Green City,
Clean Waters

What is it?
Green City, Clean Waters is a City of Philadelphia program that is keeping pollution out of rivers
and creeks by improving and expanding Philadelphia Water Department infrastructure. By
building environmentally friendly, neighborhood-based tools that capture and soak up water
from storms, we are making our waterways cleaner for all Philadelphians.
The Challenge

The Solution

The Benefits

Because there are many surfaces
in Philadelphia that cannot soak up
rain, most water that falls during
storms goes right into sewers. When
there’s too much of this stormwater,
sewers overflow. Some of that
water—a mix of dirty water and
sewage—can spill into waterways.

Green City, Clean Waters is setting
the national standard for protecting
waterways. By adding green tools to
neighborhoods, we capture stormwater
before it enters sewers to reduce
overflows that impact rivers and creeks.
Green means we use plants, soil, special
pavement and stone. We are also
expanding our traditional infrastructure
and upgrading Water Pollution Control
Plants to do more.

Green tools like rain gardens and rainabsorbing pavement will build on our
sewers and treatment plants to keep
over 8 billion gallons of polluted water
out of the rivers we depend on today
and into the future.

This hurts rivers, and laws require
we fix the problem—or pay fines.

Green City, Clean Waters is making our
neighborhoods greener, more vibrant
places to live. A city with cleaner
waterways and greener neighborhoods
is a healthier and more sustainable city.

Why We Need to Take on Stormwater
Philadelphia is one of many cities working to reduce
stormwater runoff and sewer overflows—two of the biggest
pollution sources impacting waterways today.
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Less stormwater in
the sewers protects
our waterways!

Combined sewer system showing an overflow in wet weather and how GSI can help prevent this.

Stormwater and Our Sewer System
Beginning in the 1800s, historic streams and areas like wetlands and marshes were replaced
by vast sewer systems that carried stormwater and human waste away from neighborhoods.
As our city has expanded, so has the amount of hard surfaces (streets, sidewalks, roofs, etc.).
These changes caused more and more stormwater to flow into our sewer systems.
Philadelphia has two types of sewer systems: combined and separate.
In a separate system, there are two pipes. One carries
sewage to the treatment plant and another carries
stormwater, to nearby rivers or streams.
In a combined system, a single pipe collects sewage and
stormwater runoff. When it’s not raining or snowing,
there is plenty of space to collect and transport waste to
a treatment plant. However, during storms, the large and
sudden increase in stormwater can overwhelm and flood
our sewer system, at times causing the mix of stormwater,
diluted sewage and pollutants to overflow into rivers. This is
a combined sewer overflow or CSO (see above image).
Combined sewers protect our homes and communities,
but overflows are unhealthy for our water supply, can harm
wildlife in our rivers and creeks, and even damage stream
banks when flooding is intense.

To protect our water, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency and the Pa. Department of Environmental
Protection carefully regulate what flows into rivers. And,
while our waterways are cleaner today than they have been
in a long time, state and federal laws introduced in the
1990s require cities like ours to develop plans that reduce
sewer overflows and their impact on the environment.
Being a revolutionary city, Philadelphia’s solution to this
challenge is groundbreaking.

How We Take on Stormwater
Using an ever-growing network of green tools spread throughout neighborhoods, this program
dramatically reduces the amount of pollution entering waterways. Between 2011 and 2016,
public and private partners created hundreds of green tools through Green City, Clean Waters.
Combined with sewer and treatment plant improvements, these green investments are now
keeping an estimated 1.5 billion gallons of polluted water out of rivers each year—and that’s
just the beginning. Because this is one of the biggest infrastructure investments our city
has ever made, we are on our way to meeting state and federal greening and pollution
reduction goals by the year 2036.
As each year passes, our rivers get cleaner and cleaner.

What You Get: Cleaner Waters, Greener Neighborhoods
Green City, Clean Waters makes our existing sewer system better in a
way that also improves our neighborhoods. This green-first approach
helps Philadelphia in many ways:

Environmental Benefits
Green City, Clean Waters is about
protecting our rivers and streams,
but the plants and trees used in green
stormwater tools provide many other
environmental benefits.
• Cleaner air: reducing carbon dioxide
and filtering out pollutants like those
created by cars.
• Trees shade buildings so people use
less pollution-creating energy for air
conditioning.
• Plants and flowers support important
wildlife like bees and butterflies.
• Green infrastructure helps our city
prepare for climate change.
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Economic Benefits
Investing in green tools improves
Philadelphia’s economy.

Social Benefits

• Building and maintaining green
stormwater tools creates local jobs.

We enjoy a wide range of community
parks and natural places. Improving
our waterways is opening up even
more outdoor spaces.

• Homes near green spaces have higher
values. Green City, Clean Waters could
increase property values.

• Reducing pollution and restoring our
waterways provides even better spaces
to hike, bike, fish and enjoy nature.

• Having clean rivers attracts recreation
and big water-based events like fishing
tournaments, triathlons, boat races
and more—infusing millions of tourism
dollars into our economy and creating
new opportunities.

• Living on blocks with trees and gardens
encourages spending more time
outside, which means more exercise
and time with neighbors.
• Green City, Clean Waters lets City
departments and private developers
collaborate in new ways. When we
work together, a small project can turn
into a larger one.

What You Can Do:

Residents can help Green City,
Clean Waters grow and succeed at
home in their neighborhoods.
Here are some helpful programs and
simple actions you can take:
• Soak it Up Adoption: Our adoption program provides
mini-grants to civic organizations to help maintain
neighborhood green tools. See if your organization
qualifies: water.phila.gov/adoption
• Rain Check: Residential roofs, sidewalks and driveways
make up many of the surfaces that can’t soak up
stormwater. Our Rain Check program helps homeowners
choose and pay for a landscaping tool that manages their
stormwater. Participants can get free rain barrels or take
on bigger projects like rain gardens, downspout planters
and permeable paving. We make it more affordable and
connect you with certified contractors. Sign up for a free
workshop: pwdraincheck.org
• Join our newsletter: Sign up at www.phila.gov/water
• Keep streets and storm drains clean so litter doesn’t end
up in waterways
• Report issues with water-related infrastructure:
215-685-6300

Learn more about the Green City, Clean Waters program at:
phillyh2o.info/gccw
Contact us
waterinfo@phila.gov
facebook.com/PhillyH2O
@PhillyH2O
@PhillyH2O

