The Act of Vandalizing Lake Powell

“IM VANDALIZIN NATURE”…. They (whomever) got the spelling wrong, but the message right. I’m in Twitchell Canyon, a side canyon to Last Chance Bay on Lake Powell. My five companions and I are looking for graffiti. We have no trouble finding it. It’s everywhere!

The shoreline and side canyons of Lake Powell are littered with graffiti names, messages and symbols acknowledging the presence of those who came to enjoy the recreation opportunities and secret places found on the lake. JEFF LOVES MICHELLE ’94, RICK + SUE = MURDER, MITZI IS GOOD, RORY IS GAY, etc.

 I have spent the last three summers leading small bands of volunteers who spend a week on their hands and knees or on their tip toes removing graffiti with brushes and squirt bottles from the floors and walls of the canyons. Most of the graffiti is found between the 3600 and 3700 foot elevation, some higher, some probably lower. There are hundreds and hundreds of thousands of graffiti stains on the shorelines and walls. Most graffiti is carved or scraped into the sandstone, many have used charcoal, and a few have used paint.

There is graffiti on the magnificent arc of Rainbow Bridge. Graffiti covers the 1880 inscriptions at the top of the Hole-In-The-Rock cut. Graffiti disfigures the only known inscription from the 1776 Dominguez-Escalante expedition. Graffiti is found in remote slot canyons and high up in hard-to-reach alcoves. Graffiti desecrates the rock art and burial sites of the Ancient Ones. There is so much graffiti in the Wahweap Windows that it is demoralizing to look at it let alone attempt to remove it.

The graffiti removal program on Lake Powell began in earnest in 2003 when two long-time house boating couples donated their 55-foot SkipperLiner to the National Park Service (NPS). The boat was renamed True GRIT (Graffiti Removal and Intervention Team). Since then the 5 to 6 person all volunteer crews have spent 45 to 60 days a summer on the lake below the San Juan Arm in pursuit of their prey.

 In 2005 and 2006 eighty-five volunteers labored over 22 weeks, expending 3,446 hours to remove 11,470 square feet of graffiti. Over this same period the crews discovered and documented more graffiti then they had removed. 

Along the way they picked up 2,717 pounds of trash and explained the merits of the program to 233 boaters. Our efforts haven’t even tackled the canyons of the Escalante or those above Hall’s Crossing.

Since 2004 the program has been funded by a grant from The National Park Foundation and with the generous support of Cutter Marine & Canvas, SkipperLiner and Antelope Point Holdings,  L.L.C.  The grant sunsets at the end of 2007 and even before then we will run out of funds and will have to cut four or five scheduled trips. There are no monies in the limited NPS budget and little hope on the horizon.

The four-year young GRIT program is partnered with the very successful 16-year-old Trash Tracker program, which is funded entirely by ARAMARK but administered by the NPS. Both programs have achieved public recognition and support for helping to maintain the pristine quality of Lake Powell and its magnificent canyons and shorelines.

But one program really needs help or it too will sunset!
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