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by Hy Dubin

etting rid of graffiti is 
an expensive challenge.
For example, according to grass 

roots community education 

organization Graffiti Hurts, 

in 2002, Los Angeles spent a whopping 

$55 million on graffiti removal. A hot-button

issue that extends well beyond the inner city,

the graffiti problem is costly for municipalities

and home- and property-owners nationwide.

Public buildings and restrooms are especially

vulnerable, and even parked cars and trucks

are magnets for so-called graffiti artists.

Subway cars and other mass transit vehicles 

are repeatedly hit (inside and out) with 

hard-to-remove ink, marker, paint, and 

other materials.
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Against this backdrop, older

removal methods can be ineffective,

costly, and time consuming. For

example, once it’s penetrated the

surface, pressure washing alone

won’t erase it. Blasting must be used

cautiously, because it can pit or

destroy entire layers of vulnerable

substrates. The good news is that

effective, chemical graffiti removal

products continue to evolve. The

latest generation of chemical removal

products and barrier coatings give

removal contractors the extra fire-

power they need to win the ongoing

war against graffiti.

The best chemical products are 

solvent-free, user-friendly, cost-

efficient, work extremely well 

without damaging vulnerable sub-

strates, and are designed for safe use.

Here’s a look at strategies and tactics that have proven

effective in combating the unsightly blight of graffiti.

Graffiti Removal Tips

1. Consider the scope of the job.

Which products are recommended for use on the sub-

strate at hand? If you’re removing graffiti from mason-

ry, brick, natural stone, or another porous substrate, newly

introduced products that are specifically designed for

porous surfaces can help. Some manufacturers of graf-

fiti removal products offer no-cost tech support to con-

tractors handling large jobs. Such support is intended

to ensure optimum product results. Test only those

products that best fit the parameters of the job and

will enable it to be completed as efficiently as possible.
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2. Always test.

Graffiti doesn’t come with removal instructions. The

make-up of stains is unpredictable, and surfaces vary. Thus,

no single removal product or method works best in all sit-

uations. Testing is the only way to find out what you’re

dealing with. And who knows? You may get lucky and 

find that detergent and water will get the job done.

Cutting corners at the testing stage can cost you in terms

of time, effort, wasted product, and damaged surfaces.

Lacquer thinners, some chemical paint removers, and

acetones may be effective if the graffiti is old, otherwise

stubborn, or has penetrated porous substrates (like brick).

Patch testing is the only way to determine the prod-

ucts or product that will work and how best to use
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them. Don’t skip this important first step. While

testing, ask questions:

• Does the product lend itself to easy applica-

tion via spray or other equipment?

• Does it cling to vertical surfaces without 

dripping? 

• Does one application remove all or most of 

the graffiti? 

• Is it easy to remove with a clean water wash? 

Depending on the product, type of graffiti 

and substrate, pressure washing may not be 

needed, and a garden hose may suffice.

3. Steer clear of solvents.

As a general rule, steer clear of solvent-based 

products; they contain hazardous chemicals and 

thus, present significant liability issues. Solvents 

release powerful fumes and are only recommended 

for use under well-ventilated conditions. If you 

absolutely must use solvents, proceed with caution! 

Follow safety guidelines and check local and 

federal guidelines before disposing of byproducts.

4. Maximize product results.

Now that you’ve selected the best product for

the job, follow the manufacturer’s guidelines. If 

tech support is offered, use it. The best technical

reps know their products inside and out and will

want your project to succeed as much as you do.
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5. Expect variations.

The makeup of the graffiti and

condition of the substrate are likely

to vary over the life of the project.

Temperature and humidity con-

ditions will change. As a result,

product efficacy may vary. As the

project proceeds, track changes in 

conditions and results and make

adjustments as needed.

6. Ghost busting.

“Ghosts,” or stubborn shadows

of the original graffiti, are not un-

common, and are usually tougher 

to remove than the graffiti itself.

Tenacious ghosts resurface after

repeated recoating efforts, espe-

cially when the new coat is light in

color. Products are available that

are specifically designed to exor-

cise these spectral visitors. (When

you’ve exorcised your ghosts, be

sure to lay down a graffiti barrier 

coat so they can’t haunt you again.)

Non-Sacrificial Graffiti 

Barrier Coatings

Now that you’ve removed the

graffiti, you don’t want to have to do

it again. An effective barrier coat

keeps graffiti from penetrating the

surface of the substrate and per-

mits quick and easy removal. There

are two types of barrier coatings: 

sacrificial and non-sacrificial.

