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his article explores various sociocultural aspects of graffiti, and

examines municipal administrative responses to its occurrence. It is
argued that the diversity of graffiti — in terms of its authors, styles and
significance — poses a number of problems for agencies attempting in
the first instance to classify graffiti (as “crime” or “art”) and in the
second to control its occurrence (whether to “eradicate” or “permit”).
Drawing on discussions with local council representatives and on inter-
views with graffiti artists themselves, the article challenges the stereotyp-
ical view of graffiti artists as immersed in cycles of vandalism and/or gang
violence. Instead, the article brings to light the complex and creative
aspects of graffiti culture and suggests that it is possible (indeed neces-
sary) for regulatory bodies to engage with and promote graffiti culture
and that, further, such engagement and promotion need not be seen as
authorising a profusion of graffiti related activity across communities.

Graffiti is both art and crime. It is also an issue of great significance to local
communities, local government, police, public transport agencies, and young
people. Individuals within these groups can be affected in various ways by graftiti:
some find the activity and/or its results attractive, while others see it as an index of
social decline and youth criminality. Local government agencies and public trans-
port authorities make significant financial outlays in graffiti prevention initiatives
and graffiti removal schemes. Financial costs can also be considerable to private
households, local traders and schools. It has been estimated that “graffiti vandalism
costs the Australian community approximately $200 million annually” (Keep
South Australia Beautiful, 2000). Hundreds of incidents of graffiti and vandalism
are processed as crimes each year. The majority, however, elude either civil or
criminal sanction.

This article has three main objectives.! The first addresses the tendency (in
some academic writing and in policy-making) to treat graffiti as a relatively
homogeneous and somewhat simplistic phenomenon. The second argues for a
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GRAFFITI AND MUNICIPAL ADMINISTRATION

Tagging — as senseless and random as it may seem to outside observers — is a
socially learned skill with a coherent internal hierarchy of symbols, practices and
techniques (Lachmann, 1988; Chalfant & Prigoff, 1987). Some writers apologise when
they perceive themselves to have written a poorly executed tag (or piece): comments
include “too late, too tired”, “sorry about the drips”, or “hands were cold” (Cooper and
Chalfant 1984, p. 52). A Melbourne writer, S, (who specialises in legal graffiti)
commented that, to him, tags look “like cold spaghetti”. However, most writers of
illegal graffiti admire a well-written tag: another Melbourne writer, G, stated:

A tag is like calligraphy to me, and if you really look at it and appreciate it you just
see style, you know? I mean, I collect photos of pieces, but sometimes I've been
walking and I'll see like an old school tag and I'll just get a photo of it because it's
calligraphy, you know? It’s just... it does look ugly if you sce it from far away, but if
you really sit there and look at it and just see how much control the writer has over
the can, you just appreciate it, you know?... I do, like if I do like a real nice picce
then [ do put a nice tag next to it, you know? Something really nice that makes it...
that finishes it off. It's your signature. Say like Michael Jordan on a basketball or
whatever, that's just how it is.

Tagging is also an ineradicable part of hip hop graffiti culture. As P commented:
“You can'’t control [it], tagging’s just one of those things, it’s part of the subculture”.
Tagging is generally how writers begin their graffiti practice and is seen as either a
necessary stage to pass through or a necessary adjunct activity (to be able to sign a
good piece with a stylish tag). Sometimes taggers can be frustrated or would-be
muralists. Whilst many engage in tagging simply for “fame” and excitement, a large
number would prefer, if given the chance, to acquire the knowledge and skills to do
pieces or obtain their own “style”. To this extent, Feiner and Klein remark:

The quest for excellence and originality is an underacknowledged aspect of adoles-
cence. Much practice goes into the writing of graffiti, as evidenced by the sketch-
books that many writers keep and in which they practice stylistic innovations. In
this regard it is like other adolescent activities in which constant individual practice
to attain an acceptable level of competence allows close involvement with others.
Participating in sports and playing a musical instruments are other examples. But, in
underfunded urban areas, such facilities are not always available ... For many writers,
the day gets organised around plans to write — where, when, with what, with whom

(1982, p. 52).

Whilst tagging requires speed, persistence, a knowledge of territories, and the
ability to obtain the right kind of marker pens and/or aerosols, the production of a
piece or mural requires all the hallmarks associated with legitimate art.

Pieces may be commissioned or they may be done without permission. The more
artistic writers often keep ‘piece books’ holding sketches of designs and photographs
of completed works. Piece books and photo albums are widely discussed by writers,
and prized photos are traded and copied (Gomez 1993, p. 647).

Critical to whether someone graduates from tagging to murals is his/her proximity
to the knowledges and practices associated with producing murals: “[M]ost taggers
do not enjoy proximity to established muralists, who could educate them to value
mural quality over tag quantity” (Lachmann 1988, p. 237). One Melbourne writer
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painting, spray-painting... scratching or burning” (s.223A[1]). Thus the Act aims
to criminalise graffiti, written in any manner and with any possible implement, at
or on trains, buses, bus shelters, train stations, and also on the property abutting the
train lines or stations (“adjacent property” is defined in s.223A[1] as “any building,
fence or other structure... near to and visible from... property of the Public
Transport Corporation”). The two most popular objects of attention for hip hop
graffiti writers, namely trains and the fences or walls overlooking train lines, are
thus specifically addressed in the legislation.

