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1 WHAT IS GRAFFITI? 

Graffiti are writings or drawings that have been scribbled, scratched, or painted on a 
wall or other surface in public without permission.  Graffiti range from written words to 
elaborate paintings.  Most commonly, spray paint and markers are used.  Marking or 
painting on rocks, boulders, trees, historic properties, or anything else on National 
Forest System lands (with the exception of a painter’s canvas or a sketch book) is 
considered vandalism and is illegal. 

A graffiti vandal is a person who paints or draws graffiti. 

2 WHAT IS THE PROBLEM? 

Graffiti along the Wasatch Front has been an ongoing issue, and one that is spreading.  
Graffiti is a common site at popular trailheads including Neff's Canyon and Bells 
Canyon.  Trails along the entire front, like Ferguson Canyon and Little Cottonwood 
Trails, now have graffiti alongside them painted on boulders.  Graffiti presents many 
challenges to the Forest Service, the people who recreate on National Forest System 
lands, and the people whose water comes from these lands. 

Graffiti destroys property, historic structures, and natural features; the graffiti vandals 
remove vegetation through trampling; the federal government, communities and 
volunteers are left shouldering the costs to clean areas impacted with graffiti to 
purchase supplies to clean up the mess; and staff and volunteer time is needed to help 
remove the graffiti.  The Wasatch Front is not alone, San Francisco spends more than 
$20 million annually removing graffiti from their city, the Oregon Police Department 
estimates graffiti damage costs Americans over $4 billion a year, and there are 
numerous graffiti abatement programs in cities across the country.  National Parks are 
dealing with graffiti issues as well.  Places like Joshua Tree and Grand Canyon National 
Parks have been tagged sparking debate amongst graffiti vandals and people who wish 
for nature and historic properties to dominate National Parks.  Apps like 
ParkWatchReport have been created so visitors can report graffiti and vandalism on 
public lands. 

Many people escape from city life to enjoy the peace and natural setting the National 
Forest System lands provide.  Preserving the natural characteristics the Wasatch Front 
provides is so important to the citizens in Utah that congress designated 3 wilderness 
areas along the Front: Mount Olympus (1984), Twin Peaks (1984), and Lone Peak 
(1978) Wilderness Areas.  Wilderness areas are recognized as “an area where the earth 
and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who 
does not remain…. Which is protected and managed so as to preserve its natural 
conditions (The Wilderness Act, 1964).”  Graffiti within these areas goes against the 
purpose of having wilderness areas and degrades the natural setting. 

Graffiti adversely impacts many visitors’ experiences and may sometimes prevent 
people from connecting with nature.  Over 100 research studies document the positive 



Graffiti Abatement Action Plan (August 2018) 

  Page 3 

impacts nature has on our social, psychological, and emotional life (Green and Keltner 
2017).  There are positive correlations between human health, intelligence and nature 
(Cho 2011).  Viewing photos of nature had positive effects on well-being, mood, and 
reducing stress (Green and Keltner 2017).  And viewing photos of really beautiful nature 
as opposed to less beautiful nature increased prosocial behavior, especially for 
individuals who are more sensitive to nature’s beauty (Zhang et al. 2013).  Graffiti 
dramatically changes the natural setting and diminishes the ability for many people to 
find peace and solace. 

The Salt Lake Ranger District, which oversees the management of much of this area, 
manages land that supplies more than 60% of the drinking water for Salt Lake City 
residents.  No pollution of any kind is allowed in the watershed to protect this valuable 
resource to the residents.  In areas where graffiti dominates the natural setting, human 
waste, used hypodermic needles, and empty and broken alcohol containers were also 
commonly found.  What goes on the land within the watershed ends up in our water 
supply – from forest to faucet.  The best way to ensure we have high quality and safe 
drinking water for current and future generations is to protect it at its source.  That is 
why areas within culinary watersheds for Salt Lake County have special restrictions 
concerning camping, swimming, and domestic animals. 

