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The spring means flooding – East 
Germantown organizes 
March 11, 2011 

The 5-foot-6-inch woman waded through the thigh high water while she attempted to return to 

her East Germantown home. 

“We’re walking and praying we’re not going to step on a manhole,” said Jocelyn Davis, who had 

to park a few blocks over to prevent another car from being damaged by the water. 

The neighborhood on the 5800 block of Crittenden Street has been plagued with flooding since 

the 1980s, residents say. Davis shared her story, and her video, to a crowd of more than 30 at an 

Action United town hall meeting March 2 aimed at ending flooding on several Germantown 

blocks. 

A neighborhood demands action 

Action United, a member-run organization that has its roots with the now defunct Association of 

Community Organizations for Reform Now, or ACORN, puts pressure on public figures to 

address the issues that affect its members. Out of discussions centering on abandoned houses and 

vacant lots, Jasmine Rivera, community organizer for the group, learned about the flooding. 

Rivera got a better picture when she saw Jocelyn Davis’ videos capturing water gushing from the 

toilet in the basement or shooting up like a geyser in the street. 

Rivera collected locations on more than a dozen streets, such as the 1200 and 1300 blocks of E. 

Haines Street, and 5600 Bloyd Street, where the flooding occurs during rains, she said. 

1

Compiled by K. O'Day

https://whyy.org/articles/spring-is-coming-and-so-is-flooding-east-germantown-organizes/


Representatives from the Philadelphia Water Department were among the invited guests. This 

information helped them figure out how to start tackling the problem. 

New solution 

If the sewers aren’t clogged with debris they should be capable of draining the storm water, 

according to PWD spokesperson Joann Dahme. Instead, the water is coming from the fixtures 

and walls in basements to relieve itself, she said. 

As a short-term goal PWD will send a plumber to the affected homes and determine where to 

instal a special back-flow preventer valve on home sewer systems, which will only let water flow 

out, and not in, from overwhelmed pipes beneath the street. This program is free to those 

impacted, she said. 

Over a longer period, PWD will focus on a supplementary sewer system and greening the city’s 

streets as it’s two main solutions. To get started, the Tookany/Tacony-Frankford Watershed 

Partnership, Inc, offered to plant trees for the attendees. 

Old problem 

This problem is not new to the water department. Nearly every time it rains the city’s sewer’s are 

overwhelmed with water flow from city streets. Most of the time the sewer overflow system 

shunts that extra sewer water directly into nearby streams and rivers instead of allowing it to 

back up in people’s basement, but Davis’ problem may be an exception. 

In fact, PWD is under federal mandate to stop this overflow problem within the next 20 years. 

Doing so means installing some new underground sewer systems, but mainly focussing on better 

storm water management all over the city. 

Last year that started with an expanded storm water drainage fee on city water bills to places 

with lots of impervious surface, and it will continiue block-by-block with improvements to local 

storm water features that can capture and slow down the water as it rushes over streets and into 

sewer drains. 

In short, that means trees and green stuff – the opposite of the urban hardscape. 
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“With more paving, you get more water getting into the sewers,” said Debra McCarty, deputy 

commissioner of operations for the department. “Trees help to get the water from going to the 

water system [in sewers].” 

Doubts remain 

McCarty told the audience that, despite the sewer overflows, their drinking water is clean. 

But Rasmiyyah Gaines, who also lives on the 5800 block of Crittenden Street, disagrees and only 

drinks bottled water. 

“My dogs are sick. My plants have died,” she said to the crowd. “I’m sick. You’re not going to 

tell me the sewage water is not in the water system.” 

Gaines moved into her house about two years ago, when she wasn’t aware that the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency deemed her block a flood zone. Two weeks after her move, her 

house flooded. 

Although she hopes the issue gets resolved for others, she doesn’t want anything fixed in her 

home. She just wants to move out, she said. 

For Jocelyn Davis, the flooding disrupts all aspects of her life. 

She has two houses on Crittenden Street. One is where she lives, and the other she uses for her 

daycare. Flooding has happened when the children have been at the center, so she is looking for 

a new property for her business, she said. 

The house was something she hoped to pass down to her children. But with flooding happening 

even with light rain, her children don’t want it. 

“Fifteen minutes of rain is three weeks of cleaning,” she said. “(My children) were so happy 

when they left home to not have to help us.” 
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Germantown flash flood proved deadly as 
well as damaging 
September 10, 2011 

• 

• 
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Update: 10:30 a.m. Saturday 

A 27-year-old woman died Thursday after calling her father – a city police officer – and 911 to 

report she was trapped inside her car because of flash-flood waters near the Waterview 

Recreation Center in East Germantown. 

The woman, whose name is not being released by police, made those calls from E. Haines and 

Musgrave streets around 2:30 a.m. When her father didn’t hear back from her, he reported her 

missing at 10:35 p.m. Her Chrysler Pacifica had already been taken to a South 52nd Street lot by 

Top of the Line Towing, at the father’s request. 
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An hour later, police detectives investigating the missing persons report discovered her body in 

the back seat of the vehicle. The Medical Examiner’s Office is currently conducting an autopsy 

to determine cause of death, police said. 

Here’s our earlier story on the flood 

The intersection of Belfield Avenue and East Haines Street looked more like a battlefield 

Thursday than a residential swatch of Germantown. 

Mud slicks, building debris and upturned asphalt smothered the street after torrential rain flooded 

the area overnight. On East Haines, the muddy waters carved out a gaping hole in the side of a 

small church. 

