Allentown Focus Groups Summary Report

March 23 – 25, 2010

I. Participants

	Residents
	First Responders
	Students

	Age

8 adults (17 or older)
	Age

7 adults
	Age

7 children

2 adults (18 years old)

	Gender

4 Women

4 Men
	Gender

1 Women

6 Men
	Gender

6 Women

3 Men

	Residence

Allentown


	Residence

Allentown
	Residence

Allentown


II. Selected Stories Reflecting Life on or Near the Lehigh and Other Rivers

Residents

A female, age 58 who has lived in South Whitehall Township 31 years

“I have chosen an image of a fisherman who just caught a fish. The various streams [and] creeks provide fisherman with many choices. My husband fishes on a regular basis and I have joined him many times over the years at various locations in the area. It hits home! I have many pictures that resemble this one different years, various types and sizes of fish but very similar to our experience here. The area that I am most familiar with that floods is Cedar Beach area—at the intersection. A lot of the problems occur upstream so what can citizens do? What should townships do?”

A female, age 46 who has lived in Allentown 42 years, (image #47) 

“[The image shows] a roadway washed out by flooding with saw horses preventing passage. I live at the top of the hill but the property has the Little Lehigh River to the south and the Little Cedar Creek to the north. When they flood the city closes the streets and I am unable to travel away from my home.” She was interested in plans to reduce flooding and how efforts would be funded—through a Stormwater Authority, for example? She also noted, with frustration, that the City of Allentown is no longer leaving pervious surfaces in areas in the flood plain but are instead, for example, paving the trails in the riverside parks.

A male, age 47 and a lifelong resident of Allentown, (image #14)

“I chose a schematic plan of an urban zoning map involving the river and a proposed usage of the property involving park land, retail, and various housing and retail establishments and the ideas involved in utilizing riverfront property in an urban setting. Allentown is developing a riverfront project that will utilize mixed uses of the Lehigh River waterfront and it will be an important project involving urban renewal and revitalization of this Allentown neighborhood. I want to learn about how we zone and utilize flood plain properties effectively such as parks and greenfields which would also create recreational opportunities and preserve watersheds and improve water quality.”
A male, age 27, who has lived in Allentown four years, (image #46)

“The image is of a suburban neighborhood with some businesses submerged by flood waters. Particularly in this region, few people recognize the real threat flooding poses even along typically tame rivers such as the Lehigh.” He expressed in interest in learning about ascending and descending river levels following significant precipitation and about prevention methods.

A female, age 56, who has lived in Allentown six years, (image #12)

“[The image shows] people using the river for recreation—boating. Because we come from the West where there wasn’t the abundance of rivers as here, I was surprised more towns and people didn’t center on river recreation more. I soon learned that flooding was an issue for most towns located on or near waterways.” She was interested in learning “how can we live (build houses and infrastructures) so that we can keep water quality high?”

First Responders

A male firefighter, age 49 and lifelong resident of Allentown, (image #28) 

“Old black & white image of a flood that reminded me of some old photos of a flood in Johnstown, Pennsylvania I saw years ago. This is what I expect to see during a flood. Those are the images that stick with you. This photo is not much different from the photos taken during Katrina in New Orleans.” Later in the discussion, he said, “This is black and white, but you see the same thing—rescuing people in boats. It’s just that the images are in color now. This looks like the 20s or 30s from how people are dressed. But it hasn’t changed.” He expressed a desire to learn how to better maintain rivers to prevent flooding, how to prepare property for flooding, and how to mitigate all hazards associated with flooding.

A male firefighter, age 44 and a lifelong resident of Eaton, Pennsylvania, (image #29)

“The picture shows an emergency worker assisting a resident with personal items—a woman’s purse—and a pet to safety. The photo shows the flood waters are already present and this is not a preemptive evacuation.” He chose this image because of “1) the amount of pets that are possibly left behind by residents or with evacuated residents that also need assistance, and 2) Adams Island residents not evacuating until late in the game.” He described Adams Island as a residential area in the Lehigh River that is subject to flooding. He recalled giving Adams Island residents several warnings, which residents ignored. Ultimately, rescuers had to assist residents in leaving the island. 

