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Begging as Human Right vis-a-vis 

International Perspective 
    

ISHITA
1 

         

  ABSTRACT 
Does anyone want to wake up in the morning, and beg for their life? Does anyone want to 

choose a life of uncertainty, where they don’t know whether they will get anything to eat or 

not? Every person has the right to live with dignity, but does any person want to leave this 

dignity and open their hands in front of strangers for their survival?  Begging is a social 

problem and the root of many other crimes. Countries use a weapon of criminalizing to 

eradicate begging but whether it is right or not? As every person has a right to live, whether 

begging can come under the right to life or not?  People who beg do not have any other 

option for their survival. In this paper, I discuss whether we can declare begging as a human 

right and what are the international view on begging. With this, I discuss the different 

strategies countries adopted to eradicate begging followed by the recommendations. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Sleeping rough, surviving in adverse conditions, and craving for basic necessities is the average 

life of every beggar in this world. Begging is a social problem that is present in underdeveloped 

nations from developing nations to developed nations. Where ever we live on this earth, every 

time when we go out, we can find many people asking for alms for food or other basic 

necessities of life. In many international covenants2 and national laws3 as well, many countries 

accepted the fact that it is the duty of the State to provide a basic necessity to every Individual, 

but they never mentioned what would happen if the state failed to provide a basic necessity to 

the citizens. The first article of the Universal declaration on human rights says Every person is 

born free and equal. If the people who can afford the basic necessities have a right to life then 

people who cannot afford the basic necessities also have a right to life and just to enforce this 

right on their own, when the State fails to perform its duty if they beg how can we say this is a 

crime? One of the foremost reasons for begging is Poverty and homelessness worldwide. Where 

on the one side State fails to perform their duties and on the other side by criminalizing and 

 
1 Author is a student at Rayat College of Law, Railmajra (Affiliated to Panjab University, Chandigarh), India. 
2 Universal declaration of human rights (no date) United Nations. United Nations. Available at: 

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights (Accessed: February 6, 2023).  
3 Art. 39 of Constitution of India, 1949.  
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penalizing the begging, they are violating the human rights of the vulnerable section.  

II. BEGGING AS A HUMAN RIGHT 

Human rights are the basic rights inherited by every person irrespective of the class of the 

person. Even those people who are homeless and do not have anything to eat, also have human 

rights. Now the question is whether begging should consider a human right or not. With the 

help of some international covenants, we will conclude whether begging should be considered 

a human right.  

1. Universal Declaration of Human Rights: 4 

It is the earliest document to recognize human rights, also known as the Constitution of Human 

rights.  

According to Article 3 of this declaration Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of 

person.  

According to Article 25 of this declaration, everyone has the right to a standard of living 

adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, 

housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event 

of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in 

circumstances beyond his control. 

According to Article 19 Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right 

includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.. 

As according to this declaration, everyone has a right to life, food, clothing and other rights 

mentioned above and the same rights the beggars as well. Banning begging means banning their 

chance to live, food and other rights as this is the only way they are surviving and it is a violation 

of the human rights which are enshrined in this declaration.  

Secondly, every person has the right to speech and expression, and banning the begging is the 

way of banning their speech and expression which is also a right under the covenant on social 

and political rights,5  

So, according to Universal Declaration of Human rights, begging can term as a Human right. 

 
4 Supra Note 2. 
5 https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights 
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2. International Covenant on Economic, Social and cultural rights:6 

This convention was adopted in the year of 1966 and came into force in 1976. It is the end 

product of the Universal Declaration on Human rights and specifically deals with human rights 

relating to economic, social and cultural life.  

According to Article 1 of this covenant, all peoples have the right to self-determination. By 

virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, 

social and cultural development. 

According to Article 11 of this covenant, The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize 

the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including 

adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. 

The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this right, recognizing 

to this effect the essential importance of international cooperation based on free consent. 

According to the rights mentioned under this covenant, every people have the right to self-

determine their economic and social status, so the person who begs also has a right to choose 

their status.  

These are the most important international instruments available regarding the rights of a 

beggar.  

III. INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

In the above discussions, we make it clear how begging is also a Human right according to the 

international covenants and declaration. Now, we will discuss the position of the countries while 

dealing with begging:  

1. India:  

India has the largest population in the world7 and is also home to many beggars. According to 

the recent Survey of the Press bureau of India in 2021, there are more than 4 lacs beggars in 

India8 and now if we go for the causes of begging in India then,  

a) Poverty: Poverty is one of the main causes of begging in India. According to the report 

of social welfare statistics, most of the beggars are either of age above 50 or from age 5 

 
6 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (no date) OHCHR. Available at: 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights 

(Accessed: February 6, 2023).  
7 Mukhopadhyay, S. (2023) India surpasses China to become world's most populous country, mint. Available at: 

https://www.livemint.com/news/india/india-has-surpassed-china-to-become-the-most-populous-country-in-the-

world-as-per-estimates-11674022881859.html (Accessed: February 6, 2023).  
8 https://pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1781351  
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to 14. In the above case, one group has a duty to provide basic necessities and the other 

to receive but as people do not have basic necessities due to poverty, they have to choose 

to beg.  

b) Migration: According to the report of social welfare statistics and the survey conducted 

by the Institute of human management with the collaboration of the Delhi government.9 

The rate of beggars is almost double in urban areas as compared to rural areas. They all 

move out from the rural areas to urban areas for a better future but due to lack of 

employment, they ended up begging.  

c) Casteism: Casteism has always been a problem in India and according to a report of 

social welfare statistics, the scheduled caste people are more prone to begging as 

compared to the other caste. It means still in society there is discrimination which is 

making scheduled caste people more prone to begging.  

d) Homelessness: According to the census of 2011, India has more than 1.7 million 

10homeless people. This is also one of the reasons for begging in India. 11 

Laws on begging: There is no central law available regarding begging but 22 states including 

union territories have anti-begging laws which not only criminalize begging but also have a 

provision to penalise them as well.12  

In Harsh Mander v. Union of India13, In the landmark judgement of the Delhi high court, 

declares the Bombay prevention act, 1951 which criminalizes beggary as unconstitutional in 

Delhi.  

Recently in Kush Kalra v. Union of India14, the Supreme court refused to ban begging in India 

while citing it would be an infringement of the fundamental rights of vulnerable sections.  

In recent progress, the supreme court calls out the state which has anti beggary laws to give 

show cause notice why anti-begging laws should not be declared unconstitutional. Although, 

the Supreme court did not declare begging as a fundamental right but is considering to declare 

 
9 Ambika Pandit / TNN / Updated: Aug 10, 2021 (no date) Delhi: Job loss during pandemic led many to beg: Delhi 

News - Times of India, The Times of India. TOI. Available at: https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/delhi/job-

loss-during-pandemic-led-many-to-beg/articleshow/85192546.cms (Accessed: February 6, 2023).   
10 Das, E. (2020) 1.77mn Indians are homeless. 40% of them are getting no lockdown relief, Indiaspend. 

Indiaspend. Available at: https://www.indiaspend.com/1-77mn-indians-are-homeless-40-of-them-are-getting-no-

lockdown-relief/ (Accessed: February 6, 2023).   
11 Handbook on Social welfare statistics, (Department of Social justice and empowerment) 2018.  
12 Begging for change: Anti beggary laws in India (2021) Lexlife India. Available at: 

https://lexlife68840978.wordpress.com/2021/03/01/begging-for-change-anti-beggary-laws-in-india/ (Accessed: 

February 6, 2023).   
13 W.P.(C) 10498/2009 & CM APPL. 1837/2010 
14 Writ Petition(s)(Civil) No(s).708/2021 
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after seeing the socio-economic condition of the country.   

2. United States of America:  

In the USA also, same as of India there are no laws at a centre level which can prohibit begging 

but there is States law which prohibits begging in many cities. As, in the city of San Antonio, 

they penalize not only begging but also those people who give money to beggars, Anti beggary 

laws are in Florida, Seattle and many other cities as well.15 According to the National Law 

Centre on Homelessness and Poverty found that 61% of 186 cities have anti-beggary laws. 16 

In, Reed v. Town of Gilbert17, The Seven circuit of the USA court expands the area of the first 

constitutional amendment which deals with speech and expression. It says sign boards are 

comes under speech and expression. Although this case does not deal with people who beg, just 

declare the sign boards are within their speech and expression. Hence if people beg with the 

usage of signboards and banning this, causes the violation of human rights as well as right under 

the first amendment of the constitution.  

In Martin v. Boise18, the nine-circuit bench of the USA court of appeal in the year of 2018 held 

that because the local administration is unable to provide basic necessities to people and when 

they are doing it own by way of begging, they can’t criminalize that.  

Although the court already declared all the anti-beggary laws unconstitutional but still in the 

USA begging is considered an offence.   

3. European Union:  

In the European Union, different countries follow different laws regarding begging. Of 47 

members of the European Union, only nine member nations do not have anti-begging laws and 

the rest of the countries have anti-begging laws on national or local levels.  There is no uniform 

law regarding begging but we will evaluate the position of begging in Europe by law and recent 

judgement: 

a) Council of Europe convention on human rights:  

Article 2 – Right to life, everyone’s right to life shall be protected by law. No one shall be 

deprived of his life intentionally save in the execution of a sentence of a court following his 

conviction of a crime for which this penalty is provided by law. 

