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Good morning, Madam President and Members of Council.  My name is Steven Weixler and I am Chairman of the Central Delaware Advocacy Group, a coalition of twenty civic associations and organizations dedicated to the implementation of the principles embodied in the Civic Vision for the Central Delaware endorsed by the Mayor and supported by more than 60,000 Philadelphians who live within a half-mile of the Delaware Riverfront.

I am here this morning in strong support of the Bill as amended offered by Councilman DiCicco for interim zoning overlay in the area of the Delaware River.  This area represents a long-neglected but invaluable resource to the City of Philadelphia and to its neighborhoods. Under the direction of an Executive Order by Mayor Street and afterward under the initiative of the Advocacy Group we have spent nearly two-and-a-half years with the advice and inspiration of some of the finest minds in urban planning examining the potentials and problems of our unique riverfront.

Last given serious attention in planning more than fifty years ago, the riverfront  was intended as a modernization of the industrial might of post-war Philadelphia.  Edmund Bacon saw a network of shipyards, ports and industry lining the Delaware and supporting the families who lived a short distance inland; all supported by the new miracle of the interstate highway to speed goods and people to and from.  We now know that this 1950’s version of the future hasn’t worked for our City.   The lack of intelligent planning and guidance has resulted in the patchwork of bad development, poor infrastructure and missed opportunity we see today.  Industrial brownfields and neglected sites line most of our riverfront. All of this has been supported by the lack of clear direction from the City through its zoning codes and through its urban planning functions.  We know a new approach is not only possible but essential.
Councilman DiCicco and Mayor Street recognized the need to benefit Philadelphia and to maximize the potential of the area of City under your consideration today when they created the Advisory Group composed of thirty entities of state and local government and fifteen riverfront civic associations in November 2006.  In many ways, the Bill offered for your approval is the first step in the realization of that Group’s work.  Although an interim step in a decades-long process, it is a necessary action by City government to advance Philadelphia’s future.
While the Central Delaware Advocacy Group certainly does not consider this Bill and its amendments the ideal realization of the principles of the Civic Vision of thousands of working Philadelphians, we can recommend it for your consideration on three basic points:
First:  It maintains and adopts crucial land-use tenets found in other successful waterfronts to be essential:  A continuous public waterfront trail open and accessible to all for a variety of uses encouraging neighbors to enjoy the riverbank.  We believe the 100-foot/or 20% setback to be sufficient to good urban planning.  Perpendicular access from Delaware Avenue/Columbus Boulevard to the waterfront as an easement at regular intervals encouraging pedestrians, bicyclists and others to come to the river’s edge needs more precise definition.  It also mandates open green space along the river allowing for a variety of public use while being ecologically sustainable.  The character, stewardship and maintenance of these spaces is a matter for the City of Philadelphia and property owners to arrive at an equitable solution.
Second:  It provides a coherent set of guidelines to the Philadelphia City Planning Commission in its consideration of new Plans of Development for the riverfront area until the Zoning Code Commission can complete its work and a new master plan can be drawn by the Planning Commission.  The Central Delaware Advocacy Group is aware of the rights of landowners and of the underlying zoning code and has no wish to infringe upon those conditions.  Rather, we realize the necessity of a partnership between the Advocacy Group and development capital in the eventual realization of this plan.  This Bill will allow the Planning Commission the stability in development proposals to both implement the Civic Vision in an achievable way and also present the development community with a framework to realize exponentially greater return on investment.  I need not remind Council that the Riverfront area has experienced a dismal rate of development during the recent decade of real estate expansion.  While other areas of Philadelphia have grown, the riverfront has not.  While other cities have developed exciting waterfronts, Philadelphia has not.
Third:
   The Bill is an important step in new economic growth in Philadelphia.   Shortly after the Trump Organization announced the cancellation of its highrise condominium project in Northern Liberties last Fall, a prominent Philadelphia realtor was quoted in the “Philadelphia Business Journal” as saying “ those high-end buyers are never going to move to a neighborhood without amenities like Rittenhouse or Old City, until then it’s just a building.”  This Bill would encourage the kind of renaissance we’re seeing in Northern Liberties and other places: neighborhoods seen by the Civic Vision with small business, restaurants, families, varied housing and life on the streets.  As Councilmembers you can certainly imagine the economic benefit to Philadelphia.
I’ll close my remarks by saying that Council has the chance to enact an interim ordinance which would not bring development in the area to a dead stop, but would allow a progressive administration to thoughtfully consider the future of a great asset to Philadelphia.
Thank you for your consideration