A female emergency management worker, age 32, who has lived in Lower Towamensing for five years, (image #37) 

“Two young boys and a mother [are] venturing out to the river after several days of rain. The flood waters have risen and they are checking on how high the rivers have gone, thus spilling over into the park. They have chosen to go across the caution lines to get a better view. I’ve seen this type of situation previously locally in the newspaper as well. [It] reminds me of when the creek would flood behind our house and how we as a family would go out to see how far the waters would rise and how close it would get to the house.” She was interested in learning about how to resolve drainage issues and about what may alleviate flooding in certain areas; in particular she expressed interest in learning about ways “we might be able to educate and encourage those living in the flood-prone areas to mitigate [damage], prepare [for floods], and protect themselves and first responders”.

A male emergency services worker, age 58 and a lifelong resident of Catasauqua, Pennsylvania, (image #56)

“[This] appears to be severe river flooding that has caused major damage to a bridge. It points out how fragile manmade structures are compared to nature’s power.” He would like to know more about measures to prevent floods and mitigate flood damage.

Students

A male student, age 13 who has lived in Allentown eight years, (image #43)

“There are three people and they have fishing poles and there is a boat and there’s water surrounding them. I chose this picture because it looks like the water [is] going high. I want to learn if the water ever gets high [enough that] it will kill some people.”

A female student, age 17, who has lived in Allentown seven years, (image #30)

“The picture seems like a demonstration of Noah and the Ark. The reason I chose this picture is because it is my favorite biblical story and a major part in history.” She wanted to learn why flooding can’t be prevented, proposing that areas that flood regularly should have walls erected between the water and people: “Why isn’t there something built since we know it’s a problem?”

A male, age 16 who has lived in Allentown seven years and did not identify himself as a student, but as a cashier, (image #13)

“This image relates to me because I went fishing in the same river as the photo. Because my grandfather lives up the hill from this river and whenever there is a flood he can’t go to McDonalds.” He was interested in learning about the hazards, such as diseases, that can occur as a result of flooding.

III. Individual Questionnaires

Findings below are based on a total of 24 completed questionnaires, including 8 residents, 7 firefighters, and 9 students from a local Boys and Girls Club. 

A. Understanding of Floods and Flooding

The responses to the following two questions have been grouped to capture themes and levels of understanding.  Responses have been presented in their entirety. 

1. The picture below is a diagram of a floodplain. How is a floodplain formed? 

Residents

Flood, Rainfall, or When River Overflows

· When a river floods, the water rises and expands to the edge of the bluffs.  It gradually makes a floodplain.

· Flood water erodes away ____ and deposit them over an area causing a decrease in the buffer of elevated ______.

· When an over abundance of rainfall collects in waterways the water floods out over the banks and many times creates a completely new flow pattern. The expansion of low lying areas is the flood plain.

River Deposits

· Water both cuts deposits sediments during flow. During high flow banks are cut away. During sluggish flow upstream sediment is deposited (in addition to overload flow). Some flood plains were cut during the retreat of glaciers. Legacy sediments (caused by damming streams) have also approached flood plains.

Don’t Know

· Not sure. Contains the water where it’s supposed to be channeled in middle.

· No answer

Miscellaneous

· Glacial formation of areas that are level than surrounding hill sides, ground formation of a material with poor drainages.

· A floodplain is formed in the lower areas near a stream or floodplain and when it floods it forms a huge area of small lakes and it normally floods.

First Responders

Flood, Rainfall, or When River Overflows

· By rising water levels

· By years of flooding and taking documented flood recordings to get a 100 year flood plan and so on.

Erosion

· Erosion from past rises in water levels

· Erosion

Miscellaneous

· Focused by natural and manmade boundaries that direct and contain water flows.

· Previous history of a rivers encroachment beyond its normal banks.

· Low lying areas, prone to flooding around a river or stream.

 Students

Don’t Know

· I don’t know (5)

· No answer (2)

· Seems like something is built down the middle of the river so the extra waterway can fall and have somewhere to go.

· N/A

2. The picture below is a diagram of a watershed.  What role does a watershed play in flooding? 

Residents 

Management 

· A watershed that is zoned properly can be utilized as an effective way to preserve water quality and parkland and it can also promote healthy wildlife preserves.

Prevents Flooding

· The amount of impervious area decreases recharge at the source and increases runoff to the streams increasing flooding. Factors such as evaporation and transpiration due to vegetation help decrease runoff. The more impervious areas… the more flooded a stream becomes. Natural ground water recharging to streams is decreased with a lot of impervious areas.

