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We would like to commend 

you for your dedication to 

eliminating graffiti vandalism in 
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TEN STEPS TO A GRAFFITI-FREE 

CITY 
 

 

By Rick Stanton 

 

Owner of The Graffiti Consultants 

 

 
We are the only full service graffiti consultation firm.  

Our proven track record includes: 

 

 Helping our first municipal client reduce their 

graffiti 62% in one year with almost no 

increase in their graffiti budget. 

 Coaching one city to an 87.9% reduction in 

graffiti in just one year. 

 Training in one city that resulted in a 91.3% 

reduction in graffiti hotline calls in less than 

one year. 

 Assisting a city in recruiting 1003 new anti-

graffiti fighting volunteers in one year. 

 

How can we help you? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
TEN STEPS TO A GRAFFITI FREE 

CITY 
 

My name is Rick Stanton and I despise graffiti.  It 

frustrates me to no end that graffiti vandals eagerly 

deface the property of others.  Given the target 

market for this information, I'm sure that the vast 

majority of you feel the same way.  By the way, right 

now, some of you may be reading this and some of 

you may be listening to this on a CD.  Either one is 

great because they are exactly the same.  So, when 

those of you who are listening to this hear it referred 

to as a book, don’t be alarmed – it is the same as 

the CD that you are listening to.  In any case, how 

many of you have ever asked a coworker "How do 

you think they would like it if I wrote my name with 

spray paint on their car?"  According to the United 

States Department of Justice, the annual cost of 

graffiti removal in the US in 2010 was a staggering 

$12 Billion.  I am also pretty sure that many of you 

have said "Just think of all the good things that 

could be done in the world if all the money that is 

needlessly wasted on anti-graffiti efforts was used for 

the good of the community.  Imagine all the 

additional soccer fields, community centers, and 

libraries we could have built.  Imagine how many 

fewer potholes there would be”.  Can we all agree 

that working full-time (or even part-time) in an anti-
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graffiti effort can be frustrating, demanding, 

exciting, and challenging all at the same time?  

Most likely, you don't find it easy or boring. 

 

 The bottom line is that it is my hope and 

dream that this book will help you with your anti-

graffiti efforts.  If you follow the suggestions in this 

book, you'll succeed in your efforts to reduce 

(almost to the point of elimination) the graffiti for 

which you are responsible.  The information 

contained in the following pages is the culmination 

of my 19 plus years of full-time work in the anti-graffiti 

field.  It also includes the insights of other highly 

successful anti-graffiti professionals worldwide. 

 

 How do you know that it is worth your time to 

read this book?  How do you know that the 

information (if followed) will lead to what I promise 

you – graffiti being substantially reduced in your 

area?  Well…the best way to answer these questions 

is to give you some background of what happened 

when San Jose employed the systems and strategies 

that I've spelled out for you in this book.  Other cities 

we have trained also achieved similar results. 

 

 First, however, let me identify the primary 

target market for most of the information in this 

book: city employees.  We will spend most of our 

efforts explaining how cities should organize 

themselves and carry out the plans that are 

described herein.  Some of the information does 

focus on county agencies – especially in regard to 

the consequences graffiti vandals must face when 

they are caught. These groups include judges, adult 
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and juvenile probation departments, and the offices 

of district attorneys. 

 

I will now attempt to show you why I'm confident 

that the systems and strategies in this book will 

greatly reduce graffiti in your city.  I was the 

manager of the City of San Jose's Anti-Graffiti and 

Litter Program for 10 years.  Believe it or not, San 

Jose is the 10th largest city in the United States with 

a population of over a million and an area of 177 

square miles.  During my time there we were able to 

reduce graffiti in San Jose by 99.88%.  Like any 

successful achievement, this improvement included 

the ingredients of hard work, learning from mistakes, 

and good luck.  But most important of all was the 

mayor and city council who were determined to get 

rid of graffiti and allowed staff to design and follow 

a strategic plan that will dramatically reduce graffiti 

in any city that chooses to implement it.  I freely 

admit that a very few cities may never be able to 

fully benefit from this information simply because 

they're too large to make improvements in systems 

that are written too deeply into stone and/or that 

have severe gang populations i.e. New York, Los 

Angeles, and Chicago quickly come to mind.  

 

Let me paint a picture for you of the graffiti situation 

in San Jose when I was transferred into the Anti-

Graffiti Program in 1997.  The program was not new. 

It had been established as a multi-faceted anti-

graffiti effort (or program) for at least five years.  

Individual pieces of the program had been in 

existence even before that.  They had embraced 

the popular "4E’s": Enforcement (catching and 
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prosecuting graffiti vandals), Education (sharing 

graffiti information with adults and telling youth not 

to participate in graffiti vandalism), Eradication 

(getting rid of the graffiti), and Empowerment 

(recruiting volunteers to remove graffiti in their 

neighborhoods).  The program was well respected – 

both inside and outside of San Jose.  They did an 

excellent job of promoting their strengths and 

successes.  The staff in the program was very 

comfortable in their roles and very proud of their 

efforts.  Their marketing materials were first-class. 

Their oral reports in meetings always put a positive 

spin on the many anti-graffiti activities that they 

provided with an immense amount of pride.  

