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Vision: 

Revitalizing Philadelphia’s Rivers and Creeks          

Clean Water, Jobs and Justice        4-5-2024

Create a city where people can benefit from Philadelphia’s most extraordinary natural 
assets, the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers and their tributaries, with their economic, 
social, public health and community values. 

 
Philadelphia has the opportunity to take the “ball down the field” to prepare for climate 
change, enable equitable and safe access, provide healthier waters, rebuild the 
waterfronts, create new jobs with skilled work training, and revitalize the city as both a 
place to live and to visit. 

 
These benefits can be realized through using once-in-a-lifetime federal water pollution, 
construction, training funding opportunities, and revisions in City financing measures, 
accompanied by a set of commonsense, time-tested water quality policies. Time is of the 
essence in rectifying the historical disinvestment in Philadelphia’s sewage pollution 
problems as explained in “Philadelphia is not getting its fair share” document linked here. 

 
The economic value associated with reducing bacteria from sewage in Philadelphia’s 
waters transcends public health, individual, and family impacts. There are strong 
connections between a healthy tourist economy and clean water. Beyond job creation, 
the impact on property values (linked here) and general annual benefit has been 
quantified (linked here) for the areas like Washington DC and Baltimore. Related studies 
(linked here) illustrate benefits for fishing and swimming in the tidal Delaware River 
through sewage treatment plant improvements that will improve oxygen in the water. 

 
Evaluation of ongoing and potential water based recreation opportunities provides insight 
into where action can be focused to reduce pollution and clean up our rivers, analysis 
linked here. These priority sites are found in currently underserved areas where people 
have demonstrated their interest in enjoying the same opportunity to recreate in clean 
water that communities enjoy elsewhere. Many of these areas also are identified by the 
Water Center at Penn Delaware River Bacteria Study.1 

 
You can read our more detailed backgrounder for Revitalizing Philadelphia’s Rivers and 
Streams linked here.   

 
Game changers: 
The following immediate actions can set the stage for long-term improvements 
fitting for a city that will soon be on the national and world stage. With the 
ambitious pursuit of federal and state funding sources, combined with the removal 
of barriers to restrictive policy and the use of existing funds, this vision can be a 
reality. 

                                                
1 Delaware River Bacteria Study, linked here 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L50nHV8BSIQKRJCK_ZzswUpBN1-wUQIq/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L50nHV8BSIQKRJCK_ZzswUpBN1-wUQIq/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L50nHV8BSIQKRJCK_ZzswUpBN1-wUQIq/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1EaVb9xvpDKrZpZDpD4rodjs6qtXnK5d0/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ICGE-JqUsSLnGw7hUOHHEqxXt_GSiEYl/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Pkm8iOrt_pi_JXiYFpGS7mXPQUyuWYZ5/edit?usp=sharing&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1J2XLco8j0pNG_tI5uJ65_NGCwOwhgBE-/view?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GEYi7VYtysdTCmTbd_Llvu8o7XDpxarHN7Q9yrwVpKE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GEYi7VYtysdTCmTbd_Llvu8o7XDpxarHN7Q9yrwVpKE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/14HSlriYcUpzcBd0jUv1yfjzO0IhAaT6D/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L50nHV8BSIQKRJCK_ZzswUpBN1-wUQIq/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L50nHV8BSIQKRJCK_ZzswUpBN1-wUQIq/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L50nHV8BSIQKRJCK_ZzswUpBN1-wUQIq/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1yDchFg096pbwgmktFtsiwnjsJPsnXloA?usp=drive_link
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Revitalizing Philadelphia’s Rivers and Creeks 

  Recommended Action 

JUSTICE and EQUITY -To revitalize underserved areas where more and more people are 
enjoying water contact recreation for family health, community benefit, and economic growth, 
advance action for: 

 
CLEAN WATER: funding and action 
Ensure that the Philadelphia Water Department (PWD) aggressively: 

1. Obtains new federal funding and improves and enhances the Department’s 
practices for refinancing 

 a. A white paper of PWD funding options and ideas provided by EPA Region 3 
provide may provide a path forward for the incoming administration and can be read 
here. 
 

2.  Deploys these new federal funds specifically to halt and remediate ongoing 
pollution discharges from PWD’s sewage systems. 

a. areas. for pollution abatement in existing and potential recreation areas 
have been identified and are explained here; 

 
3. Develops a complement to its Long Term Control Plan (LTCP) in order to address 

both climate change and environmental equity. For example: 

a. Modify PWD criteria that guides project prioritization and selection to 
elevate neighborhoods that are vulnerable to sewage backup and 
flooding. 

 
b. Direct PWD to use its models to evaluate probable LTCP outcomes 

using best current rainfall and storm intensity data and projections for 
the Philadelphia area, in comparison to the LTCP’s current use of an 
outmoded 2005 baseline. 

 
c. Direct PWD to then scale and size the design of funded projects 

consistent with those current rainfall and storm event projections. 
 

