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In the spring of 2016, the City of Richmond Department 
of Public Utilities launched its first annual Storm Drain Art 
Project. Our goal? To educate the public that pollutants 
that go into storm drains impact the James River and 
other Richmond waterways. We wanted to paint a picture 
of how important it is to keep our river – and our drinking 
water – clean. So we invited local artists to do just that 
with our Storm Drain Art Contest. 

The result was a half-mile stretch of beautifully painted 
storm drains that made a positive impact on the local 
community and raised awareness of the importance of 
clean water. Want to launch a Storm Drain Art Contest 
in your own community? We’ve put together a guide to 
help you get started.

THE CONTEST

First, we identified five key storm drains that carry 
stormwater directly into our local James River. Next, we 
invited local artists to submit their storm drain art designs 
based on the theme “It All Drains To the James.” A panel 
of judges, including representatives from the Richmond 
Public Art Commission, then chose five winners to paint 
their art on the storm drains. The five selected artists 
each received a stipend for their materials, time and 
work, as well as publicity for their art. Once the five 
drains were painted, city residents were able to vote via 
an online portal for their “Fan Favorite” storm drain, and 
that artist received additional recognition.

CLEAN 
WATER IS  
AN ART



TIMING

From conceptualization to implementation, the duration of the project spanned a 
timeline of approximately five months. An example of the schedule is below.

• Strategy and organization 

• Departmental information-
sharing, process planning 
and approvals

• Communications team 
promotes to artists and 
community via email, 
social, press and flyers

• Contest submissions 
begin and continue

• Community promotion 
continues

Early June

• Contest entry period ends

• Supplies and artist start/stop 
times organized

• City Arts Commission, 
Department of Public 
Utilities and independent 
arts group review 
submissions

• Space to display art  
and processes for  
website information- 
sharing coordinated

• Art goes on display at  
City Hall

Late June

• Artist winners announced

• Drains cleaned and prepped 
for paints

• Supplies gathered

• Artists begin painting  
storm drains

• Communications Team 
promotes start of storm 
drain painting to press

MARCH

APRIL

MAY

JUNE
• Artists complete work

• Storm drains photographed

• “Fan Favorite” voter portal 
opens for two weeks

• Mayor conducts walking 
tour of storm drain art to 
draw additional press

• Campaign closes

JULY

GOVERNMENT 
APPROVALS

Before you can begin planning 
the launch of your Storm Drain 
Art Contest, you need to obtain 
the proper permits and approval 
from your city or county. These 
approvals may include:

• Department of Public Works

• Department of Public Utilities

• Communications Division

• Planning Commission

• Public Art Commission

• Department of Recreation  
and Parks

• Zoning Department

• Local County Administrator
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ALFONSO PEREZ ACOSTA

ARTIST

TITLE — “THE SINKING ROANOKE”
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NICO CATHCART

ARTIST

TITLE — “NIGHT MAGIC”
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LACEY VILANDRY
ARTIST

TITLE — “... THE SYMBOL IS THE FLOWER OF LIFE, AFTER ALL,  

WHAT’S MORE NECESSARY TO LIFE THAN WATER?”
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NADYA WARTHEN-GIBSON

ARTIST

TITLE — “EAST MEETS WEST”
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TITLE — “THE JAMES”

NICOLE GOMEZ 
ARTIST
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MAX GORDON ARTIST

TITLE — “DON’T FEED THE JAMES”
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EMILY HUBBARD 
ARTIST

TITLE — “WATER VS. SUN”

ARTIST SUBMISSIONS 

In order to help our artists conceptualize within the right framework and regulations, 
we provided a list of submission guidelines on our website, including:

When designing your artwork, you’re encouraged to consider the  
following themes:

• Stormwater Pollution: “It All Drains to the James”

• Environmental Protection: The importance of cleaner water faster

• James River/Richmond Ecosystem: Local wildlife/habitat, natural beauty

Designs must also adhere to the following criteria:
• Use the attached template to propose design concepts. Be mindful that some 

changes to your design may be required to accommodate the specific location.

• Each storm drain is made of concrete with a metal manhole cover on top. The 
shape of the drain is a stretched L. On average, the drains measure approximately 
138" in length, 37" in width at the short end and 51" in width at the wider end. The 
lip of the drain where it connects to the street is approximately 8" high. You may 
paint into the street up to one foot beyond the lip. Please use the template as a 
guide.

• Designs must be painted on the area surrounding the drain and must run to or 
incorporate the drain.

• Designs may not contain any business promotions or advertisements.

• Designs may not include any breach of intellectual property, brands or 
trademarks, or depictions of illegal activity.