 

 The only problem that I saw when I was 

transferred into the Anti-Graffiti Program was that 

there was graffiti EVERYWHERE.  It had become part 

of the urban landscape.  You couldn't drive 

anywhere without seeing graffiti - lots of it.  It was in 

all corners of the city.  It was big and small.  It was on 

sound walls.  It was on bridges.  It was on freeway 

signs.  It was on utility boxes.  It was on buildings.  It 

was on fences.  It was on polls.  It was on... well you 

get the idea.  There seemed to be a huge 

disconnect between the image of this respected 

program and what you saw on the streets.  What I 

didn't know was why this disconnect existed. 

 

 When I first started, I asked the staff lots and 

lots of questions.  I assured them that I was not going 

to come in and make willy-nilly changes.  I didn't 

even tell them that I was thinking of the disconnect 

that I just described.  Remember - they were proud 
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of what they did and did not think that there was a 

problem.  I felt that I had to tread lightly.  During this 

initial period, I learned quite a bit.  I learned that: 

 

IN TERMS OF ERADICATION 

 If someone reported graffiti on the Graffiti 

Hotline it would take an average of 22 days to 

remove it. 

 If a member of the city council (or their staff) 

reported graffiti, staff would drop everything 

and remove it immediately. 

 If a member of the public complained about 

the slow response time and threatened to call 

the mayor…staff would drop everything and 

remove it immediately. 

 The performance measure target for 

removing graffiti was “48 working” hours.  It 

was explained to me by staff that “48 

working” hours was really six workdays NOT 

two days.  They told me that sounded better 

and that the administration never really asked 

them specifically what that meant.  I knew 

right away that deception would come back 

to haunt us some day when the administration 

figured it out…and boy did it! 

 

IN TERMS OF EMPOWERMENT 

 To become a graffiti volunteer, you were 

required to attend a three-hour class, held 

once a month, only on Saturday.  The class 

covered the history of graffiti, how to remove 

graffiti with solvent, how to paint over graffiti 

and my favorite…how to operate our power 
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washer – which no one was ever allowed to 

borrow or use anyway. 

 There were a total of 124 on-going graffiti 

volunteers.  

 Staff organized group graffiti paint-outs every 

Saturday.  Members of these groups did not 

do any additional graffiti removal throughout 

the rest of the year. 

 Staff would go to community meetings to tell 

the group about the Anti-Graffiti Program and 

to recruit volunteers.  They would usually go 

first on the agenda to explain the program 

and tell them about the three-hour class they 

needed to take to volunteer.  They would ask 

for volunteers, give each a business card, and 

tell them to “call me at the office and I will tell 

you when the next class is and sign you up for 

it”. 

 

IN TERMS OF EDUCATION 

 Staff conducted an anti-graffiti classroom skit 

for second graders with giant puppets. 

 The Anti-Graffiti Program sponsored a large 

annual Graffiti Conference for the public. 

 

IN TERMS OF ENFORCEMENT 

 On the enforcement side, very few graffiti 

vandals were caught and when they were, 

not much happened to them.  The recidivism 

rate was very high. 

 The only police effort involved one officer who 

was given a small number of overtime hours 

each week to investigate graffiti crimes. 
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 There was a group of about ten adult 

volunteers (cop wanabees) who were given 

night-vision binoculars and were sent out to 

do surveillances at locations that were 

frequently hit with graffiti. 

 

All in all, after talking with everyone concerned, I felt 

that San Jose’s Anti-Graffiti effort was all “smoke 

and mirrors”. 

 

I will delve into the details of the previous highlights 

(or lowlights) in the later guidebooks and share with 

you the changes in those areas that ultimately took 

place and paved the way for San Jose to become 

a virtual graffiti-free city.  What I will do now is share 

some bottom line results that will illustrate what is 

possible if a city trusts and follows the plan that I will 

present to you in this book. 

 

Please keep in mind that I was involved in varying 

degrees in most, if not all, of the following examples 

of the fantastic turnaround we experienced.  

However, so were others.  The main point here is that 

graffiti can be drastically reduced when dedicated 

and hard working people follow a proven plan that 

will lead them to great success. 

 

From: No way to measure success, trends, percent 

of gang graffiti, etc. 

To:  An annual Citywide Graffiti Survey 

 

From: 124 graffiti volunteers 

To: Over 6,400 graffiti (and litter) volunteers 
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From: A very light penalty for graffiti vandals 

To: An effective package of penalties that 

severely reduced graffiti recidivism 

 

From: No proactive graffiti abatement 

To: An extensive, strategic and successful 

proactive system 

 

From: A hotline response time of 22 days 

To: A hotline response time of 48 hours that was 

achieved 99% of the time 

 

From: A poor system for dealing with graffiti on 

private property 

To: A private property system that really works 

 

From: A miniscule focus on graffiti from the police 

department 

To: An actual police Graffiti Enforcement Team 

dedicated to graffiti cases 

 

From: 71,541 citywide tags 

To: To 129 citywide tags 

 

These types of improvements are possible in just 

about every city that implements the systems and 

strategies that you will soon know. 

