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Nelson: Wiping out graffiti with a little help 
By Robert Nelson 
WORLD-HERALD COLUMNIST 
 

 
Robert Nelson  
 

If Rick Stanton can repeat in Omaha his remarkable victory against graffiti in San Jose, Calif., Omahans could have a city virtually free of 
such vandalism within the next decade. 

From 1997 to 2007, while Stanton was director of San Jose's aggressive and multipronged anti-graffiti program, the number of taggings in 
the city limits dropped from the 71,541 documented during a citywide count in 1999 to 129 found in a similar count in 2006. 

A decrease of 99.8 percent. 

No wonder San Jose's program has become the gold standard of anti-graffiti efforts in the United States. 

And no wonder Stanton was brought in by the Omaha City Council, a push led by Councilman Garry Gernandt and city officials early last 
year to help craft a plan for Omaha similar to the one that cleaned up San Jose. 

"There are already strong groups in place, good work being done in Omaha," Gernandt said. "The community just needs more tools in its 
tool chest and a sharpening of some of the tools that are already there." 

Watch for a broad palette of innovative anti-graffiti initiatives to be rolled out in the metropolitan area, and perhaps in nearby communities, 
at the county level and even in state government in 2012. 

"The plan is in place, the groundwork has been laid, things are already moving," Stanton said of what will be the most comprehensive push 
in Omaha ever to combat graffiti, the proposed blueprint for which you can read on the city's website at www.co.douglas.ne.us/omaha/. "In 
the new year you'll begin to hear as many more of these cogs begin to be put in place. 

"The trick to beating graffiti is to get as many citizens and as many of the players who come in contact with young vandals — the police, 
judges, school officials — onto the same page and working together," he said. "You win with numerous strategies working together." 

The broadened city efforts will be coordinated by Kayleen Young with the city's graffiti-abatement department. 

Exciting ideas, progressive plans that have a proven track record of both success and — important to note — minimal new dollars from city 
coffers. Read that comprehensive blueprint on the city's website. 

But as you may have already noticed from stories and letters to the editor, not everyone is so inspired by every aspect of the assault on 
graffiti. 

A critical component of any plan, Stanton said, is that private property owners become part of the effort by removing as quickly as possible 
any graffiti on their property. 
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Some property owners are angry at the idea that they are being pressured to act quickly of their own accord to rid their property of any 
graffiti. 

The city can't afford to repair vandalism on private property, Stanton said, "because so much time and taxpayer money already goes to 
eliminating graffiti on city property. And to be honest, in what other case would cities be expected to repair vandalism on your property? 
It's an impossibility." 

Think about it: Everyone has had some jerk kid throw a rock through a window, rip apart or steal outdoor items. Imagine the expansion of 
city government and tax dollars it would take to universally compensate for and repair vandalism on private property. 

Regardless of having to absorb the cost of removing graffiti, some property owners are also angry at the idea of being pushed to remove the 
graffiti quickly. Stanton faced such opposition in San Jose, "and I understand it, really. I don't think anybody is too fond of the idea of 
feeling pressured to do something to their property." 

But, what studies have shown, Stanton said, and experience has always suggested, is that the speed with which graffiti is removed is critical 
in not only creating the appearance that the community will no longer tolerate vandals, but also "taking away from the vandal one of the 
primary motivators for tagging." 

"Most graffiti vandals say they tag to get noticed, to get some notoriety," he said. "If you can make that graffiti disappear as soon as it goes 
up, nobody has noticed it, there's no notoriety. You take away the motivation while at the same time telling that vandal that they're wasting 
their time messing with your property." 

I imagine tagging at night only to find your vandalism gone by morning feeling something like losing those long emails you've written 
because of a computer crash. 

It will be critical, Stanton said, that city officials attempt to be as accommodating with property owners as possible. Also, property owners 
deserve an explanation of why quick graffiti removal is so important to their community's efforts to make their neighborhood a more 
attractive, safer place to live. 

Stanton has recommended that, in the future, Omaha anti-graffiti crews, whenever possible, offer to clean or paint graffiti for property 
owners the first time they are hit by taggers. He has recommended that city officials give the property owner the remaining paint mixed to 
match the surface that was repainted. 

At the same time, the property owner should be given information explaining why graffiti cleanup ordinances exist and why the efforts of 
private property owners to move quickly is imperative to community efforts and for helping protect property owners from future tagging. 

"Overarching any serious, effective effort is bringing members of the community together to combat this together — to create an 
environment in which we all feel like we're unified in the fight to make this a better place for everyone. 

"What we've found is that the more information people have about the hows and whys of all the steps, the more people want to help out," 
Stanton said. 

"When everyone begins to see the effects of all this teamwork, you see the energy build and even more people coming on board." 

Exciting. Let's hope Stanton's plan can reap benefits in Omaha like they did in San Jose. 

Contact the writer: 402-444-1129, robert.nelson@owh.com 
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