Nearly everyone in the immediate area was reeling in the aftermath of a storm where several feet 

of water quickly seeped into homes, churches and businesses. The intersection has flooded 

before, many said, but never this badly. 

“This is a catastrophe,” said Michael Marino, a landlord who owns a property on the corner of 

Haines and Belfield. 

Marino said his tenant called at 3 a.m. Thursday to tell him that water was flowing into his home 

through the front door. After assessing the damage, Marino said it’ll take thousands of dollars to 

salvage the place. 

In a white lawn chair just a few doors down sat April Withers. The six-year resident said the 

floodwaters forced her from her home around 4 a.m Thursday and that she hadn’t moved far 

from her post since. 

“I have no where else to go right now,” said a visibly shaken Withers around 6 p.m. She said 

she’ll likely stay the night at a friend’s house nearby. 

Pastor Todd Dunbar, who heads Praise, Power and Deliverance Church, was left looking for a 

place to house his congregation after more than six feet of water rushed through the building. 
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Dunbar said the inside of the church had been recently renovated. He estimated the floodwaters 

washed away more than $60,000 worth of upgrades. 

Still, the pastor tried to keep things in perspective. 

“The church is not built on a building. We are the church,” said Dunbar as city workers pumped 

water from the church’s basement and sanctuary. 

Tom Green, owner of Tranzilli’s Water Ice Company, had a harder time taking something 

positive from the water-soaked situation. 

The business has been on Belfield Avenue since the late 1960s and Green has been around for a 

number of floods. This latest storm, though, was by far the worst, he said. 

Green said the floodwater damage has prematurely ended the businesses’ annual water ice 

season. 

“I’ll be out of business,” said Green outside of the shop, where mud and squirts of red water ice 

mixed together on the sidewalk. 

Like many neighbors, Green blames the city most for the catastrophe. For years, he said, the 

neighborhood has complained about flooding at the intersection to no avail. Most agree faulty 

sewer pipes are the culprit. 

Marino’s lack of confidence in the city has him feeling uneasy about renovating his Haines 

Street property. 

“If I knew that I could repair the property for $35,000 or $40,000 and have a viable rental 

property that would be fine. The problem is if I do it, what happens the next storm, the next 

[Hurricane] Irene?” said Marino. 
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Dunbar is similarly concerned about plunging money back into a property that may be damaged 

by floodwaters down the line. 

“We’re actually thinking of moving out of this location because the water is so bad. If nothing’s 

going to be done we can’t stay here,” said Dunbar. 

A call left with a Streets Department spokesman was not immediately returned. 
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East Germantown grapples with “what ifs” 
of a flood turned fatal 
September 13, 2011 

•  

•  
Robert Williams still feels sick about the young woman that drowned in her car Thursday near 

the corner of East Haines and Musgrave streets in East Germantown. 

Williams, an usher with Praise, Power and Deliverance Church, said he passed by the mud-

slicked Chrysler Pacifica at least 10 times that day as he and other neighbors assessed the 

aftermath of a torrential rain storm that flooded the area overnight. 

“We all walked past the car and no one ever took time out to look at the car to see if anyone was 

in there,” he said. “I feel like I was a big letdown.” 
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The SUV was towed Thursday afternoon after police thought the car was abandoned. Later that 

evening, detectives discovered the 27-year-old in the backseat at a West Philadelphia tow lot. 

The victim’s father, a city police officer, had filed a missing persons report after not hearing 

from his daughter, who had called around 2:30 a.m. to tell him floodwaters had trapped her 

inside. 

It’s difficult to determine whether residents could have saved the woman’s life. It’s still not clear 

how soon the woman, whose name has not yet been released, died after calling her father and 

911. 

Officials with the Philadelphia Water Department do know that the storm hit East Germantown 

the hardest. PWD spokeswoman Laura Copeland said approximately four inches of rain fell in 

two hours there. 

“That’s an awful lot of rain,” said Copeland, who added that the overall storm was very rare, the 

type that only occurs every two centuries in Philadelphia. 

Copeland said the cause of the severe flooding at the intersection is simple: too much water in 

too little time. 

“The sewer system became overtaxed with the sheer volume of the rain that occurred in a short 

period of time. It had nowhere else to go,” she said. 

The intersection of East Haines and Musgrave is also a low elevation point for the area, meaning 

that floodwaters from higher ground all dumped down into the area, 

“I don’t know what could have been prevented to be honest,” she said. 

Lt. Raymond Evers, a spokesman with the Philadelphia Police Department, said there was no 

way to know the flooding would be so severe. Officers did not reach out to the community 

beforehand to warn of potential danger. 
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At least eight people in the area were rescued from their cars during the flash flood, according to 

Evers. He said the drowning was “a very tragic event and it’s very, very unfortunate.” 

The city is currently working towards creating a hydraulic model of its sewer system so that it 

can identify and fix infrastructure issues and problem intersections such as East Haines and 

Musgrave. That engineering study is still in its nascent stages and does not have a defined 

deadline, according to Copeland. 

“Infrastructure solutions do take time,” she said. “It’s not a quick fix.” 

Copeland said PWD also is working with city and state officials to designate the intersection as a 

historic floodplain, which would make residents eligible to receive with flood insurance through 

the Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

In the meantime, Williams and other neighbors will work to recover from a horrendous flood that 

has displaced from their homes, churches and businesses. 