 

During my last few years as the manager of San 

Jose’s Anti-Graffiti and Litter Program (the mayor 

added litter to our responsibilities in 2002) word had 

spread that incidents of graffiti were going down in 

San Jose.  I received over 60 calls from cities all over 

the world asking what we were doing to get such 
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good results.  Some cities even sent representatives 

to shadow us.  It was obvious that there was a real 

need out there to help cities that were struggling 

with graffiti.  After I retired, I began working as a 

graffiti consultant and have successfully assisted 

other cities in their goal of drastically reducing their 

graffiti. 

  

I would like to conclude this introduction by issuing a 

WARNING: The war against graffiti is never-ending.  

By following the recommendations in this book, the 

graffiti in your city will go down.  Period.  However, 

when it gets to a level that is satisfactory to most 

people…that is when the danger begins.  The 

danger is that someone will decide that he can now 

take the “pedal off the metal” a little.  He might 

think that you do not need to do all of the things 

that you did to get rid of the graffiti in the first place.  

He might think that it is now OK to cut or move one 

of the staff positions.  He might think it is OK not to 

replace an old spray rig that can’t perform any 

more.  Please don’t let this happen!  In San Jose the 

graffiti has risen dramatically over the past few years 

because the effort has been largely neglected.  

Vancouver worked hard to be graffiti-free for the 

2010 Winter Olympics.  After the Olympics, city 

leaders felt they won the war on graffiti and de-

funded their anti-graffiti effort.  You can all guess 

what happened – graffiti came back hard and fast.  

There will always be an undercurrent of graffiti 

everywhere.  It will be there - ready to explode if 

cities turn their back on it or even water it down just 

a little. 
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It is almost time to begin getting into the details of 

how you can become a graffiti-free city.  I just need 

to share a few housekeeping items with you.  First of 

all, the Ten Steps to a Graffiti-Free City is made up of 

ten guidebooks.  Each guidebook corresponds to 

one of the ten steps.  You may have invested in all 

ten of the guidebooks or just the one or more that 

were of the most interest to you.  In either case, 

each CD and guidebook has a different step or 

chapter on it but each has the same introduction.  

So, if you have more than one CD or guidebook, 

you don’t need to listen to or read the introduction 

again.  You can skip directly to the next track on the 

CD or chapter in the guidebook. 

 

Also, (and I hope this does not offend anyone) 

instead of using “he or she” throughout the book, I 

will just use “he” for simplicity sake. 

 

If you thought that this book on graffiti would have a 

lot of pictures of graffiti in it, you would be wrong.  I 

will use pictures to illustrate some key points but I 

don’t see the need to give the vandals any more 

sense of accomplishment than I need to.  Besides, if 

you are already involved in an anti-graffiti effort, I’m 

sure that by now you have seen enough graffiti to 

last a lifetime. 

 

As I mentioned earlier, this introduction is the same in 

all of the ten CDs and guidebooks.  The same can 

be said for the short conclusion at the end.  So if you 

have more than one of these books, you don’t need 

to read or listen to the conclusion again. 
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Finally, most of the guidebooks have one or more 

“Bonus Documents” at the end of it for you read.  

Also, in the CD case, the CD that is labeled “Bonus 

Documents” contains the same documents ready 

for you to plug into your computer and use as 

needed.  These documents will save you hours upon 

hours of time.  So, thank you for taking the time to 

read this introduction and on with the show. 
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GUIDEBOOK 1 OF 10 
 

JUST HOW BAD IS IT ANYWAY?  HOW TO 

CONDUCT A CITYWIDE GRAFFITI 

SURVEY. 

 

Conducting a Citywide Graffiti Survey is 

extremely important.  The concept is simple.  

Count all of the tags in your city during the 

same week every year.  Why is it important 

to do that each year?  How else will you 

know if there is more graffiti in your city this 

year compared to last year?  A survey is the 

only way.  Your first survey will establish a 

baseline, which will allow you to compare 

your results (and hopefully progress) in the 

subsequent years. 
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SECTION 1 
 

BACKGROUND LEADING UP TO THE FIRST 

SURVEY 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 What should be done about the dichotomy? 

 How do you answer tough questions? 

 Are we on to something? 

 

Things just didn’t feel right.  During my first year as 

the manager of San Jose’s Anti-Graffiti Program, I 

kept hearing from staff that the San Jose Program 

was among the nation’s best and yet, wherever I 

drove, I saw graffiti and lots of it.  The city was 

spending a lot of money on anti-graffiti efforts but it 

didn’t seem to me that there were any positive 

results despite a staff of 13 and several program 

initiatives.  I was also having a hard time answering 

some basic questions at high-level meetings and I 

hated not being able to answer those questions.  

The previous program leaders would give answers 

like “we painted out more square feet of graffiti this 

year than we did last year” when asked if graffiti 

was going up or down.  When asked, “How much of 

the graffiti is gang related” the answer would be “a 

lot”.  When asked, “what council districts had the 

most graffiti”, the answer would be “districts X and Y 

got the most hotline calls last month”.  OK – tell 

me…did these responses really answer the 

questions?  Of course they didn’t.  To be fair, those 

were not easy questions to answer and I expect 
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most cities in the country would have a hard time 

answering them accurately.  There is only one way 

to know the answers to these questions and many 

others like them:  you need hard data.  I finally 

realized that the only way to truly be able to know 

the answers to these questions was to conduct a 

Citywide Graffiti Survey.  Would it be easy? Definitely 

not!  Is the information that we could glean from the 

survey important enough to warrant doing it?  

