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Virginia Commission for the Arts mission: 

To invest in the arts of the Commonwealth of Virginia. 



VCA AT A GLANCE

1968
year established 

800+
grants per year 

across the 

Commonwealth 
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allocated this 

fiscal year  
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state agency 

dedicated to 
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appointed 

Commissioners 
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Roster and Teaching 
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99%
of  Virginia’s 133 

municipalities reached 

through operating or 

programmatic support 

1
Specialty arts license plate 

available through DMV to 

support the arts



PANEL DESCRIPTION & OVERVIEW:

• Today’s panel discussion is intended to invite Virginians to  learn how 

citizens of Virginia Beach effectively engaged with their community for a 

recent landmark decision to allocate local funding to the arts. 

• Kate Pittman, Executive Director of VCA-grantee ViBe Creative District; 

Michael Berlucchi, City of Virginia Beach Councilman; Emily Labows, 

City of Virginia Beach Director of Cultural Affairs; and Martha McClees, 

Arts Advocate and Board member of arts nonprofits will collectively share 

the timeline, process, and outcomes that led to an additional 20% 

allocation ($1.6M) of city admissions tax funding for the arts. 

• Walk away with a better understanding of how you can champion the 

arts through citizen engagement! 4



VIRGINIA BEACH PANELISTS: 

Martha McClees     Michael Berlucchi        Kate Pittman           Emily Labows

Executive Director of

ViBe Creative District

Grassroots community 

engagement leader

Active on Council

5+ years

Arts employee at 

Chrysler Museum

Retired executive of 

Virginia Beach Vision

Board Member at 

multiple arts orgs

Director of Cultural 

Affairs, 24 years with 

City of Virginia Beach

Liaison to arts groups5



AREAS OF FOCUS FOR DISCUSSION

• Assembling a team of champions: Review of assembling the key stakeholder group of 

arts leaders and major donors who met for over a year to research, strategize and reach 

out to City staff and council behind the scenes.

• City Council engagement and advisory level planning to approach City Manager and 

council at large. Working behind the scenes in tantum with public efforts.

• Engaging taxpaying citizens with the cause: The formation of Citizens for the VB Arts 

resident-based database to appeal for emails, letters and attendance at in-person 

meetings from the tax-payers themselves. Strategic attendance and citizen / business 

owner support at City Public Meetings. 

• The role of working with City staff, which departments work collaboratively to review 

requests like dedicated funding, etc. When can city staff participate and what is or isn't 

allowed as a City staff.

• The Why. What is the end goal outcome and how does it better your community for the 

future.
6



Martha McClees 
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• Engage a coalition of stakeholders

1. Representative arts organization CEO’s and board leadership

2. Foundations 

3. Business and community financial supporters

• Research and message

1. Quantify need

2. Assess opportunity

3. Develop strategic plan
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• Align goals with city vision

1. Build plan of action in consultation with city’s staff leadership

2. Embrace elements consistent with city’s art plan and vision

3. Align with council’s goals

• Engage citizens

1. Demonstrate broad, vocal citizens’ support

2. Make participation easy with a repetitive message

3. Keep supporters current and engaged

Martha McClees 



• City Council engagement and advisory level planning to approach 

City Manager and council at large.

• Working behind the scenes in tandem with public efforts.

• Working knowledge of City budget structure and past dedicated 

funding sources for other needs.

• Realization that arts were widely recognized by leadership and 

community as an essential community-building need

Michael Berlucchi

9



MARCH 29, 2024 RESOLUTION
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Agenda ITEM: 4. Resolution to PROVIDE direction to the City 

Manager on the use of funds in Capital Project #100629, "Sports 

Tourism Infrastructure," and PROVIDE direction to the City Manager 

to create options re dedicated funding source for Arts and Culture 

using existing funding dedications 

(Requested by Council Members Berlucchi, Ross-Hammond, Rouse, 

Remick, and Schulman)

Michael Berlucchi



JULY 2, 2024 RESOLUTION
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K. ORDINANCES:

2. Ordinance to DIRECT the City Manager to proceed with a plan 

for distribution of Arts and Culture dedicated funds and to 

AUTHORIZE two full time positions (Requested by Mayor Dyer, 

Vice Mayor Wilson and Council Members Berlucchi, Hutcheson, 

Remick, Ross-Hammond, Schulman, and Wooten) 

Michael Berlucchi



• The formation of Citizens for the VB Arts resident-based database to 

appeal for emails, letters and attendance at in-person meetings from 

the tax-payers themselves. 

