
1 
 

Minutes of the Mayor’s Special Advisory Committee on Neighborhood-

Based Resiliency 

May 31, 2016—795 Massachusetts Avenue, City Hall, Ackerman Room—

6:30 P.M. 
 

Members present: Craig Kelley, Chair; Julia Holloway; Sonia Andujar; Tony Spears; 

Ethridge King; Sean Rogers; Gail Kubik; Gary Dymtryk; Sam Seidel; 

and Steven Wineman. 

 

Committee Staff present:  Wilford Durbin, Executive Assistant to the Committee 

 

City Staff/Public present:  Sam Corda, Water Department 

 

 

Mr. Kelley opened the meeting and asked for approval to suspend the order of business to allow 

Sam Corda from the Cambridge Water Department to present first and answer questions. The 

motion received unanimous consent. 

  

Mr. Corda presented on the City’s water infrastructure and systems: 

 Fresh Pond stores about 1.5 billion gallons of water for the city which is then treated and 

stored in Payson Park Reservoir in Belmont, which is gravity fed and holds 32 million 

gallons.  A network of pipes up to 42 inches in diameter distribute the water throughout 

Cambridge, which does require many pumps because the city is mostly level. The 

reservoir system’s watershed is 24 square miles and includes 2.5 billion gallon Hobbs 

Brook Reservoir and 425 million gallon Stony Brook Reservoir. The reservoirs can skip 

Fresh Pond and go directly to the treatment center if necessary. 

 The City uses on average 12.5 million gallons of water every day, and 5 billion gallons 

per year. The Water Department does not provide water to other municipalities. 

 There are three emergency interconnections with the MWRA, one of which is currently 

in use as a big water main gets replaced. 

 The current operating system was implemented in March 2001, though the EPA and other 

regulatory agencies continue to increase the list of bacteria and other contingents to 

monitor and generate new best-practices. 

 With the Flint disaster still on the public’s mind, lead contamination has become a focus 

of concern, but Cambridge has never exceeded the lead limit since testing began in 1991. 

 The City staffs a lab of microbiologists which handles most of the tests for bio-agents and 

microbes, to include “blind” samples to test the reliability of Water Department testing. 

 Twelve gauging stations are dispersed throughout the watershed that feeds into 

Cambridge’s reservoirs to measure flow, conductance, and purity. These are used by 

governmental agencies to publish reports on the region.   

 Since 2001, systems have been in place to detect foreign agents in the water from a 

potential terrorist attack. But, generally, it is difficult to contaminate such a large water 

supply at the source, especially when it is then treated. 

 Ozone (O3) is used as a disinfectant for bacteria growth, and this can be charged to 

sterilize the water. Chlorine is another disinfectant used, as well as other compounds 

which remain stable throughout the distribution system to maintain cleanliness of the 

water. 

 Ozone is a primary disinfectant for the water, which is filtered through carbon, sand, and 

other systems.  
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Resiliency and the Water Department 

 In early 2000s, the Department secured funds to conduct vulnerability assessments for the 

treatment facility, and the whole system has been evaluated.  

 A strength of Cambridge’s water supply system is the great extent of flexibility to change 

sources depending on the purity of water, drought, need, etc.  

 Particularly with watersheds near highways, a potential for spills into the water supply 

remains a persistent concern. These areas have several systems in place to monitor or 

shut off supply in the event of a spill, even for a month or two to allow clean up and 

mitigation.  

 Hobbs Brook is the largest reservoir source of water for Cambridge, and Fresh Pond is 

the second. 

 Two separate electrical sources power the water facility. There is a backup generator, but 

it is not enough to power facility. 

 Water usage changes through the seasons, with as much as 20 million gallons per day in 

summer, and from 10-11 million gallons in the winter months. 

 As part of early 2000s and ongoing assessments, several areas around Water Department 

facilities have been identified to “harden,” or actively upgrade to prevent damage or 

attack. The treatment facility has good security, with card access, video surveillance, ID 

services, and gating to block unauthorized personnel. Standoff distances established 

around the treatment plant to prevent parking directly next to facility. Blast film is 

installed on all external windows. Payson Park has alarms and security cameras. 

 The facility is manned 24 hours a day to report suspicious activity. 

 Even in the event of malicious activity, it would be very difficult to affect the entire 

distribution area.  

 Cyber-attacks are prevented as the facility is not left actively connected to the internet, it 

has its own internal system.  

 The Water Department has recently completed drought management planning, mimicked 

several storms, evaporation, etc. to gauge potential impacts to the water supply.  

 Cambridge has a 9 month capacity if it never rained after the reservoir system were full, 

though such scenarios would be extremely rare. Hobbs Brook was low after this past 

winter, though not historically so, but after spring rains its up to 80-90 percent capacity.  