Definitely yes!  But even then I had no idea how 

important the survey would ultimately become. 
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SECTION 2 
 

WHY DO A SURVEY? 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 What is the most important performance 

measure for a city’s graffiti program? 

 Why is consistency important? 

 What can you learn by doing a citywide 

graffiti survey? 

 

If you don’t know where you are – how do you know 

where you are going?  I am not a bean-counting 

accountant but I do know that performance 

measurements (or goals) are important, and in order 

to have real meaning, they need to be factually 

based.  Many cities do not have appropriate 

performance measures for graffiti.  Although there 

are several valid performance measures that should 

be part of every city’s anti-graffiti efforts, there is one 

that is by far the most important.  Any guesses?  

What is the bottom line when it comes to graffiti?  

How much is there?  How do you know the answer 

to that?  There is only one way.  You count the tags.  

You need to conduct an annual Citywide Graffiti 

Survey.  You need to do it at the same time each 

year.  You need to use the same people to conduct 

the survey each year.  When you get your results 

you will know how much graffiti is in your city at that 

time – each year.  Is it going up or down?  You will 

then be able to know if you accomplished what 
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should be the most important graffiti-related 

performance measurement: “To reduce graffiti in 

(insert your city’s name here) by X%”.  You will need 

to determine what your “X”% is. 

What else will you learn by doing a graffiti survey? 

 Which council districts (or wards) have the 

most graffiti? 

 How much of your graffiti is gang related? 

 How much of the graffiti is your program 

responsible for removing? 

 How much of the graffiti is on poles, sound 

walls, utility boxes, signs, etc.? 

 How much of the graffiti needs to be painted 

over with a standard color vs. cleaned with 

solvent vs. power washed vs. paint matched? 

 Can you think of any others? 
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SECTION 3 
 

STAFF TRAINING MEETING 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 Why is it important to take the time to plan? 

 What can go wrong? 

 What should you talk about at the meeting? 

 

As you can imagine, a lot of planning needs to go 

into a successful Citywide Graffiti Survey.  Please be 

aware that this is a big undertaking.  Many things 

can go wrong: 

 

 You may not have enough people to 

conduct the survey. 

 The survey may take longer than you expect. 

 Some of the people conducting the survey 

may count tags differently from others. 

 Weather may slow you down. 

 Vehicles may break down or be needed for 

other emergencies. 

 Staff may be absent. 

 Can you think of any other things that could 

go wrong? 

 

One of the things that can help keep things running 

smoothly and consistently with the surveyors is to 

have a training with them prior to conducting the 

survey.  The agenda will look something like this: 
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PLEASE SEE BONUS DOCUMENTS: 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

STAFF TRAINING AGENDA 

PAGE 48 
 

CITY NAME – The name of your city 

 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

 

STAFF TRAINING AGENDA 

 

DATE AND TIME – The date and time of your meeting 

 

1. Other business – Any other city or program 

business that you need to discuss 

 

2. Public vs. private test – See Section 6.  You will 

need to determine what items are public and 

which are private based on your own city’s 

abatement policies. 

 

PLEASE SEE BONUS DOCUMENTS: 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE PROPERTY 

PAGE 49 
 

3. Picture test – how many tags? – Have each 

person at the meeting pull out a piece of 

paper and number it one through ten.  Next, 

show them the ten pictures shown at the end 

of this guidebook.  Have them write down the 

number of tags they think are in the picture 
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next the corresponding number on their piece 

of paper.  When you have finished showing 

them all the pictures, have everyone share 

their answers for each picture.  Do not be 

surprised if the answers vary greatly.  That is 

one of the primary reasons for having this 

training. 

 

PLEASE SEE BONUS DOCUMENTS: 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

PICTURES FOR PICTURE TEST 

PAGES 50 - 59 
 

4. Pass out definitions and guidelines – Pass out 

and review the Definition and Guidelines 

page.  See Section 4 for the Definition Of A 

Tag and Section 5 for Guidelines For A 

Citywide Graffiti Survey. 

 

PLEASE SEE BONUS DOCUMENTS: 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

DEFINITION AND GUIDELINES 

PAGE 60 
 

5. Picture test redo – Have everyone at the 

training take the picture test again.  After this 

second test have everyone share their 

answers for each picture again.  Now that you 

have reviewed the definition of a tag with 

them, all the answers should be in a much 

more narrow range.   
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6. Guess the tags (contest) – This is a fun little 

contest.  Have each person write down on a 

small piece of paper the total number of tags 

he thinks will be counted during the survey.  

Whoever is the closest wins a free lunch with 

the supervisor! 

 

7. Make and pass out schedules – re-group into 

pairs who will work together. 