· It helps take water and reduce flooding by carrying the water downstream in the watershed.

· Erosion by overbuilding and removal of topsoil will create an area prone to flooding.  The watershed absorbs more water into its surrounding lands of the river that can lead to downstream flooding.

· Water flows into a tributary from all high points leading into river systems crossing or going through towns, agricultural sites, forest sites. All manmade endeavors affect this.

· It’s preventive, has trees and high and low areas to contain the water.

Miscellaneous

· Water sources are multiple and each contributes to elevating water in flooding.

Don’t Know

· No answer

First Responders

Prevents Flooding

· Controls water run off.

· May be able to store water to prevent flooding.

· Watersheds direct and collect water from a certain areas which will help determine degree of flooding.

Miscellaneous

· It is the ability of a certain area to handle a certain amount of moisture w/o flooding.

· A source of water due to pooling.

· Feeder streams supply a main branch the make-up of the topography can dictate storm run-off.

Students

Miscellaneous

· Water occurs a lot in a watershed. That is what role [it] plays in a flooding.

· This shows a view of how it may start.

Don’t Know

· I don’t know (4)

· No answer (2)

· N/A

3. Which of the following factors contribute to flooding? (Circle ALL that apply)

	
	Heavy rainfall


	Snow melt


	Develop- ment


	Climate change


	Rain on frozen ground


	Rain on cement, pavement or roofs

	Residents 
	8
	8 
	7 
	8
	7
	7

	First Responders
	6
	7
	7
	3
	6
	6

	 Students
	7
	5
	0
	1
	1
	4

	Total (n=24)
	21 
	20
	14
	12
	14
	17

	
	88%
	83%
	58%
	50%
	58%
	71%


4. How important will each of the following be in contributing to flooding in the future? Circle ONE number for each question, in which 1=not at all important, and 5=very important.

The mean for the responses in each focus group are given in the table. The number in brackets indicates the number of respondents for that question.

	
	Increased development (roads, shopping centers, houses, etc) in the watershed
	Increased development (roads, shopping centers, houses, etc) in the floodplain
	Climate change
	Reservoir/ dam operation
	Other:

	Residents 
	4.4 (8)
	4.5 (8)
	3.8 (8)
	4.0 (8)
	4.0 (4)

	First Responders
	4.4 (7)
	4.4 (7)
	3.7 (6)
	4.2 (6)
	4.0 (2)

	 Students
	3 (7)
	2.7 (6)
	3.6 (7)
	3.0 (7)
	3.0 (5)


5. Which best describes a “100-year flood”? (Circle ONE)

	
	Floods which only occur once a century


	Floods which have a one-in-100 (1%) chance of occurring in a given year


	Floods which have 100% chance of occurring in a given year


	A flood’s high water mark


	I don’t know


	No response

	Residents 
	6 
	2 
	0
	0
	0
	0

	First Responders
	1 
	2 
	0
	1 
	2 
	1

	 Students 
	2 
	0
	2 
	0
	2
	3

	Total
	9
	4
	2
	1
	4
	4


Why does flooding occur?  

The total number of responses was 45; many responses attributed floods to more than one cause; each mention of a separate cause was counted as a response. 

	Cause 
	Firefighters
	Residents 
	Students 
	Total 

	Too much rain or water
	6
	2
	5
	13

	Too much water with no place to go 
	3
	4
	4
	10

	Development
	2
	4
	
	6

	Snow/ice melt
	3
	
	
	3

	Many factors
	1
	1
	
	2

	Garbage or debris (blockages)
	1
	1
	
	2

	Removal of trees
	1
	1
	
	2

	Run-off, impervious surfaces
	
	2
	
	2

	Climate change
	
	1
	1
	2

	Frozen or saturated ground
	
	1
	
	1

	Nature, God, or weather 
	1
	
	
	1


The following reasons were mentioned in Lower Mount Bethel, but were absent from the Allentown responses: Releasing reservoir water, Timing of water release, Dams,  Mismanagement of stream banks, Dam breakage or failure, Dams overflowing and Too much void (in reservoirs)

6. Do you think it floods more now than it used to? 

	
	Yes
	No
	No Response

	Residents 
	5 
	3 
	0

	First Responders
	3 
	4 
	0

	Students
	5 
	4 
	0

	Total
	13
	11
	0


7. Do you think floods are a natural part of a river’s cycle? 

	
	Yes
	No
	No Response

	Residents 
	7 
	1 
	0

	First Responders
	4
	3
	0

	Students
	9
	0
	0

	Total
	20
	4
	0


8. What issues do you think are most important for policymakers to address in your community? 

Respondents were asked to order priorities on a list, with 8 being the highest priority and 1 being the lowest. Respondents also elaborated on their choice of high priority issues. 

