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Introduction 

In accordance with the requirements of the City of Philadelphia Open Space Protection Ordinance, Section 15-104 of the 
Philadelphia Code, this memorandum presents an environmental and traffic analysis for the site of the proposed Outward 
Bound and Audubon Center on Reservoir Drive, Philadelphia, PA 19121, as shown on the attached location plan. 

This memorandum specifically describes the features of the site and potential impacts of the change in use as required in 
Section 15-104 (1)(b) of the Ordinance. 

A. Project Description 

Outward Bound Philadelphia and National Audubon Society, Inc. have formed the East Park Leadership and Conservation 
Center, a Pennsylvania nonprofit support organization (“EPLACC”) for the purpose of providing a center (the “Center”) 
that will preserve a unique man-made lake as a bird and wildlife sanctuary and be the Philadelphia base of operations for 
nationally recognized Audubon and Outward Bound youth leadership and environmental education programs. This project 
will allow managed public access to the lake that aligns with education, recreation and conservation goals and will create 
an unparalleled resource to connect communities across the Philadelphia region with youth leadership development, nature 
and habitat conservation.

(1) Description of proposed Leased Acreage

a.	Almost 50 acres currently under control of PWD and fenced off from the public would become accessible to the 
public for recreational and educational purposes that are consistent with management of the site as a bird and 
wildlife sanctuary. This acreage includes 37.65 acres of lake and 12.35 acres of land around the perimeter of the 
lake that is currently fenced off under the jurisdiction of the Philadelphia Water Department and inaccessible to the 
public. Less than half an acre of this land would be used for a building, deck and observation platforms; and

b.	4.47 acres of current open land would substantially continue to be used for permitted outdoor recreational uses.  
This piece of land consists of a small strip of land, contiguous to the land currently fenced around the reservoir and 
extending out to the logical boundary with Reservoir Drive.  Because neither a sidewalk nor natural barrier exists 
between this land and Reservoir Drive, a modified protective fence may be installed on some parts of this acreage.  
The fence would not deny visual open space access, but would ensure safety for those enjoying the land. Public 
access to this area would continue, and the sight lines and space for foot and bicycle travel along Reservoir Drive 
would be maintained. A very small portion of this land (estimated at between .05 and .10 acre) might be affected by 
the building footprint. [See (3) below regarding Description of Building, Parking and Trails.] 

(2) Description of Gateway Areas not included in proposed Leased Acreage
	

Audubon and Outward Bound will be among the public and private partners working in collaboration with the 
Department of Parks & Recreation to enhance two areas along Reservoir Drive toward 33rd street to create an 
inviting natural gateway to East Fairmount Park through landscaping, signage and walking paths.  These areas, 
including 0.82 acres of Fairmount Park open land (“Gateway #2”), and (b) 1.35 acres of Fairmount Park open land 
(“Gateway # 1”) will continue to be open to the public. [See (4) below regarding Description of Uses]. 

(3) Description of Building, Parking and Trails 

a.	Building: The current plan is to construct a two-story Center building, estimated to be a total of approximately 17,000 
square feet, at the southern end of the lake. The footprint of the building is estimated to be approximately 8,500 
square feet (approximately .25 acre). An additional .12 acre area immediately adjacent to the building will offer an 
outdoor deck and observation platform. Final plans, architectural drawings and building construction documents 
are not complete at this time.  However, the vision is for the building footprint to be predominantly located within the 
area currently under PWD jurisdiction, i.e., not currently used as park lands. A slight portion of the building footprint 
(estimated at somewhere between .05 and .10 acre) may extend beyond the current fence line onto a small portion 
of park land.  It is understood that should the building footprint extend onto this small strip of park land, the substitute 
land requirement of the ordinance may be triggered. This requirement is addressed by opening almost 50 acres of 
land currently under the jurisdiction of PWD to permitted outdoor recreational uses consistent with management 
of the site as a wildlife sanctuary and outdoor recreation facility. The vision for the building includes the possibility 
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of an observation platform on the roof.  Building plans will be subject to review and final approvals by P&R, the 
Commission, and other City agencies during the due diligence phase of the lease. 