 
15 Anthony D. Lauriello, “Panhandling regulation after Reed v. Town of Gilbert” Columbia Law review (vol. 116 

Issue 4) 
16 Housing not handcuffs 2019, National law center on homelessness and poverty (Dec. 2019) 
17  576 U.S. 155 (2015) 
18 920 F.3d 584 (9th Cir. 2019) 
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Article 3 – Prohibition of torture, No one shall be subjected to torture or to inhuman or 

degrading treatment or punishment. 

Article 8 – Right to respect for private and family life, everyone has the right to respect for his 

private and family life, his home and his correspondence.  

There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right except such 

as is in accordance with the law and is necessary for a democratic society in the interests of 

national security, public safety or the economic well-being of the country, for the prevention of 

disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, or the protection of the rights and 

freedoms of others. 

Article 14 – Prohibition of discrimination, the enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in 

this Convention shall be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, 

colour, language, religion, political or another opinion, national or social origin, association 

with a national minority, property, birth or other status.19 

From the above articles, we can deduce that although there are no laws made available for 

beggars but still discrimination by the state on the basis of status, interferes with their private 

life and restrict them to take basic necessities for their life with punishment is against this 

convention.  

Due to these provisions, the European Court on Human rights in  Lăcătuş v. Switzerland20, The 

court held that banning begging is violative of art 8 of the European convention. Although in 

this judgement they did not talk about decriminalising all the anti-begging laws but only gave 

consideration to right to beg.  

Although still in every member state of the European Union, there are anti-begging laws, after 

this judgement, it would be noticeable to see the future events regarding begging in Europe.  

4. United Kingdom:  

In the United Kingdom, there is a national law known as the Vagrancy act, of 1824. According 

to sec 3 of an act, begging in all forms is a criminal offence. As this law is very old, the 

government is looking for a replacement for this act and efforts are going on at the national 

level21. On one side, the government is accepting the fact that beggars need to handle with care 

and protection and not with the anti-laws, on the other side in the year of 2020, they did a change 

 
19 https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-convention  
20 App. No. 14065/15 (Jan. 19, 2021) 
21 Consultation launched on replacing the outdated vagrancy act (2022) GOV.UK. GOV.UK. Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/consultation-launched-on-replacing-the-outdated-vagrancy-act (Accessed: 

February 6, 2023).   
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in immigration rules which says that if any immigrant found homeless or begging, he would be 

deported back to his country. Although many of the administrations, refuse to implement this 

new rule, as it is discriminatory to migrants and also against their right to life but still Parliament 

did not revoke back the new rule.22 

5. Australia: 

In Australia begging is criminalized and according to sec 49a of the Summary offences act, 

begging can attract a maximum punishment of 12 months. According to the survey conducted 

by Justice connect with a community organization in 2016, it found out that 87% of people who 

beg have mental issues, 33% are family victim survivor and 60% faces family or relationship 

breakdown and 77% people are homeless. Despite helping them with their problems, the 

government by criminalizing begging creates more problems in their life.23 Australia is not the 

only member of the human rights covenant but in Victoria’s charter of human rights and 

responsibilities,24 under sec. 9 talks about the right to life, sec. 10 talks about freedom from 

torture and inhumane treatment. By criminalizing the begging, they are not only violating rights 

under international conventions but also under their own charter.  

United Nations on Begging: 

United Nations do not have any covenant or declaration directly relating to the begging. In the 

year 2012, in the September session. United Nations adopted a resolution25 which instructs 

the states to repeal or amend all the statutes that criminalize begging in public places. Despite 

this resolution, begging is still considered an offence in most countries and there is a need for 

proper conventions to decriminalize begging as it is violative of many rights enshrined in the 

Universal declaration on human rights and the International Covenant on economic, social and 

cultural rights. 26 

IV. INITIATIVE TO ERADICATE BEGGING 

Different countries took different initiatives to eradicate begging in their countries and some of 

 
22 UK Parliament approves controversial 'anti-refugee Bill' (no date) TRT World. Available at: 

https://www.trtworld.com/europe/uk-parliament-approves-controversial-anti-refugee-bill-56723 (Accessed: 

February 6, 2023).   
23Justice Connect,  Submission to United nations on the decriminalization of homelessness, ( Nov. 2021) 
24 The Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities (no date) Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights 

Commission. Available at: https://www.humanrights.vic.gov.au/legal-and-policy/victorias-human-rights-

laws/the-charter/ (Accessed: February 6, 2023).  
25 (A/HRC/21/39), 
26 Call for input: Decriminalization of homelessness and extreme poverty (no date) OHCHR. Available at: 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/calls-for-input/2021/call-input-decriminalization-homelessness-and-extreme-poverty 

(Accessed: February 6, 2023).  
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the initiatives are:  

1. SMILE Initiative27: The smile initiative taken by the Indian government, under the 

ministry of social justice and empowerment in 2021 for providing basic necessities to 

beggars which include health facilities, housing facilities, and education facilities. This 

programme will run in phases from 2021 to 2026.  