	
	Residents

(n=8)
	First Responders

(n=7)
	 Students

(n=9)

	Highest Priority
	Other  (5.6)
	Other  (6.9)
	Other  (7.6)

	
	Better during and post flood assistance  (5.1)
	Better plans for addressing toxins (5.1)
	Lowering flood damage costs  (5.3)

	
	Better flood warning (4.0)
	Lowering flood damage costs (4.9)
	Enforcement of existing ordinances (4.6)

	
	Better plans for addressing toxins (4.5)
	Better flood warning (3.7)
	Better flood warning (4.3)

	
	Lowering flood damage costs  (4.3)
	Better during and post flood assistance (3.6)
	Better during and post flood assistance (4.3)

	
	Updating or changing flood planning (3.9)
	Updating or changing flood planning (3.4)
	Better plans for addressing toxins (4.3)

	
	Enforcement of existing ordinances (2.4)
	Enforcement of existing ordinances (1.9)
	Zoning regulations (2.9)

	Lowest Priority
	Zoning regulations (1.8)
	Zoning regulations (1.6)
	Updating or changing flood planning (2.7)


Respondents’ comments follow: 

Residents

· The earth changes due to many things—climate, building, etc.

· Use of rivers is good but you want it done right.

· Enforcing tight restrictions and ordinances would increase awareness of how significant the threat of flooding can be on the environment, homes and economy. Further, it would help protect natural sources of drainage such as wetlands to limit the threat.

· I believe zoning regulations that protect floodplains will have economic and social impacts that will improve the quality of life.

· Drinking H2O and H2O table issues affect are the health concerns in the community.

· Flooding can damage many houses and developed areas. By relocating these area it can help prevent costly disasters.

· I am a regulator who deals with storm water.

First Responders


· I would present increased drainage, rescues, water run-off, (the rest fall into place 2 through 7)

· Floods are inevitable and when they occur, we need to act and assist. There is no way to totally prevent these occurrences.

· We have good ordinances for the most part but they are not adhered to because a lack of follow up or builders using loop holes to create a problem.

· One of the most critical problems we have is that a lot of times public officials want to build up the flood area, progression and money

· Limiting development along river and streams and potential flooding areas lessens the possibilities of flooding.

· I believe you should be able to live where ever you want. If you choose to live next to a river and/or flood plain you assume the risks as such. My tax dollars shouldn’t pay to rebuild along the river over and over.

· I think most of the other concerns would be limited if we didn’t have to worry about people or businesses in areas that are prone to flooding.

 Students


· Because of the locations of their homes they would be destroyed first.

· For the safety of the citizens

· I don’t know (2)

B. We’d like to know more about your experience with science centers or museums. 

1. When was the last time you visited a science center or museum? 

	
	Last 3 months
	Last year
	Last five years
	More than five years
	Never
	No response

	Residents 
	1
	5
	2
	0
	0
	0

	First Responders
	2
	4
	0
	1
	0
	0

	 Students
	0
	3
	1
	1
	4
	0

	Total
	3
	12
	3
	2
	4
	0


If you haven’t been to a museum in a while, why not?

Residents

· Admission prices

· I study science and ecology online and books

· Busy at home and studying

· More kid programs, feel odd coming without a child

First Responders


· My kids are older

· Availability

· My kids are older

Students

· I only like a certain museum in New York, forget what it’s called.