• Designs may not incorporate any physical objects attached to the drains.

• Designs must be public friendly.

• If the final design differs greatly from the proposed design, the City of Richmond 
reserves the right to remove the artwork.

We also included a downloadable pdf template outlining the average storm drain shape 
and size. Once artists completed their concepts, they could scan and submit it via our 
website using the 8.5x11 template in .pdf or .jpg format.

CITY OF R I C H M O N DDEPARTMENT PUBLICUTILITIES
OF

SM

ERIN JACOPECARTIST

TITLE — “EVERYONE’S RIVER”



COMMUNICATION CHANNELS

Throughout the duration of the Storm Drain Art Contest, we employed a variety of communication channels to encourage artist 
submissions and amplify public awareness.

Social Media &  
Public Engagement

Website

We developed a Storm Drain Art landing page on the RVAH20 website with relevant 
contest information, including additional pages for:

• Contest Rules & Regulations

• Artist Submissions

• Downloadable Storm  
Drain Template

• Contact Page for  
Additional Questions

The landing page also  
included click-through  
icons linking to  
RVAH20’s Facebook,  
Twitter and YouTube  
social media accounts.

YouTube:  
Used to feature videos of artists 
painting their storm drains

Facebook, Twitter & Instagram:  
Used to share contest information and 
deadlines, promote Fan Favorite voting, 
and link to media coverage

FAN FAVORITE “RVA CHOICE” AWARD:

To further engage the public, we created a Fan Favorite “RVA CHOICE” Award that 
we promoted heavily through social media outlets like Instagram. The public could 
view the top five designs and vote for their favorite via an online voting portal.
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Va. is first in U.S. to offer TSA registration at DMV
State agency will process sign-ups for PreCheck 

program that speeds airport screening. Page B6

BY SEAN GORMANPolitiFact Virginia

U.S. Sen. Tim Kaine says Don-
ald Trump is no friend to working 
Americans.

“He’s a ‘you’re fired’ guy,” Kaine 

said July 14 while introducing Hill-
ary Clinton during a rally for her 
Democratic presidential campaign at 

Northern Virginia Community Col-
lege in Annandale.Kaine, widely reported to be 

among three finalists Clinton is con-

sidering for vice president, ticked off 

a series of issues on which he said 
Trump has betrayed workers. Among 

his beefs, Kaine accused Trump of 
“being against minimum wage.”

“We want a ‘you’re hired’ presi-
dent. It starts with fairness, equal pay 

for women, raising the minimum 
wage,” Kaine said, drawing cheers 
from the crowd.Is Trump, the presumptive Repub-

lican presidential nominee, “against 

minimum wage,” as Kaine says? The 

answer is complicated.The federal minimum wage is 
$7.25 an hour. But it should be noted 

that 45 states set their own mini-
mum wage, and 29 of them set it at a 

higher rate than the federal level, ac-

PolitiFact Virginia is a ser-vice of the Times-Dispatch 
and Tampa Bay (Fla.) Times 
devoted to checking the factual statements of the state’s political players.  To read the complete stories 

and check our sourcing, go 
to PolitiFactVirginia.com.

Kaine misstates comments made by Trump on minimum wage
Kaine statement  on Trump, wages

Speaker: U.S. Sen. Tim Kaine
Ruling state-ment: Donald 

Trump is “against minimum wage.”

Statement date: July 14Ruling: Mostly False

Kaine as running mate?Friday should bring news on Hillary  
Clinton’s choice. Page A1

Michael Paul Williams is out of 
the office. His column will resume 
when he returns.

NO COLUMN

BY MARKUS SCHMIDTRichmond Times-Dispatch

Petersburg is seeking help from 
Virginia State Police to investigate 
the turbulent rollout of a water 
meter system that resulted in 
faulty invoices and the city’s fall-
ing behind on millions of dollars 
in revenue collection.The City Council on Tuesday 

also approved a motion by Vice 
Mayor Samuel Parham to hire an outside attor-ney to litigate against Mil-waukee-based Johnson Con-trols, the com-pany that city officials hold responsible for the proj-ect that had been pitched 

as a low-risk way for the finan-
cially struggling city to overhaul 
its aging infrastructure without tax 

increases.
The vote was 6-1, with Ward 1 

Councilwoman Treska Wilson-
Smith opposing the motion. She 
said in an interview Thursday that 
the city could not afford to hire 
additional legal help.“Where are we going to get the 

money from? Everybody knows 
we have no money. I don’t think 
we should be doing this,” Wilson-
Smith said.