We have characterised municipal responses to graffiti by means of a typology
deriving from their underlying aims: removal; criminalisation; welfarism; accep-
tance of graffiti culture. Of the 38 councils surveyed, 14 operate policies focusing
on the removal of graffiti; seven combine removal with a policy of criminalisation;
three combine removal with welfarism; four combine removal, criminalisation
and welfarism; one runs a predominantly welfarist policy; seven combine removal
of illegal graffiti with an acceptance of graffiti culture; and two had no policies
in place.’

Remowal of graffiti is fairly self-explanatory: the graffiti is seen as something out
of place, which must be erased in order to return the social space to its proper
condition. Removal is thus a way of re-appropriating the space, both taking back the
space from the graffiti writer, and returmning the space to a condition of propriety.
Council strategies may provide for removal to be done by council employees, by a
contractor (such as Graffiti Eaters), by volunteers, or by the local resident or trader
whose property has been affected. Bayside and Boroondara Councils in Victoria, for
example, employ an outside contractor (although Bayside stated that in 1999 it was
“way over budget” in its allocation of resources for dealing with grattiti, perhaps due
to its reliance on a private contractor). On the other hand, the municipality of
Casey (Victoria) recruits a volunteer network to carry out removal and enjoins
those who supply bus shelters and park benches to the council to provide a free
graffiti removal service. Greater Dandenong (Victoria) undertook to use council
employees to remove all graffiti on council property, in order to set a benchmark
against which to gauge the rate of recurrence and to encourage traders and
residents to remove graffiti speedily from their own properties. Whoever the agent
of removal might be, removal strategies are founded upon the assumptions that
graffiti is a blot on the visual field and that its erasure returns the urban landscape
to a pristine condition.

Strategies of criminalisation usually work in tandem with a policy of removal,
since it would be illogical for a municipality to label an activity criminal yet leave
the product of the criminal behaviour untouched. Thus councils which have
adopted strategies of criminalisation also strive to remove graffiti quickly. Yet the
criminalisation aspect of a council’s policy usually seems to overtake others, so that
adjunct strategies such as removal tend to become simply “assumed” or self-evident.
The criminalisation aspect assumes a dominating force in the graffiti strategy of any
council which has adopted it.

Criminalisation usually involves some or all of the following actions: mandatory
reporting to police of all incidents of graffiti within the municipality; the subsequent
prosecution of any identified writers; the definition of graffiti as contributing to
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tags, slogans are each viewed as criminal damage and the writer as an offender to be
apprehended, punished and, ideally, deterred from writing any further graffiti.

Deterrence is key; since the council wishes to reduce the incidence of graffiti
(and, no doubt, its operating costs in responding to graffiti). The possibility of
recidivism — that a writer could be caught, clean off graffiti as punishment, and
then return to writing at another location — confounds the entire purpose of the
policy. (Similarly, removal strategies have to invest hope in the notion that prompt
cleaning will deter subsequent writing — otherwise removal simply provides a
clean surface for the next piece or tag.) To avoid recidivism, criminalisation
policies thus tend toward intimidation through increasingly large fines and,
ultimately, through the prospect of incarceration. Issues to do with the creation of a
criminal record for the writer, the ambiguity of graffiti (as a form of criminal
damage which is radically different from vandalism such as seat slashing, which is
not creative of an image), or the possible appreciation of graffiti by at least some
members of the municipality, are discounted or ignored.

Welfarist aims are involved in several municipalities’ graffiti strategies: this
might involve outreach work through a youth worker (based on the assumption
that most graffiti is done by young people); the provision of various community
programs or facilities designed to deflect writers away from graftiti and towards
some other activity; and attempts to provide job training schemes (on the assump-
tion that employment might reduce the opportunities or motivation for writing).
The main objective of Banyule City Council (Victoria) in its graffiti strategy is to
provide amenities and social programs (such as Job Placement Employment
Training) that will steer young people away from graffiti. Brimbank (Victoria) has
an unemployment rate of 20-30% among its young people and decided to make the
focus of its graffiti strategy the provision of youth-oriented activities (thus filling in
time that might otherwise be spent writing graffiti).

Many councils link welfarist policies to mandatory removal; some, however,
also conjoin welfarism with criminalisation, a move which would appear to involve
a conflict of objectives. On the one hand, the council is acting with or as a policing
force; on the other, it is inviting individuals to view the provision of amenities and
programs as genuinely welfarist (rather than as devices with the real aim of graffiti
prevention). The response of Maroondah City Council exemplities this. The
council urges prompt removal of graffiti and helps the police maintain a database ot
tags for the apprehension of writers, from whom restitution of costs for past and
present removal can be sought. It also seeks to provide alternative community
projects and educational programs to divert writers from graffiti activities. These
latter welfarist services have least prominence in the strategy. The council claims to
have reduced graffiti by 91% in its first 6 months of operation; however, as with all
municipalities operating a severe criminalisation policy, it is likely that at least
some writers will simply have travelled to other areas in order to tag and piece.

The final type of response characterising graffiti policy in Australia is accep-
tance of graffiti culture. This might involve the commissioning of murals by graffiti
artists; community education on the nature of graffiti art; and the provision of art
classes or workshops so that writers might improve their aerosol techniques.
Councils adopting such a move still disapprove of tagging; however, their hope is
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