“It’s like a ghost town down here,” said Wiliams. 
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Residents express anger and frustration at 
city’s flood response 
September 18, 2011 

Over 200 East Germantown residents packed into the Waterview Recreation Center to hear city 

officials’ plans for addressing the damage from the flooding that has plagued the the 

neighborhood over the past two weeks. 

But as residents’ tempers flared,  officials, who were not using microphones, were drowned out 

by angry neighbors. 

“What are they [Philadelphia Water Department] doing to keep the drains clear?” shouted one 

man. “You don’t even wash the streets,” yelled an elderly woman. 

Reverend Chester Williams, leader of the Chew and Belfield Neighbors Club, erupted in 

frustration. “You didn’t even close a hole in the street,” he shouted. Williams was referring to an 

incident where the water and gas company left a gap open to the elements during the hurricane 

and rainstorm on the 6200 block of Belfield and Mayland.  Rev. Williams said the flooding 

wouldn’t have been nearly as devastating if the water department had covered the hole. 

City officials provided no answers. Without microphones it was difficult to hear comments from 

the officials, adding to the frustration. Some residents came to the front of the room and asked to 

reschedule the meeting. 

One presenter was loud and clear. Liam O’Keefee, who heads the Philadelphia Office of 

Emergency Management, urged residents to apply for FEMA assistance for any damage done by 

hurricane Irene. “If you had any damage, apply now”. 
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While homeowners can get FEMA assistance for hurricane damage, federal assistance is not 

available for damags sustained from tropical storm Lee’s record rainfall. According to, O’Keefee 

the city is also working with the governor to request that damage from Lee be covered by FEMA 

as well. 

Angela Sumpter applied to FEMA but was denied assistance because her flodding was a result of 

tropical storm Lee. Sumpter lost four cars to the flood along with everything in her basement. 

“My washer, dryer, heater, hot water tank, plus we had mud this time so the cleaning process is 

different. It’s overwhelming,” she said. 

Joanne Dahme, General Manager of Public Affairs for the water department maintains that the 

flooding was unusually severe. event  in East Germantown and that they can’t predict or protect 

against catastrophic events. “We had four inches of rain within a four hour period,” she said. 

According to Dahme, residents who had flooding caused by backwash from drains, faucets or 

toilets might qualify for help through the water department’s basement protection program. 

Despite frustrated residents who felt that the city hasn’t done enough to clean up after the flood, 

Liam O’Keefee said “”The city has deployed numerous resources to this area, for example to 

pump out basements, perform structural assessments. There are still clean up operations in the 

area”. 

Councilwoman Donna Reed Miller, who organized the meeting along with the Water 

Department said she plans on scheduling another meeting with a proper PA system soon. Miller 

said that the information collected at the meeting is just the start. “We needed to know who they 

are so we can go out there”. 
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History offers explanations for deadly 
Germantown flood 
October 3, 2011 

The news report was as chilling as it was mystifying: on September 8th a young woman drowned 

in a flash flood while driving in East Germantown. The tragedy occurred at East Haines and 

Musgrave Streets, an area on high ground and miles from open water. How could this have 

happened? 

To understand this tragedy, and to understand why some Philadelphia areas at high elevations 

still flood, we must look back more than a hundred years.  In the late 1800s the city decided to 

pursue an ambitious and progressive plan: encapsulating the city’s surface streams. The project 

spanned decades, eventually diverting 73% of surface streams into underground pipes. 

This massive project was undertaken largely as a health reform measure. Scientists had 

discovered that the bacteria causing two of the most frightening illnesses of the time, typhoid 

fever and cholera, was transmitted by water. Typhoid in particular was a serious public health 

issue; in the years between 1860 and 1909, more than 27,000 Philadelphians died of it, and many 

more were sickened. 

In an effort to protect the purity of Philadelphia’s drinking water supply, the city had already 

begun buying up land on either side of the Schuylkill River, eventually leading to the creation of 

Fairmount Park system. But there was difficulty monitoring the smaller tributaries that emptied 

into the Schuylkill. 
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In the 19th century hydropower from these smaller streams was used to run dye houses, textile 

factories, slaughterhouses and tanneries. Waste from these industries, as well as domestic waste, 

was disposed of into the streams, which flowed directly into the public water supply. 

Diverting streams into pipes was viewed as a way to protect clean water from contamination 

before it reached the Schuylkill, the source of Philadelphia’s drinking water. At the time, it was 

the largest city infrastructure project ever undertaken. To make the project more efficient, the 

pipes carrying streams were engineered to carry wastewater from indoor plumbing as well, a 

design known as a combined system. Storm water would enter the pipes through intake grates, 

and wastewater from houses and businesses; all to be carried downstream to a wastewater 

treatment plant. 

The sewer system designed a hundred years ago to safeguard the health of Philadelphians is still 

in use today, and by all accounts will be for many years to come. But encapsulating most of our 

waterways has come at a price, particularly in the case of the historic watershed of the 

Wingohocking Creek. 

The Wingohocking was once the largest tributary of Frankford Creek. Today it is contained 

under the neighborhoods of East Germantown and Logan. It is the creek valley upon which 

houses were built that eventually became infamous as the “Logan Triangle.” This was a 

neighborhood of more than 1,000 houses that had to be razed in the 1980s as they sank into the 

unstable ash and rubble that was used to fill the creek bed. 

Other neighborhoods located on top of the buried Wingohocking have had longstanding issues 

with flooding during heavy rainfall. Since combined sewers are necessarily connected to 

people’s homes, when they are overwhelmed the water backs up into basements. Outside on the 

streets, water begins to pour out of sewer grates and manhole covers, at the same time that 

surface water has no place to drain. In an event like the one on September 8, when this section of 

Philadelphia received four inches of water in two hours,  subterranean water pushes aboveground 

with enough force to create major flooding in basements and streets. 