 

8. Pass out maps & score sheets. 

 

PLEASE SEE BONUS DOCUMENTS: 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

CLEANING 

PAGE 61 

AND 

PAINTING/POWER WASHING/PAINT MATCH 

PAGE 62 
 

9. Review score sheets – See Sections 6 and 7. 

 

10. Review maps & check boundaries with 

neighboring districts – Have these maps ready 

to pass out.  They should be laminated so they 

can be used year after year.  The surveyors 

can use an erasable marker on them so they 

know which streets they have surveyed.  Each 

council district, police district, city quadrant 

(or however you decided to divide your city 

into sections) will probably need several 

pages of maps because the maps should be 

large enough to see each street name. 
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11. Meet at office on (date and time of when 
survey begins). 
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SECTION 4 
 

DEFINITION OF A TAG 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 Does everyone think of a “tag” in the same 

way? 

 What is the definition of a “tag” for the 

purpose of this survey? 

 Do all of the surveyors need to count “tags” 

the same way? 

 

A “tag” means many things to many people and so 

one of the most important things about the survey is 

for all of the people counting tags to do it the same 

way.  As a reminder, that is why you should always 

do the picture test with the surveyors every year 

before the survey.  Not everyone will agree with the 

final definition of a “tag” and that is OK.  The 

important thing is that they all agree to count them 

the same way.  The following definition is one that 

works well.  I strongly recommend using it as it is, but 

if you do change it for your survey, please make sure 

everyone knows the definition and they will all count 

tags the same way. 

 

DEFINITION OF A “TAG” 

 

 If you are standing in one position and need 

to take a step over to abate a tag; we count 
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how many steps over it would take to abate a 

tag.  Each step represents a separate tag. 

 If a large piece is featured with smaller tags 

within it; we count the large tag as outlined 

above and the smaller tags within it 

individually. 

 If a tag is all over a pole or utility box on all 

sides; count only the tags that are visible from 

your vehicle. 

 If tags appear to be from different vandals; 

they should be counted individually. 

 

In order for the survey to be of value, it is critical that 

everyone counts tags the same way. 
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SECTION 5 
 

GUIDELINES FOR A CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 In addition to everyone counting a “tag” the 

same way, what are some other areas of the 

survey that need to be consistently followed 

by all? 

 Who should conduct the survey? 

 When should the survey be conducted? 

 

Here is a list of guidelines that, if followed, will help 

make things proceed more smoothly.  Remember 

that this is a big project and lots of unforeseen things 

can go wrong. 

 

GUIDELINES 

 

 Count only what is visible from the street.  Just 

record what is visible from the street you are on. 

 Do only your side of the street when counting 

on district or city boundary streets. 

 Try to make one sweep on each street.  DO 

NOT DOUBLE BACK on streets. 

 Do not count tags on vehicles unless your city 

has an ordinance that prohibits it. 

 If tags have been cleaned and are impossible 

to read (but some still shows through) do not 

count it.  If you can read the tag – count it. 
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 Be sure you over-estimate the time that you will 

need to finish the survey.  San Jose is about 177 

square miles and the first survey took about 20 

people approximately two full weeks (Monday 

– Friday) to complete. 

 Make sure you have the right people 

conducting the survey.  Even though it will be 

tempting for department directors to ask you 

to use volunteers for this project, I strongly 

discourage it.  I encourage using volunteers to 

help cities fight graffiti but not with this 

particular assignment.  You need city staff that 

will be available to do this survey year after 

year.  You also want those who know their way 

around the whole city as well.  Of course the 

obvious downside to using city employees is 

that they will not be able to perform their 

regular duties for the time it takes to complete 

the survey.  Naturally, all of your Anti-Graffiti 

Program staff should be surveyors. 

 The individuals conducting the survey should 

be able to work on the project from start to 

finish.  It creates lots of logistical problems when 

you need to mix and match partners and 

vehicles and days. 

 Schedule two people per vehicle.  One drives 

and one records the tags on the survey from.  If 

you do need to use volunteers for the survey, 

try to pair each with a city driver. 

 Make sure you conduct the survey during the 

same period each year.  In San Jose, the 

mayor held his State of the City address in early 

February every year.  He liked to include our 

survey information in his speech because when 
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he shared the results of the annual reduction of 

graffiti, he would get a standing ovation.  

Because of this timeframe, we held our survey 

in January every year.  Since we were in 

California, we did not need to worry too much 

about weather (except for some occasional 

light rain).  However, if your city has more 

drastic climate issues, I would suggest holding 

the survey during a time of year when you are 

fairly certain that bad weather will not hold you 

up. 
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SECTION 6 
 

PUBLIC OR PRIVATE PROPERTY? 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 Should public vs. private be part of your 

survey? 

 For the sake of the survey, what is the 

difference between public and private 

property? 

 Should you track this if it is not important to 

you? 