As their name suggests, non-

sacrificial coatings provide a bar-

rier between the graffiti and the 

substrate that is not damaged, or 

“sacrificed,” as a result of graffiti 

removal. Non-sacrificial barrier coat-

ings don’t let graffiti penetrate. Un-

wanted paint, ink, marker, and other 

stains stay on top of the coating 

where they can be quickly and easily

removed. The graffiti comes off; the

non-sacrificial barrier coat doesn’t.

How to Select the Best 

Non-Sacrificial Barrier 

Coating for the Job at Hand

1. Single Component Rubber Silicone-

Based: Frequently used for water-

proofing, single-component rubber

silicone-based non-sacrificial bar-

rier coatings are the best choice for

masonry, brick, natural stone, and

other surfaces that absorb water

vapor, (and thus need to “breathe”).

For best results, select a rubber sil-

icone-based non-sacrificial barrier

coating with a high perm rate: it

will keep graffiti from penetrating,

while allowing moisture to escape.

If designed for use on bare con-

crete, brick, masonry, wood, and

other building materials, coatings 

like these don’t require mixing. The

best performers will cover about

100–150 square feet per gallon.

2. Two-Component Waterborne Poly:

Two-component, waterborne polyure-

thanes are another non-sacrificial

coating option. The most versatile are

available in both clear and pigmented

formulas. Pigmented products can be

used as base coat and non-sacrificial

barrier coating. Products formu-

lated with Dupont ZONYL® Fluor

Additive create a durable and long-

lasting film that repels graffiti 

penetration. The ZONYL® additive

continually migrates to the surface 

to assure long-term protection.

For optimum results, and to

extend the life of the substrate, select

a chemical- and abrasion-resistant 

formula that:

• Resists embrittlement.

• Can be used on bare or painted 

surfaces.

• Protects against harsh 

chemical and extreme 

environmental exposures.

• Is compliant with Volatile 

Organic Compounds (VOC) 

recommendations.

• Can be used with a Universal 

Tint Machine, to match color 

preferences.

• Has a coverage rate of about 

300 square feet per gallon, at 

an average material cost of 

about 50 cents per square foot.

Sacrificial Graffiti Barrier Coatings

Designed to be “sacrificed” when-

ever graffiti is removed, sacrificial

barrier coatings are clear, water-

based, and VOC-compliant, and

can be safely used on almost any sur-

face. Like non-sacrificial barrier

coatings, sacrificial coatings bar

graffiti from penetrating; graffiti
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sits on the coated surface until it’s

removed. Clean up is quick and

easy, and in most cases, both graffiti

and coating come off with a high

pressure, hot water rinse. Graffiti

gone, the sacrificial coating is reap-

plied to protect against repeat attacks.

For optimum results, select a 

sacrificial barrier coating that:

• Provides a generous coverage

rate (upwards of 300–400 square

feet per gallon on painted surfaces).

• Is priced competitively, (con-

tractors report an average cost of

about 10–15 cents per square foot for

the highest performing products).

Ongoing Maintenance for

Optimum Control

Congratulations—the hardest

work is done. You’ve removed the

graffiti, applied the most suitable

protective barrier coat, and are ready

to establish a regular program of

ongoing maintenance. Some manu-

facturers package their commercial-

strength graffiti removal formulas

in easy-to-carry spray bottles and

handy towels so you can respond

quickly when you need to. Monitor

the condition of your barrier coatings

regularly, and touch up or re-coat as

needed. If you’re using a sacrificial bar-

rier coating, remove the graffiti before

it invites additional attacks, and reap-

ply the barrier coat immediately.

Once it’s penetrated the surface,

removing graffiti can be frustrat-

ing and time consuming. High per-

forming barrier coatings are your

prime defense against graffiti dam-

age, but even the best formulas will

become less effective over time. You

can’t control graffiti attacks, but

you can be prepared to respond

effectively by protecting substrates

before graffiti has a chance to pen-

etrate. Graffiti removal experts report

that maintaining the integrity of

the barrier coating is key to optimum

graffiti control.

Hy Dubin is the founder and presi-

dent of Dumond Chemicals, Inc.,

(www.dumondchemicals.com), man-

ufacturer of graffiti control, masonry

restoration, and paint removal products. CT
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1-800-DECKSEAL1-800-DECKSEAL

Gets Results for YOU!
Do you want to INCREASE Sales?
Exclusively lease this marketing tool in your territory. 
Create an edge over the competition by owning 
the best number in the business.

Learn More: www.1800deckseal.com
or call: 1-800-DECKSEAL


