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Introduction 
 
For as long as people have been able to write, they have been writing on walls.    
In fact, the word graffiti comes from both the Greek word “Yrafo” meaning to 
write and the Latin word “graffito” which means to scratch, and was first 
practiced in ancient Rome and Pompeii and then as a special mark on the walls 
of the cities and towns the Romans conquered.  Some would even go further 
back and say that prehistoric drawings on cave walls are a form of graffiti.  
This particular classification, however, would be challenged by many art 
historians for many of the same reasons that people today challenge the 
interpretation of different forms that graffiti can take.  Is it art, or is it 
vandalism?  Is it an expression of freedom or is it an expression of criminal 
intent?  Is it a cause of urban decay or a product of it?  Is it a significant aspect 
of negotiation for public space?   
 
Different people respond to graffiti in different ways.  Indeed, if beauty is in the 
eye of the beholder, nowhere is this more evident than in individual responses 
to graffiti.  To most residents of towns and cities they are ugly, anti-social 
daubs, while for the people who paint the graffiti, they can represent an 
expression of individuality.   
 
Local government agencies and public transport authorities in particular make 
significant financial outlays in graffiti prevention initiatives and graffiti 
removal schemes (Halsey 2002).  Financial costs can also be considerable to 
business owners, households and schools.  It has been estimated that costs 
associated with graffiti removal in Australia are at least $300 million a year.  
One hundred million dollars of this expenditure is in New South Wales alone, 
where the State Government spends up to $60 million a year cleaning graffiti 
off trains and railway corridors (Callinan 2002).  In the United States it has 
been estimated that the cost of removing graffiti and repairing surface damage 
is around US$7 billion dollars annually.  Another “cost” associated with graffiti 
is its contribution to a general sense of apprehension about society and, in 
particular, fear of crime. It has been argued that graffiti creates an impression 
that crime is out of control and that this, in turn, could encourage other criminal 
activity (Callinan 2002).  The harm suffered by, or death of, graffiti writers 
through their activities is also a cost.  In the eighteen months from mid-2001 to 
the end of 2002, nine people either died or were seriously injured while writing 
graffiti on trains and other rail property in New South Wales alone (Callinan 
2002).  
 
Graffiti is therefore of great significance to local communities, local 
government, police, public transport agencies, and young people.  As a result, 
there are two ways of viewing graffiti, one from a crime prevention perspective 
and one from a youth culture perspective (White 2001).   
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Crime Prevention Perspective   
 
The crime prevention approach taken with graffiti falls under the umbrella of 
situational crime prevention.  Situational crime prevention refers to 
interventions to reduce the opportunities for crime and to increase the risk and 
difficulty of offending.  The three principal tenets involve: 
 
 
 Increasing the effort 
 Increasing the risks 
 Reducing the rewards 

 
The general strategy is to set out to make the crime too difficult to commit, 
mostly by closing off opportunities, and also not making the activity 
worthwhile. 
 
Increasing the effort involves hardening targets.  This can be done at various 
levels.  One way is to utilise design skills.  Research has shown that past urban 
design techniques such as those used in public housing estates built in the 
1960s and 1970s provided many opportunities for people to write graffiti 
undetected.  Those working in the field of urban design are now being 
encouraged to consider graffiti in the development of new designs (Callinan 
2002).  Planners, builders and architects can play a vital role in reducing graffiti 
in public housing and public places by designing spaces which are attractive, 
which foster a sense of ownership in users and which are defensible – that is 
which incorporate design factors which minimise the opportunities for graffiti 
writing (Felson 1998). 
 
Regulation of the selling of spray paint could also increase the graffiti writing 
effort.  It has been documented that much of the spray paint used in graffiti is 
stolen and that, in fact, part of the thrill of writing graffiti is stealing the paint 
(Geason and Wilson 1990).  In 2000, South Australia passed legislation that 
required retailers of spray paint to store it in a way that does not permit public 
access without the assistance of the retailer.  In South Australia, it is also an 
offence to sell spray paint to a minor.  The latter measure has been opposed by 
the Australian Retailers Association who have argued that any restriction on the 
sale of graffiti products would penalise the vast majority of consumers who use 
them for legal purposes (Australian Retailers Association NSW and 
Department of Fair Trading NSW 2001).    
 