According to the interactive mapping website Philageohistory.org, the location of the fatal 

flooding on September 8 is exactly above the buried Wingohocking. The Philadelphia Water 
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Department estimates that the amount of rainfall that day would be expected to come only once 

every 200 years, and they are undertaking measures to make areas located on historic watersheds 

safer. 

It’s important that residents know where the historic watersheds are in their neighborhoods so 

they can exercise caution in these areas during heavy rainfall. To find out if your home is near an 

encapsulated stream, go to the Greater Philadelphia Geo History Network. For more information 

about watersheds in Philadelphia go to What’s On Tap. 
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FEMA, 
Water Department officials talk flooding in 
East Germantown 
January 31, 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

More than 50 residents packed the Waterview Recreation Center in East Germantown last 

Wednesday night seeking answers from the Philadelphia Water Department and FEMA about 

securing assistance for flood damages. 

Noting that “you all live in the old water shed where the Wingohocken Creek use to run 

through,” PWD spokeswoman Joanne Dahne noted that flooding is an inevitability each major 

storm. 

Some residents responded they are fed up with a perceived lack of help from the city. One said 

that since 1999, she and her husband have both suffered injuries requiring medical attention 

while trying to get their home back in order after storms flooded their home. 
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“The mold was so bad that it started creeping up the walls and my husband and I had to tear 

down our sheet rock,” Jocelyn Davis said. “I am just really tired of the runaround from the city.” 

Since 2007, the area has been hit hard with three severe storm floods that created not only 

damages to the homes, but health concerns as well. Frustration grew last September when a 

woman was found dead in the back of her car due to the severe floods. 

Walt McGuckin, a FEMA Flood Insurance specialist and former Germantown resident, spoke 

about the benefits and importance of getting homeowner’s insurance. 

He noted that Congress created the National Flood Insurance Program in 1968 to help provide a 

means for property owners to financially protect themselves. Attendees were encouraged to 

apply for public and/or individual assistance programs. 

The Public Assistance Program provides funding for debris removal, implementation of 

emergency protective measures and permanent restoration of infrastructure prior to and after a 

storm. 

The Individual Assistance Program provides assistance for low interest diaster loans, counseling, 

legal aid, funding for house repairs and more. 

Not everyone was pleased with this information. 

Said one resident, “People have been denied FEMA assistance because they were told they make 

too much money.” 

McGuckin reassured residents that “if you live in a flood zone, your income doesn’t matter.” 

Spokesman Michael Wade, however, clarified that it is not exactly that clear-cut. 

“One reason someone may or may not receive funding from FEMA is if they already have 

homeowner’s insurance. However, when someone is denied FEMA, they do receive a letter in 
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the mail explaining what other benefits they may qualify for,” said Wade, who mentioned an 

appeals process exists. 

The PWD also offers a Basement Protection Program (PDF) to assist residents with repairs from 

the flooding conditions in basements due to heavy rainstorms. It requires a property’s water bill 

to be current, or the amount owed not exceeding $75. Again, attendees weren’t pleased. 

“There are a lot of stipulations with this program. If they put the repairs on your pipes and your 

pipes break, they are not liable for it,” Davis noted. “It was also said that in order to receive the 

Basement Protection Program a person must be up to date with their taxes. This is not fair 

because regardless whether you pay your taxes or not you still get flooded.” 
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East Germantown residents hope city offers 
flood bailout 
February 3, 2012 

•  

•  
•  

•  
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Matthew Santillo wants the city to buy his home. 

Since 2007, the Philly transplant has lived on the 5300 block of Belfield Ave. in Germantown, a 

stretch where heavy rainfall routinely floods the street with thigh-high water, usually in summer. 

Three or four feet of a muddy brown mixture of storm and sewer water will quickly collect on 

the concrete, he said, and seep into his basement and backyard. 

The bell-like sound of the street’s manhole covers bursting into the air is now a familiar warning 

sign to move your car to safety. 
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“It’s just become a way of life,” said Santillo of the floods. 

Last summer was the worst. Hurricane Irene and Tropical Storm Lee pounded that area with the 

type of rainfall that hits every two centuries. 

During the latter in East Germantown, one of the city’s lowest-lying areas, cars floated down the 

street as floodwaters from higher ground dumped downward. On East Musgrave Street, a 27-

year-old woman drowned in the backseat of the car in which she was trapped. 

At Santillo’s place, the rainwater reached to just two inches below his front door. It’s gotten to 

the point where the sound of rain sometimes keeps Santillo awake at night. 

“If it’s raining all night, it’s hard to sleep wondering if the water level is going to rise up to four 

feet and trap us here,” he said. 

And so, as unfortunate as it is, Santillo said he and his family need to leave their home for 

another. He’s not sure where they’d go. 

Is rescue imminent? 

Santillo and other residents interested in a city buyout could get their wish. 

Officials with the Philadelphia Water Department, in conjunction with the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers, are in the midst of completing a computer model of a 12-mile stretch of sewer line 

that runs roughly from Mt. Airy to East Germantown and down to Logan. 

“The model will tell us where we need to provide additional capacity in this sewer system. 

Where do we need to make the sewer bigger, where we may need parallel sewers or maybe 

where we might want to put underground storage tanks,” spokesperson Joanne Dahme says. 

