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	Graffiti in Paradise
July 2006


Nothing gets my blood pressure up, while driving around the beautiful island of Oahu, like seeing graffiti painted all over the walls, buildings, traffic signs, and most everything else in sight.  I keep thinking, “How can these sneaky classless punks do this to their own island home?”
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Have you ever walked into a shopping center or beach park rest room and not seen graffiti?  I don’t think so.  Defacing Government and private property is a crime and we need to catch these hoodlums and make them pay dearly for their criminal acts.

The number of reported graffiti incidents has been increasing at an alarming rate.  It has increased from 667 reported incidents in 1999 to 1,625 reported incidents in 2004.  Graffiti is not just a poor neighborhood problem.  Nearly a quarter of the incidents reported last year occurred between the stretches from Manoa to Hawaii Kai which includes some of the richest neighborhoods on the island.
I always thought that graffiti was the work of criminal youth gangs.  Police say that such gangs do use painted symbols and code names to claim turf or advertise their activities. But the bulk of graffiti is created instead by "taggers" who do it for fun and fame, either alone or in groups.  Taggers are typically young males, in their teens and early 20s, from all ethnic backgrounds, seeking status, thrills and wanting to express them selves.  A tag is a graffiti writer’s signature.  It can be an individual mark, slogan, slur or political statement. The Internet may be fueling the fad. Some local taggers capture their otherwise fleeting "artwork" for posterity, posting photos of their latest images and inviting feedback from their peers on web sites such as myspace.com.
Besides gang and tag graffiti, the most common graffiti seen in Hawaii comes from “graffiti artists” who paint those elaborate pictures and “amateurs” who carelessly paint anything on everything.  Graffiti writers, like any sub-culture, have developed their own jargon.  A “bomb” is a prolific painting.  “Bombing” is throwing up as much graffiti as possible in a spree.  A “crew” is a locally organized group of writers.  A “hit” is to tag any surface with paint or ink.  A “piece” is a painting, short for masterpiece.  “Wild style” is the complicated construction of overlapping letters.  A “writer” is a practitioner of the art of graffiti.   
Nothing is safe from these vandals, who do their dirty work, mostly, in the middle of the night.  They are even tagging lava rocks and tropical plants.  I hope they incur the same “curse” that people taking lava rocks off of the island incur.  It is well known to locals that there is a curse for those who take one of Pele's lava rocks. It is said that he or she who takes a lava rock shall receive bad luck “forever” or until they return the rock.  Pele is the Hawaiian Volcano Goddess, who dwells in the craters of the Big Island's Kilauea volcano.  She has been sending ribbons of fiery lava down the mountain around the southeastern shore almost continuously since 1983.
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The absolute best solution to the graffiti problem is to clean it up fast.  Taggers and graffiti artists want everybody to see it because that is how they express themselves and how they get their thrills.  Graffiti should be reported and cleaned up within a few hours.  The spread of graffiti can make neighborhoods look like "slums" and demoralize communities.  The statewide cost of cleaning up graffiti is over $1 million a year.
	Graffiti hotlines

Call 911 to report a "crime in progress" if you witness a graffiti vandal in action. For other graffiti, call these numbers, depending on its location: 

-- State highways: 831-6714
-- Bus stops, benches, shelters: 848-4500 

-- Traffic control boxes: 484-7639 

-- Hawaiian Electric transformer boxes: 543-7370 

-- City and County of Honolulu graffiti hotline: 527-5180 

-- Honolulu Police Department graffiti hotline: 529-3222 

Owners are responsible for cleaning up graffiti on private property. 




Police are doing what they can to catch these sneaky criminals but with limited resources and the many possible targets, most graffiti artists get away with their disgraceful acts.  The police need more surveillance cameras, conduct more stakeouts, and a lot more help from the public.  The Kona police department has taken a more aggressive approach to this problem by busting graffiti taggers with search warrants, using them to search identified taggers' homes and cars.  And they're nailing them, not only for illegal artistry, but for more serious crimes uncovered in the searches.

The penalties for graffiti range from 30 days in jail and a $1,000 fine for criminal property damage of less than $500 to as much as 10 years in jail and a $20,000 fine for damage exceeding $20,000. Parents and guardians can be held liable for fines. City law also prohibits juveniles from buying or possessing graffiti "implements" such as spray paint without adult supervision.  There is no law that makes these punks cleanup their own mess and there should be.
Parents need to know where their children are and what they are doing at night.  I always told my kids that nothing good happens after midnight and they should be home in bed.  Parents are responsible for finding things to do for their kids.  Parents must educate their own children about being a good citizen and don't depend on the schools or the police.  Parents are responsible for their own dependant children.  Young adults involved in doing graffiti need to get a job and a life.
What else can be done in the fight against the crime of graffiti vandalism?

· Educational programs to inform youth and adult audiences of the impact of graffiti vandalism, its prevention, and the consequences related to graffiti vandalism.

· Report incidents of graffiti vandalism and identifying those responsible for the crime.
· Distribution of graffiti-clean up kits to help immediately wipe out the blight of this crime.
· Participating in anti-graffiti vandalism and neighborhood cleanup efforts wherever needed.
· Reward program for the arrest and conviction of graffiti vandals funded through donations from private businesses.
· Use waivers to stop delays on removing graffiti on private property.

· Use surveillance cameras and stake outs in high graffiti target areas.
· Stricter ordinance changes controlling access to graffiti materials.
· Set up a few walls where graffiti artists can legally paint their pictures.  Some of these kids have talent.
· New law making some graffiti offenses a felony that carries a potential sentence of 1-3 years in Hawaii State Prison.
I don’t think we should waste taxpayer money and valuable prison space on these vandals.  For first offenders, I’m in favor of a fine and making the convicted yahoo cleanup the mess.  For second offenders, public floggings would be good and for third offenders, chopping off one finger would be a great deterrent.  The ACLU probably would not go for these penalties but if they were in effect, graffiti would disappear from the islands and my blood pressure would be a lot lower.
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