Increasing the risks can be part of a planner’s work.  It involves planning for 
surveillance through good design.  Because graffiti offenders usually operate in 
darkness, where there is little chance of being seen, few are apprehended.  
Increasing the likelihood of their being detected increases the risk of 
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apprehension.  The likelihood of detecting offenders can be increased by 
installing, upgrading or maintaining lighting.   
 
Video and security surveillance can also be used in “hot spots” both in 
neighbourhood areas and on trains and in rail yards.  Audits to identify both 
“hot-spots” and recidivist taggers are important.  Encouraging community 
surveillance is another technique employed to combat graffiti.  Programs such 
as Neighbourhood Watch or Crimestoppers, or providing specific graffiti hot 
lines to report graffiti writers or new graffiti work, can encourage the 
community to become involved in both defending their own property as well as 
public space. 
 
Reducing the rewards makes it less worthwhile.  Rapid identification and 
removal of graffiti has been shown to reduce its occurrence.  This approach 
directly addresses the motives of many offenders by reducing the notoriety 
associated with graffiti’s visibility.  The two-step process involves routine 
monitoring to quickly spot graffiti, and rapid removal of the graffiti.  
 
Probably the oldest and most famous example of this type of graffiti removal is 
that which was employed by the New York City Transit System.  In the 1970s, 
graffiti on the New York subway system was a huge problem.  The public was 
fearful and patronage had declined substantially.  New York City adopted a 
variety of anti-graffiti strategies.  This included punishing offenders by making 
them clean up trains marked with graffiti, using fencing with razor wires to 
protect the vast train yards and developing materials to help graffiti removal.  In 
1984, the city adopted a system to monitor trains and clean those marked with 
graffiti within two hours, otherwise they took the cars out of service.  They also 
began to put clean trains in highly secure yards with a 24-hour police 
surveillance.  The initiative focused on the most problematic times, locations 
and train lines. Initially, all trains were monitored, but random checks were 
later successfully used to maintain clean trains.  In addition, repeat offenders 
were targeted for parental contact and enhanced penalties.  In the first year of 
the program, 400 cars were rid of graffiti vandalism. By 1989, five years later, 
the entire fleet of cars (6,245) was graffiti free (Gant and Grabosky 2000). 
 
However, there is always the displacement effect to consider.  It has been 
argued that by reducing an offender’s opportunity to commit crime in a certain 
place or at a certain time simply causes the criminal to go elsewhere to offend.  
This is not always the case, but it certainly does happen. 
 
The Role of Law Enforcement    
Hundreds of incidents of graffiti and vandalism are processed as crimes each 
year (ABS 2003).  Initial efforts to deal with the proliferation of graffiti 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s in Australia centred on deterrence through 
criminal offences and law enforcement.  By the late 1980s, with no signs of 
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graffiti writing abating, it became apparent that this approach was not working.  
A more holistic approach in the form of harm minimisation was then 
introduced.  By the late 1990s, however, while harm minimisation was still an 
important measure in graffiti prevention, some jurisdictions introduced more 
sophisticated law enforcement techniques and harsher punishments. Specific 
offences now identify graffiti as a particular property offence and attract 
punishments, such as harsh custodial sentences and community service orders 
requiring the removal of graffiti.  This is to reflect the seriousness of graffiti as 
a crime and to force offenders to make retribution to the community. For 
instance, in 1997 in Queensland the then government introduced a specific 
graffiti offence with a maximum prison term of five years, or seven years when 
the graffiti involved obscene or indecent representations.  However, these harsh 
criminal justice measures are not often enforced, and the majority of graffiti 
incidents in Australia receive neither a civil nor criminal sanction. 
 
It is generally recognised therefore that the reduction in graffiti needs strategies 
with a broader focus than policing and punishment alone.  In seeking to lessen 
the incidence of graffiti, the following points must be remembered: 
 
 The police alone cannot control crime and disorder; 
 No single agency can control crime and disorder; 
 Agencies with a contribution to reducing crime and disorder need to 

work in partnership; 
 Evidence-based problem-solving approaches promise the most effective 

approach to reducing crime and disorder; 
 Problems of crime and disorder are complex, and there are therefore no 

panaceas. 
 Crime and disorder problems need to be understood in their local 

contexts and strategies therefore need to be locally tailored. 
 