The problem is that the digital study is not scheduled to be completed until spring. Any 

underground renovations wouldn’t start for at least another five years and could last for another 

five beyond that. 
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For some, that timeline leaves too much opportunity for more disaster and devastation to strike. 

The Water Department is working to provide residents with intermediate solutions which are 

mostly aimed at keeping floodwater from entering homes through plumbing fixtures – sinks and 

toilets, for example. 

But eight blocks currently part of the department’s study would still be vulnerable, said Dahme. 

On those blocks, flood water also flows into homes from the street. 

Santillo’s block is on that list. So are the 5900 block of Belfield, the 5800 block of Crittenden 

St., the 2100 block of West Godfrey St., the 300 block of East Church Lane, the 6200 block of 

Chew Ave. and the 500 and 600 blocks of East Haines St. 

During a recent community meeting, Jasmine Rivera, a community organizer with ACTION 

United, counted 15 attendees on a petition that essentially says residents are interested in talking 

to the city about a buyout. 

“We’re in the reconnaissance stage,” says Dahme. 

Stick around or swim away 

Kimberly Adams, who lives on the 500 block of East Haines St., said she’s not going anywhere. 

It’s the only place she’s ever called home. 

Adams’ house was severely flooded last summer as water poured in from the street, but thanks to 

assistance through the Federal Emergency Management Agency, she was able to pay for a 

number of renovations. 

A new front façade and front door are the most visible changes. There’s also a new roof, kitchen, 

living room and dining room. Adams said she’s not worried about the work being washed away 

in another flood. 
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“We’ve had floods, but never that came into the house,” said the 30-year-old mother whose 

home sits across the street from a church with a gaping hole in an exterior wall, courtesy of 

Tropical Storm Lee. 

The bottom line is that East Germantown is a neighborhood she couldn’t imagine leaving. She 

doesn’t think her neighbors or other residents will see a buyout – an idea she says has been raised 

before to no avail. 

“That stuff ain’t happening,” said Adams. 

The city has not yet made any agreement to purchase any properties. It’s not clear if the cash-

strapped city even has the funds. 

Brian Abernathy with the city’s Managing Director’s Office said his department is aware of the 

flooding issues at this point, but that no formal discussions around a potential buyout have taken 

place. 

City Councilwoman Cindy Bass, whose Eighth District includes most of Northwest Philadelphia, 

has been aware of the severe flooding in her district since before she was sworn into her first 

term in office this January. As a staffer with U.S. Rep. Chaka Fattah (D-Phila.), she met with 

neighbors who live on flood-prone blocks of the city. 

Bass spokesperson Joe Corrigan said representatives from the office plan to meet with the Water 

Department to see what can be done on the city level to aid affected residents. 

“These people need our help,” says Corrigan, “and we’re going to help them every way we can.” 

Seeking a way out 

Back on Belfield Avenue, Santillo says he still hasn’t finished repairing his basement, which has 

been battered by floodwaters. He hasn’t seen much of a point considering how often he suffers 

through rainstorms. 
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It’s an attitude that has him looking for a way to leave his block. 

“Who in their right mind would want to live in a situation like that where your foundation is 

being weakened, your house might fall down, and you have sewage water pouring in,” Santillo 

said. “It’s a horrible way to live.” 
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Bass to flood-zone residents: Money for 
infrastructure overhaul ‘is not there’ 
April 23, 2012 

•  

•  
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•  
Last weekend’s impending rain storms weighed heavily on the minds of the East Germantown 

residents who sat down with Eighth District City Councilwoman Cindy Bass on Saturday for a 

spirited discussion about routine flooding in the neighborhood that has, at times, sent cars 

floating down the street and, last summer, claimed the life of a young woman. 

The Philadelphia Water Department, in conjunction with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, is in 

the midst of drawing up a digital model of the area’s antiquated sewer system, targeted as the 

primary culprit. 

The 12-mile study is scheduled to be completed shortly, but PWD officials have said that any 

underground renovations wouldn’t start for at least another five years. Construction could last for 

another five beyond that. 

Short-term solution sought 

Many of the more than 40 residents who gathered for the hour-long meeting inside the Belfield 

Recreation Center found that timeline troubling. They urged Bass to help them find a shorter-

term solution. 

“A lot of us are actually nervous on Belfield [Avenue], and I’m pretty sure on the other areas, 

about the rain that we’re going to get this evening and all day tomorrow,” said Kim Crawford-

Collins, who has lived on the 5300 block of Belfield for 45 years. 
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Some residents have shown interest in a city-led property buyout. Serious discussions around 

that option, though, have not happened to date. 

Logan-like buyout unlikely 

Referencing the sinking houses of Logan, Bass told residents a buyout wouldn’t likely be a quick 

option. 

In 2006, after a nearly 20-year effort, the city stepped in and used millions in federal funds to 

help relocate residents from a 17-block area who lived in houses built atop an unstable mix of 

ash and cinder. They also paid to demolish the homes, more than 900 in all. 

Speaking more generally about the area’s severe flooding, Bass said, “the reality of getting this 

problem fixed tomorrow, next week, next year, in my opinion, is unlikely. I’m just going to be 

honest and keep it real.” 

A sympathetic Bass also told residents that if funding was available for an infrastructure 

overhaul, the work would be done. 

“We probably wouldn’t even be having this conversation,” she said. “But the fact of the matter is 

the money is not there, it’s not going to be here for a minute, it’s going to take a while for us to 

pull this together.” 

