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Good morning Chairman Johnson and members of the Committee on Transportation and Public Utilities.  I am Rina Cutler, Deputy Mayor for Transportation and Utilities. 

We are here to talk about concerns raised last Spring by residents of the Eastwick section of the City regarding historic flooding issues.  Before getting right to those issues, I think it is important to acknowledge the context that brings us here today.  

Today’s hearing was called following a hearing last spring on a proposal to rezone 35 acres of Eastwick to provide for 700 units of market rate housing.  In summary this rezoning would:

· allow the City to settle a  $17.5 million claim  by New Eastwick Corporation for $9 million; and 

· return 93 acres of property currently under the control of New Eastwick to City control. 

In our view, the proposed housing project presents a significant opportunity to bring new residents into a community that has not benefited from the same growth in population experienced in other parts of Philadelphia.  As important, the settlement would lead to City control of 93 acres of land that  has been beyond the City’s control for nearly 50 years.  

 Although the remainder of my testimony and this hearing is about the flooding issue in the community, I do want to go on the record committing to a public community process in consultation with the Eastwick community on the parcels that we propose to return to control of the City. Furthermore, because there has been some misinformation on future uses of such property by the Airport, I want to assure this Council and the Eastwick residents here that these 93 acres are not part of the airport expansion project and will not be developed as a runway, taxiway or airport terminal. In addition, any future uses of the property re-acquired by the City will require zoning approvals for any new use and will necessary involve a great deal of community input.

Flooding Concerns

Turing to the specific issue of flooding concerns, there were several issues that we have looked at over the summer, in response to the concerns raised in the spring.  First, we’ve looked at whether the Water Department’s infrastructure was causing incidents of flooding.  We feel confident in saying that our analysis of water pipes and our sewer system shows that our system is not the cause of the flooding which has occurred.  Secondly, the residents were particularly concerned that development on these undeveloped parcels would make the flooding situation worse.  Water Commissioner Howard Neukrug will discuss the actions that PWD has taken over the summer to identify areas which have reported flooding and what steps we might take to address some of the causes of the flooding.  In our view, and this will be elaborated upon at length by the Water Commissioner, we believe that through our current stormwater regulations which have been in place since 2006,  development actually will reduce risks of neighborhood flooding because of the requirements of stormwater management mandated in the development process.    Leaving the site undeveloped will not alleviate flooding issues in this community.    Development of the parcels can only improve the situation. 

The Philadelphia Water Department recognizes and understands the significant challenges and difficulties that flooding problems cause to homes and business owners in various sections of the city. Flooding generally occurs as a result of tropical storms that produce high volumes of rainfall over a long period of time or intense thunderstorms that produce high volumes of rainfall within an hour. Efforts to mitigate flooding are specific to the unique geography of a community and circumstances of a given storm.  In addition, we have determined that many of the flooding issues not related to major storms are very localized and we will need to work on a block by block basis with individual homeowners to identify what is causing the problem and how we can best minimize the problems. I want to emphasize that regardless of the outcome of any zoning ordinances related to Eastwick, this Administration, my office and the Philadelphia Water Department are totally committed to working with the residents of Eastwick and you to address flooding concerns. 

What We Know Now

Some may be surprised to learn that the Eastwick neighborhood drains into the Schuylkill River through a basin at Mingo Creek. The neighborhood does not drain into Cobbs Creek or the John Heinz National Wildlife Refuge. Whether flooding results from heavy rainfall in Eastwick or an overtopping Cobbs Creek stormwater in Eastwick, the runoff drains into the Schuylkill. 

During the spring hearing, Council heard from some advocates that support the concept of expanding the John Heinz wildlife refuge.  These advocates incorrectly asserted that an expansion of the refuge would alleviate flooding.  Not only would an expansion of the refuge have no positive impact on flooding, the Federal Aviation Administration would simply not allow it.  It is not safe for the communities surrounding the airport or the flying public to bring the refuge closer to the Airport.  I would at this time like to turn this over to Howard Neukrug, Water Commissioner for the City of Philadelphia to talk about the department’s efforts in the Eastwick community.

Testimony of Water Commissioner Howard Neukrug

Good morning Chairman Johnson and members of the Committee on Transportation and Public Utilities.  I am Howard Neukrug, Commissioner of the Philadelphia Water Department. One of the Water Department’s core missions - in addition to providing top quality, reliable drinking water – is the management of wastewater and stormwater to ensure the protection of our rivers and streams – our drinking water sources – and to protect our communities from flooding. 

PWD Involvement in Eastwick

For the past four months PWD has worked closely with the Eastwick Friends and Neighbors Coalition (EFNC), to collect property-based flooding information through a comprehensive survey.  To date, PWD has received approximately 300 completed surveys as a result of  grassroots efforts at community meetings, health fairs and the mailing of over 5,000 postcards to Eastwick residents encouraging them to complete PWD’s online or hard copy survey. The partnership with the Friends and Neighbors group has been a great help to gather this data.  This information is key for the PWD’s engineers and planners to accurately identify the source of the flooding – whether it might be Cobbs Creek, the city infrastructure or localized problems, such as clogged or covered backyard drains or disconnected downspouts or some other problem. We need to understand the source of the flooding prior to developing a set of solutions. PWD has begun to investigate the nature, causes, severity and opportunities for management of any identified flood conditions. 

PWD Infrastructure

PWD has reviewed all complaints related to flooding or sewer issues in Eastwick in its complaint and related service order management system going back 22 years. The complaints we found were related to sewer blockages and sanitary odors. These complaints were resolved by the flushing of neighborhood street sewers due to grease buildup and did not impact the separate storm sewers that carry away stormwater runoff. In addition, this past summer, PWD Sewer Maintenance crews inspected the sanitary and storm sewers that serve the Eastwick community – with a particular focus on the sewers south of 74th Street to Lindbergh Boulevard between the creek and Mario Lanza Boulevard. These inspections showed the sewers to be in good condition. 