· I never had the chance

· Because I never had a chance to go

2. What kind of programming would you like to see from a new science center?

(Check ALL programming you might attend)

	
	Films
	Forums
	Exhibits
	Community Events
	Other

	Residents 
	4
	7
	2
	4
	0

	First Responders
	4
	3
	7
	5
	1

	Students
	2
	1
	4
	3
	3

	Total
	10
	11
	13
	12
	4


Focus Group Discussion Themes 

Residents 

Community Concerns

None of the Allentown participants lived in areas that flood. The greatest personal impact of flooding they experienced was the inconvenience of flooded roads and intersections, in some cases due to the storm drainage system. One resident discussed recent problems with flooded basements and the need for sump pumps and flood insurance that had been experienced in some parts of the city. 

Participants spoke about their enjoyment of the river as a source of recreation, mentioning fishing and boating in particular. A couple in the group who had lived out West noted they were surprised by how little the Lehigh River was used for recreation, and the conservationist in the group echoed this sentiment, noting that “the river in the inner city is underutilized.” 

Focus group participants raised concerns about planning and urban development. They recognized that Allentown had benefitted from good planning in the past, and that the parks system lining the rivers minimized the flooding damage. However, they noted a number of current municipal and commercial efforts which threatened the flood safety of the community, in particular the paving of trails in some of those riverside parks, and the river-walk and condo developments now in discussion. Mention of the latter led to discussion of the possible positive economic impact of such a development, particularly as a tourist destination; a brief discussion of the pros-and-cons followed. Finally, participants raised concerns about the financial costs to the greater Allentown community of some of the suburban areas that do flood. 

Another discussion theme focused on water quality issues. Residents discussed Allentown’s industrial past and voiced concerns about runoff from old industrial sites. They wondered about the current water quality for recreation, fishing, and drinking water and voiced concerns about how the water quality would be affected in the future. 

Museum 

The first point made in discussing the museum plans was a concern that the museum attract children. The one older teen in the group noted that he wants interactive exhibits and not just things to read, but video, etc. One of the adults suggested including exhibits for high school-age students and highlighting career development; another idea was to create an interactive model of a watershed which included agricultural land, developed areas, etc.

The group offered a broad range of content areas which could be addressed: 

· sustainable farming, permaculture, and soil health

· options for using the rivers as energy sources 

· threats to wetlands and wildlife as well as conservation areas, as well as success stories such as the return of bald and golden eagles. Using a “cute animal” was considered a valuable tool for engaging people

· Allentown and its future development, the role of the river in industry in Allentown and Bethlehem, and rivers and transport, as well as the history of flooding

· Pollution issues: “Is eating the fish safe? What are the toxins? What are the impacts of swimming in the water?” “Where is the runoff monitored? From construction sites? From agricultural lands?” 

Another discuss centered on ways to draw Allentown residents to the museum: “It takes effort to get people from Allentown to Easton,” noted one person. Suggestions included providing tours that tie in with the Canal Museum, offering school field trips, and offering discounts to restaurants in Easton as incentives. Residents suggested publicizing the museum at street fairs, and marketing to hunters at the Cabela’s.  

Firefighters 

Community Issues

In their stories and opening comments, the firefighters provided a more regional outlook on flooding, offering stories related to Allentown, Easton, and Pittsburgh as well as childhood stories from rural areas. 

They noted that the majority of their flood-related calls concern roads, particularly people driving into floods. These road issues are related to drainage problems coupled with smaller rivers overflowing. Such incidents were described as occurring “pretty frequently” with a decent rainstorm, but not achieving emergency status. They described the flooding as very predictable: “If we know we are going to exceed one inch of rain, we know which areas will flood. If people just stayed away, there would be no problems.” 

The storm drainage problems are predominantly in the NW portion of the city, which is the densest area. Often the problems are due to clogged storm drains; however, in some older parts of the city, there may be drains that don’t work properly. 

The one residential area which floods is Adam’s Island. It was last evacuated in 2004.  Firefighters have found community members resistant to leaving when they are warned of imminent flooding. 

Concerns raised about riverfront development plans in Allentown emerged: “Wouldn’t runoff create more of a flooding hazard?”  

Firefighters dismissed pollution issues as a concern, noting that they “haven’t had any major toxic or chemical releases in the city.” 

First Responders’ Work

The firefighters described their training and work as first responders in flooding incidents. In the last ten years, they have increased their capacity—they now carry life vests and flotation devices, throw bags, and have upgraded their boat. The whole department is certified for water rescue in flooding situations.  

Firefighters monitor the NOAA website and reports from their communications center. Prior to the flooding, pick-up trucks are loaded with pumps.