Bass nonetheless vowed to fight for whatever solution residents wanted her to fight for, saying 

that fixing the problem is something that “has to be done.” 

Not good enough 

Bass’ candor didn’t seem to sit well with residents. 

Matthew Santillo, who lives on the 5300 block of Belfield Ave., told Bass that it’s City 

Council’s job to find money to fix this kind of problem. 
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“If someone gets sick, if another person dies, if someone needs an ambulance and the street’s 

flooded and the ambulance can’t get through, if something like that happens, I think it’s going to 

cost the city a lot more in the long run,” said Santillo, who suggested that the city establish a 

relief fund. 

Citing the cash-strapped city’s struggle to cover its own operating budget, Bass said setting aside 

funds for a relief program is not likely right now. 

“I do think that’s a good idea. I do think that that’s something that we can advocate and ask for 

and move forward with,” she said. 

Bass did say it would be possible to create a contingency plan with the city’s Office of 

Emergency Management as a longer-term solution gets underway. 

Bass said she could report back to residents about setting up a contingency plan in the next two 

weeks. Another meeting with Bass has not yet been scheduled. 
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Flood-weary East Germantown resident: ‘If I 
could get a buyout today, I’d move 
tomorrow’ 
May 17, 2012 

 

Wednesday’s balmy weather was Thelma Gorham’s second reminder that summer is just around 

the corner and that, with it, the type of rainstorms that have routinely flooded her block over the 

past few years will likely come. 

The first arrived just the day before, when the region was drenched in spurts throughout the day. 

Gorham’s row-home basement in East Germantown didn’t fill with muddy water as it often does, 

but the downpour was strong enough to put the 71-year-old on edge. 

“Last night, it kept raining and thundering and I didn’t go to sleep until 4 o’clock,” said Gorham, 

who now owns a sump pump when she needs to suck up the floodwater that seeps inside her 

house on the 5800 block of Crittenden St. “I was constantly looking out of the window, going 

down to my basement.” 

Last summer — when Hurricane Irene and Tropical Storm Lee hit the area hard — was the first 

time the rain visibly flooded the street in front the property. It’s gotten to the point where she’s 

ready to leave it behind. 

“If I could get a buyout today, I’d move tomorrow,” said Gorham. 

Walking the soggy beat 

The long-time resident shared her concerns during a Wednesday afternoon walk-around 

organized by ACTION United, a nonprofit community advocacy organization. 
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For nearly two hours, residents pointed out problem lots and eyesores in the neighborhood with 

city officials in tow in an effort to raise awareness and perhaps bring about swifter action. 

“People explain [problems over the phone], but it often gets lost in translation,” Jasmine Rivera, 

a community organizer with ACTION United, said as the group strolled down the 1300 block of 

Rittenhouse St. 

The tours “give every resident the opportunity to feel like they have a voice. They should be the 

ones communicating and not have a middleman,” Rivera said. 

Michael Lumpkin, who moved to the block two years ago, said he wants to see the area’s 

overgrown, vacant lots be addressed, noting that they provide cover for illegal activity. 

“That brings around those guys selling drugs and that makes them hang out around there,” said 

Lumpkin. “That’s their quick way of running from the cops — get into that alleyway and 

hiding.” 

During a recent police pursuit, a male suspect tried to hide out in a lot just a few doors down 

from Lumpkin’s home. Officers had to burst through a fence at the lot’s front entrance en route 

to an arrest. 

The suspect had also hopped over a fence into Lumpkin’s backyard during the incident, drawing 

police to his front door and into his home. 

“I don’t like that,” said Lumpkin. 

Complaints heard 

Officials with the city’s Department of Licenses & Inspection and Streets Department jotted 

down notes during the tour that they will take back to their respective departments. 

Personnel from state Rep. John Myers and Eight District City Councilwoman Cindy Bass’ 

offices were also on hand. 
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“We have feet on the ground now actually seeing, hearing, experiencing the issues,” said 

Brandon Vaughn, constituent-services liaison for Bass. “Let’s get going. Let’s start working and 

really start addressing these issues.” 

Rivera noted that results from a similar, but smaller, walk-around earlier were positive. L&I in 

particular has been quite responsive, she said. 
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Retired environmental engineer from Mount 
Airy working to mitigate East Germantown 
flooding 
September 5, 2012 

Kelly O’Day is serious about stormwater management. He wants fellow East Mount Airy 

residents to be, too. 

For more than a year, the retired environmental engineer has been researching the city’s sewer 

system with a close eye on the underground bond between his neighborhood and nearby East 

Germantown. 

The low-lying area’s tendency to flood during heavy rainstorms sparked O’Day’s interest in the 

exploration. A freak drowning at the intersection of Belfield Avenue and Haines Street last 

summer catapulted him into public advocacy. 

“Most people wouldn’t think they have anything to do with Belfield and Haines,” said O’Day on 

a recent afternoon while standing by a stormwater drain near his East Durham Street home. 

But they do 

Whenever it rains, water flows off of rooftops and down into the city’s labyrinth of sewer pipes 

before dumping into a treatment plant or, during a heavy storm, straight into a nearby 

waterway — the Delaware or Schuylkill rivers, for example. 

In East Mount Airy and sections of adjoining neighborhoods, the water travels directly to East 

Germantown as it winds its way to the finish line. 
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During a typical rainstorm, the impact is essentially non-existent. 

During a major storm, however, that can quickly change in certain sections of the neighborhood 

when the system overflows and floods. 

On-site explanation 

At Haines and Belfield, O’Day points out how each of the intersection’s four feeder streets pitch 

downward. 