• Strategic attendance and citizen / business owner support at City 

Public Meetings. 

• Sharing talking points and knowing who will attend in advance of the 

meetings--Creating a clear case for support. 

• The importance of personal stories that impact decision making. 

Kate Pittman
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ATTENDANCE AT IMPORTANT CITY COUNCIL 
MEETINGS – PUBLIC INPUT 

• City Council Retreats (August 2023)

• City Virtual Surveys (Fall 2023 and Spring 2024) 

• City of Virginia Beach Budget Meetings (Jan-April 2024)

• Sign up a list of qualified speakers to attend and speak

• Share personal success stories of how the arts impact individuals 

• Utilize existing networks you might already have
• Arts Groups – executive directors and board lists

• Affiliate Business Associations or Civic Groups 

• Citizens for VB Arts was able to provide nearly 100 points of contact at in-

person meetings and an additional 100 points of contact virtually over the 

course of one fiscal year
13



ONLINE GOOGLE FORM TO CREATE DATABASE

How would you like engage with Citizens for VB Arts?*

Add me to your email database to receive advocacy 
updates

Invite me to write a letter or email to City Council 
about why I support the arts in VB as needed during 
advocacy efforts

I would like to attend strategic meetings with a core 
group of advocates 4-5 times a year

Invite me to endorse advocacy letters from Citizens 
for the VB Arts to City Council as needed throughout 
the year

Invite me to speak at City Council meetings to 
advocate for the arts

Invite me to future candidate forums on arts support 
during election season

Email: CITIZENSFORTHEARTSVB@GMAIL.COM
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SUGGESTIONS WHEN ACTIVATING YOUR GROUP
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DOCUMENTING YOUR EFFORTS & SHARING
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SUGGESTIONS WHEN ACTIVATING YOUR GROUP
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•Inform, Acknowledge & Thank

Kate Pittman

•Inform, Acknowledge & Thank

•Inform, Acknowledge & Thank



• Inclusion of arts funding in city council’s 

planning retreats and strategic plans

• Working as a resource to citizen arts 

advocacy committee  

• Providing research such as:

• Arts funding and policies of comparable 

national cities and regional cities

• Examples of dedicated revenue streams 

used by other cities 

• Working inter-departmentally to model options 

for dedicated funding sources

Emily Labows
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• Navigating expectations with practical options

• Structuring recommendations based on Council priorities 

• Assessing needs and new opportunities

• Impact of increased funding

ONCE FUNDING IS APPROVED, WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?
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Emily Labows



CITY COUNCIL ADOPTED ORDINANCE 7/2/24
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QUESTIONS & ANSWERS:

kate@vibecreativedistrict.orgmberlucc@vbgov.com mcclees2801@gmail.com elabows@vbgov.com
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Martha McClees     Michael Berlucchi        Kate Pittman           Emily Labows



THANK YOU!

23




	Slide 1: Citizen Engagement + Local Support for the Arts
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Panel Description & Overview:
	Slide 5: Virginia Beach Panelists: 
	Slide 6: Areas of Focus for Discussion
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10: March 29, 2024 Resolution
	Slide 11: JULY 2, 2024 Resolution
	Slide 12
	Slide 13: Attendance at Important city council meetings – public input 
	Slide 14: ONLINE GOOGLE FORM TO CREATE DATABASE
	Slide 15: SUGGESTIONS WHEN ACTIVATING YOUR GROUP
	Slide 16
	Slide 17: DOCUMENTING YOUR EFFORTS & SHARING
	Slide 18: SUGGESTIONS WHEN ACTIVATING YOUR GROUP
	Slide 19
	Slide 20: Once Funding is approved, what happens next?
	Slide 21: City Council Adopted Ordinance 7/2/24
	Slide 22: QUESTIONS & ANSWERS:
	Slide 23
	Slide 24