 

This may or may not be important to you.  If you 

don’t feel it is important, just ignore it.  However, we 

tracked this because we wanted to know how 

much of the graffiti we counted was our 

responsibility to clean (public) and how much of it 

was the responsibility of other agencies or individuals 

(private).  Graffiti on some structures could be 

marked as public or private, depending on how you 

defined those two terms.  For us, public was simply 

defined as graffiti on any object that was our 

responsibility to clean.  Graffiti on utility boxes 

owned by the telephone or any other non-city 

company was identified as public just because we 

traditionally cleaned all utility boxes in the city, even 

if the city didn’t own them.  Consequently, graffiti on 

schools (even though they are publicly funded) was 

identified as private because all the schools always 

cleaned graffiti off their own buildings.  Again, the 

whole purpose of this distinction between public 



Guidebook 1.  Just How Bad Is It Anyway?  How To Conduct A Citywide Graffiti 

Survey. 

 34 

and private property was that we wanted the 

people who read the final report to be aware that 

not all of the graffiti they saw in the city was our 

responsibility to clean. 
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SECTION 7 
 

ABATEMENT METHOD - PAINTING OR 

CLEANING? 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 Where do tags with different abatement 

methods get recorded? 

 How do you count objects and tags? 

 What is the importance of being thorough 

when completing the scoring sheet? 

 

When we developed the forms used for the 

Citywide Graffiti Survey, we wanted to know how 

many of the tags needed to be painted over and 

how many of the tags needed to be cleaned with 

solvent.  We put items that needed to be power-

washed and paint matched on the same page as 

the items that needed to be painted.  When 

conducting the survey, each person started with 

blank forms.  Whenever graffiti was spotted, it was 

marked on the appropriate tally sheet.  The items 

that are most frequently targeted by graffiti vandals 

have their own columns.  The number of tags visible 

from the vehicle on each object would be marked 

on the tally sheet. 

  

EXAMPLES: 

 

1. If one tag was on a light pole, the person with 

the tally sheet would make one hash mark in 

the pole column’s “object” section and one 
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hash mark in the pole column’s “tags” section.  

This would be on the “Cleaning” page. 

2. If three small tags were close together on one 

section of a sound wall the person with the 

tally sheet would make one hash mark in the 

sound wall’s “object” section and three hash 

marks in the sound wall’s “tags” section.  This 

would be on the “Painting” page. 

 

To the far right of the page is a column for “Private” 

and a column for “Gang” tags.  If you have 

decided to track public vs. private graffiti then each 

time you mark down a hash mark in the appropriate 

column for the number of tags…you would mark an 

equal number of hash marks for those tags in the 

“Private” column if that tag is on “Private” property.  

Again, you may not want to track “Public” vs. 

“Private” graffiti.  You should, however track “Gang” 

graffiti.  You would track this the same way that you 

would track “Private” graffiti.  After you mark down 

the number of tags in the appropriate “tags” 

column on any given object…you will also mark 

down the same number of hash marks in the 

“Gang” column if they were “Gang” tags.  If there 

were five tags on an object and only two of them 

were “Gang” tags…you would mark one hash mark 

in the appropriate “Object” column, five in the 

appropriate “Tags” column and two in the “Gang” 

column. 

 

In many cases, you will need multiple pages for 

some council districts or areas.  Remember to record 

only any given council district’s or area’s tags on the 

same corresponding sheet or sheets.  Do not use 
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one tally sheet for two or more council districts or 

areas.  At the end of the day, each team should 

add up the tallies and mark down the totals before 

they are turned into the person who will be 

completing the Final Report Scoring Sheet.  Also 

remember to complete the information on the top 

of the tally sheet: 

 

 Name of person or people doing the survey 

 Date 

 Council district or area 
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SECTION 8 
 

FINAL REPORT SCORING SHEET 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 How do the surveyors make sure their work is 

ready to be turned in? 

 How do they consolidate all their work? 

 How will the Final Report Scoring Sheet look? 

 

After the survey is completed, the survey teams 

should double check all of the paperwork to 

make sure it is completed properly: no 

paperwork left in vehicles, all the hash marks 

have been totaled and double-checked for 

accuracy, all of the pages are together with the 

details filled in on each page, etc.  They will then 

put all their totals on one “Cleaning” page and 

one “Painting” page.  Once this is done, they will 

turn in all their paperwork to the person who has 

been assigned to complete the Final Report 

Scoring Sheet.  This sheet is not difficult to fill out if 

the paperwork was thoroughly completed by the 

survey team when they turned it in.  The totals for 

each council district or area will be entered in 

their identified columns.  When the Final Report 

Scoring Sheet is complete, that one page will 

contain the results for the whole survey and it will 

be very easy to compare and contrast one 

council district or area to another. 

 

PLEASE SEE BONUS DOCUMENTS: 
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CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

FINAL REPORT SCORING SHEET 

PAGE 63 
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SECTION 9 
 

WHAT TO DO WITH THE RESULTS – WHO GETS 

THEM? 

 
SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 What gets turned in with your Final Report 

Scoring Sheet? 

 Who do you give the final report to first? 

 Where does the report go next? 

 

After the one page Final Report Scoring Sheet is 

complete, you should write a one-page summary 

report that will contain the highlights of the 

survey.  Examples are: 

 

 Brief history 

 Who did the survey 

 When it was done 

 Any major obstacles in doing the survey 

 Survey results: 

o What council districts had the 

most/least graffiti or chart of number of 

tags per district? 

o What percent of graffiti was gang 

graffiti? 

o Were any trends identified? 

o What program adjustments need to be 

made – if any? 

o How did the graffiti this year compare 

to the graffiti last year? 
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o To what do you attribute the increase or 

decrease? 

o Any other facts or information that you 

feel is important. 