The unique, bowl-like topography can be problematic during a heavy storm when a lot of rain 

drops in a short period of time. 

In those instances, the sewer system can quickly fill to capacity and overflow. Similar to other 

sections of the city, basements may flood as a result. With nowhere to disperse, though, rain 

water could also potentially collect on the street and spill into people’s houses. It has nowhere to 

dissipate. 

“This is one of the worst places to have a backup,” said O’Day. 

When Tropical Storm Lee hit last September, approximately seven inches of rain dropped in an 

hour, causing several feet to build on the concrete. 

The muddy waters from higher ground wreaked havoc on homes, churches and businesses. A 27-

year-old woman drowned after becoming trapped inside her car. 

Trickle-down flood effect 

While Lee was a “worst-case scenario,” O’Day said it’s important for neighbors to consider the 

individual roles they play in the city’s stormwater-management system. He also wants them to 

think about steps they can take to lessen their load. 

“Even if you’re not flooding, we all have neighbors downstream of us,” he said. 
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The Philadelphia Water Department’s Green City, Clean Waters program will be part of O’Day’s 

outreach efforts. O’Day is a volunteer ambassador with the department. 

$2.4 billion initiative 

The department is in the very early stages of the 25-year, $2.4 billion initiative aimed at cutting 

down on the amount of storm water hitting the sewers so that there’s less potential for overflows 

into rivers and streams during storms. 

A number of the city’s sewer systems are combined, meaning one pipe carries both sewage and 

stormwater. 

Through the use of green, pervious solutions — rain barrels, rain gardens and storm-water 

planters among others — the department hopes to halt the first inch of rainfall from hitting the 

city’s sewers. 

The program calls for a total of 10,000 acres of pervious area. 

“If we can also capture the one inch, we provide all the extra capacity in our sewer system and 

substantially stop those overflows,” said Joanne Dahme, a PWD spokesperson. 

Outdated sewer system 

While state-of-the-art when it was initially built during the second half of the 19th century, the 

city’s sewer system wasn’t serving the same dense population seen today. More roofs mean more 

runoff. 

Green City is not designed, though, to take the sting out of major flooding events such as Lee — 

events where a tremendous amount of rain falls in a short period of time. Still, having less 

stormwater rushing into the system during those storms doesn’t hurt. 

“It can take some of the bite out,” said Dahme. 
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PWD is currently in the midst of organizing a 200-household pilot program to determine what 

green infrastructure items residents would be most willing to use and purchase at a reduced cost. 

Under the pilot and beyond, the water department will cover approximately 80 percent of an 

item’s price tag. (A downspout planter, for example, would cost the department $800.) 

And though everyone in East Mount Airy may not take part in Green City, “every little bit we do 

lightens the load going downstream,” said O’Day. 
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Water Department may transform vacant 
Northwest Philly lot into a rain garden 
September 27, 2012 

•  

•  

•  

43

Compiled by K. O'Day



•  
With each heavy rain, raw sewage runs into our local creeks and rivers, a gross problem that the 

Philadelphia Water Department has tried to tackle for years. 

Its latest effort is a proposed rain garden on the city-owned vacant lot at East Washington Lane 

and Clearview St. on the cusps of East Germantown and East Mount Airy. 

Neighbors gathered Tuesday night to discuss the proposal at the Chew and Belfield Neighbors 

Club meeting, held in the Joseph E. Coleman Northwest Regional Library in Germantown. 

Public discussion 

There, about 10 members of the community organization met with officials from the water 

department and the Tookany/Tacony-Frankford Watershed Partnership. 

“A rain garden is a small depression in the land that is planted with special plants that are 

designed to soak up water,” said Maggie Wood, a PWD spokeswoman. “And, the garden holds 

water, not for a long period of time … but it gives the treatment plants time to catch up.” 

The reason that raw sewage enters our waterways during heavy rains is because many combined 

sewage overflow (CWO) pipes that flow underground throughout the city carry both stormwater 

runoff from streets and wastewater from homes. 

When those pipes are filled, wastewater-treatment plants can’t keep up with the flow, so the 

pipes are forced to dump excess water into creeks and rivers. 

Infrastructure concerns 
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One way Philadelphia has been trying to stem the flow of CSOs is to create “green” 

infrastructure that will hold more water. This catches the rain where it falls and allows water to 

filter through the ground naturally and let the roots of plants and trees soak it up. 

Rain gardens can help lessen the burden of runoff from streets, officials said. 

Seeking input 

Neighbors voiced concerns about flooding in that section of Washington Lane with each heavy 

rain. Water Department representatives said that the garden may not completely resolve the 

flooding issue, but it will certainly help alleviate some of it. 

“There will be some kind of channel that directs water to the garden,” said Wood, pointing out 

that the project was still in the planning stage and that she would take neighborhood concerns 

back to the planning team. 

Wood also said that other long-term plans to manage water flow throughout Germantown are in 

the works. 

The proposed rain garden will also have a footpath designed throughout the park so that people 

can walk through the garden on their way to and from the nearby train station. 

Some neighbors also suggested placing benches in the park so people can sit and relax in the 

garden. 

The Chew and Belfield Neighbors organization hopes to hold another meeting about the 

proposed rain garden for those elderly residents who were unable to attend this week’s meeting, 

but a date hasn’t been announced. 
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Tour explores history of hidden Northwest 
Philadelphia waterway 
October 16, 2012 

•  

•  

•  
When you’re driving along a curving street in Northwest Philadelphia, what does that bend 

imply about what lies beneath your wheels? When a raindrop falls on East Mt. Airy Avenue and 
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runs into a gutter, where does that drop end up? Why did elephants once march down Chelten 

Avenue to Magnolia Street at regular intervals during the late 19th century? 