b.	Parking and Traffic: Plans for parking will be finalized along with plans for the building and subject to review by the 
City, and other authorities with jurisdiction. It is estimated that less than one acre will be used for parking. Parking 
surfaces will be pervious and landscaping will mitigate storm water runoff. A traffic study prepared by McMahon 
Transportation Engineers and Planners is attached.  Additional traffic studies will be submitted during the due 
diligence period when plans are finalized. 

c.	Trails: Plans for walking trails will be finalized along with plans for the building and subject to review by City agencies 
and the Department of Parks and Recreation. Please see Description of Uses below. 

(4) Description of Uses 

a.	(building) The building will serve as the base of operations for Outward Bound Philadelphia and Audubon to provide 
nationally recognized programs annually to thousands of participants, the vast majority of whom will be Philadelphia 
public school students. In addition, it is anticipated that the facility will attract more than 25,000 visitors on an 
annual basis, the majority of whom will come from Philadelphia. Program participants and the public will begin 
their encounter with nature through the building and continue their explorations on the lakeside and park side. 
Conceptual plans for use of space in the building include:

 
•	 Viewing areas/exhibit room(s): Public areas for viewing birds and wildlife on the lake, including an observation 

platform adjacent to the building, and exhibits inspiring conservation and outdoor recreation activities. 
•	 Multi-purpose room: Space shared by Audubon and Outward Bound Philadelphia for programs, skills-

training seminars, week-end family programs, community programs, and events. This space will be offered 
for use by community groups from time to time in a manner consistent with the mission of the organizations, 
their programs, and management of the site as a wildlife sanctuary. 

•	 Classrooms: Space for program participants, professionals and volunteers; meeting space. 
•	 Open flexible office space for Audubon and Outward Bound staff members (and possibly workspace for a 

Philadelphia Department of Parks & Recreation employee). 
•	 Storage and utility spaces. 
•	 Rentals. Corporate retreats, gatherings, and possibly weddings. 

b.	(grounds) Conceptual plans for use of the grounds include:
 

•	 Habitat management reducing invasive species and encouraging native species. 
•	 Walking trails and observation points/platforms; possible overnight sleepover sites for a small number of 

program participants. 
•	 Challenge courses (including a ropes course) encouraging outdoor activity. 
•	 Special places and spaces (possibly a bird blind, an outdoor classroom, native habitat gardens, a climbing 

wall) that will encourage exploration, discovery, outdoor activity, fun and repeat visits. 
•	 Construction of a spillway at north end of the lake that will decommission the reservoir as a dam in 

compliance with DEP and PWD requirements. 
•	 Access points will be planned for the north end of the lake (for maintenance of the spillway). 
•	 Parking will be planned for the south end of the site near the building (see above).

 
c.	 Gateway areas will remain under the jurisdiction of Parks & Recreation but subject to Parks & Recreation approved 

uses and improvements by EPLACC.  It is anticipated that these areas will be landscaped to create an inviting 
public entrance to East Fairmount Park and the Strawberry Mansion community.  Enhancements to these areas are 
in the early planning stages.  Possibilities for Audubon and Outward Bound support for these improvements will be 
explored in collaboration with the Department of Parks & Recreation, the Fairmount Park Conservancy, and other 
organizations invested in East Fairmount Park and the Strawberry Mansion community.

d.	Access by program participants and the public. 
	

The Center will be open for Outward Bound and Audubon business and program operations on a schedule that is 
coordinated by staff members from both organizations. 
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Depending on weather conditions and staff scheduling, the Center will have public viewing areas open and 
accessible several days during the week (including some weekend days), with special open-to-the-public hours 
(e.g. early morning hours for bird watching and late afternoon hours for enjoying sunsets) throughout the year as 
are yet to be determined. There will be no entrance fees to the public viewing areas.

