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SUBJECT:   A briefing on graffiti vandalism in King County.

SUMMARY: 
Last year the Regional Policy Committee had two briefings regarding graffiti vandalism in King County.  At the first one – the committee received an overview of the vandalism reports and issues – particularly as they were affecting south King County (both incorporated and unincorporated areas).  Discussion at the first meeting in June 2007 and subsequent follow up discussion by members highlighted the different approaches various communities are taking to address graffiti.  

In cities like Redmond, where the problem is fairly benign (i.e. the graffiti and “tagging” seems to be committed by a few adolescents – more as a minor commitment of vandalism and adolescent “angst”) – the community has addressed the issue by providing a graffiti wall – where “artists” are encouraged to share their “art” and tagging skills.  The community also has a strong community policing effort and seeks to interdict youth who are bored or otherwise prone to relatively minor law offences.

The City of Seattle – has a very active “abatement” program – which seeks to remove the evidence of graffiti (thereby discouraging additional tagging and/or other types of vandalism such as broken windows or destruction of property).  They also use community service to direct adolescent efforts towards clean-up of properties and similar activities.

However, in south King County – some of the graffiti and other vandalism problems seem to be not just adolescent misbehavior – but also evidence of gang-related marking of territory and other symbolism to indicate gang presence in a community.   Other graffiti and vandalism does seem to be related to adolescent misbehavior – less well organized – but equally disruptive to the community – such as the recent vandalism at a Kent skate park. 

Last year’s and more recent press reports and informal anecdotal information point to continued if not increased graffiti vandalism in parts of King County.  

As a 2004 Department of Justice guide for local jurisdictions dealing with graffiti notes:

Because of its rising prevalence in many areas–and the high costs typically associated with cleanup and prevention–graffiti is often viewed as a persistent, if not an intractable, problem. Few graffiti offenders are apprehended, and some change their methods and locations in response to possible apprehension and cleanups. 
As with most forms of vandalism, graffiti is not routinely reported to police. Many people think that graffiti is not a police or "real crime" problem, or that the police can do little about it. Because graffiti is not routinely reported to police or other agencies, its true scope is unknown. But graffiti has become a major concern, and the mass media, including movies and websites glamorizing or promoting graffiti as an acceptable form of urban street art, have contributed to its spread.
Although graffiti is a common problem, its intensity varies substantially from place to place. While a single incident of graffiti does not seem serious, graffiti has a serious cumulative effect; its initial appearance in a location appears to attract more graffiti. Local graffiti patterns appear to emerge over time, thus graffiti takes distinctive forms, is found in different locations, and may be associated with varying motives of graffiti offenders.  These varying attributes offer important clues to the control and prevention of graffiti.
For many people, graffiti's presence suggests the government's failure to protect citizens and control lawbreakers. There are huge public costs associated with graffiti; an estimated $12 billion a year is spent cleaning up graffiti in the United States. Graffiti contributes to lost revenue associated with reduced ridership on transit systems, reduced retail sales and declines in property value. In addition, graffiti generates the perception of blight and heightens fear of gang activity.

Responses to the Problem of Graffiti

Many jurisdictions that have sought to address graffiti problems recommend that managing graffiti requires a multifaceted and "whole of community" approach. They typically find that the power to prevent and clean up graffiti falls within the responsibilities government, as well as private residents, businesses and utility companies. 
The Department of Justice recommends a range of responses geared towards reducing rewards to offenders; increasing the risk of detection; increasing the difficulty of offending – including limiting the access to the materials to create graffiti (Attachment 1).

Some of the most basic directions can be summarized as:

PREVENT IT:  Blank walls and fences on commercial properties attract graffiti, as do corner fences on residential properties. Experts recommend reducing the attractiveness of surfaces by:

· Using appropriate garden planning such as fast growing vines or plants - one of the cheapest and most effective ways of avoiding graffiti.

· Installing sprinkler systems along garden beds, set to start during times that graffitists are active. 

· Using darker rather than lighter colored materials.

· Using textured or rough surfaces to make it difficult to apply paint or felt tip pen.

· Using high density, low absorbency materials such as hard-burnt bricks.

· Using anti-graffiti coatings in high-risk areas to ensure easy removal.

· Segregating large areas with a series of surface breaks to minimize flow and continuity for the graffitists.

· Maintaining your property - poorly maintained property attracts graffiti. 

· Designing fences to make effective barriers to graffiti.


REPORT IT:  Encouraging the public to engage and report graffiti
· To the local Police Station.

· To local Community Councils and Neighborhood Watch groups.


REMOVE IT:  Encourage private and public property owners to remove or cover up graffiti expeditiously:
· Removing graffiti within 24 hours is ideal because it is physically easier to remove. Leaving graffiti on property only attracts more graffiti.  
· Painting out graffiti may be the most efficient and cost effective option and may reduce repeated graffiti on property. 

· Contacting local council or Neighborhood Watch programs to assist if private property owners are unable to remove the graffiti themselves.
After the initial briefing in June 2006 – the committee also reviewed draft legislation in September 2006 that was being considered for introduction for unincorporated King County.  The concept behind the legislation was to limit the access of youth (under age 18) to the common materials used to make graffiti (i.e. spray paints and certain types of “wide” marking pens).  This was one of the approaches highlighted in the Department of Justice paper – as a successful strategy that was/is being used in Oregon, California and Arizona. 

The draft legislation from last year has been updated and simplified.  A copy of the same is attached for discussion purposes (Attachment 2).  It has not been introduced yet.  Some of the success that other communities have had in limiting access to materials depended on adjacent communities/cities adopting similar laws or code restrictions so that youth were not encouraged – or permitted easy access to the same types of materials by simply crossing nearby jurisdictional boundaries.   The draft legislation is meant to be potentially a “model” ordinance for use by several communities experiencing graffiti vandalism.

The purpose of this briefing is to hear from elected officials regarding their concerns regarding graffiti, local responses to graffiti and interest in pursuing legislative measures to limit access to graffiti making materials.   The committee will also hear from staff responsible for tracking and cleaning up graffiti and vandalism at King County Metro facilities and a representative of the King County Sheriff’s staff who tracks gang activities in Precinct 4.  
BACKGROUND:
What is Graffiti?

· Graffiti is the marking of another person's property with an identifying symbol or graphic representation without their consent. 

· Graffiti includes spraying, writing, scratching or slashing an identifying mark or symbol on someone else's property without their consent. Graffiti is thus a type of vandalism. 

· The materials commonly used are spray paint cans, felt tipped pens and sharp instruments used to etch messages into glass and other surfaces. 

· Graffiti appears in many different forms and is perpetrated across many different types of property. 

· The costs of graffiti include expenses associated with removing graffiti, insurance, policing, and the criminal justice system. 

· The impact of graffiti, especially where it is highly visible in public places, can significantly reduce public confidence and perceptions of personal safety. 
Who Creates Graffiti?

· The illegal nature of graffiti writing makes it hard to investigate who graffitists are, where they are from and what their motivations are. We do know that graffitists come from a range of backgrounds, age groups and occupations. 

· Most young people are not involved in graffiti.
Why Do People Create Graffiti?

· Graffitists gain pride, pleasure and recognition from engaging in graffiti. 

· Some young people engage in graffiti when they lack more positive forms of engagement, such as entertainment and sporting opportunities.
ATTACHMENTS:
1. Excerpt “Responses to the Problem of Graffiti” from Department of Justice, “Problem-Oriented Guides for Police, Problem-Specific Guides Series, Guide No. 9: Graffiti” by Deborah Lamm Weisel
2. Draft legislation – potential “model” ordinance for limiting access to graffiti-making materials
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