Graffiti as a Youth Culture 
  
While the law enforcement response to graffiti is a necessary component of 
graffiti prevention, to understand the complexity and multi-faceted nature of 
graffiti, it is necessary to understand the youth culture that initially promoted 
and continues to popularise its practice.   
 
How Did Graffiti Evolve? 
Modern day graffiti was created in the United States in the late 1960s.  While 
evidence suggests that it was first carried out in Philadelphia, it was in New 
York that graffiti achieved notoriety.  This began when a young man named 
Julio, who lived on 204th street started writing his “tag” (nickname; 
pseudonym) Julio 204 on the subway system.  By 1968, his tag could be found 
all over the city.  However, graffiti really began to take a hold when a seventeen 
year old Greek youth, called Demitrios, from the Washington Heights area of 
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Manhattan, “tagged” Taki 183 all over New York City, once again in the 
subway in particular.  In 1971, eager to determine the meaning in the message, 
a New York Times reporter found and interviewed Taki 183.  He then wrote an 
article entitled “Taki 183 spawns pen pals”.  This immediately elevated Taki to 
hero status among hundreds of young people (mainly males, although there 
have been a few well-known female graffiti writers) and a graffiti youth culture 
emerged.  This, in turn, became a major aspect of popular culture. Hundreds of 
young people began to write their names everywhere – the owners of these 
signatures like Taki 183 became heroes in their own localities.  After the advent 
of spray paint, graffiti became more popular and more visible (Dennant 1997).  
 
In New York, the subway continued to be the area most used by graffiti writers, 
although many derelict buildings and walls in the poorer areas were also 
gradually covered by graffiti.   
 
The reason for the popularity of subway graffiti was the high visibility, the 
huge potential audience, and the link with other like-minded people throughout 
the city.  The subway also signified movement and direction that is very hard to 
achieve on walls. The harshness of inner city New York life was often reflected 
in the work of graffiti writers (Dennant 1997).    
 
During the 1970s, graffiti took on a new perspective in the United States.  
Several influential people in the art world tried to advance graffiti as a 
legitimate art form.  Graffiti culture then became synonymous with Hip Hop 
culture.  It was the advent and expansion of Hip Hop that provided the impetus 
for graffiti to take on some of its contemporary forms.  Other components of 
this culture include break-dancing and rap (Hager 1982).  Hollywood produced 
several films that romanticised graffiti, thereby increasing its acceptance in 
popular culture.  Several magazines and books concerned exclusively with 
graffiti were published.  As a result of these developments, graffiti writers 
divided into two groups – the first group started to develop in a way 
synonymous with traditional art and the second group kept to the more 
traditional forms of writing on walls and trains.  In can therefore be said that in 
many ways the media, in its various forms, promoted and popularised all 
aspects of graffiti culture (Chalfant and Cooper 1982).   
 
During the 1980s, anti-graffiti efforts in the United States began to take a major 
turn.  It was now considered by many to be a reflection of urban decay.  In 
particular, graffiti on public transport (mentioned earlier in this paper) was 
making people fearful, thereby reducing the number of passengers and causing 
a substantial reduction in revenue.  While the print media was still divided in 
their opinions of graffiti, the police and the City Transit Authorities mounted 
massive anti-graffiti campaigns Felson et al 1996). 
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Soon after the advent of modern-day graffiti in the United States, it spread 
quickly all over the world.  The extent and nature of graffiti, however, varies 
quite considerably from country to country, from city to city and in different 
rural and regional areas.  
 
Graffiti in Australia  
While graffiti became evident in Australia soon after it appeared in the United 
States, it was the emergence of Hip Hop culture that really cemented its 
popularity among writers.  The most common types of graffiti in Australia are 
“Tagging” (signatures),  “throw-ups” which is halfway between a tag and a 
“piece” and usually involves a simplified, large version of a tag typically 
written in bubble style lettering.  A “piece” is short for masterpieces, which are 
full graffiti productions painted as murals.   Other common forms are 
political/social graffiti, often referred to as slogans, historical graffiti, racist 
graffiti, humorous graffiti and malicious graffiti.  These can occur both in open 
public spaces as well as on the doors and walls of public toilets.  Gang graffiti, 
while common in the United States, is not common in Australia.  
 
