ambassadors were
visible
•

•

83% of respondents agreed the program should become an annual
program

Coverage by Local and National Media

The Ottawa-Carleton Street Ambassador Program attracted tremendous media
coverage during its term. The following are extracts from local and national
news coverage of the Program. (Please see Appendix B for newspaper
articles.)
“They will never ride home in a limousine or host a fancy embassy reception but a group
of young men and women are working as ambassadors for Ottawa. They work on the
streets of the Nation’s Capital and their difficult agenda includes answering tourists
questions to dealing with abusive panhandlers.” . . . .“Back on the street there is a
difference, what it seems, most are happy with and businesses say the ambassadors have
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a positive presence.” . . . .Business Women: “I think in general customers are happy
they’re not encountering the panhandlers.” . . . . “I don’t have as many street people
coming in off the street in to the restaurant.” . . . .“The Street Ambassadors hope their
success catches on. Cities including Calgary and London, England are interested in
imitating the programme.”
CTV News - Lloyd Robinson, August 1997
“They’re on a diplomatic mission. They’re Ottawa’s new Street Ambassadors in training
for the tourist season. . . . . They tour downtown Ottawa and part of the job is asking
aggressive panhandlers to move along. . . . . And tourists love the welcome wagon.”
Peter Saunders (Tourist) “It’s nice to know when you see somebody with that sort of
uniform on that they’re gonna be able to talk to you and you’re gonna get the
information you want without any great problem. I mean it’s a tremendous idea and
more cities should have it.”
CJOH News, Vivian Lee, July 1997
“Jonathan Ross and Joe Moores were only on the street for five minutes when a drunk
approached them. . . . . Sporting a Tilley hats and clad in bright yellow-and-blue jackets,
Ross and Moores helped their first customer find what he asked for --- a detox centre.
When they discovered he was unable to walk another step, they called police on their cell
phones and sent him off in a cruiser to sober up. . . . . Claude Raymond, manager of
Oregano’s restaurant, said local businesses are glad to see the workers, because
aggressive panhandlers often harass customers.”
The Ottawa Sun, July 5, 1997
“This program was unique in that it represented a true partnership between the OttawaCarleton Regional Police, social agencies and the business community. It was a
community solution to a community problem.”
The Ottawa Citizen, September 17, 1997
Comments by:
•

Police

“Congratulations to: the Committee members, who took a concept that we had read
about in a U.S. policing journal and developed a program that was unique to OttawaCarleton; to the Street Ambassadors, who walked the streets and made this pilot project
the success that I believe it was; to all of those who contributed funds - by doing so you
demonstrated your belief in partnerships to address community problems.”
Inspector Sheila Dunlop - Inspector for District 3
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(Includes Rideau Street and the ByWard Market Area)

“Program seemed to work. They are not police officers but they did what they could,
they intervened in some situations and got people to move along. The reaction I got from
businesses along Bank Street was that they were quite pleased with the program.”
Constable Lou Hogan - District 1
(Includes Bank Street and Centretown)

•

Business Improvement Areas

“The need for a program to reduce aggressiveness in panhandlers was obvious.
Residents were no longer enjoying our communities as they had in the past. The OttawaCarleton Street Ambassador Program achieved this objective and I feel it is a program
that should be continued and improved upon next year.”
Dawn Dannehl, Executive Director
ByWard Market B.I.A.

“Overall the program was well received and did have an impact. However I never knew
who I should be calling to report a problem. I would like to see a similar program next
year, but would like to have a Street Ambassador assigned to my area on a regular
basis.”
Peggy Ducharme, Executive Director
Rideau Street B.I.A.

“Very happy with the program although the Street Ambassadors did not visit the Sparks
Street Mall often enough. I would like to see more of the same next year. Since the
police force has taken away our beat cop after 20 something years, we rely only on the
site staff and the Street Ambassadors. It is a wonderful program, it was good for public
perception and safety although it cannot replace an officer.”
Ken Dale, Executive Director
Sparks Street B.I.A.

“The Street Ambassador Program appeared effective in the beginning, but as it ran its
course, its effectiveness seemed to diminish.”
Jerry Lepage, Executive Director
Bank Street B.I.A.

•

Social Agencies

“We were in support of the program and had only positive comments from our clients.”
Diane Morrison, Executive Director
The Mission
Connie Woloschuk, Executive Director,
The Salvation Army
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Sheila Burnett, Executive Director,
The Shepherds of Good Hope

•

Ottawa Tourism and Convention Authority

“We believe it was a good program and we would be happy to participate again with the
tourism component of the training which was an integral part of the program’s success
and beneficial to the Region.”
Leslie Miller, President
Ottawa Tourism and Convention Authority

•

Municipal/Regional Councillors

“The general comments I have received were positive. People felt it had a good effect,
however, others have told me that the Program did not resolve the problem, it only made
people move around.”
Stéphane Émard-Chabot
City Councillor - Bruyère-Strathcona Ward
(Includes Lowertown and Sandy Hill)

“I’m very pleased with the partnership which was created in implementing the OttawaCarleton Street Ambassador Program. With the co-operation of all the partners, we were
able to find a community-based solution to a community problem. I hope the Program
will continue and that more partnerships are realized.”
Madeleine Meilleur
Regional Councillor - Rideau-Vanier Ward
(Includes Lowertown, Sandy Hill and Vanier)

“I think the Ambassador Program is a great initiative and an excellent private-public
partnership to help with both tourism related duties and to assist those people on the
street that need our help. I hope the Program continues and is expanded to other parts
of the City.”
Jim Watson
City Councillor - Capital Ward
(Includes the Glebe)

“I think the Ambassador Program has done a great deal to assist the Ottawa-Carleton
Regional Police Service and the community cope with the concern of panhandling in the
downtown core. This initiative has enabled the police to be kept informed while tending
to more serious problems. The Ambassadors Program is making it possible to deal with
panhandling on a social level rather than arresting those who are quite often
disadvantaged individuals in our society.”
Brian McGarry
Regional Councillor - Capital Ward
(Includes the Glebe)

26

Ottawa-Carleton Street Ambassador Program - 1997

“I don’t feel the program had much of an impact, people would just move and then come
back. It helped to some degree, probably did a lot for the tourists, but did not address
the source of the problem, whether it was the sale of cheap liquor in local grocery store,
or mentally ill people on the street.”
Elizabeth Arnold
Municipal Councillor - Somerset Ward
(Includes Centretown)

“The Program is one piece of the puzzle, one component of the actions which need to be
taken to reduce problems with panhandlers.”
Diane Holmes
Regional Councillor - Somerset Ward
(Includes Centretown)
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CONCLUSION

The Street Ambassador Committee is very pleased with the partnership between
the police and the community which took place to implement this initiative. It
recognises that some improvements must be made, but considers the Program a
tremendous success and recommends its continuation. The following initiatives
would be undertaken should the Program be continued:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Establishing partnerships with volunteer programs in order to provide more
coverage and reduce costs.
Expand partnerships with other social agencies.
Assign Street Ambassadors to specific areas.
Increase direct communication between Street Ambassadors and merchants,
etc.
Develop a five-year plan to ensure that the Program becomes self-sufficient.
Provide the Program from the beginning of May until the end of September
annually.

The total budget raised for the Street Ambassador Program for 1997 was
$59,800 ($51,800 received to date), half of which ($31,300) was raised by the
business community. Expenses for the operation of the Program were
approximatley $52,000 (some invoices are still outstanding.) The Committee is
hoping to raise funds in upwards of $80,000 to operate the Program in 1998.
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