Although firefighters warn people on Adam’s Island of flooding, they have found that people do not respond. However, they want to be rescued after their property has flooded. Firefighters then must assess the risk of making a rescue.  

In addition to road flooding, other dangers are manhole covers which can burst, and downed electrical wires. 

Following a flood, firefighters pump homes. Emergency management workers assess damage, including whether the flooding warrants declaring a disaster declaration, and coordinate clean up, applying for state or federal monies, if appropriate. The emergency management office serves 25 municipalities in the Lehigh Valley.  

Museum Suggestions

Firefighters felt that “you need to tell about everything…history of flooding in the area, damaged caused, and looking to the future.” They mentioned the following: 

· management issues such as maintaining rivers and banks

· preparing for flood, such as electrical problems and drinking water problems

· include films and hands-on exhibits

· make it specific to this region

· get personal stories from earlier generation

· address issues related to reservoirs and their management

Specific information they felt should be included: 

· Exhibits to demonstrate the power of water, including how a small amount of water can cause accumulation and can move a vehicle; the difference between the weight of still and moving water

· Address the notion that it’s safe to drive through high water if the gas pedal is kept pressed down, and other misconceptions 

· Demonstrate the effects of foolish actions such as tubing in high water and cars getting stuck after moving past a barricade

Students 

Ranging in age from 11 to 18, students displayed a wide range of ability to engage in the conversation. In general they have very little knowledge of flooding, the water cycle, or other aspects of the science of water. A few had direct experience with flooding either in Allentown or in a previous residence. 

The students raised many questions about flooding and water, such as why floods happen, the hazards related to floods, and the kinds of diseases associated with floods. Examples: “Who’s crazy enough to live [by a river that floods]?” “How does water get into the house when it floods?” “When water gets in the house, does it cut off the electricity?, “What does a dam do?” and “Why don’t they build walls alongside the river [to prevent flooding]?” Students had not thought about why the rivers in Allentown are lined by parkland and were interested in learning that parkland reduces flooding. 

Some of their other questions about water included “How can you waste water?” “How can you have a drought?” “How does water get into the oceans?” and “Why is the water in the Bahamas clear and light blue, but in Jersey and South Carolina, it is a different color?” 

A few talked about enjoying rivers, fishing, boating etc., but there was also a lot of comments about rivers as dirty or sites for insects. One older girl spoke forcefully about the river near her and how it “used to be so clean” but is filled with shopping carts and other rubbish. “If they cleaned it, it would be cute.” Another complained about the greenhead flies she experienced when she went fishing with her dad. 

Museum Suggestions

There should be a kids’ areas, with hands-on stuff. Students described very elaborate, immersive experiences, such as creating a glass floor with water flowing underneath, simulating a flood and what happens when rain falls, and virtual landscapes with people running from floods

They also suggested exhibits on how to prepare for floods and how to keep safe, such as exhibits on road safety. One suggested that one floor should be how to prepare for a flood, another floor should have a flood simulation, and a third floor should be about how flooding happens. 

A few of the students had been to the DaVinci Center, but had little to say about it. All had been to the Franklin Institute and were very excited about it; with high enthusiasm they recalled the high-wire tandem bicycle and the IMAX theater, in particular. 

Recommendations for Forums 

Flooding does not have the same level of immediacy for the Allentown community that it had for residents of Lower Mount Bethel Township.  Forums and museum outreach should address the issues of wider interest to the community. 

In Allentown, most participants’ direct experience of flooding occurs in the form of flooded streets (related to poor storm drainage) and overflowing streams and small rivers. Nevertheless, residences do flood in one area in the city, a situation which first responders must respond to. To varying degrees, participants recognize flood-savvy urban planning in the past has contributed to the lack of residential problems with flooding. 

The greatest area of concern in these communities had to do with the industrial history and future development of the community. Participants felt that the rivers offered untapped opportunities for recreation, but were concerned about water quality issues linked both to the area’s industrial legacy and to plans for waterfront development and how it might affect flooding and water quality. In addition, new municipal activities, such as creating impervious paths in riverside parks were an area of concern.

Discussions with student participants from the Boys and Girls Club suggest opportunities exist for education not just on flooding, but on a broad array of science topics related to earth and ocean systems.  
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