By Deputy John Maxwell

and Deputy Dennis Porter

ince the late 19808, graffiti vandals,

known as taggers, have plagoed
Southern California with a form of visu-
al terrorism that has predictably evolved
inta criminal gang activity, Taggers are
no longer content with placing their own
unigue style of graifiti on the walls of
public and private property. Today, it s
nol uncommon to find orgamzed groups
of taggers, culled crews, transitioning 1o
gangs or “taghanging.”

Tagger crew behavior often mimies
those of gangs. Like gangs, taggers will
prey upon small “mom and pop” stores
and do “runouts” (take merchandise and
run oul of the store without paying for
it). Or if murkers, etchers and spray
paint are needed they will descend on a
paint store, distract the proprietor, and

steal as much grafiit supplies as they
can. When tagger crews engage in this
type of conspiratorial behavior including
car jacking, bomb making, selling illegal
drugs and murder, it is clearly gang
activity

Unfortunately, taggers are ofien over-
looked because they are “just laggers.”
This presents g problem when identify-
ing them and connecting them to a tag-
ger crew that has just transitioned into a
gang. When taggers commitl violent
crimes, investigators are usnally hard-
pressed o identfy the perpetrators, even
when the suspects belong to a known,
established tagger crew, This is due to
the fact that there has been no concerled
effort by most law enforcement agencies
1o identify taggers and pluce them in the
Califorma
statewide pang

tracking system

called Cal-Gangs.
Politically, we

do not want to

acknowledge any
more gangs than
we already have.
However, reality
dictales we can no
longer view lag-
gers as misguided
youth or frustrated
artists, Based on
the latest data
regarding taggers,

This tagger activity in downtown Los Angeles will cost hundreds of
dollars to clean up.

the trunsition to
gang status s a
growing trend that

can only exacerbate the current gang
problem throughout Southern Califormia
and the rest of the nation,

Two tagger crews. in Los Angeles
County, that typily this transition are
“Known As Kings” (“KAK”) and “213."
The latter derived its name from the for-
mer lelephone area code for the geo-
graphical location where the taggers
lived, Both tageer crews are now con-
sidered gangs,

KAK

Mast of the time tagger crews do not
claim any specific territory because they
live in an established pang area. When
that happens, conflicts frequently arise
with the pre-established gang in that
ared, or the tgger crew may decide 1o
associate themselves with that gang
called “cliquing-up.” A tagger crew cun
clique-up with an established pang, or
they can be jumped into a gang and then
be an adjunct to the gang or & clique of
the gang.

KAK started by tagging walls, buses
and schools, Later, they changed their
crew name o “Known As Kings
Compton Varrio Tresce” ("KAK CV137).
Along with the name chunge came a
change in their level of criminal activity,
KAK CV13 began selling illegal nar-
cotics and puns, performing car jackings
for “chop shops” {where the car is dis-
mantled), and involving surrounding
gungs and other tagger crews in gun-
fights. After coexisting among an estab-
lished Compton, Calif,, gang called
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"Tortilla Flats” (“T-Flats™), KAK CV13
has now jumped into the street gang,
Some taggers have subsequently changed
their tagger monikers (nicknames) to
more traditional gang monikers.

213

Another tagbhanging crew, 213, also
began by simply tagging. There are
approximately 200 “213" mem-

with the cost of ¢leaning up their graffi-
ti; it's art to them, However, this "art”
costs 540 million to $60 million 1o clean
up Los Angeles County each year,

We asked these imterviewees if there is
anything that could have dissuaded them
from becoming a tagger. Both of them,
und others we've interviewed, believe
nothing could have prevented them from
becoming involved in tagging. All of

taggers we've interviewed in the past,
their response was the same: “It's a rush,
risky and exciting.” The excitement
from tagging comes from knowingly
doing something illegal and irving not o
get caught by the police or rival tag-
bangers. Because of the nsk involved,
taggers often call one of their tagging
escupudes a mission. This type ol activi-
ty ofien becomes addictive. By their
own admission, taggers wani

bers, but only 29 of them are
listed in Cal-Gangs, Because
of its size, 213 is one tagger
crew that has been able to stand
alone without cliguing-up with
any established gangs.

As mentioned earlier, con-
flicts frequently arise between
tagper crews and pre-estab-
lished gangs in an areq. 213
has been warring with a street
zang called “Pico Vigjo." Since -
January 1998, 213 taggers have
shot and killed two Pico Viejo

.-.h‘lqt,'

to keep experiencing this
rush. The more the danger,
the greater the rush.

These hard-core laggers we
interviewed stated they would
mever stop [agging in one
form or another. They also
accepl being caught as part of
their overall commitment of
doing graffiti.

The 1aggers would like 10
keep iagging non-violent.

But as taggers hunt for walls
and hillboards to graffit, they

gang members. Pico Viejo has
retalinted by killing one 213
taghanger, As of Dctober 1998,

These hard-core KAK taggers are part of a tagger crew that has pre-
dictably transitioned to tagbanging.

often come in conflict with
gangs who view them as
interlopers encroaching on

the situation is still tense with
no cessation of hostilities between the
wo groups.