 The MWRA system, to which Cambridge is connected, has a five year capacity at 300 

million gallons per day but the MWRA only uses 200 million gallons per day. 

 The newest innovations in the department have been to develop and use complex 

modeling systems to gauge precipitation, evaporation, use, etc. to help the department 

make decisions.  

 Main message is that the water system has a lot of flexibility to adapt to events, weather 

patterns and conditions, etc. 

 Future resiliency planning has identified the need to expand redundancy in systems, 

particularly around energy. The City recently received a grant from the state to fund a 

feasibility study for a battery backup system to allow 1-2 hour capacity.  

 FY17 budget appropriation of $50,000 to see if there is anything facility-specific to 

improve operations in the event of flooding per information outlined in the Climate 

Change Vulnerability Assessment. Are currently trying to understand what future impacts 

to supply might be if climate change continues as predicted and what responses, such as 

raising the path around Fresh Pond or even creating flood barriers on Concord Ave, 

might be appropriate. 
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 A major concern during a historic flooding event is the potential for sewage to enter the 

water system after overload of drainage in other municipalities that intersect with the 

watershed. 

 

Mr. Corda opened the floor to questions. 

 

Ms. Andujar asked why Water Department quality reports regularly list contaminants, but not 

water born parasites? 

 

Mr. Corda responded that all requirements for monitoring and reporting have been met, with no 

discovery of parasites. The persistently good track record reduces testing and reporting 

requirements. Schools get tested every year, and samples of each school are taken, though not 

necessarily every single bubbler. He stated that with the Flint lead scare, school water sources 

have been examined, but the department closely monitors PH levels to ensure they are maintained 

at a level that prevents lead from leeching into the water. Pipes and surfaces in the home are 

typically the primary sources of lead, not the water supply. In 2015, he explained, the lead level at 

the 54th highest reading of 60 tests was 5pp billion, far less than the 15pp billion threshold. The 

success of the lead abatement program that started in the 90s is a testament to the effectiveness of 

the corrosion prevention program that keeps PH low.  

 

Ms. Gubik asked whether the heavy snow season of 2014-15 put any stress on the system. 

 

Mr. Corda responded that even though the area experienced record snowfall, the system was not 

taxed in the least. Even in the event that the reservoirs collect too much water, the Department 

can divert or dump excess from the Stony Brook reservoir into the Charles River.  

 

Mr. Spears recalled an event about 7 years ago when a valve broke and several communities in 

the Boston Metro area were without water, what happened? 

 

Mr. Corda explained that the failure occurred with a Massachusetts Water Resources Authority 

(MWRA) pipe. One of the flanges split. Even during this event, however, Cambridge still had 

water. 

 

Mr. Wineman reflected that the system seems a model of redundancy. One potential threat he did 

not hear voiced in terms of a contingency plan, however, was in the event of a regional extended 

power outage how the department expected to ensure services. If such an extended regional 

power outage occurred beyond the 2-3 days of water supply that is recommended for every home, 

is there a plan?  

 

Mr. Corda thought that there was indeed a plan for that. In the event of widespread outages, 

natural gas can be used to power generators to keep the pumps going. The likelihood of an 

extended outage is extremely unlikely, however, with all the backup systems built into the 

MWRA and Cambridge’s own systems, though he was not entirely sure about the MWRA’s 

backup programs for treatment and pumping systems.  

 

Mr. Wineman followed up with a question concerning the backup systems that are fossil fuel 

based. Thinking medium- to long-term, when fossil fuels may not be sustainable or viable, are 

there plans to replace those sources with renewable energy sources? 

 

Mr. Corda responded that there are renewable sources being utilized, such as wind mills and solar 

power plants, but it is unlikely that the department is going to be net-zero. We do want to increase 
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renewables, including possibly hydro at Fresh Pond, but 100 percent is difficult at this point. The 

water treatment plant is the biggest user of energy of all the city departments, even so, it has 

reduced consumption by 1 million kwh, or about 20 percent less that what they were using. 

 

Mr. Seidel asked if Cambridge could live off of MWRA waters if necessary? 

 

Mr. Corda responded yes, but it would just cost more. They don’t filter the water to the extent 

that Cambridge does, though they do maintain the PH level so a switch would not cause extensive 

corrosion. If all reservoirs were full, including the Quabbin, the MWRA has a 5 year capacity of 

water. And water usage has been going down for the past 25 years. 

 

Mr. Rogers asked if that was enough to take care of the California type of drought?  

 

Mr. Corda stated we was not sure as there are several circumstances specific to California that 

exacerbated the situation: the drought there has been going on for a while, and many localities are 

dependent upon the CO river for water, rather than reservoirs. The complex water laws of the 

west also make comparisons difficult. 

