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Prof Paul Wilson is a criminologist and Dean of Humanities and Social Sciences at Bond 
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The Graffiti Alert Project is the first graffiti prevention program of its kind in Australia. It involves establishing 
contact with graffiti crews, utilising the services of community members in graffiti removal, the appointment 
of area supervisors to monitor incidence and repeat attacks, and the provision of legal venues for graffiti 
artists. A newsletter is distributed every t� weeks and the Project is active in community education in 
schools and in the production of information packages. The Project is affiliated with the Gold Coast City 
Council (who supplies the removal materials) and with the local Police Community Liaison section. 

This practical, community-based Project utilises the strategies of situational crime prevention, demonstrates 
the success of removing 'broken windows', has avoided an escalation of violence by pre-empting the formation 
of vigilante groups and has provided young people in the area with employment and venues for their artwork. 
Evaluation of the Graffiti Alert Project has shown that there has been little displacement, that there has been 
an increase in community activity and participation, that young people have been employed to work on legal 

, .. · venues, and that the re-offence rate has dropped in targeted areas. This paper describes the history of the 
Graffiti Alert Project, details the results of the evaluation studies to date, and analyses the Project in light of 
situational and community crime prevention theory and methods. 

Introduction 

Any quantification of the total cost of graffiti can be only speculative but one estimate from a police graffiti 
squad in New South Wales gives a value of $180,000 worth of damage per night (cited in Budd, 1989). The 
State Rail Authority in New South Wales spent $225,000 in 1984-85 on graffiti removal alone (Wilson and 
Healy, 1987). The Gold Coast City Council spends between $100,000 and $200,000 per annum on cleaning 
graffiti from council property, and the adjacent Albert Shire Council spends in excess of $200,000 per year. 
These are conservative figures as the Gold Coast region is said to have one of the highest incidence of 
graffiti in Australia. 

But whatever the financial cost is, the real costs are in crime and social consequences. The crime costs are 
those other offences such as break-and-enters, robbing, stealing and sometimes assault and death that are 
associated with obtaining paint supplies, gaining access to properties, 'tagging' at dangerous locations, and 
in the crew wars that periodically erupt. The social costs include the sense of invasion of privacy that individuals 
experience, the frustration at being a victim of seemingly senseless random attacks and the generation of a 
more endemic fear of crime overall. 

Most graffiti is committed by males aged as young as six years up to their early to mid twenties. They are 
part of a specific youth sub-culture with a specialised language (eg 'def' for excellent and 'jacks' for police), 
often d�stinctive clothing (homeboy or hip-hop in the 1990s) and defined although extensive territories (Budd, 
1989). On the Gold Coast there are over 3,000 members and an estimated 32 gangs comprising graffiti 
'writers' (those with over 1,000 pieces) and 'toys' (novices with under 1,000 pieces). They are drawn from a 
crr:iss-section of social class backgrounds, although many live in single-parent households, and contrary to 
public perception, most artists are in full-time education or employment (McGilvray, 1994). Vandalism combined 






















