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Graffiti reports surge; city seeks to bolster response 
By Juan Perez Jr. 
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER 
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A building near 27th and N Streets has been targeted by vandals. With graffiti up sharply over last year, the City Council is working to clarify property 
owners' duties in removing it.  
 

With reports of graffiti surging, Omaha officials want property owners to take a more active role in cleaning up the vandals' messes. 

A measure to revise city ordinances on graffiti removal is now before the Omaha City Council. It's aimed at clarifying property owners' 
duties when it comes to clearing graffiti from their property, as part of a larger effort to clarify and strengthen local regulations. 

The City Council also recently directed the city's lobbyist to ask the Legislature to approve a proposal allowing the city to place a lien on a 
property if its owner fails to remove graffiti and the city does the work. 

But some neighborhood groups and business interests deem the proposed changes to city regulations as incomplete, and revisions are being 
considered. 

Efforts to bolster the city's response to graffiti come as reports of such vandalism increased this year. 

Police statistics show the city's graffiti removal van visited 2,453 locations through the end of September, a sharp increase from the 1,196 
sites recorded in 2010. City crews also handled 2,508 graffiti cases through October, an increase of roughly 1,500 cases from the same time 
frame in 2010. 

"We've seen the surge," said council member Garry Gernandt. "That is a deep concern not only to the elected officials, but to everyone that 
has been involved in this battle in the community." 

Long a recurring problem in South Omaha, graffiti has infuriated residents for its degradation of property values and perceived links to 
gang activity — officials, though, believe the vast majority of graffiti in the city is not gang-related. 

Graffiti abatement efforts are estimated to make up $414,729 of the Public Works Department's roughly $25 million budget next year. 
Officials expected to spend $347,324 in 2011. 

The proposed changes to city ordinances would explicitly require property owners to remove graffiti from their property unless they give 
the city written or verbal permission to remove it. 

Under the proposal, authorities could provide a written, 10-day notice to remove graffiti, then send workers to clear it if property owners 
didn't remove it or appeal the city order within that time period. 

Language currently on the books creates a longer process in which property owners can end up having the city remove graffiti at its 
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expense. 

"They just let it go and throw it onto the back of the taxpayers," Gernandt said. 

Despite the proposed changes, officials say city practices to remove graffiti wouldn't change. Crews would continue to remove graffiti from 
public property and clean up graffiti on private property when it's encountered during their normal duties, said Scott McIntyre, the city's 
street maintenance engineer. 

"We're not going to scale back our efforts. There's a change in our philosophy where we want property owners to be a part of this and take 
responsibility for it," he said. 

"That's a much more effective program if you have people in the neighborhood who take ownership and responsibility for the area around 
them, than if it's strictly a city removal effort." 

Mike Battershell, president of the South Omaha Neighborhood Alliance, said groups opposed to the proposed amendments fully support 
the idea behind the revised ordinance. 

Yet the amended language potentially re-victimizes residents targeted by vandals, Battershell said, and it doesn't provide a clear process 
that property owners and the city can use to clean up graffiti. 

"We recognize that we have to find a way to get them to be part of the solution," Battershell said of property owners who routinely fail to 
remove graffiti. 

"We just don't think this language quite gets there. We're just missing some of that process on how a good public-private partnership could 
work," he said. 

He said the amended ordinance includes provisions favored by South Omaha neighborhoods. For instance, the proposal encourages citizens 
to remove graffiti spotted on public property, including provisions that allow the city to provide technical assistance and resources to 
residents who remove graffiti from their neighborhoods. 

"That's great language," he said. 

The council is scheduled to hold a public hearing on the proposed changes Jan. 10, with a vote scheduled for Jan. 24. But Gernandt plans to 
ask the council to postpone the hearing and the vote for several weeks so officials can meet with neighborhood representatives to reach a 
compromise. 

The measure isn't meant to target those unable to fix vandalized property, Gernandt said. 

"If a private property owner is physically or financially unable to abate the graffiti, the city will continue to provide the service that we're 
doing right now," Gernandt said. 

Overall, Gernandt said, the city's efforts to clean up graffiti and enforce laws prohibiting the vandalism are improving. 

But, he added: "Prevention is still a weakness." 
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