Note: Because the site is within the Philadelphia Water Department’s security perimeter and steep walls of the 
reservoir pose safety concerns, access to both the building and water must be tightly controlled. Safety and security 
concerns require that the public enter and exit the site through the Center building or managed public access ways.  
For conservation purposes, the Center cannot allow boating, fishing, or swimming in the lake by the general public, 
and fencing around the perimeter of the lake must remain in place, although more attractive options for security will 
be explored contingent upon funding.

The Center may offer carefully controlled water activities for program participants during periods when such activities 
will not disturb birds or wildlife. These activities, such as kayaking, canoeing and/or water testing, will be restricted 
to limited parts of the lake and be carefully supervised by trained Audubon and/or Outward Bound staff. 

B. Existing Condition and Site Uses: 

Most of the site for the project (50 acres) is currently under the jurisdiction of the Philadelphia Water Department (PWD) 
and is fenced from public access. Trees, shrubs and plants have gradually created vegetation along the interior slopes of 
the lake. PWD manages the perimeter of the lake to maintain access as part of its management of the entire East Park 
Reservoir.

C. Projected Impacts of the Project:  

(1) Stormwater

Existing Condition

Given the nature of the berm and surrounding site, there are currently no active stormwater management strategies in 
place. Rainwater and snow melt run into the reservoir basins and into the adjacent stormwater infrastructure in the Park and 
stormwater inlets on Reservoir Drive and 33rd Street by way of sheet flow.

The existing berm structure around the entire perimeter of the East Park Reservoir is considered to be a dam by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).  Since 1996, PWD has actively maintained the west basin 
at a depth between 6 and 8 feet (water volume of approximately 300 acre-feet) with periodic drainage via a manually 
operated valve that discharges into the south basin. The west basin lake is “off-stream”, meaning that it is only fed by direct 
precipitation and localized runoff, and does not serve as drainage for any waterways.  As such, the basin is not subject to 
rapid rising of water levels in significant rain or melt events.

Projected Impact

The proposed construction of the EPLACC and modifications of the adjacent areas of the site will incorporate state of the 
art storm water management practices that will seek to meet or exceed local codes as defined by PWD and DEP. These 
strategies will minimize or eliminate runoff leaving the building and site during times of peak flow, and will increase the 
opportunity for storm water infiltration on site and the re-charging of ground water.

As a result of a cooperative arrangement between the project partners, PWD and DEP the berm will be de-commissioned 
as a dam by means of the construction of a passive drainage device, or ‘spillway’.  Located at the north east corner of the 
west basin lake, the spillway will maintain water level in the basin at a depth of 8’ and will discharge via existing storm water 
infrastructure and natural drainage paths in the valley north of the basin. The spillway will also offer the critical ability to drain 
the basin quickly in the event of repairs, maintenance or seepage leaks.
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(2) Water Pollution

Existing Condition 

Due to the height of the berm and its relative elevation compared to surrounding streets, the site has maintained a pristine, 
if somewhat neglected condition, and as such is not subject to substantial infiltration of surface-borne pollutants, with the 
exception of those created by ongoing maintenance activities.

Projected Impact
The proposed project will incorporate the best storm water management practices and will meet or exceed state and local 
codes as defined by PWD and DEP. To offset the impact of this project, measures will be taken to ensure responsible 
management of runoff and water quality, such as bio-retention or other methods intended to reduce the level of pollutants 
entering the watershed.

(3) Canopy Preservation

Existing Condition

The Morris Arboretum’s Urban Forestry Consultants were engaged to perform a tree inventory of the impacted areas of the 
site.  It was found that there exists a mix of healthy mature trees, invasives, numerous smaller trees and saplings in the 
target areas in what appears to be a largely unmanaged urban woodland setting. Observed species include native and non-
natives, mainly black cherry, white ash, black locust, red maple, ailanthus, and Norway maple.