Mayor W. Howard Myers said 
interim City Attorney Mark Flynn, 
who is with the Richmond law 
firm Woodley & Flynn, is not 
suited to handle such litigation.

“The interim city attorney 
was working on it, and I’ve re-
quested for 60 days a discussion 
on their findings but they have 
not delivered anything. We need 

BY MARK BOWESRichmond Times-Dispatch

Slain state trooper Junius A. 
Walker’s DNA was found on the 
car and coveralls of the man 
charged with killing the officer, 
as well as on the assault-style 
rifle the defendant used to fatally 
shoot Walker four times in a slay-
ing off Interstate 85, state foren-
sic scientists testified Thursday.

Red stains recovered from the 
hood and passenger-side door of 
Russell E. Brown III’s four-door 
sedan partially included DNA 
that matched that of the fallen 

officer, forensic biology scientist Jeremy Boone testified during the ninth day of Brown’s capital murder trial in Dinwiddie County Circuit Court.
Nine stains on the coveralls 

that Brown was wearing at the 
time of the March 7, 2013, at-
tack also matched Walker’s DNA, 
Boone said. Only Walker’s DNA 
was found in the single-source 
DNA profile that Boone devel-
oped from the clothing stains, 

while Brown was eliminated en-
tirely as a contributor, he added.

Forensic experts also tested 
genetic material believed to be 
blood found on Brown’s legally 
purchased Russian-made Saiga 
.308-caliber semi-automatic rifle 
and concluded with a high de-
gree of probability that Walker’s 
DNA was on the gun’s shoulder 
strap.

Expert scientific and medi-
cal examiner testimony Thurs-
day concluded the prosecution’s 
case against Brown. The presen-
tation of evidence didn’t com-
mence until Tuesday afternoon 

because of an ex-haustive jury se-lection process that consumed the trial’s first six days.
After Dinwid-die Common-wealth’s Attorney 

Ann Cabell Baskervill and Assis-
tant Commonwealth’s Attorney 
Nelson H.C. Fisher called their 
26th and final witness just be-
fore 2 p.m., Circuit Judge Paul W. 
Cella adjourned the proceeding 
for the day, instructing jurors to 
return today at 10 a.m.

Baskervill and Nelson are ex-
pected to formally rest their case 
this morning. Brown’s defense 
team will likely then make a mo-
tion to strike the prosecution’s 
evidence, which is standard in 
most criminal trials but rarely 
granted.

If the judge denies the mo-
tion, the trial will proceed and 
the defense will begin presenting 
its case. Defense attorneys have 
subpoenaed as many witnesses 
as the prosecution, if not more.

It was unclear how much testi-
mony will be heard because  
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PETERSBURG

“Everybody  
knows we have  no money. I don’t  think we should  be doing this.”

Treska Wilson-Smith, councilwoman, on the city’s decision to hire an outside attorney

BY ROBERT ZULLORichmond Times-Dispatch

A Richmond City Council committee de-layed action Thursday on a trio of ordinances that would have dedi-

cated a range of city rev-
enue streams to schools.The decision was made amid opposition from Mayor Dwight C. Jones’ administration and reluctance by at least one council mem-

ber to make major shifts 
to the school funding formula in an election year that will deliver a new mayor and at least four new council members.
“I just would like to see these papers ei-ther withdrawn or continued because 

I don’t feel comfort-able telling my succes-sor what they have to do for four years. I just don’t think that’s the right approach,” said Councilwoman Kathy C. Graziano, the chair-woman of the finance committee.Graziano is not run-

ning for re-election this 
year; November’s elec-tion will feature con-tested races for all nine council seats and a sprawling field of eight candidates looking to replace Jones, who is term-limited.One of those mayoral 

BY DENVER PRATTRichmond Times-Dispatch

Endangered fish, mer-
maids and other river crea-
tures are leaping out of the 
James River and onto Rich-
mond’s storm drains as part 
of a project designed to help 
bring awareness to keeping 

the streets and river clean.The nearly completed 
RVAH2O project was un-
veiled Thursday. Richmond 
Mayor Dwight C. Jones and 
members of the Department 
of Public Utilities met with 
some of the local artists and 
toured the painted drains.All six of the drains flow 

directly into the James River, 
along Tredegar Street from 
the American Civil War Cen-
ter to Brown’s Island.The vibrant artwork, which 

keeps with the overall theme 
of “It all drains to the James,” 
ranges from Dr. Seuss-like caricatures to realistic 

City seeks state police help in water meter fiasco
Issues with new system resulted in months of faulty bills for residents

