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Introduction

The New York Landmarks Conservancy presents the
following information on graffiti removal as pare of
a continuing effort to asdse in the maintenance and
preservation of historic buildings. By knowing these
facts, you can reduce your current graffiti problem
and combat future attacks.

How To Begin

Act quickly. A prompe response discourages future
vandalism and allows for easier graffiei removal.
The first three steps for any cleaning project include:

» Determining if you or a contractor should
do the job

w Identifying the vandalized building material
» Identifying the gralfiti-marking marerial

In addition, consult the New York City Landmarks
Preservaron Commission (LPC) to devermine if the
building is designated as either an individual
landmark or part of an historc districe,. Small-scale
projects, under a few square feer, are considered
“mormal maintenance™ by the LPC and do not require
PEriTs.

If the amount of graffit covers a larger area and
vour building is designated, check with the LPC to
derermine whether vou need a permie. If one is
required, vou should constder hiring an expenienced
cleaning contractor to perform the work. Whether
the project is small or large, contractors typecally
use methods and cleaners that achieve better results
than those you may try vourself.

Helphul Advice for Graffin Removal Projects

Call the Conservancy’s Techrucal Preservation
Services Center at 212-993-5260 for information
regarding building materal and graffin
identification, product literature, cleaning methods,
and contractor referrals,




What You Meed To Consider
Job Size

Small incidents of graffiti, one to two days old, can
aften be cleaned by using off-the-shelf products
available at local hardware stores. Performing the
work yourself requires a commitment of time and
effort. Cleaners must be tested, requiring a good
deal of "elbow grease.” Large jobs, including those
with many layers of graffiti or staing in hard to
reach areas, may require more complex removal
technigues, as well as approvals from municipal
agencies. For these types of projects, it is best to
consult an experienced cleaning contractor,

Ydentification of Materials

ldentifying the vandalized building material is
important.  Common building materials easily
damaged by graffiti are masonry, metal, glass, and
wood. It 15 easier to remove graffin from non-
porous materials such as meral and glass than from
parows materials such as brick, concrete, limestone,
and brownstone. Manerials such as glass and metal,
often adjacent to areas being cleaned, should be
protected to avoid damage. It is equally impaortant
to identity the graffiti-marking material. The moss
widely-used materials are spray paines and fele-up
miarkers.

Removal anrempes often leave ghost paages of prafiin,
A glnst imrdge remuring om te bottom stome poanef



Cheerpainting

Painting over graffiti on previously anpainted
masonry should be avoided simoe it may damage the
masonry, attract additional graffin, and change the
appearance of the building. In some instances,
where materials such as metal, masonry, or woosd
have an existing painted finish, it may be acceptable
to cover the graffiti with paine of the same color. If
the building is a designated landmark or in an
historic district, consult the LPC before painting.

Expectations

While some removal methods will clean a
substantial portion of the graffiti, they will not
always leave the surface completely graffini-free.
You may sec a famt image of the graffit stain called
a “ghost,” By testing the methods and cleaners, vou
can determine what to expect from the cleanimg job.

[xoing The Job Yourself

Once you have decided that you can proceed on
yousr own, identify the vandalized building marerial
and the graffiti-marking material.

All projects should start with the gentlest cleaning
methods. Never ase wire brushes, steel wool, disk
sanders, or sandblasting equipment, as they can
irreparably demage building materials.

Your first ammempt to remove the graffin should be
with clean water and a plasoc- or fiber-bristle brush.
If this is nor effective, select an off-the-shelf cheaning
product. Carefully consider the cleaning product
since each one has a different rate of sucoess
depending on the surface to be cleaned and the
graffiti-marking material. Be aware that a cleaner
appropriate for one materzal may damage another
material. The manufacturer will hist the types of
surfaces for which the prodect is formulated,

Cleaning Procedures and Safety

When undertaking the cleamng process, be aware of
safery and envicommental 1ssues, making sure to
follow the manufacturer’s instrucnions,  Individuals



performing the work should wear protecuve
clothing and evewear, gloves, and face masks.
Cover such areas as foliage and wood trim, which
may be adversely affected by the cleaner’s chemical
ingredients. After the job, make sure to follow rhe
manufactorer’s directions when cleaning up and
disposing of materials.

Testing

After selecting a product, it is essential to rest the
cleaner on a small, inconspicuous area thar contains
the graffiti. Testing will allow you to determine how
lang the cleaner needs o remain on the stain in
order to be effective. This is called the “dwell tme.”
Temperature variations, humidity levels, and the age
of the graffiti may affect the cleaner’s performance.
Testing will ensure that you do not severely damage
a large portion of the building marerial.

When examining the test area, ask the following
QUESEIDNE:

» Is there a ghose? 1f so, increase the dwell nme.

» Did the product “over-clean” by etching or
bleaching the surface? 1f so, decrease the dwell
e,

« Did the product cause a secondary stain? If so,
stop. For example, some limestones, marhles,
and sandstones may turn orange, or a whire
residue may appear.

& Did the stain begin 1o “bleed?™ Some products
dissolve, redepasit, and widen the stain, forcing it
deeper into the surface and making it more
difficult to remove. Try a longer dwell time, bur
be carcful not to over-clean,

If you are no satisfied with the results of the test
patch vou may want wo try a different product on a
new test area of consider hiring 3 cleaning contractor.

Hiring A Contractor

Hinng a cleaning contractor will not only save time,
but will most likely result in a better cleaning job.




Conrractors typically use a combination of pressure
washing equipment and a variety of cleaning
solutions. Abrasive methods should not be wsed
nnder arry eireramstances,

Choaosing an experienced contractor will ensure that
the job is done properly. It is advisable to check a
contracror’s references and visit previously
completed cleaning projects, Contractors should
test the cleaning method o determine whar results
you can reasonably expect, Testing will also
safeguard againsr wide-scale building damage,

Contracrors should follow satery procedures
regarding the use of equipment and chemicals,
including the protection of pedestrian
thoroughfares. In addinon, the conteactor should
obtain all necessary municipal approvals before

work begins.

Protective Comatings

The removal of graffinn from masonry surfaces can
be made easier in some instances with the
applicarion of protective coarings. In general, these
colorless coatings act as a barrier and prevent the
graffiti from penetrating into the masonry. For
example, some coatings are designed so that painted
graffiti will not adhere well to the building surface
allowing for easy removal with pressure washing
equipment and detergent,

Current informanion on protective coatings is quickly
changing and should be investigated before any are
applicd 1o a masonry surface, While there are many
effective coatings available, some have caused long-
term damage 1o masonry. In general, coatings should:

« allow moisture o pass through the coaring iself,
If moisture becomes trapped behind the coating,
the masonry surface may crack or be severely
damaged during frecze-thaw cveles.

# allow for long-term exposure 1o the sun withous
vellowing, cracking, or chipping.

= not darken the building surface or give it a
glossy appearance,



Protective coatings are generally applied 1o masonry
surtaces with spray equipment. This allows for
betrer penetration into the building material
ensuring eftective and long-lasting product
pertormance. Since the application of protective
coatings should be comsidered carefully, it 15 best o
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Further Information

Foe addional information regarding geathi removal,
call the Conservancy’s Techmical Preservation Services
Clenter ag 21 2-995-5260, The Center offers advice on
thee care and preservation of older buildings through is
consulting services, publications, and workshops, The
Center’s Preservation Hotline provides rechmical
inbormarion, contractor referrakbs, and product lteramone
for all aspects of building mamenance,
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