Painting graffiti on rocks and trees within National Forest System lands is considered 
vandalism and is illegal.  Consequences for graffiti are minimal and oftentimes affect the 
parents of juvenile offenders more than the youth themselves.  Judges can be lenient 
with these cases in comparison with other crimes and may require little to no 
consequences for first offenders.  Instead of solving the problem at the source, the Salt 
Lake Ranger District has worked with partners and volunteer groups to remove the 
graffiti from the landscape.  This past summer, the Forest Service worked with a number 
of partners (Cottonwood Canyons Foundation (CCF), Salt Lake Climbers Alliance 
(SLCA), Snowbird, and the National Forest Foundation (NFF)) and local businesses 
(Cottonwood Hydro) and communities (Wasatch Resorts and Granite Community 
Council) to remove a building called the “Pavilion” from Little Cottonwood Canyon.  The 
Pavilion had been covered with graffiti, which changed on a weekly basis.  Not satisfied 
with covering just the historic structure with paint, graffiti vandals covered rocks 
surrounding the area – and used by rock climbers – with graffiti.  The graffiti propagated 
hate through displaying hate symbols and words and using profanity.  The Pavilion was 
within a protected watershed for culinary purposes. 
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Figure 1.  Before and after the pavilion was removed alongside Little Cottonwood Trail. 

Since the Pavilion was removed, the graffiti in that canyon has spread both up and 
down the canyon, from under lifts at Alta’s Ski Resort all the way down to the trailhead 
for Bell’s Canyon. 

The Salt Lake Ranger District has received a number of emails and phone calls from 
organizations, communities, and businesses that see this increase in graffiti in the 
canyons and have expressed interest in volunteering and helping the Forest Service 
remove this element from our National Forest System lands.  To coordinate efforts, 
reduce redundancy, and improve effectiveness, the Salt Lake Ranger District and CCF 
held two meetings with key stakeholders to discuss the graffiti issues.  This document 
attempts to capture who will be involved, what their roles will be, how will we work 
together, and any action items we can agree to that we can take now, and plan out for 
the spring, summer, and into the future.  The report also outlines what steps are 
necessary to become a volunteer on the Forest to help abate the graffiti problem. 

3 WHAT SHOULD YOU DO IF YOU SEE GRAFFITI OR THE 
PERPETRATORS? 

If you see graffiti vandals, please do not approach or confront them.  Rather take 
pictures inconspicuously of cars (including license plates) parked in the area. 

Unified Police Department (UPD) patrols the canyons and reports of graffiti in the area 
can be made via dispatch to (801)743-7000. 

Graffiti found within the city limits of Salt Lake City can be reported on the city’s website 
as a “new service request”.  The web page is: http://www.slcgov.com/graffiti and their 
graffiti hotline phone number is: (801)972-7885. 

http://www.slcgov.com/graffiti


Graffiti Abatement Action Plan (August 2018) 

  Page 5 

4 WHAT PROJECTS ARE COMPLETE? 

Since the fall of 2017, these tasks have been completed by the group: 

1) Pavilion was removed. 
2) CCF worked with Alta Ski Patrol on April 16, 2018 to clean up the pavilion area. 
3) CCF sponsored a graffiti removal, canyon clean up and restoration project on 

June 16th 2018. 
4) Scott Whipperman conducted numerous clean-up efforts this summer (2018) 

along Little Cottonwood Trail. 
5) Some unknown volunteer cleaned up the area around Storm Mountain. 
6) Law enforcement has charged individuals with graffiti at the Pavilion site. 
7) Salt Lake Climbers Alliance has a video about graffiti. 
8) Talking points in the form of frequently asked questions about graffiti has been 

complete (Appendix A). 
9) Fact Sheet about the graffiti along the Wasatch Front has been complete 

(Appendix B). 

5 WHAT WORK STILL NEEDS TO BE DONE? 

Although the initial graffiti abatement meetings went a long way to starting the 
conversations, much work remains to be done.  We recognized to solve the problems of 
graffiti in the canyons, we had to take a more holistic approach and better understand 
who is marring the natural landscapes.  The items listed below is not an exhaustive list 
and many of them still need champions to carry them out. 

5.1 Education  

We all recognized there is a need to go into the communities around the Wasatch 
Front and reach out to the kids that are most at risk of doing this type of activity. 

1) The School Resource Officer (UPD) will add graffiti component into their gang 
program next year.  All school districts that UPD is affiliated with will be 
exposed to this new component. 

2) The Forest Service agreed to add a component to their outreach events. The 
Forest will determine if there is an available Woodsy Owl uniform. 

3) CCF is currently producing a video that can be used as a tool to teach people 
about the costs associated with graffiti. 