PETERSBURG, Page B6

Storm drain art project highlights caring for river

SHELBY LUM/TIMES-DISPATCH
Richmond Mayor  Dwight C. Jones on Thursday hugged Mel-issa Geedy, an artist participating in the  city’s RVAH2O project. Geedy’s storm drain painting is titled “Clean Through the Drain.” Using local artists,  the project seeks to  draw attention to the need for keeping city streets and the James River clean. 
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Richmond council stalls on school funding measures

City to evaluate 3 new revenue streams
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PRESS COVERAGE

The objective of our Public Relations strategy was to secure participation 
from local artists and Richmond residents and to drive consumer interest in 
the painted stormwater drains as a Richmond art and tourist attraction. Most 
importantly, we wanted to reach at least 20 percent of Richmond residents with 
a stormwater and clean water quality message.

Our PR Approach:

We incorporated a variety of media relations and social media tactics to raise 
awareness of the RVAH2O Storm Drain Art Contest, including:

• Written news releases for important contest announcements

• Fact sheet on the Storm Drain Art Contest

• Fact sheet with short bios on selected artists, proposed designs and  
drain locations

• Engagement and education of Richmond residents, artists, art associations 
and galleries, and conservation and recreational groups through social media

• Social media posts to drive followers to RVAH20.org, where they could enter 
the contest, vote for their “Fan Favorite” or obtain educational information

PR Opportunities for News Coverage:

We identified three key opportunities to generate news coverage for the RVAH20 
Storm Drain Art Project:

1.   The “Call for Artists” 

2.  The “Five Artists Selected” winners announcement

3.  The “Grand Reveal” event announcement

For each of these steps, we reached out to the media with press releases and 
obtained coverage across a wide variety of outlets, including newspaper and 
website articles.



IMPLEMENTATION

From providing eco-friendly paint to preparing the drains for the artists, attending to details is an important part of successfully implementing 
a Storm Drain Art Contest. Check out a few of our tips and recommendations for making everything run as smoothly as possible!

PAINT DAY LOGISTICS TIPS

Location:
Storm drain locations should be within 
walking distance of each other, if possible, 
for ease of distributing supplies and 
checking in with artists.

Artists:
Artists typically require two to three 
days for painting, but not necessarily 
consecutively, so allow sufficient time  
for completion.

Department of Public Utilities 
Communications Team:  
Representatives need to be available  
to supply daily support in person and  
via mobile phone, and to distribute 
drinking water, water for mixing paints  
and art supplies.

Department of Public Works:
Representatives should provide and set 
up cones, tents to protect participants 
from the sun, “Do Not Enter” ribbons and 
Drain Buddies to protect each drain. DPW 
representatives should pick up tents daily, 
but leave cones, ribbon and Drain Buddies.

PAINTING SUPPLIES

Provide paint in primary colors: red, 
blue, yellow, white and black. Artists are 
responsible for mixing base colors to 
achieve their desired palette. All paint 
should be slip proof, pavement friendly and 
environmentally safe.

Additional painting supplies should be 
provided to each artist:

• 2 gallons of water for drinking  
and painting

• A large bucket filled with smaller 
buckets of each paint color

• Small paint mixing buckets

• Basic brushes

• Basic cloths

We recommend Sherwin Williams® 
ArmorSeal for the colored paint and Seal-
Krete® for the clear seal paint protectant.

Prior to artists’ arrival, clear the drains of 
dirt and debris and apply a coat of clear 
seal paint to the raw concrete and metal 
of the drain, as well as to the pavement at 
street level (we recommend applying up to 
one foot from the drain opening to allow 
for continuing the design into the street).
 
Once the drain has been painted,  
protect the art with a coat of clear  
seal paint protectant.



OUTCOMES

RVAH2O.org

The first year of the Storm Drain Art Project was a resounding success. Not only 
did we meet the City of Richmond’s permit requirement of reaching 20 percent 
of Richmond residents with an important water quality message – we also won a 
2017 National Environmental Achievement Award from the National Association of 
Clean Water Agencies (NACWA). 

Most importantly, we successfully integrated art and creativity into an effective 
environmental awareness campaign. We educated the community about storm 
drains and clean water in a fun and engaging way – with many people telling us 
they couldn’t wait for next year’s Storm Drain Art Contest!

Your community can do it, too. Take advantage of the tips in our How-To Guide 
and you’ll be well on your way to a successful Storm Drain Art Contest!

For additional information, visit RVAH2O.org or contact  
Jonét Prévost-White, Water Resources Division,  
at Jonet.Prevost-White@richmondgov.com, Tel. 804-646-6964.


