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A TALE OF TWO CITIES



THE STORMWATER CITY:
3 PROBLEMS



“CONCRETE JUNGLES”
DESIGN THAT CREATES RUNOFF

• “concrete jungles”

more runoff 
• large amounts of $$$ 

and resources are 
focused on drainage 
infrastructure because 
runoff (i.e.stormwater) is 
viewed as threat that 
ultimately needs to be 
removed

PROBLEM 1



RAINWATER DOWN THE 
DRAIN

WASTE OF A VALUABLE RESOURCE
• “Rainfall as a threat” means 

communities miss the 
opportunity to capture and 
store rainwater for reuse

• Depletes local water 
supplies, undermines water 
conservation efforts, and 
leads to demand for 
expensive new water supply 
infrastructure

PROBLEM 2



STORMWATER 
GOVERNANCE

WHO DOES WHAT?
• Urban water management 

decisions are made in a 
fragmented way with no 
one entity responsible for 
the entire hydrological 
cycle

• Land- and water-use 
decisions are typically 
separated across local 
government departments

PROBLEM 3



THE RAINWATER CITY:
3 PRINCIPLES



BUILD IT BETTER
DESIGN CITIES THAT WORK WITH THE 

WATER CYCLE
• Widespread 

implementation of 
green infrastructure 
practices reduce runoff 
volume more 
effectively and are less 
expensive than 
conventional 
stormwater  
management  practices

PRINCIPLE 1



LET RAIN DO THE WORK
IMPLEMENT WIDESPREAD RAINWATER 

HARVESTING

• Rainwater is embraced as 
a resource and does the 
work of meeting many 
non-potable water 
demands through 
widespread, integrated 
use of RWH across the 
community

PRINCIPLE 2



NEW GOVERNANCE
AN INTEGRATED WATERSHED-BASED 

APPROACH
• Integrate ecosystem-

based land- and water-
use management on a 
watershed scale

• Reorganise internal 
local government 
structures to enable 
planning and 
cooperation across 
departments

PRINCIPLE 3



THE RAINWATER CITY





Philadelphia: Build it Better

• Incentives:
– Green Permit Expediting
– Free LID Design 

Consultations
– Exemptions if reduce 

impervious area by 20%

• Rainwater Utility Charge
• Infiltration and 

impermeability Targets



Let Rain Do the Work

• Guelph, ON: 
– Rebates
– Blue Built Program

• Portland, OR:
– Streamlines approval 

process
– Code guide
– Access to plumbers

• Abbotsford, BC:
– Training workshops
– Institutional Installations Guelph’s Indoor RWH Pilot



Philadelphia: Integrated, 
Watershed Approach

• Integrated Utility:
– Water-Wastewater-

Stormwater 
• Integrated Approach: 

– Land-Water-
Infrastructure-Community

– 14 City Depts involved



Integrated Utilities - Halifax

• Halifax water
– First regulated water, 

wastewater and stormwater 
utility in Canada

– Billing:
• Variable water consumption charge
• Wastewater stormwater 

management charge

– Benefits of rainwater utility 
charge:

• Dedicated and self-sustaining 
funding

• Incentive to develop on-site



Philadelphia: Integrated, 
Watershed Approach

• Integrated Watershed 
Management Plan

– Signatories include 13 municipalities 
+ City of Philadelphia and 3 counties

• Partnership with Citizen-
Driven Initiatives: 

– Darby-Cobbs Watershed 
Partnership: local restoration 
associations, non-profit outreach 
organizations, environmental 
education centre



A BLUEPRINT FOR THE 
RAINWATER CITY:

GETTING FROM HERE TO THERE
• Principles of the Rainwater City can better 

inform current water management 
practices

• Untangling and correcting urban water 
governance is the key to widespread 
adoption of Rainwater City principles 
across Canada

• Local governments already have access to 
many of the key tools needed to make the 
Rainwater City a reality!



A BLUEPRINT 
TO CHANGE THE FUTURE

Transitioning to a Rainwater City does not mean doing 
old things better. It means fundamentally shifting our 
relationship with water in our daily lives.

It requires us to see rain differently, break old habits, 
think and act on new design principles, and harness 
the full spectrum of nature’s services in our cities



POLIS Water Sustainability 
Project handbook series

http://poliswaterproject.org/toolkit



THANK YOU 
FUNDERS AND PARTNERS





Philadelphia: Benefits

• “Green Stormwater 
Infrastructure with Targeted 
Traditional Infrastructure”
alternative was shown to be the 
most attractive alternative

• Benefits for City residents long 
before the traditional 
infrastructure approach would. 

• Alternative is implemented 
gradually, it is also adaptable to 
changing conditions and 
uncertainty.

Philadelphia Water Department



THE BUSINESS CASE 
FOR THE RAINWATER CITY

• City of Vancouver: incorporating green 
infrastructure would cost only marginally more 
than rehabilitating the conventional stormwater 
system

• City of Portland: will save more than $58 million 
through large-scale integration of green 
infrastructure and targeted pipe replacement and 
repairs. Total cost of the project 40% less than 
the cost of traditional infrastructure solutions



Philadelphia: Drivers

– U.S. Clean Water Act