4. Ensure that PWD takes immediate steps to: 
a.  Deploy netting near riverfront locations in the city that are commonly used for 

on-water recreation.  Action details linked here 

i. This practice is being used by cities across the U.S. to capture litter, 
sludge, pollution, solids, and certain chemicals before they enter the 
water. 

 
b. Eliminate direct sewage pollution discharges from entering river when it is 

not raining,   Action details linked here 
i. Known as “dry weather” discharges, these discharges  are illegal under 

the federal Clean Water Act and could subject the city to enforcement 
action and penalties. Tackling “dry weather” discharges also has the 
immediate environmental benefit of reduced pollution that will reduce 
health risks for water-based activity. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BL3v-RUnyc3w8wYQAAJIckynPmoOc9ua/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1J1L74hzWOjwu8ElYcgs_K_NpwK_2kV3k/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GEYi7VYtysdTCmTbd_Llvu8o7XDpxarHN7Q9yrwVpKE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MS-KlIhD9d9pWiSGrvViwGFSQohQaKYtWdge24V5f5A/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ua2VwDSvri-tHYGY6JkUH-Xg1TBe2ge2/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
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5. Engage Philadelphia and Pennsylvania elected leaders and regulators to: 

a. Ensure that active and immediate steps are taken to restructure PennVEST’s 
current grant/loan evaluation policies by: 

i. Ensuring Philadelphia receives its fair share of statewide clean water 
funding. The city of Philadelphia is currently 12% of the 
commonwealth’s population but receives only 6% of the 
commonwealth’s funding for water quality improvements, as explained 
here. 

ii. Waiving or revising PennVEST or PWD policies that hinder 
Philadelphia’s ability to fully participate in programs that fund water 
quality improvements.   

 

b. Support DEP designation of the 27-mile stretch of the Delaware River that 
flows from Philadelphia to the City of Chester for Primary Contact Recreation 
with commitment to the development of a plan to remove impairments in an 
expedited time frame, as described here and promoted here. 

 

 
SAFE ACCESS: remove bans & create spaces 

 
1. Remove the effective citywide ban on recreational in-water activities and 

replace with guidance about when/where is safe to boat/swim/wade. Benefits 
would include:  Action details linked here 

a. Early action to create a plan for the city’s rivers and streams that are safe for 
swimming, boating and wading, thereby acknowledging their current use for 
on-water recreational activities and the trend that will continue as people flock 
to their riverfronts in Philadelphia as they are doing in cities across the U.S 

b. Making that process inclusive of coordination with Camden, Tinicum 
Township, and Chester, treating the remaining 27 miles of the tidal Delaware 
estuary as a single River. 

2 Direct the Parks & Recreation Department to develop five new recreational water 
access points along Philadelphia's rivers and streams for swimming and boating 
during the Parker administration’s first term. Action details linked  here 

3 Kick off the transition to provide equitable opportunities for residents to enjoy 
their rivers and creeks by:   Action details linked here 

a. Appointing a tidal Schuylkill blue-green planning group to recapture 
the economic and community health potential of this previously 
extraordinary recreational destination.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1EaVb9xvpDKrZpZDpD4rodjs6qtXnK5d0/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YEw5gpNkmKtsdVT40QYLffbZl8RYkDYh/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1QHQxQlg1sUEmxzLVX21RmAm0jMHvc317/view?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1D7LS1p0LDhOVYkZFa_gUNGfzNRqYTOzx5uvLi_2zIew/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1D7LS1p0LDhOVYkZFa_gUNGfzNRqYTOzx5uvLi_2zIew/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tNkEY-XS7BHBptRbXNBVu-IuvB7minFO/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111792206479847707233&rtpof=true&sd=true
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GOOD JOBS: places and people 

1. Require PWD to fully evaluate new end of pipe CSO technologies at major 
discharge points to identify remedies to pollution discharges. 

 
2. Encourage Hilco and PIDC to use natural material (such as plants, sand, rock/ ”living 

shorelines”) in their redevelopment of properties along the lower Schuylkill River. 
 

 
3. Encourage PIDC to repurpose appropriate waterfront sites such as Girard Point for a 

combined Environmental Center and Job Training Center for south Philadelphia. 
 

 
For questions, please contact: 

Tim Dillingham, Executive Director, American Littoral Society, tim@littoralsociety.org; 
 David Masur, Executive Director, PennEnvironment, david@pennenvironment.org;  
Nick Pagon, Co-Founder, Board Chair, Riverways Collaboration, nick@riverwways.org; 
Donald Baugh, President, Founder, Upstream Alliance,captbaugh@gmail.com 
Suggestions were developed in consultation with Mungu Sanchez, Deputy Political 
Director & Dir of Community Organizing, Eastern Atlantic State Regional Council of 
Carpenters, msanchez@eascarpenters.org; 
 

mailto:tim@littoralsociety.org
mailto:david@pennenvironment.org
mailto:nick@riverwways.org
mailto:msanchez@eascarpenters.org