However, as PWD could not connect flooding to its piping system, it is evaluating existing and future opportunities to  modify its pumping protocol at its Mingo Creek Pumping Station to ensure that the stormwater basin which receives the piped stormwater from the neighborhood maintains a basin level during storms that can provide additional storage capacity for the community. PWD intends to continue to work with the EFNC and the larger Eastwick community to determine if the community realizes an additional benefit from enhanced pumping operations.

Cobbs Creek

The community surveys identified two severe storm events that resulted in flooding to homes and streets as a result of Cobbs Creek overtopping its banks – Hurricane Floyd in 1999 and the intense storm of August 1, 2004, which resulted in over 7 inches of rainfall within one hour in some sections of the region.

In the year 2000, PWD, other city agencies and the Army Corps of Engineers  investigated the causes of the creek flooding and sought to identify a potential solution. PWD proposed that the urban/suburban development that occurred in the Darby and Cobbs watersheds – upstream of Eastwick - over the past decades, in addition to the extraordinary amounts of rainfall associated with tropical storm Floyd, and a 2-to-3-foot higher-than-normal Delaware River level resulting from the storm surge, all combined to cause the stream stages of the Darby and Cobbs to rise above any previously known levels.  

Cobbs Creek flooding is a combination of high flows from upstream Delaware County, high rainfall amounts, and tidal surges that prevent the Cobbs from discharging into the Darby Creek, causing the creek to overflow at the low point at 78th to 80th streets near the Recreation Center. A berm concept was developed as the most feasible means to prevent the Cobbs Creek from flooding its banks where a slight bank depression along the creek is located between 78th& 80th Streets. A berm would involve building an earthen fill structure to block this natural creek overflow point. The Army Corps of Engineers are the national experts in constructing and maintaining berms and the City does not have funding to build or maintain a berm. With City Council assistance, PWD recommends that the design and installation of this proposed berm be pursued though federal funding with the assistance of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the EPA and our congressional delegation.

Localized Issues

Our initial work with the community suggests that modifications to backyards, property drainage and property maintenance is a significant contributor to some flooding in the area.  In a flat community like Eastwick, every drain counts. In the coming months we will work with residents and Eastwick Friends and Neighbors to educate residents about how to address these issues. 

Leveraging development to address flooding

The nation is looking at Philadelphia as the city that is tackling this challenge through an approach that takes advantage of its incredible sewer infrastructure network by transforming our streets and public places into urban forms that can capture rainwater at the surface. This can be done through a variety of practices that mimic Mother Nature. But our plan – Green City Clean Waters – also relies on privately owned properties to change the way that stormwater is managed.  Stormwater management is accomplished on private properties through our stormwater regulations. The City’s stormwater regulations are in place to ensure that every time development occurs, stormwater management – and a reduction in the potential for flooding – is achieved at the site being developed. The Water Department uses its authority to ensure that development that does take place meets stringent stormwater management requirements that result in the further protection of residents and our waterways.

Proposed Development


I understand that some residents believe that the development of the undeveloped 35 acres will increase flooding to their community due to an increase in stormwater management demand to the existing sewer system and through the  development of an area that currently provides flood storage capacity. This is, in fact, not the case.

The proposed site is between two and half feet and 14 feet higher than the portions of the Eastwick that experience flooding.  As the site does not currently receive stormwater or creek runoff from other parts of Eastwick due to its elevation, the proposed site does not provide flood storage for Eastwick. 

Since 2006, the City’s stormwater ordinance and regulations require all new development and redevelopment that disturb 15,000 square feet to manage stormwater on the parcel.  The most important elements of the regulations related to Eastwick are the requirements that:

· peak runoff flow rates during large storms must be made  the same or less than in the proposed condition than the current condition;

· all runoff on  the developed property must be conveyed  to the storm sewer system (it cannot run off onto neighboring properties);

· on-site runoff must be managed such that it will not impact adjacent properties or streets; and runoff must be managed such that it will not negatively impact the capacity of the PWD piping system.

In order to move forward with a project, the developer is  required to have registered engineers submit signed and sealed plans that are evaluated by the City and the PADEP for compliance with the above criteria.

Philadelphia’s stormwater regulations are considered some of the strongest in the U.S. and many other large cities nationwide come to Philadelphia to learn from our experiences. Our regulations mean that every time development does occur, flood management improves.

I understand that the neighbors have a range of concerns about the Korman proposal.  The  development of this parcel, however, would actually improve conditions for residents concerned with flooding. 

Grassy areas can absorb rainwater. Meadows do a better job with infiltration as the vegetation is more deeply rooted. Wooded areas absorb rainwater runoff best. But natural areas do not control the volumes of runoff associated with flooding events.

Once soil is saturated, it cannot absorb more runoff. Nor can nature manage the rainwater volumes associated with more intense storms – particularly in urbanized areas like Philadelphia and our surrounding counties. We therefore require that developers design systems – such as underground storage basins, or green roofs, or vegetated stormwater detention basins – that not only provide equivalent degrees of infiltration but that also provide the flood control and capacity management that natural areas are not equipped to manage. 

The City’s goal is to consistently ensure that every time development takes place, that smaller patch or acres of land are transformed into parcels that provide a higher degree of protection to our communities and to the environment.

That concludes my testimony.  Deputy Mayor Cutler and I are pleased to answer your questions. 
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