 

Please remember to keep this Summary Report to 

one page so that it will be easy to read. 

 

Now that the Citywide Graffiti Survey and The 

Summary Report are completed, it is time to share 

this information.  Depending on your position with 

the city in which you work, you may or may not be 

able to share it with whomever you want.  It is 

always a good idea to initially share it with only your 

supervisor.  You may ruffle some feathers if you 

initially jump the chain of command in your 

department, or even worse, share it directly with a 

politician or the media.  However, even though it 

may be inappropriate for you to share it with 

anyone and everyone initially, if should be your 

intent that it eventually goes up your chain of 

command – to the city manager and to the mayor 

and city council.  Ultimately, you want the media to 

hear about the survey, at least in most cases.  

Usually, the mayor’s office will want to send the 

media a press release or even hold a press 

conference to announce especially good survey 

results. 
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SECTION 10 
 

HOW TO USE THE RESULTS TO IMPROVE YOUR 

ANTI-GRAFFITI EFFORT 
 

SECTION HIGHLIGHTS 

 

 Why is the first Citywide Graffiti Survey that you 

do so important? 

 How can you use good survey results? 

 How can you use poor survey results? 

 

By now, you realize the benefits of conducting a 

Citywide Graffiti Survey.  You will have gathered lots 

of information.  The survey will undoubtedly confirm 

many things that you already knew – but now you 

have statistics to confirm what used to be 

assumptions but are now facts.  It is very possible 

that you also may be surprised by some of the things 

you learned.  The most important point in doing the 

first survey is that you now have a baseline from 

which to measure your progress on reducing graffiti 

in the future.  You will find many ways to use the 

information that you learn from the survey.  Some of 

the most important are: 

 

 If graffiti goes down from one year to another, 

the mayor can use that news to celebrate 

your accomplishments. 

 If your Graffiti Program incurred some budget 

reductions and graffiti went up that year, you 

can draw a link between your budget cut 
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and the increase in graffiti (which will 

hopefully stave off additional cuts the next 

year) or better yet, provide the justification to 

reinstate your funding to the previous year’s 

level. 

 You can focus your volunteer recruitment 

efforts in the council districts or areas that 

have the most graffiti. 

 You can immediately send abatement staff to 

clean any pockets of gang graffiti that were 

discovered.  You can also notify the police of 

these pockets and give them photos of the 

graffiti. 

 You can design or adjust your proactive 

graffiti abatement efforts to match the 

council districts or areas that have the highest 

concentration of graffiti. 

 Based on the tags that need to be painted 

and what types of surfaces were vandalized, 

as well as the number of tags that need to be 

cleaned, you can make a better educated 

guess as to how much paint (and what colors) 

and solvent you will need to purchase. 

 You may find other very offensive (non-gang) 

graffiti that has not been reported that you 

can have your abatement crew clean 

immediately. 

  I am sure you will find many other uses for the 

survey as well. 
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GUIDEBOOK 1 WRAP-UP AT A GLANCE 

 

 The first survey was initiated because it was 

hard to quantify the success of our anti-graffiti 

efforts. 

 The survey will document your success in what 

should be your most important performance 

measurement: “To reduce graffiti in (insert 

your city’s name here) by X%”. 

 You must hold a training with all the surveyors 

prior to each year’s survey so that everyone is 

on the same page in regard to how they 

count the tags. 

 Make sure everyone understands the 

definition of a tag. 

 Make sure everyone follows the same 

guidelines. 

 If you want, you can separate out the graffiti 

that you are required to clean and the graffiti 

other agencies, individuals or businesses are 

required to clean 

 There is a scoring page for cleaning and a 

separate one for painting, power washing 

and paint matching. 

 The Final Report Scoring Sheet will have all the 

data for all of your areas combined on one 

sheet. 

 Make sure to distribute the results widely. 

 Use the results to make informative decisions 

regarding the direction of your anti-graffiti 

efforts. 
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Conducting a Citywide Graffiti Survey is a big task 

but it is crucial that every city does it once a year.  It 

is never easy to do (especially the first time) but the 

information that comes out of it is invaluable. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Thank you for letting me share my experiences with 

you.  I truly feel honored that you trusted me 

enough to listen to my story.  I sincerely hope that 

you found something in this guidebook and CD that 

resonated with you and that you can use to 

improve the graffiti situation in your city.  If this does 

happen, and I really hope that it does, please let 

me know.  I would love to share your success with 

others! 
 

If you would like more information on strategies that 

will drastically reduce graffiti in your city, please 

check our website at 

www.thegraffiticonsultants.com.  There, you can find 

out more about our innovative Phone Training 

Program where you have direct access to me and 

we can work together, one-on-one to correctly and 

successfully implement any of the 

recommendations that have sparked your interest 

from this book and CD. 
 

And finally, also in our website, is information on our 

full-service consulting packages that are designed 

to meet the needs and budgets of each individual 

city.  This is really the best way to be sure that your 

graffiti will go away and stay away. 
 

