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Artistic painting of road surfaces has become a popular way to 

bring residents together to create public art. However, as road 

surfaces are designed primarily to facilitate vehicle traffic, they 

present unique challenges that must be considered when 

planning your mural project. 
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Choosing Paint  

Though street murals add vibrancy to a neighbourhood, road surfaces are not ideal surfaces for 

art projects. They are often subject to weather extremes and high levels of vehicle traffic that 

present difficulties even for specialized road marking paints and products designed specifically 

with these conditions in mind.  

If you simply want to have an event where the painting can fade away over a few weeks, you 

can make up a paint using equal parts of cornstarch and water, then adding food colouring. 

Krylon and Testors also make spray chalk paints in a variety of colours, though they tend to be 

relatively expensive.  

More enduring community art projects require paint that is safe and easy to apply, available in a 

satisfactory range of colours and that will stand up to site conditions reasonably well. Trade-offs 

are always necessary, and the compromise made for community art projects is almost always 

for durability. It is therefore imperative that the lifecycle of the project be considered in advance 

so it does not become an eyesore over time. Maintenance will be required over its lifespan and 

the art will eventually have to be removed. 

 

Paint options range from water-based (acrylic) solid stains and paints to thermally bonded 

plastics requiring specialized application equipment. There are intermediate options, which may 

be suitable for art projects depending on project priorities and site conditions. These include 



   2022 Painting Street Murals | 4  
 

standard traffic marking paints, playing court coatings and MMA (Methyl Methcrylate), a two-part 

plastic that is widely used. Epoxy floor paints are generally not suitable for this street 

application.  

Other specialty products requiring professional 

application can provide a high level of detail and 

extremely durable finishes (e.g., DecoMark, 

Duratherm). Costs are substantially higher than for 

community-installed art projects and community 

involvement may be limited to art design development 

in these cases. 

1. Safety of Application 

Community art projects involve participation by the public. As such, the safety of participants is 

a paramount concern. Water-based (acrylic) stains and porch paints contain no lead and are 

relatively low in volatile organic compounds (VOCs) that produce noxious fumes. They also 

dissolve in warm water and soap and require no solvents for cleaning up. These are preferred 

paints for community street mural projects.  

Line marking paints designed for application to asphalt and concrete are more noxious and are 

best applied by specialists. If it is considered necessary to have a more durable product, proper 

training and precautions should be taken. This precludes having wide participation in the 

painting process.  

Any other types of paints being considered for community art projects should be checked to 

ensure they are safe for application and handling by the public. 

2. Ease of Use 

Acrylic stains and paints can easily be applied with brushes and rollers, and they dry relatively 

slowly. RHINO TOP is a court and deck paint of low toxicity and dries to the touch in 30 

minutes.  

Traffic marking paint can be applied with brushes and rollers, however, they are designed to dry 

very quickly. This may not be well-suited to the more relaxed pace and logistics of a community 

art project but is an asset if you can plan accordingly. 

3. Durability and Removal 

Acrylic stains and paints are far less durable than specialized road marking materials. Alkyd 

products are somewhat more durable, but the environmental impacts and requirement for use of 
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solvents to clean up outweigh the benefits for community arts projects. Unlike oil-based paints, 

water-based products “breathe” and wear away over time rather than flaking off.  

Stains penetrate the typically rough surface of the asphalt, which provides a reasonable bond to 

the pavement. Exterior paints penetrate less than stains. Neither of these options are suited for 

high vehicle traffic areas, especially at intersections where vehicles are twisting on the surface 

as they turn corners.  

Local streets have a relatively low level of traffic where the paint will remain presentable for 12-

18 months. Project leaders should plan on touching up the mural during its lifespan, typically in 

areas of the art where there is greater traffic.  

Line marking paint will provide more durability on streets where there is vehicle traffic. Where 

there is only pedestrian traffic, RHINO TOP includes an epoxy component and is likely the most 

durable.  

Regardless of the product, the lifespan for the project and an understanding of how the artwork 

will be decommissioned should also be a specified. With more resilient paints in higher traffic 

areas, markings typically must be ground off or hydro blasted. For community art projects on 

quieter residential streets, power washing and application of a charcoal-coloured paint to mask 

the artwork is often the most satisfactory approach. 