Projected Impact

Site modifications and all construction activities will be undertaken with care and consideration for trees and vegetation 
determined to be of value. The goal of this intervention is will be to establish a harmonious landscape that is conducive to 
wildlife habitat preservation and the enjoyment of park visitors. As such, though some trees will have to be removed, the 
project partners will replace trees in compliance with the City of Philadelphia Tree Ordinance, and will seek to establish a 
diverse and healthy woodland focused on native and sustainable species appropriate for the setting and acceptable to the 
Department of Parks and Recreation. 

(4) Natural Habitat 

Existing Condition

Routine maintenance by PWD includes cutting grass, cutting trees, and removing vines and other vegetation that may obstruct 
PWD supervision of the area.  Grass is cut inside and outside around the basin. This relatively low level of intervention over 
the years has allowed natural habitats to flourish, while it has also allowed invasive plant species to take hold in some areas. 

Projected Impact

Site modifications and all construction activities will be undertaken with care and consideration for the existing natural 
habitats, and will be focused on improving them. Central to the educational and environment mission of the EPLACC is the 
creation, preservation and stewardship of a local, diverse and healthy landscape that will serve to provide habitat for birds, 
woodland creatures and aquatic wildlife.  

(5) Noise

Existing Condition

Noise levels are generated by vehicular circulation and associated human activity in the surrounding park land. There is 
some minimal sound generated from the adjacent neighborhood and traffic on north 33rd Street, but this is minimized due to 
the distance and the relative elevation of the site. This noise is periodic, corresponding to times of occasional staged events.
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Projected Impact

Noise levels generated by the proposed new Center will be minimal, as it is the intent for mechanical equipment to be 
contained within the new structure.  Noise levels by program participants will be consistent with use for educational and 
recreation purposes while maintaining the site as a bird and wildlife sanctuary.

(6) Light

Existing Condition

There is no permanent lighting associated with the existing site. Ambient light spills over from street lights along Reservoir 
Drive with some minimal leakage from north 33rd Street and the adjacent neighborhood.

Projected Impact

The new Center will have exterior lighting appropriate for public safety during night time use of the facility. Light fixtures will 
be selected to be bird friendly, minimize glare, especially as may be visible from vehicular traffic along Reservoir Drive, and 
to comply with applicable dark-skies performance criteria. 

(7) Traffic 

Existing Condition

The site is located on Reservoir Drive, near the intersection of Oxford and north 33rd Streets, both major arterial roadways 
that offer convenient access to public transportation, on-street parking, as well as bike and pedestrian lanes. Reservoir 
Drive connects the site to the Fairmount Park roadway network and other major streets including Ridge Avenue and Kelly 
Drive, and is connected to a network of sidewalks and multi-use trails that provide good pedestrian access within the Park. 
This roadway also offers a paved shoulder which provides on-street parking during peak Park times. 

Projected Impact

The project will not significantly alter the existing conditions in terms of the local roadway network, the type or volume 
of traffic generation, or the functionality of controlled intersections nearby. Parking and vehicle access for the site will be 
located within the project area, and will be designed in accordance with local codes and requirements and will be guided by 
best practices intended to minimize the impact to the natural setting.  
 
D. Conclusion:
 
The proposed lease of 4.37 acres of parkland for permitted outdoor recreational uses and of .10 acre for use as a building 
that provides access to 49.75 acres now under PWD jurisdiction is in the public interest.

This project will have a net positive impact on the environmental quality of the Park, because it will: 

•	 invest Audubon and Outward Bound in the stewardship and maintenance of the site;
•	 preserve, maintain and enhance a unique woodland and aquatic landscape including natural habitats;
•	 result in a net gain of 49.75 acres for permitted outdoor  recreational uses consistent with management of the site 

as a bird and wildlife sanctuary;
•	 allow managed access to these natural resources for the general public. 
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site context map
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