4) CCF is writing a grant application for $150K to AmeriCorp Operation. 
5) We need educational material that we can distribute. 
6) CCF agreed to contact a youth serving organization to be the point of contact 

for proper supervision of relevant community service hours.  A program could 
be created whereby the youth report to the organization that manages intake 
information and scheduling.  A separate organization (like Cottonwood Canyons 
Foundation) could participate in environmental education for the youth or group 
of youths.  Then, on a separate occasion or multiple occasions, the youth 
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would be brought by the youth organization to a worksite in the canyons where 
the work is supervised by Cottonwood Canyons Foundation (or other 
appropriate organization) to remove graffiti in these sensitive areas.  Education 
would be delivered on the ground during the workday to teach while providing 
this natural consequence.  Restitution could include fees to cover the cost of 
participation in the program, but also funding should be secured to support 
such a program. 

5.2 Interrupt Supply  

We discussed the need to interrupt the supply of paint to perpetrators.  Because 
spray paint is the primary tool for graffiti vandals as well as being inhaled to get high 
(a habit that can lead to brain damage and death), states have passed laws 
regulating the sale of spray paint.  Each state and city has the power to establish its 
own laws regarding spray paint sales.  Some cities, like Chicago, have banned the 
sale of spray paint altogether.  States, such as Texas and New York, have banned 
the sale to anyone under 21.  There are many cities, like Palmdale and Los Angeles 
in California, that require retailers to keep spray paint behind locked doors or in 
locked cabinets.  These laws were created to reduce graffiti vandalism and deter 
minors from stealing paint.  These city ordinances may be less effective if 
neighboring cities have no such laws. 

Dave Fields with Snowbird will be meeting with Rep Robert Spendlove to determine 
the feasibility of whether constraints can be placed on purchasing spray paint.  A 
question came up about what would the impacts be to businesses.  Scott 
Whipperman has agreed to talk with businesses.  The Forest Service has agreed to 
come up with talking points about the damaging impacts of graffiti on National 
Forest System lands. 

5.3 Improve Law Enforcement and Convictions:  

A number of items came up under this heading.  People viewed the lack of support 
from the judicial system in cracking down on vandalism as a primary issue. 

1) Improve reporting.  We discussed using electronic signs (UPD owned) at the 
mouths of the canyons that direct people to report acts of vandalism.  Reports 
of graffiti in the area can be made by calling (801)743-7000.  

2) Mary Young with Granite Community Council (and the Judicial Performance 
Evaluation Commission) has offered to work with a sub-group that can meet 
with the Salt Lake Peer court. This is an alternative means to hold marginalized 
youth accountable for their actions without them getting lost in the juvenile 
justice system. They may be willing to listen and hold a dialogue about your 
group's concern and, possibly, offer some solutions on their end. 

3) Mary Young with Granite Community Council has offered to work with a sub-
group that can meet with the justice court judges, since they would mostly be 
dealing with the graffiti related charges.  The Justice Court administrator in the 
state of Utah is Jim Peters. His email is jamesp@utahcourts.gov. 

mailto:jamesp@utahcourts.gov
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5.4 Improve Communication Stream  

The idea behind this would be for people in the community or recreationists would 
have a place to report locations that have been tagged.  That information would 
then be passed down to volunteers that would remove the tag.   

Please report graffiti to UPD by calling (801)743-7000.  UPD and the Forest Service 
will then coordinate locations.  The Forest Service will pass the information along to 
the volunteers that would remove the graffiti. 

CCF will send a map template that can be used for collating reported graffiti 
locations to the group. 

Dioptra is an app for iPhones and Androids to record location information attached 
to a photo.  The Forest Service will set up an email and process for the public to 
send photos and locations to report areas affected by graffiti. 

5.5 Prioritize Clean-up Efforts 

We discussed the need to prioritize our clean-up efforts.  We realize there are 
certain areas, like along Little Cottonwood Trail, that have significant graffiti issues 
and the area continues to attract graffiti vandals.  We decided to focus on areas that 
have newly been tagged to prevent new areas from becoming popular tagging 
sites.  The communication stream discussed above would be critical to prioritizing 
clean-up efforts.  We also discussed the potential to have “adopt a mile” or “adopt a 
trail” where groups would be responsible for keeping that mile or that trail clean of 
graffiti.  The groups keeping the trail clean could be identified at the trailheads.  We 
still need to develop a strategy for organizing the volunteers and volunteer groups. 