Like KAK CV13 taggers, 213 members
have been involved in criminal activity
such as illegal drug trafficking and
murders — stemming from conflicts
between rival gang members, 213 ag-
bangers have also threatened Montebello,
Calif., police officers alter an officer
involved shooting with a 213 tagbanger
who was armed with an SKS assault rifle,
Since the shooting, 213 tagbangers have
continually threatened to kill Montebello
police officers or any law enforcement
officers in retaliation. Further evidence
of their commitment to a criminal gang
lifestyle is that two of the crew's members
are liaisons with the Mexican Mafia.

Tagger/Tagbanger Interview

We have interviewed over 100 taggers
and taghangers in the past, including two
specifically for this article. The results
of the two interviews brought out at least
two things that the taggers made perfect-
ly clear. First, tagging is highly individ-
ualistic, but it is an intentional counter
culture activity that taunts the establish-
ment. Second, taggers are nol concerned

their friends are taggers, and they feel
being involved in similar activities helps
them be closer to their friends.

Both interviewees claim they are still
active taggers but do not participate in
any taghanging activilies; however, they
have close ties with taghangers. Both of
them feel it is an individual choice to
participate in graffiti or gang activity,
They could not effer any solutions to
stap the violence and haven't given it
much thought: they just accept it as a fact
of life that's dealt with every day.

The guestion of why they tag always
yields an interesting answer, Like other

their turf. In the past, taggers
have been robbed, beaten and murdered
by gang members. Lnitially, taggers
responded 1o these assaults by arming
themselves with guns and knives for pro-
tection. However, the escalation that
followed was predictuble. The guns,
previously used for protection, were now
used to go after rival tagper crews or
enemies. We usked one of the intervie-
wees if it wus possible to resolve differ-
ences with enemies without fighting,
His response was a definite “no.” It is
his beliel that once you're enemies, you
can never be friends again because you
can never trust a former engmy.

The transition to gang status is a
growing trend that can only exacerbate
the current gang problem throughout
Southern California and the rest

of the nation.
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The interviewees believe tagger crews
that are trying to become famous have
one of two options. They can become
tamous by doing graffiti, or they can
become famous by their level of 1ag-
banging. According to the interviewees,
# tugger crew gains respect and notoriety
by doing massive amounts of graffit or
participating in violent gang activities,

Taggers Need to Be Tagged

Tageers that have gone beyond tagging
and are participating in organized crimi-
nal activities such as claiming wrf, drive-
by shootings, car jackings, selling illegal
drugs and robberies are considered tag-
bangers. Graffiti is no longer their main
focus of uctiviey,

Mot all tagger crews have made the
transition into gangs, but it is becoming
an alarming trend among tagger crews
that have heen active for a vear or more.
We have dealt with tagger crew members
who do not perceive themselves as being
gang members, yel they carry guns 1o
protect themselves from rival tagger
crews and gangs.

According to a reliable source with the
Compion Unified School District, the
problem ol taghanging, on- and off-
school campuses, is al epidemic propor-
tions, Taggers are carrying “shanks”
{stubbing devices) and guns 1o protect
themselves or (o attack rival taggers or
gang members. Approximately 70 per-
cent of the graffiti in the city of Compton
is due 1o tagging activity. The remainder
is from gangs.

It cannot be emphasized enough that
tagger crews should be dealt with on a
mare serious level and should be targeted
just like a street gang. If these weger

crews are dealt with in the early stages of

tagger activity, many of them could be
turned away from this behavior or guided
in positive directions. However, the
longer they are involved in lagging, the
greater the risk that these taggers includ-
ing the two we interviewed for this arti-
cle will slip by and become full-fledged
gang members — either individually or as
a whole crew,

For more information on taggers and
methods of dealing with taggers, please
contact Deputy John Maxwell or Deputy
Dennis Porter with the Los Angeles
County Sheriff's Department's Safe
Streets Burean at (310) 603-3 1040, m

Tagger Terms

All Gity - Tagqing a8 aver, nof just in ong ared

Arrowheads - A lype of strba or glass drif-o, shaped ke an
arowhead

Back-Up - This & anather tag name a tgger will usa but is less
frequenty knawn, (Memhars in the same ol may coly
vy 1LY 1 b wslly wseed iwhen 2 Eagoar's mak tag rame
ia kv by sohood sthorities or law endnrceament,

Batthe - A corius! betwasn diffarent taggers or crsvs (o see whi
an wiith thelr tag the most Umes In a certaln amea w4hin &
guen period of tims

Blliboards - The adwertising sigrs on buses

Bitches - A derogasary tarm appliad o o parson whi will not back
his crew or othar craw mambers (See rank-oul)

Bite - Adopting the same name &s anciher Egger or craw

Blander - A typo of paint thet beeds thraugh when painted s,
diefeting e paind-gver