2. Glasgow begging strategy28: This initiative was taken by the Glasgow administration to 

eradicate begging with four action plans from 2020 to 2025. The action plans are:  

a. Alternative giving: With this, they will encourage people to donate money to the 

central fund instead of directly giving to beggars.  

b. Financial and digital inclusion services: In this strategy, they will inform the beggars 

about the policies made for their betterment and also teach them skill working. 

c. Environmental Strategy: In this, they will encourage people to go environmentally 

friendly and choose the local products.  

d. Public perception: They will teach the public how they can help to eradicate beggary 

in their city.  

3. National project for the development of Egyptian rural life29: As one of the main 

reasons for begging is migration. People in rural areas migrate to urban areas for a better 

future. Under this project, the main aim of the government would be the development 

of rural life, so that people will not migrate to urban areas for employment. 

4. Conditional cash support programme30: The Egyptian government launched this 

project to transfer money into poor people’s bank accounts. It would be fixed money but 

as the scheme suggests it is conditional, the people have to show the government that 

they are using this money for their education or any other future employment purposes.  

5. Homelessness reduction act, 2017: As we know that one of the reasons for beggary is 

homelessness in the country and to reduce this UK government 2017 passes an act which 

mandates the local administration to provide homes for a homeless persons.  

 
27 https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1851291 
28 Glassgow begging Strategy action plan 2020-2025, Sep 2021.  
29 Egyptian countryside: Rural areas planted with development seeds (2021) EgyptToday. Available at: 

https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/16/105531/Egyptian-countryside-Rural-areas-planted-with-development-

seeds (Accessed: February 6, 2023).   
30 World Bank Group (2018) The story of Takaful and Karama Cash Transfer program, World Bank. World Bank 

Group. Available at: https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2018/11/15/the-story-of-takaful-and-karama-

cash-transfer-program (Accessed: February 6, 2023).   
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6. United Nations 2030 Sustainable agenda31: One of the goals of the sustainable agenda 

is, Leaving no one behind. This goal talks about how every person should have the basic 

necessities of life and is also setting goals in favour of beggars for making resolutions 

to protect and rehabilitate them.  

V. WAY FORWARD 

Many states made a strategy to combat begging, but still, there is the majority of states do not 

have action plans and still criminalize begging. Even when in June 2021, a special rapporteur 

on extreme poverty and human rights calls for input about the legislation relating to beggary 

and strategies to combat them, only 18 countries participated and send their policies. For the 

eradication of begging, first of all, countries need to accept this problem and should be devoted 

to eradicating that.32  

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Begging is not a modern problem, it’s rooted in society. The challenge is how to end this with 

their roots. The possible recommendations are:  

1. Recognize as Human rights: Countries do not recognize begging as a human right for 

their survival and speech of expression. Due to the lack of acceptance of this fact, they 

choose to criminalize begging instead of eradicating it.  

2. Practical Implementation: Instead of just making policies to show that we are having 

a project to eradicate begging, we need a good implementation process as well. States 

made good strategies to combat beggary but with this, there is a need for practical 

implementation as well.  

3. Revisit the policies: There is a need to revisit the policies, after a short span of time. 

So, we would not whether the policies are effective the way they think during the making 

of policy.  

4. Poverty: If we see the ground reason for begging, it is poverty. For making a begging-

free country, State needs to end poverty first and for poverty, there is a need for 

employment opportunities as well.  

5. Awareness: In most cases, policies are made by the government but at the ground level 

they even don’t know about the policies. There should be an awareness programme for 

 
31 https://sdgs.un.org/goals 
32 https://www.ohchr.org/en/calls-for-input/2021/call-input-decriminalization- 
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them, so they would aware of the policies.  

6. International Support: Begging is not an issue of one country but is of the whole. 

Many countries still do not have any policies for the rehabilitation of beggars. As there 

is no direct international instrument, for eradicating beggary. There should be one so 

that there would be a check on the state parties about their policies.  

VII. CONCLUSION 

No one wants to wake up in the morning, to ask for help from the other person for their basic 

needs. Beggars are begging, out of compulsion, not out of the will. By criminalizing begging, 

they are not just banning the begging but also banning their chance to live. They also have an 

equal right to speech and expression, as any other person and using this right for their survival 

is not a crime. In many countries, the judiciary accepts the fact that begging comes under the 

right to life and the right to speech and expression. There is just a need for a state to accept this 

as a human right, only then begging can be eradicated.  
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