5.6 Improve Access to Graffiti Clean-up Supplies and 

Equipment  

A number of individuals and organizations have stated that they would contribute 
towards providing supplies and equipment.  The supplies and equipment need to be 
available for the volunteers so the graffiti can be removed.  Coordinating and 
organizing supplies and equipment will help prepare for a unified and effective 
graffiti management action plan.  Grants and sponsorships should also be sought to 
fund a sustainable model.  Canyon user groups can be helpful for supervision and 
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funding.  A “Go Fund Me” campaign can be launched.

 

Figure 3.  Supplies the Salt Lake Climbers Association uses during their clean-up events. 

5.7 Improve Volunteer Pool  

Save our Canyons, Salt Lake Climbers Alliance, Snowbird, and Cottonwood 
Canyon Foundation have all offered to host clean-up events.  Compiling a list of 
these events and keeping the list up-to-date and easily accessible to the public will 
help the public better understand how they can give back.  The Forest Service will 
post events on social media. 

High schools or other youth groups can coordinate adoption of areas and clean up 
days.  Groups of youth could be trained to perform graffiti removal in the canyons 
with proper training and supervision.  These groups could be assigned a 
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manageable area with some tie-in to school community service requirements and 
even academic reporting (science, English standards, etc.). 

5.8 Redirecting graffiti behavior  

Venues for wall art and projects to engage youth in a positive venue can be created 
outside the canyons.  In some cities, graffiti abatement includes providing industrial 
wall space for artistic expression.  Creating these programs offers youth a way to 
find positive reinforcement, rather than negative reinforcement.  Such programs 
offer a hub of other services to help stabilize some of the underlying issues which 
create behavior issues as a symptom.  Sometimes gang participation is a factor, 
sometimes there are absent parents or homelessness and hunger.  Whatever the 
issue, relationships with helpful organizations change lives. 

Youth development organizations.  A youth service organization needs to be sought 
to be the place for youth graffiti programs.  A variety should be considered as the 
plan begins to take shape. 

Salt Lake Climbers Alliance discussed the potential to redirect adolescents away 
from tagging towards climbing and bouldering by holding workshops. 

6 HOW CAN YOU HELP? 

Unified Police Department has a Metro Gang Unit with graffiti resources.  UPD can 
provide citizens with graffiti removal supplies for valley clean up.  It is important to note 
that while these resources are helpful in the valley, most if not all methods and materials 
are not suitable for graffiti removal in the canyons.  Our sensitive watershed requires an 
environmentally friendly approach.  Please contact the Salt Lake Ranger District at 
(801)733-2660 to find out which products are suitable. 

Volunteers who participate in forest projects can earn an America the Beautiful pass for 
providing 270 cumulative hours in service to the forest. 

If you are interested in volunteering, there are a number of organizations that have 
offered to help organize volunteer days: Save our Canyons, Salt Lake Climbers 
Alliance, and Cottonwood Canyon Foundation.  Their contact information is in the next 
section.  You can also volunteer on your own or with your own group by contacting the 
Salt Lake Ranger District at (801)733-2660. 

7 WHO SHOULD I CONTACT FOR MORE INFORMATION? 

The key stakeholders in this action plan are groups and individuals that have expressed 
interest in solving the graffiti issues along the Front.  The main contacts are listed below.  
You can start by contacting the Salt Lake Ranger District at (801)733-2660. 
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Organization Role in 
Program 

Main Contact Email Address Phone Number 

Anti Graffiti 
Group 

Volunteer – 
has 
equipment we 
can use 

Scott 
Whipperman 

scottwhip@gmail.com (801)915-7300 

Big 
Cottonwood 
Canyon 
Community 

 Todd Nerney toddnerney@gmail.com  

Cottonwood 
Canyons 
Foundation 

Organize 
Volunteer 
Events, work 
on 
reclamation 

Elise Hinman volunteer@cottonwoodcan
yons.org 

(801)930-5010 

Granite 
Community 
Council 

Assist in 
organizing, 
educating 
judges, youth, 
residents 

Mary Young tmayoung@smission.com (801)942-2491 

Salt Lake 
Climbers 
Alliance 

Organize 
Volunteer 
Events 

Chris Noble chris@noblefoto.com  

Salt Lake 
County Parks 
and Recreation 

 Wayne 
Johnson 

wjohnson@slco.org  

Salt Lake 
Ranger District 

District 
Ranger 

Bekee Hotze rhotze@fs.fed.us (801)733-2675 

Save Our 
Canyons 

Graffiti 
Removal 
Volunteer 

Alec Quick alecquick@gmail.com  

Solitude Provide 
volunteers 

Kim Mayhew k.mayhew@solitudemount
ain.com 

(801)536-5776 

mailto:scottwhip@gmail.com
mailto:toddnerney@gmail.com
mailto:volunteer@cottonwoodcanyons.org
mailto:volunteer@cottonwoodcanyons.org
mailto:tmayoung@smission.com
mailto:chris@noblefoto.com
mailto:wjohnson@slco.org
mailto:rhotze@fs.fed.us
mailto:alecquick@gmail.com
mailto:k.mayhew@solitudemountain.com
mailto:k.mayhew@solitudemountain.com
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Organization Role in 
Program 