Bamh - To pud a serias of &pe tters on @ wall wsually in more
than oog color

Bombing Run - Whien @ lagong crow comas tagathar wih thi
eapress purposs of putting up as many of thair tagoer and
CrEw rames as they can on pubic or privitte: praperty

Bood - Kicking somenne aul of & agging crew

Buf - Tor rumceoe graffil froen an object oy wiging @ ckan
Burmer - Dioing 2 raaly good wall mural (Ses pece)
Burnt - Soissthing that ne onger can ba used

Bust A Gap - To fnoat &t sempani

Cap - Sprany paint fipy or nozses including *tat” caps, which apriy
o wica ling, ind “testan, " which spray & thin ling

Check-Courting - Baating a fellow tagoer in o craw as o form of
dscipling

Crew - A group of Baggars with thai own distinct name

Dok - & really good tagger who's considesed tn be *coo™

Destinations - The frant of the bus

Dis - T chespmeucd nomeson by writing ave ar an analher tgaec's
work

Famaors - A {agger that wil only wite his or her tag reme @nd sel-
ek wwrilizs B Bagger coow

Frash - Fiaces or Iaggeng efyles that are considersd good

General - Not congdred 5 unique atyle of graffi

Gatling-Up - Patting your tag on ohiecs

Girills - The back of the bus, aither inside o outgida

Head - Tha best tagesr A craw an-wiss

Heads-Up - To put graffal on an object

Weavens - Large cvarmand freeway aigna, also refers fo any high
pheects usad for tagging

Hero - A cagen wha fries i ssap snmeand from doing thar graffil
it abiumpts to detain them for the palce

Hit=-Up - To placs graifiél an &n object

Thotese Nama - A urigus pickrami by wiich & danang posso of
cre mamber i ko

Howsers - Dancing goup, posse o crew that dances &t partes
Pl in & hause

Hiegal Wall - A place whers  tagger doss ot have permision b
o his graffie

Jock - Tostel 0 tagqer's supplies, usually ty rotbary

Jumnp-infOut « Like siveed gargs: several members wil bast o par-
or who winds To gat inf the crew arwants to leave the
=111

Wil 2 Wl - Ty prf grafai all pwar-a wall
Hings - Befier than all oihers

Landmarks - Fluod sirsgl obgects, such as oiy sion. elechio
s, lghi pedes, g,

Legal Wall - & place whare tapgers ave pamission 4 put grae

Mab - Putting ag imich graffiti on an cbijgct as possibie, wually i o
short graricd of tim

LG - Origirest gratfil avtist who bes baen tgging for a lang time
(ner - A tagger wha does not bakng b criy
One-Time - Th palce

Paint Stick - & type of marker pan flled with paint

Phesca - An alabornte grafill mursl put ona wead o offer large object

Piece Book - Thase tiooks samesimis havn the appasmunce of o
phicto- acrapbuok, and bewe pictures of grafiil witing or
muraks that 3 tsgger or Bie crew he or she halongs o has
done, A book wsed by taaggers to prectice Their own unigue
sityle-of graffits weiting or miurss they plan o do in the foum
or have akeary dang

Reack - Steiing and shogifting paint, markars, eln

Rank - Siahus within the crew, sually 4 vetersn tagger who his
noma sy a3 o whal e crw will do

Fank-0ut - Failure b ciaim your créw when ssked
Ralled Up - Arrested

R0 - B balonging fo e Rapld Trareit Destrict
Sakurag - A brand of marker contamng paint
Scribe - An abjct used to writé an glass or plastic

Slash - To cruss oul another taggen'orevi's nams, mesrt 45 an
Ingult or chellorges

Strak - A beand af miarker catied Meanstmak that & similar fo
lrcpa cramn

Swested - To be questianed shaut baing & tagger by e pollce or
gang mesnbers

Tag - & reckiame or the act of puttig grafi on en object

Thgger - & person who atopls & uniue nisname, fen pots it o
I CTH

Taee-Ouit - To defaat anather baggencrew in & battle
Throww-Ups - Lams bubbie shie sters pairted an an abjsc]
Toy - A beginrer or & tagger who wiies Bke an amateur
Transits - Mon-ATD buses

WG - Underoowisr, plaln clothes palice ar anyihing il s not what it
appears o be, like @ scrioe ingids an ik pen

Wak - & stvks of tapcereg that s consldered Incormect or out ol sz
Wild Styde - Unicpe styl of tagoing that exhibits cverfapaing letters
Wirik - To pul & tag or grafiel an &0 object

Wriler - A writer-is sameona whi does musals (pisoes) o o pesan
whi-puts:his or her tag on objects. kote: Those wh do
piacas consder thmeseives to be ariists and nedar 1o fhem-
wetvies g witis; they do nof ke n be associsied with tigers:
M\ peraor who just tgs may also call him ar hemsell @ witer

Yard - A péace where tagpers and grafiiti artists go to do e marals
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