Graffiti is often discussed in the same category as vandalism (Geason and 
Wilson 1990).  This remains a contentious point in the research.  It is important 
to understand what is meant by “graffiti” and what is meant by “vandalism” and 
to ascertain the overlap, if any, between the two.  It has not been firmly 
established that people who engage in graffiti carry out other types of 
vandalism such as slashing seats on trains, breaking windows and so on.  Nor 
has it been established that people who carry out graffiti, engage in vandalism.  
It has been established, however, that graffiti itself is regarded by the general 
public as vandalism of the landscape and is thought by most people to be 
distasteful.    
 
Where do we find Graffiti?    
Broadly, graffiti is more common in large urban cities than rural towns.  Certain 
suburbs of a city and areas within them have more of a graffiti problem than 
others and cities with large urban train systems have the worst problems.  It is 
not uncommon that one local government area will have a serious graffiti 
problem while the bordering local government area will not.   
 
Graffiti is written on various surfaces including walls, fences, telephone booths, 
public transport, street furniture, bus shelters, public toilets and buildings and 
doors. It is generally written in a publicly visible place.  Hip Hop writers, 
however, are not always concerned that their graffiti can be seen by the general 
public, it is more important that it can be seen by their fellow writers.  It is for 
this reason that graffiti also appears in abandoned buildings, railways tunnels 
etc.  For those belonging to the Hip Hop graffiti culture, there are also rules to 
graffiti writing.  These include a ban on writing on churches, people’s houses in 
general, cars and tombstones.  It was also communicated to the Australian 
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Institute of Criminology via email from a graffiti writer that the ban also 
includes writing on RSL clubs.  Other graffiti artists do not always respect this 
ban.  One of the most notable examples of the breaking of this rule was in 1999 
when the War Memorial in Hyde Park in Sydney was covered with over 50 tags 
written with black and blue felt tip pens.  This attack deeply offended many 
members of the public.  
 
As mentioned previously, cities with suburban train systems and the walls along 
the train lines are popular choices for graffiti writers.  Following on from the 
United States, the greatest prestige available for graffiti writers is given to those 
who tag or piece actual trains.  Trains provide a means for “pieces” to “travel” 
and to be viewed by people all around the city.  The extremely talented and 
dedicated graffiti writers cover an entire carriage or multiple carriages. Writers 
who piece on trains and who also piece and do throw-ups on the walls 
alongside train lines often spend days travelling around on the trains admiring 
their work and also stopping at various places to write (.  Schools are also 
heavily targeted by graffiti writers. 
 
Who are the Graffiti Writers?   
While for many of us graffiti appears to be everywhere, it is very rare to see a 
graffiti writer in action.  There is a common perception that most writers are 
male in their mid to late teens.  This perception has been challenged in the 
research and while graffiti is often done by teenagers, many of whom are male, 
there is evidence that “good” graffiti writers will continue with their activity 
into their 30s and 40s.  There have been several examples of female crews in 
both Australia and overseas.  Some graffiti writers come from stable 
backgrounds, while others come from chaotic ones, some are at school, some 
are truanting, some are employed and some are unemployed.  However, the 
majority of graffiti writers do it for a limited time of perhaps two to three years 
(Halsey 2002). 
 
Three main reasons for graffiti writing have been documented.  These are:  to 
acquire fame, to command respect and because there is nothing else to do. It 
appears therefore that graffiti writers are motivated by the desire for recognition 
rather than any overt urge to rebel or become ‘powerful”.  There is, however, 
an element of ‘power’ associated with some graffiti writers who find that this is 
the only opportunity to make their mark on a public space.  The painting of 
murals is often done to gain respect from peers for the graffiti writer’s skill and 
for aesthetic reasons.  Graffiti writers who do “pieces” show great disdain for 
those who “tag” (Halsey 2002).   
 