Main Contact Email Address Phone Number 

and 
equipment 

Snowbird Provide 
volunteers 
and potential 
funding 

Hilary Arens harens@snowbird.com  

UPD Graffiti Unit Nancy White nwhite@updsl.org (385)743-7000 
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APPENDIX A. FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
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Graffiti Abatement Program Talking Points 

What is graffiti? 

• Graffiti are writings or drawings that have been scribbled, scratched, or painted 
on a wall or other surface in public without permission.   

• Marking or painting on rocks, boulders, trees, historic properties, or anything else 
on National Forest System lands is considered vandalism and is illegal. 

Where is graffiti on National Forest System lands? 

• Graffiti is a common site at popular trailheads including Neff’s Canyon and Bells 
Canyon. 

• Graffiti can be encountered on trails along the entire front. 

What is the problem with graffiti? 

• Graffiti along the Wasatch Front is a significant issue and is increasing 
throughout the forest.  

• Graffiti destroys property, historic structures, natural features, and vegetation. 

• Time and money associated with removing graffiti and restoring affected areas 
impact the Forest Service, communities, and volunteers.   

• Graffiti impacts how people relate to the Forest: 
o Many people escape from city life to enjoy the peace and natural setting 

the National Forest System lands provide.   
o Preserving the natural characteristics the Wasatch Front provides is so 

important to the citizens in Utah that congress designated 3 wilderness 
areas along the Front: Mount Olympus (1984), Twin Peaks (1984), and 
Lone Peak (1978) Wilderness Areas.   

o Wilderness areas are recognized as “an area where the earth and its 
community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor 
who does not remain.  

o Graffiti within these areas goes against the purpose of having wilderness 
areas and degrades the natural setting. 

o Graffiti adversely impacts many visitors’ experiences and may sometimes 
prevent people from connecting with nature. 

• Graffiti in the watershed 
o The Salt Lake Ranger District manages land that supplies more than 60% 

of the drinking water for Salt Lake City residents.   
o No pollution of any kind is allowed in the watershed to protect this valuable 

resource to the residents.   
o In areas where graffiti dominates the natural setting, human waste, used 

hypodermic needles, and empty and broken alcohol containers were also 
commonly found.   
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What is being done to abate the spread of graffiti along the Wasatch Front? 

• The Salt Lake Ranger District works with partners and volunteer groups to 
remove graffiti from the landscape. 

• An example is the successful project completed last summer between the Forest 
Service and partners including Cottonwood Canyons Foundation, Salt Lake 
Climbers Alliance, Snowbird, and the National Forest Foundation, and local 
businesses (Cottonwood Hydro) and communities (Wasatch Resorts and Granite 
Community Council) to remove a building called the “Pavilion” from Little 
Cottonwood Canyon. 

• The Pavilion had been covered with graffiti.  The Pavilion was within a protected 
watershed for culinary purposes. 

• The Salt Lake Ranger District has received a number of emails and phone calls 
from organizations, communities, and businesses that have observed an 
increase in graffiti in the canyons and have expressed interest in volunteering 
and helping the Forest Service remove this element.   

• To coordinate efforts, reduce redundancy, and improve effectiveness, the Salt 
Lake Ranger District and CCF held two meetings with key stakeholders to 
discuss the graffiti issues.   

What can you do to help? 

• If you see graffiti vandals, please do not approach or confront them.   

• Unified Police Department (UPD) patrols the canyons and reports of graffiti in the 
area can be made via dispatch to (801)743-7000. 

• If you would like to volunteer at one of our clean-up efforts, please call the Salt 
Lake Ranger District at (801)733-2660 
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APPENDIX B. GRAFFITI ALONG THE WASATCH FRONT FACT 
SHEET 
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APPENDIX C.  WATERSHED AND PROTECTED WATERSHED 
BOUNDARIES ALONG THE WASATCH FRONT. 

 