4. Range of Colour 

Acrylic stains and exterior paints are available in a wide range of colours. Floor stains may take 

multiple coats to achieve bright colours, while a paint like Cloverdale ECOLGIC has a tinted 

base and achieves brighter colours in fewer coats.  

Due to their intended purpose, traffic marking paints are also limited in colour range (e.g., 

Sherwin Williams: black, white, yellow, red, and blue), however this may satisfy the colour 

palette needed for your art project. The available colours can also be mixed to get a broader 

range of colours and there are also aerosol traffic marking sprays (e.g., Rustoleum M1800) in a 

variety of colours that can be used to add colour variation.  

RHINO TOP is a thicker material designed for playing courts 

and decks. It is available in a limited range of black, white, 

green, red, yellow and several shades of beige in a smooth or 

textured finish. 

 

5. Cost 



   2022 Painting Street Murals | 6  
 

Stains and paints typically range from $40-60 per 4 litres, however “house” brands are subject 

to significant discounts depending on the purchaser. Traffic-marking paints are of a similar cost. 

Other specialized paints that require application by trained personnel typically cost more. In 

locations where there is high traffic and where the appearance and quality of the artwork are 

primary objectives, the extra cost for materials and application may be a valuable investment. 

 
 
Stains and exterior paints will require typically cover 250-350 square feet per four litres. For 

stain, multiple coats may be needed to achieve a desired depth of colour. Products like RHINO 

TOP and traffic marking paint will provide less coverage (e.g., 150-200 square feet/4l), but 

require fewer coats. 

Getting Ready  

1. Existing Infrastructure 

There may be manhole covers and other infrastructure at a site under consideration. If they can 

be avoided, this will likely improve the appearance of the project and preclude paint entering a 

storm drain or affecting infrastructure.  

If there are other traffic markings, the site should be reconfigured so that it does not overlap the 

markings or create confusion on the part of motorists or pedestrians. 

2. Slip 

It’s usually a good idea to include an anti-slip treatment with your painting where there is 

pedestrian traffic or a continuous painted surface. Anti-skid compounds can be sprinkled on top 

of your last coat of paint while it’s still wet. You can add an additional coat of paint on top of this 

or, alternatively, you can mix the anti-slip compound into the final coat of paint.  

Some (e.g., Shark Grip) are composed of synthetic plastics (micronized polymers), which may 

be ecologically detrimental and are not recommended. Crushed walnut shells (e.g., Duck Back) 
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and white marble or silica sand (e.g., Dynamic Anti-slip) are alternatives, though the paint 

should be stirred frequently to keep the material 

suspended.  

RHINO TOP has an anti-slip agent incorporated into it, so 
no additives are required.  
 

3. Surface Preparation 
It may be necessary to clean the surface either by power 

washing or having a scrubbing or sweeping machine clean 

the site within a few days of application. Sweep the site well and, if possible, blow any remaining 

dirt out of any cracks and gaps in the pavement.  

Stains and RHINO TOP specifically benefit from a clean surface. If you are requesting 

assistance from the City, make sure that they can plan the work well in advance.  

Although some indicate that this is not an issue, paint generally does not adhere well to new 

asphalt and several months of aging of the pavement is recommended. 

Undertaking the Project 

1. Environment 

Lay down an absorbent painting tarp or sheet where you can mix your paint and distribute it to 

you paint crew. Ensure nothing is poured into storm drains and any accidental spills are quickly 

cleaned up. Having rags and absorbent pads or kitty litter on site is a good idea.  

 

2. Safety  
Safety when painting is a top priority. The street will 

have to be closed with appropriate barricades and 

signage during the painting. In most cases, painters 

should use nitrile gloves and safety glasses when 

mixing and pouring paint. High visibility vests should be 

worn, and a designated traffic control person may be 

required. Safety plans will require review and approval 

by City staff. 

 

3. Clean Up 
Remove your materials when you have completed your project. Empty and partially full paint 

cans that are no longer needed should be taken to Ellice Recycling on David Street. Please 

recycle as much unwanted material as possible and do not put project waste into City garbage 

bins or down the storm drains. 


