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The Problem
The first public drinking fountain was installed in Philadelphia in 1870, providing fresh water for the 
working class and horses that powered the city. Public fears of the health risks associated with tap 
water, and water fountains in general, led to their decline. Today, few drinking fountains remain 
outside of the city’s parks, leading Philadelphians to rely on alternatives—bottled water and sugar-
sweetened beverages—that are more damaging to the environment, poorer for our health, and far 
less affordable.

So What?
Environmental Damage:
•	 4,000+	plastic	bottles	were	removed	from	a	quarter	mile	stretch	of	the	Schuylkill	River	in	a	recent							
	 clean	up
•	 About	40%	of	trash	that	washes	into	city	sewer	inlets	are	recyclable	plastics
•	 Only	21%	of	Philadelphia’s	residential	waste	is	diverted	away	from	landfills	and	recycled

	

Health Risks:
•	 60	million	gallons	of	sugar-sweetened	beverages	are	consumed	by	Philadelphians	each	year		 	
	 (about	½	liter	or	170	calories	per	person	per	day)
•	 About	1	to	2	sugar-sweetened	drinks	are	consumed	per	day	by	children	in	Philadelphia
•	 68%	percent	of	Philadelphia’s	adults—and	41	percent	of	the	city’s	children—are	overweight	or			 	
	 obese.

Cost Burden:
•	 $1.22	is	the	average	price	of	a	gallon	of	bottled	water.
•	 $0.007	is	the	cost	per	gallon	of	Philadelphia’s	tap	water,	making	it	174	times	less	expensive	than	its							
	 	 bottled	equivalent.
•	 $5	million	out	of	Streets	Department’s	$170	million	budget	was	spent	on	anti-litter	efforts	in	2014

The Solution
UrbanStream	is	a	local	independent	advocacy	group	that	aims	to	deploy	public	drinking	
water	fountains	and	bottle-filling	stations	in	Philadelphia	to	increase	public	access	to	free	water	
and	reintroduce	drinking	fountains	as	safe	and	healthy	alternatives	to	wasteful	bottled	water	
consumption.	By	installing	public	drinking	fountains	in	accessible	and	strategic	locations	throughout	
Philadelphia,	the	project	aims	to	change	poor	public	perception	of	Philadelphia	tap	water	and	add	
economic	value	to	the	City.	By	complementing	other	efforts,	such	as	Indego	BikeShare	and	new	
water	fountains	to	be	installed	this	spring	along	the	Schuylkill	River	Trail,	UrbanStream	looks	to	attract	
and	retain	residents,	visitors,	and	businesses	in	Philadelphia.	

We	have	consulted	this	project	with	the	Philadelphia	Water	Department	(PWD),	Center	City	District	
(CCD),	The	Food	Trust,	the	Schuylkill	Navy	and	Regatta,	and	other	community-based	stakeholders	
who	are	interested	in	decreasing	bottled	water	consumption	in	the	city	and	supportive	of	a	strategic	
partnership	approach	to	implement	this	plan.
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Expenditures and Funding
The initial phase of UrbanStream’s plan is for up to five water fountains to be purchased at 
approximately $6,000 each, which will include bottle filling stations, bubblers, and dog bowls. 
Additional costs are outlined in the chart below. The goal of UrbanStream’s project is to minimize 
taxpayer costs and seek out PPPs with as many outlets as possible. By locating the fountains in high-
traffic and high-visibility areas, we can seek out advertising partners or corporate sponsorships, similar 
to the Indego-Independence Blue Cross model already implemented in the city. Any funds received 
through these endeavors would directly offset costs to the city, taxpayers, and neighborhood groups.

Item One-time 
Expenses

Annual Continuing 
Expenses Possible Funding Sources

Equipment	Purchase	(5) $30,000	($6,000) -
Local	Businesses,	Service	Clubs,	

Percent	for	the	Arts,	CDCs

Installation $25,000	($5,000) - PWD

Water	Usage - $2,500	($500)
City,	CDCs,	Businesses,	

Advertising

Maintenance - ~$12,500	($2,500) CDCs,	Businesses

Marketing $5,000 - City,	PWD

Total	Costs $60,000	($11,000) $15,000	($3,000)

Within first six months:

1. Identify locations for	 the	 pilot	 program	 that	 strategically	 installs	 drinking	 water	 fountains,	 capitalizing	 on	
existing	foot	traffic,	water	and	drainage	infrastructure,	and	cultural	and	physical	landmarks.	Siting	the	drinking	
water	fountains	will	be	a	crucial	step	that	will	involve	engaging	various	stakeholders,	including	PWD,	members	
of	 the	 Mayor’s	 Administration	 (Sustainability;	 Planning	 and	 Development),	 local	 businesses,	 and	 community	
representatives.

2. Choose the right design for	the	drinking	water	fountains	so	that	they	meet	water	safety	and	hygiene	standards,	
are	cost-efficient,	and	eliminate	the	public	stigma	of	public	drinking	fountains	as	unsanitary	and	anachronistic.	
A	 request	 for	proposal	 (RFP)	process	will	 undergird	 the	design	component	and	entries	will	be	marked	based	
on	functionality,	budget,	safety,	and	creativity.	All	fountains	will	be	metered	and	include	a	bottle-filling	station,	
bubbler,	and	dog	bowl.

Within first year:

3. Implement a pilot program and	install	up	to	five	drinking	fountains	in	prime	locations	throughout	Philadelphia.	
A	public-private	partnership	(PPP)	approach	will	be	an	essential	component	of	our	program	in	order	to	leverage	
resources	from	a	range	of	partners.	Our	pilot	project	aims	to	work	with	CCD,	which	is	already	considering	installing	
drinking	fountains	 in	Dilworth	and	Sister	Cities	Parks.	 Initiating	UrbanStream’s	plan	in	high-foot	traffic	areas	with	
many	tourists	and	residents	will	help	drive	publicity	to	the	project	quickly	and	serve	as	demonstration	sites	that	
get	people	excited	about	our	long-term	vision.	PWD,	which	has	expressed	interest	in	UrbanStream’s	PPP	model,	
would	serve	as	a	secondary	partner	throughout	this	project.		A	messaging	campaign,	in	collaboration	with	the	
Food	Trust’s	new	“Drink	Up	Philly”	promotion,	will	advertise	the	quality	of	Philadelphia	drinking	water	through	the	
fountains	and	drum	up	awareness	for	the	negative	impact	of	local	plastic	bottle	consumption.

After first year:

4. Scale the program	city-wide	using	findings	from	the	pilot	program	and	existing	technical	and	neighborhood	
research.	UrbanStream’s	role	would	be	to	identify	and	connect	outside	neighborhood	entities—such	as	CDCs	
and	BIDs—with	the	proper	resources	and	connections	to	bring	drinking	fountains	to	their	community.	Our	primary	
role	is	to	generate	the	funds	for	the	fountains	and	their	installation.	We	then	plan	to	turn	the	fountain	over	to	the	
neighborhood	groups	and	connect	them	with	advertising	revenue	and	sponsorship	funds	to	pay	PWD	for	annual	
maintenance	and	water	usage	fees.	Collectively,	 the	drinking	fountains	will	promote	the	city’s	environmental	
initiatives	and	green	image.

The Timeline


