
The City in Colour: Alternative Approaches to Graffiti Management for Kingston, Ontario     

Morgan Alger

QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY

Kingston, Ontario, Canada

September 2013

A report submitted to the School of Urban and Regional Planning in partial fulfilment of the 
requirements for the degree of Master of Urban and Regional Planning 



ii   

Executive Summary

Graffiti sits firmly in the uncomfortable and precarious intersection between art, vandalism, protest, and 

performance.  Graffiti is a complex and contentious issue in Canadian cities that stubbornly continues 

to occupy city streets and polarise public opinion. Over the last ten years, a turn to multi-faceted, 

formalized approaches to addressing graffiti at the municipal level has emerged in urban planning in 

Canada and across the world. Graffiti Management Plans (GMPs) have appeared in many communities 

with the purpose of responding to graffiti in a comprehensive and coordinated way. 

The objective of this report is to explore alternative approaches to graffiti management for Kingston, 



the public realm. 

Background

For this report, graffiti is any mark or scratch applied on the surface of a building, structure, or street 

without consent. Graffiti encompasses a wide variety of forms that includes tags, pieces, stencils and 

many others. It is important to note that in Canada, gang-related graffiti is the exception rather than the 

rule (Toronto Police Service, 2011) though it may be a very serious issue in other countries, including 

the United States (Phillips, 2009). Vulgar, offensive or hate graffiti has been a problem in Kingston like in 

other municipalities.  

The influence of the Broken Windows theory (Kelling and Cole, 1996) has informed a zero tolerance 

approach of regulating public space, which has resulted in the framing of graffiti as a social problem 

requiring strict policing. However, due to resistance from graffiti advocates and others over the past 

couple of decades, graffiti management has moved beyond being perceived as an issue for law 

enforcement uniquely. Municipalities are taking the lead in graffiti management and they have taken 

on the responsibility of bringing stakeholders together, coordinating action, and providing resources 

for various initiatives. 

Findings

This report draws on qualitative, mixed-method approach that includes three key methods: an audit 

of graffiti in downtown Kingston, interviews with key informants, and a document review of graffiti 

management strategies from across Canada. 

The document review revealed a variety of tools that Canadian municipalities employ  to manage 

graffiti. These tools were analysed according to Halsey and Young’s (2002) categorization of four 
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main approaches: removal, criminalization, welfarism, and acceptance (Figure i). This report has found 

that cities across Canada engage in elements of removal, criminalization, welfarism and acceptance to 

differing degrees. Three trends (Figure ii) were identified through the policy analysis: the Zero Tolerance 

approach, the Creative City approach, and the Community-Based approach. 

Interviews were undertaken with key informants in Kingston to better understand the issues related to  

graffiti management specific to the context of Kingston. Interview participants came from a variety of 

backgrounds including police, the City, the arts community, the graffiti community, property owners, 

and the Business Improvement Association (BIA). Interview participants identified graffiti as both art 

and vandalism, as well as a form of activism and an alternative identity for Kingston. Furthermore, they 

identified spaces for new relationships and opportunities for cooperation, the importance of education 
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Discuss ion

Kingston already has a strong removal/criminalisation



Recommendation 1: Develop a formal and coordinated graffiti strategy
 
Graffiti in Kingston is inevitable and the City of Kingston has an important role in managing graffiti. 
The creation of a Public Art Policy is the ideal time for the City to take a leadership position on graffiti 
management. Coordinating actions between the various stakeholders is important in order to share 
information and build relationships. 

Recommendation 2: Broaden the concept of stakeholders
 
Broadening the notion of those involved with graffiti management to include the City of Kingston’s 
Cultural Services department, the Arts Council, and the arts community is in line with a more inclusive 
and coordinated approach to graffiti management.
 
Recommendation 3: Graffiti management should be multi-faceted
 
Strengthening actions and policy in the areas of removal, welfarism, and acceptance will seek to satisfy 
the range of stakeholder interests, including the arts community, graffiti artists, the Kingston Police, 
and City departments. A strategy that resembles the Creative City Approach or the Community Based 
Approach (see Figure ii) is recommended as it will be more likely to satisfy the diversity of stakeholder 
interests identified in this report. 

Recommendation 4: Graffiti management requires program evaluation 

The City must explore the evaluation of the formal graffiti management program, as many measures 
are insufficient to capture how a multi-faceted program affects graffiti. 

Conclus ion 

This report is meant to guide the development of a graffiti management strategy for the City of Kingston. 