So, call today and watch your graffiti disappear.  

Thank you for taking the time to check out the 

information in this book and CD.  I sincerely look 

forward to your city becoming graffiti-free! 

http://www.thegraffiticonsultants.com/
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BONUS 

DOCUMENTS 
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BONUS DOCUMENT PAGE 48 
 

STAFF TRAINING AGENDA 
 

(CITY NAME) 
 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 
 

STAFF TRAINING AGENDA 
Date and time 

 

1. Other business 
 

2. Public or private test 
 

3. Picture test – how many tags? 
 

4. Pass out definitions and guidelines 
 

5. Picture test redo 
 

6. Guess the tags contest 
 

7. Make and pass out schedules – re-group into 

pairs 
 

8. Pass out maps & score sheets 
 

9. Review score sheets 
 

10. Review maps & check boundaries with 

neighboring districts 
 

11. Meet at office on (date and time) 
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BONUS DOCUMENT PAGE 49 
 

PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE TEST 
 

(CITY NAME) 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 
 

PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE 
 
Bus bench 

City street sign 

Street light pole 

City utility box 

Phone booth 

Back of City street sign 

US mail box 

Newspaper box 

Highway street sign 

Fire hydrant 

Sidewalk in front of someone’s home 

Park property 

City sound wall 

Wooden fence around someone’s home 

Street in front of someone’s home 

Dental office 

Grocery store 

Slide in a park 

Moving truck 

Highway sound wall 

Library 

Schools 

Trees 

Construction sites 

Outside of highway sound wall facing city street 

Paint on pole there to cover tag 

Billboards 

Private company utility box 

White barricades 

Red curbs 

Large trash containers behind stores in strip malls 
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BONUS DOCUMENTS PAGES 50 - 59 
 

PICTURE TEST 
 

 
 

GRAFFITI PICTURE #1 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #2 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #3 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #4 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #5 
 
 

 

 
 

GRAFFITI PICTURE #6 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #7 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #8 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #9 
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GRAFFITI PICTURE #10 
BONUS DOCUMENT PAGE 60 

 

DEFINITIONS AND GUIDELINES 
 

(CITY NAME) 

CITYWIDE GRAFFITI SURVEY 

DEFINITION AND GUIDELINES 

 

DEFINITION 

 
 If you are standing in one position and need to 

take a step over to abate a tag; we count how 

many steps over it would take to abate a tag. 

 If a large piece is featured with smaller tags within 

it; we count the large tag as outlined above and 

the smaller tags within it individually. 

 If a tag is all over a pole on all sides; count only 

the tags that are visible. 

 If tags appear to be from different vandals; each 

should be counted individually. 

 

GUIDELINES 
 

 Count only what is visible from the street.  Just 

record what is visible from the street you are on. 

 Only do your side of the street when counting on 

district or city boundary streets. 

 Try to make one sweep on each street.  DO NOT 

DOUBLE BACK on streets. 

 Do not count tags on vehicles. 

 If tags have been cleaned and are impossible to 

read…but some still shows through – do not count 

it.  If you can read the tag – count it. 
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BONUS DOCUMENT PAGE 61 
 

CLEANING 
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BONUS DOCUMENT PAGE 62 
 

PAINTING, POWERWASHING AND PAINT 

MATCHING 
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FINAL REPORT SCORING SHEET 
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Rick Stanton is the owner of The Graffiti Consultants.  

He has a great track record in the development 

and implementation of highly successful graffiti 

reducing strategies.  He led the City of San Jose’s 

effort that resulted in a 99.88% reduction of graffiti 

before his retirement.  Now as a consultant, Rick and 

his firm have been working with various cities with 

amazing results.  He can do the same for your city 

by providing you with tailor made plans that fit not 

only your city’s needs but your budget as well.  Call 

today and watch your graffiti start to disappear! 
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THE GRAFFITI 

CONSULTANTS 
 

Rick Stanton, Owner 
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Don’t forget these powerful programs 

designed to help you drastically reduce 

graffiti in your city: 
 

 Just How Bad Is It Anyway?  How To Conduct 

A Citywide Graffiti Survey. 
 

 How To Recruit A Volunteer Graffiti Fighting 

Army. 
 

 The Best Solution For Graffiti On Private 

Property:  Graffiti Ordinances That Work. 
 

 Getting Graffiti Vandals To Stop:  How To 

Establish An Effective “Package of Penalties”. 
 

 Tips and Tricks For Catching Graffiti Vandals. 
 

 State Of The Art Graffiti Abatement Strategies 

For Success. 
 

 Save Money In Your Graffiti Program:  What 

Not To Do. 
 

 Let’s Work Together: How To Build A Successful 

Anti-Graffiti Collaborative Partnership. 
 

 Let’s Stop It Before It Starts:  Graffiti Prevention 

And Alternatives. 
 

 Treasure Chest Of Graffiti Related Topics. 
 

ASK ABOUT OUR PERSONALIZED GRAFFITI FREE 

INITIATIVE FOR YOUR CITY! 

 

ASK ABOUT OUR FULL SERVICE GRAFFITI CONSULTING! 