There can be a spontaneous, impulsive dimension to graffiti writing, 
particularly “tagging”.  Some people do graffiti without really thinking about 
why they are doing it, except that it was a good thing to do at the time. 
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Graffiti and the Internet  
Graffiti web sites are a new dimension to the graffiti issue.  There has been a 
proliferation of these sites in the past few years, all of which contain 
photographs of graffiti in several locations both in Australia and around the 
World.  There is also a graffiti site on the Internet that gives simple instructions 
on how to do “piece” graffiti.  Many of the Internet sites are, however, 
constructed in good faith by legitimate organisations.  For instance, in 2001, a 
graffiti site hosted by Sydney University displayed photographs of local graffiti, 
maps of the CityRail System and the City Rail logo.  When the media made this 
site public, a spokesperson for CityRail stated that the site not only breached 
copyright, but was effectively encouraging graffiti by giving people ready 
access to the station maps to help them target trains.  These concerns were 
bought to the attention of the University and it was subsequently taken down 
(Callinan 2000).   
 
Encouraging and Facilitating Legal Graffiti 
There are also now some public places around Australia that have been 
specifically designated for graffiti writers.  This strategy has been designed to 
encourage graffiti writers to stop illegal activity, and also to harness the 
positive aspects of graffiti by involving them in legal graffiti projects, such as 
graffiti walls and murals, graffiti art exhibitions, and courses on graffiti art 
skills.  Graffiti walls are sites provided for writers to work with little 
supervision and which after a time are a made available for other writers to 
paint over.  Graffiti murals are generally large, permanent graffiti art works.  
Legal graffiti projects are usually funded by local or state government and 
community groups and in some cases by private property owners.   
 
This strategy acknowledges that for some writers, graffiti is a form of artistic 
expression and that providing them with a legal outlet removes the necessity for 
illegal activity.  This particular strategy, however, has drawn criticism from 
both graffiti writers and also from the community.  Some graffiti writers reject 
the idea of legal projects as inherently opposed to the fundamental nature of 
graffiti, the illegality of which is one of the main draw cards. Some members of 
the community are outraged that special sites are designated to graffiti writers, 
they believe that recognising the artistic merit in some graffiti does not excuse 
its illegality.  They also believe that it degrades the local areas just as much as 
illegal graffiti. 
 
The Role of Local Government and the Community   
 
There is no uniform response to graffiti removal either on an inter-jurisdictional 
or intra-jurisdictional basis.  Some local government areas have developed their 
own graffiti policy as individual programs or as part of wider community-based 
programs, while others have developed their policies in tandem with State 
government   In many cases State government provides financial and resource 



Adam Graycar  Graffiti  

S:\PS-LIB - CCRS\Graycar speeches\4 graycar speeches 1995 - 2003 Aust Ins of Criminology\03-08 Brisbane Graffiti\speech.doc 9 

equipment.  While local government responses vary, they basically include one 
or more of the following categories; rapid removal, criminal sanctions and 
referral to law enforcement agencies, a social benefit approach and an 
acceptance of graffiti culture (Halsey 2002).   
 
Rapid removal, criminal sanctions and the acceptance of graffiti culture have 
all been discussed in detail earlier in this paper. The social benefit approach 
involves intervention through a youth worker and the provision of various 
community programs or facilities designed to steer writers into other activities.   
 
I won’t go into any more detail of the response of local government.  
Councillor Mike Montgomery has just given an excellent description of local 
government’s role in this matter.  There will be many presentations at this 
conference from different local government areas describing the various 
strategies used. 
 
Conclusion   
 
Numerous responses have been incorporated into efforts to control graffiti in all 
Australian jurisdictions.  None have been carefully evaluated.  We therefore do 
not fully understand their effectiveness.  In crime prevention we do know that 
any response can be effective if it increases the difficulties of offending and 
reduces the rewards for it. When considering a response to graffiti writing, 
however, we have to also take into account the youth culture that promotes its 
practice.  
 
Graffiti is a multi-faceted practice requiring a multi-faceted response from law 
enforcement, state and local Governments and the community.  This response 
needs to be tailored to specific local areas.  Crime and safety issues are 
complex, interdependent and involve all levels of government.  Issues such as 
employment, education, health, welfare, economic and fiscal policy, how towns 
and cities are designed and managed, how we treat offenders and their victims 
can all directly and indirectly affect behaviour, perceptions of safety and 
willingness to participate in society.  
 
In the present youth culture, graffiti will never be eradicated.  By the conclusion 
of this conference, however, we will all have a better idea of the strategies 
being used around Australia to control graffiti writing.  The challenge for all of 
us is how best we can use this information to create a response that is cost 
effective and evidence-driven.   
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