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/f WATSONVILLE — Police tapped new tech-
*nology and a cadre of trained volunteers to
crack down on taggers allegedly responsible
for more than $50,000 in property damage.
The three-month investigation, dubbed
Operation TAG, or Target All Taggers, result-
ed in the arrest of 15 adults and 22 juveniles
who are being charged with 885 counts of van-
dalism, officials from the Watsonville Police
Department and the District Attorney’s Office

said Tuesday.

District Attorney Bob Lee promised offend
ers would pay with “jail and lots of jail, com-
munity service and lots of community service,
cleanup and lots of cleanup, and fines and lots
of fines.” In some cases, parents would be held
responsible for restitution, he said.

The operation, launched in December with
the cooperation of Lee’s office, was “motivat-
ed by the anger created by graffiti in the com-

‘munity,” said Police Chief Terry Medina. As
much as people worry about gangs and vio-
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lence “what really bothers
them is graffiti.”

It’s costly, too. The city
spends $150,000 a year on
cleanup, money that could
be spent on services such
as youth programs, Watson-
ville Public Works Director
David Koch said.

That doesn’t count the
cost to businesses when
people are afraid to visit
their shops because of the
tagging, Medina said.

But.he said unlike gangs
who use tags to mark terri-
tory and warn rivals away,
the taggers enjoy the pro-
cess of putting something
up without getting caught.

“It’s a lifestyle,” Deputy
Chief Manny Solano said.

Operation TAG involved
standard investigation tech-

! niques, including confiden-
tial informants and search
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warrants, along with an
aerosol sensor developed by
Broadband Discovery Sys-
tems Inc. of Scotts Valley.
While police were purposely
vague about how the devices
work and where they have
been placed, Medina said a
tagger was caught within an
hour of the first deployment.

Cory Stephanson, presi-
dent and chief executive
officer of Broadband Discov-
ery Systems, said he despis-
es graffiti, so when he saw

technology his company -

sells to the military could be
used against it, he jumped
on it. The device, called Mer-
lin, sells for $300 to security
customers and $1,300 to law
enforcement. Since it was
released to the market in
December, it has been put
to use nationally and inter-
nationally, he said.

The Sheriff’s Office has
ordered six of the devices,
Lee said.

Just as helpful as the
technology, Medina said,

are volunteers who have
been trained to keep an eye
on high-risk sites.

Lee said state law chang-
es that allow stiffer penal-
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ties and holding parents
accountable also help.
The message is “zero tol-

erance,” Mayor Antonio
Rivas said.




