STAFF REPORT	

To:		Public Safety Committee		     		 Date:  March 24, 2014

From:		Cathy Ball, PE, Assistant City Manager
		William J. Anderson, Chief of Police
		Dawa Hitch, Communication and Public Engagement Director	     

Via:		Gary Jackson, City Manager

Subject: 	Graffiti Removal

Review:  Since 2007, the City of Asheville has been discussing the best way to deal with eliminating graffiti.  Most of our citizens would agree with the national data that states that graffiti has negative impacts on our communities for the following reasons. 
· Property owners incur tremendous expense in removing graffiti.
· Based on the Broken Windows theory, vandalism left unaddressed breeds more vandalism.
· Business owners incur a loss of customers from the negative image that graffiti generates.
· Property and business owners may incur devalued property.
· Taxpayers' dollars are spent removing graffiti from public buildings, monuments and park structures.
· The overall image of a community is affected.
Unfortunately the problem is difficult to solve.  The solution for most communities is multifaceted in that there is not one silver bullet.  Most communities in North Carolina have dealt with graffiti through education, enforcement and rapid removal.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The City currently has two staff members supplemented by nuisance court referrals to remove graffiti from public property.  On an annual basis this crew removes approximately 10,000 tags.  These tags are documented and provided to APD for analysis as described in the enforcement section of this report.
Education
Education efforts related to graffiti can be viewed in two general categories.  First, there is general education.  This category of communication would include the impacts graffiti has on a community, steps the community can take to deter this type of vandalism, and what to do if graffiti vandalism takes place on one’s property.  Community ownership of the problem is essential to the success of these types of program.  Staff members are currently engaged in supporting these community based education efforts through designed graphic materials and linking to community partners such as the Asheville Downtown Association’s site where additional information, including graffiti clean-up professionals, is available.   City staff is also committed to pushing information compiled by stakeholders through the city’s communication channels (social media, neighborhood meetings, crime watch meetings). 

Coordination of efforts between city staff and community stakeholders is important to ensure all researched best practices are shared between partners.  For example, educational components should not include pictures of tags or reference a specific tag.  One of the goals of the vandals is to get media attention for their tag.   This type of media attention is what they are seeking.

The second broad category of graffiti communication relates to public engagement opportunities in the development of the ordinance.  Public impact increases with increasing levels of participation.  As with changes made to both the massage and noise ordinance in the last few years, an effective public input program designed by staff to provide useful information to policy makers is an option to consider.

Enforcement
Catching graffiti vandals in the act of tagging can be difficult for law enforcement.  Graffiti vandals can deface property and leave the scene in a matter of seconds.  The Asheville Police Department (APD) has developed a comprehensive strategy to improve reporting, provide a consistent investigative response and use predictive analytics in an effort to focus enforcement resources.  

To this end, APD has implemented a single operations plan to combat graffiti vandalism across the City.  The APD Crime Analyst, district supervisors and community resource officers currently track incidents of graffiti vandalism and conduct special operations in “hot spot” areas where graffiti vandalism is occurring or likely to occur.   This use of predictive analytics will be enhanced by a new campaign to encourage timely reporting of graffiti vandalism by the public and increased self-initiated reporting by APD officers.  Currently, only one-third or less of all graffiti vandalism is formally reported.  APD and the Office of Community Engagement will work in collaboration with interested stakeholders to design a public relations campaign to encourage business and private property owners to report graffiti vandalism and allow APD to track graffiti in a more timely and accurate manner.  Officers will be encouraged to self-initiate graffiti reports on abandoned property or other property where an owner or responsible party cannot be identified.  APD officers have already been documenting existing graffiti, so that new graffiti will be more apparent and easily reported.   The APD Crime Analyst will also import 311 data from the Public Works department that shows where Public Works staff has already removed graffiti.  Using this timely and more comprehensive data, the APD Crime Analyst will be able to use a predictive policing model to determine where graffiti is likely to occur, approximate day and times it may occur and APD can then focus enforcement resources on these areas, with a greater likelihood of catching graffiti vandals in the act.  

APD has also constructed a database to track all graffiti activity in “real-time.”   Incident reports, field interviews with potential suspects, suspect vehicle information, information from social networking sites and other intelligence information is fed into the database with the intent of constructing an investigative resource that exists in real-time.   Using this database in conjunction with the predictive policing initiative will allow officers to be more aware of the active graffiti suspects, accurately track graffiti activity and provide information to the courts to enhance prosecution after arrest.  

Additionally, in partnership with the community, APD has implemented the SafeCam program to assist with graffiti vandalism and other crimes.  Businesses and private property owners that have cameras that view into public areas are encouraged to register their existing surveillance camera systems with APD with the intent to assist APD with investigating criminal acts.   Depending on the system, APD investigators may be able to view the camera system over the internet in real-time or access video from the system through the owner at a later time.  The use of video evidence greatly increases the opportunity to identify and successfully prosecute offenders.   Successful use of the SafeCam initiative in other communities has demonstrated the future need for public safety camera systems.   Nationally and internationally, public safety has been enhanced through the use of camera systems in central business districts and commercial areas where graffiti vandalism and other crimes are common.          

Rapid Removal
All of the communities we benchmarked in North Carolina that have graffiti ordinances, require the property owners to clean the graffiti off their buildings in a specified amount of time in order to avoid being fined.  Unfortunately while this punishes the victim, it is the most effective way to reduce or eliminate graffiti.  I have attached the benchmarking data from other North Carolina cities.

In most cases, communities make efforts to assist property owners (e.g., grace period for clean up, list of qualified contractors, paint donated by the community) when ordinances requiring property owners to remove graffiti are adopted.  

Next Steps
Staff will be asking for recommendations from the Public Safety Committee on how to move forward on all of the issues mentioned above.

							Attachments:  
(1) Benchmarking Data
(2) DRAFT Graffiti Ordinance
(3) Sample Greensboro Graffiti Ordinance 