The answers to those questions and more were revealed to a group of ten residents who recently 

took a bus tour of the historic Wingohocking Watershed offered by Mt. Airy Learning Tree. 

Drew Brown, an environmental engineer and manager of public education programs for the 

Philadelphia Water Department, and Adam Levine, historical consultant to the PWD, gave a 

below-the-ground look at how the waters that once flowed through East Mt. Airy and 

Germantown have shaped the history of our current man-made landscape. 

An underground waterway 

If you’re unfamiliar with the Wingohocking Creek it’s not surprising, said Brown. Unlike the 

Wissahickon Creek, the “Wingohocking Creek has ceased to exist, at least above 

ground.”  Almost all of the stream is now encased in brick walls and become part of an intricate 

network of sewers that drain the area. 

The project to enclose the creek was a big one. It began in 1879 and lasted almost 50 years, 

finishing in 1928. 

The tour started at the Mt. Airy Learning Tree office at Greene and Hortter streets in West Mt. 

Airy, but spent almost no time on the west side of Germantown Avenue. Upon leaving, the bus 

immediately climbed Upsal Street towards the Avenue. 

“We’re leaving the Monoshone watershed and entering the Wingohocking,” said Brown on 

Saturday as the bus reached its destination. 

A watershed is the area drained by a stream or river; the high ground along Germantown Avenue 

separates the area drained by Monoshone and Wissahickon creeks from that drained by the 

Wingohocking. 
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The next stop was at Mt. Pleasant Avenue and Sprague Street, near the highest source of the 

West Branch of the Wingohocking. (The two branches of the creek are separated by the high 

ground along Stenton Avenue and eventually meet at what’s now the intersection of Belfield and 

Ogontz avenues). 

Near the present Sedgwick Station on the Chestnut Hill East regional rail line, the water from 

several streams once came together to form the headwaters of the creek’s West Branch. As he 

pointed to the tracks, Brown said that the tour would have the railroad on one side or another as 

it went along. 

“The area along streams was not suitable for houses because it would flood,” he said. In the 18th 

and 19th centuries, “streams and flood plains were the only open ground in many places.” Thus, 

when the rail line was built, it followed the stream bed because there were no built-up areas to be 

bypassed or demolished. 

A watering hole for elephants 

The city’s streets follow a gridiron pattern whenever possible, but, as Levine pointed out, 

“Nothing in nature is rectangular.” Thus, a curving road such as Sprague Street near Sedgwick 

Station is following the course of a stream. The Wingohocking Creek is still there, he said, but 

it’s now about 15 feet underground. Mansfield Avenue on the other side of Stenton Avenue does 

the same thing: “It follows the East Branch,” said Levine. “On a map you can see it’s a 

meandering street.” 

After stops at Cliveden Park to examine a rain garden – part of the city’s Green City, Clean 

Waters initiative to reduce runoff – and Awbury Arboretum -where a spring feeds a one of the 

last above-ground tributaries of the Wingohocking -the tour paused at Chelten Avenue and 

Magnolia Street in Germantown. 

The intersection was once home to the Scatchard’s Mill textile factory, once one of dozens of 

factories located along the creek. Factories, particularly the textile plants which once filled 

Germantown, are another way to follow the course of former streams because the building’s 
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required lots of water for the cleaning, washing and dyeing of their products, as well as a way to 

dispose of waste water. 

Magnolia Street is now dry land, but once was the site of a pond called Kelly’s Dam, said 

Brown, adding that “dam” was once a term used for both ponds and the dams that created them. 

The water it held was once used by the factory, but for a time was used in another way that 

nobody would expect for the middle of Germantown. 

A large circus was once headquartered in an area around Chew and Chelten avenues. “They had 

elephants,” said Brown. ” The elephants were paraded down Chelten Avenue to drink from the 

pond.” 

Flooding and the “Logan Triangle” 

As the tour went along Belfield Avenue to La Salle University, it continued to follow the course 

of the Wingohocking’s West Branch. 

Passing the intersection of Ogontz and Belfield avenues where the creek’s two branches meet, 

the tour stopped for a look at the notorious “Logan Triangle” at 10th and Courtland streets. The 

intersection underscored just how important drainage issues have been in the growth of the city. 

The low-lying area was prone to flooding for many years. Though a sewer later helped that 

problem, Brown and Levine noted in the guidebook handed out for the tour that ” before the area 

could be developed, the deep valley needed to be filled in. The landowner filled the valley with 

unstable coal ash, in some places more than 40 feet deep. Over the years, ash settled or washed 

away from many buildings. Nearly 1,000 buildings have been demolished in the so-called Logan 

Triangle.” 

Finally, tourgoers got a look at the final destination of a drop of water that enters a storm sewer 

way back in Mt. Airy. 
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It’s in Juniata Park, where a huge tunnel measuring 24-feet across and 21-feet high disgorges the 

stormwater runoff of the Wingohocking as it meets the waters of the Tookany/Tacony Creek, 

which begins in Montgomery County. (It’s called Tookany Creek in Montgomery County and 

Tacony Creek in Philadelphia, but, said Brown, “It’s just two different interpretations of the 

same Native American name.”) 

The two creeks join to form Frankford Creek, which flows into the Delaware River. 
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