 

Mr. Rogers asked who was developing the climate models the Water Department was using.  

 

Mr. Corda said that staff members were not experts on modeling software, and that developing 

the models was hired out to experts, but he didn’t recall the names of the companies. 

 

Mr. Dmytryk said that he was quite impressed by the work of the Water Department in trying to 

understand the vulnerability and threats to the City’s water supply, and implementing the 

necessary redundancy systems to address those concerns. He asked what are the biggest concerns 

that the department has now? 

 

Mr. Corda responded that rapidly adapting to increased regulations is probably the biggest 

concern at this point from a departmental perspective, such as when certain processes or additives 

are regulated against. Trihalomethanes, for example, were deemed carcinogenetic and required a 

restructuring of policies and practices. Trihalomethanes have been reduced to about 10 percent of 

their previous levels, hence ozone has become a much more important disinfectant. He said the 

Water Department tests a barrage of elements, including caffeine, but they are all lower than 

regulator standards and most disappear during ozone treatment which breaks them down. 

 

Mr. Durbin asked what have been the major strain or stress events that Cambridge’s water system 

has experienced in the past 20-30 years? 

 

Mr. Corda said that the biggest concern is always testing for microbiological agents, for trace 

elements. Back in the mid-90s, the department tested positive for a string of total coliform levels 

that indicated a contamination, just an indicator, but it could mean a problem. In the end, the City 

did not find a problem, but it was a very stressful time. The regulatory process has changed since 

then and process reviews have somewhat replaced more sampling to explore problematic test 

results. 

 

Mr. Kelley asked if the City were to go to MWRA water, would that affect the industrial 

processes of companies based in Cambridge.  
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Mr. Corda said that because the water is similar to Cambridge’s, industrial systems should not be 

majorly affected.  At the Harvard Steam generator plant, however, they need to know to plan and 

implement effectively to handle water changes. 

 

Mr. Seidel asked how the department thinks about wildlife and non-human use of water? 

 

Mr. Corda responded that Mr. Seidel sets up a difficult scenario, because the department is 

always juggling several concerns, such as trying to get stream flows back to pre-industiral levels. 

He said that it’s very hard to maintain wildlife and habitat at Fresh Pond, but the main objective 

of the department is to protect the water supply for humans, that is their main priority, their 

prerogative. He said his priority is to provide the highest quality of water, using the least amount 

of chemicals, the most efficiently. Within those constraints, they try to promoted wildlife. 

 

Ms. Kubik asked if the Water Department is resilient to economic disruptions? 

 

Mr. Corda said that obviously systems need to be paid for, but it is a major priority of the city to 

weather such disruptions. Just by tweaking the operations of the facility, he noted, we can save 

money and increase efficiency. The Department is entirely self-funded and has had no rate 

increases for the past several years. 

 

Mr. Kelley explained to the Committee that Cambridge purchased our water system in the 1850s 

to provide our supply, a demonstration of how prudent thinking and planning can have a positive 

impact in Cambridge for generations. He thanked Mr. Corda for taking time to speak with the 

Committee and answer questions. He then turned the conversation to the Committee’s regular 

order of business. 

 

Mr. Kelley asked for a motion to approve the April minutes, and they were adopted. 

 

Mr. Kelley told the Committee that he and Mr. Durbin had met with a graphic recorder who 

would like to demonstrate her skills to the Committee, listen to our CDD discussion and illustrate 

the conversation. After that, the Committee could decide whether to adopt her for other meetings. 

She will volunteer for the June meeting, and then we can decide whether to invite her further. He 

said there is a cost to her services, which the Committee could discuss.  

 

Mr. Kelley informed the Committee that he would be sending out invitations to organize small 

groups to get an idea of what specific interests members would like to pursue, so that they don’t 

feel like their interests are being overlooked. 

 

Ms. Holloway said that she has been in contact with Jose Alverez of Shaw’s to come speak to the 

Committee, but the end of the month is not a very convenient time. She thought the Committee 

should be able to break up to tackle certain issues. 

 

Mr. Wineman added that he thought the Committee could have two presentations in one meeting. 

 

Mr. Seidel stated that maybe a small group could start by just talking about the water department, 

how do we digest the conversation and what take away should the group have? 

 

Ms. Holloway responded that she did not think the Committee was an auditing body to judge the 

water department, but that the gauge is resiliency and the Committee should be looking for those 

criteria.  
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Mr. Rogers said that the Water Department was probably pretty good at responding to standard 

catastrophes, but wondered how resilient is it to multiple accidents or events. We need to think 

about the “what ifs,” and compounding situations. 

 

Mr. Wineman responded in the affirmative. The next question for water is, if MWRA is the 

contingency plan, how resilient is MWRA? 

 

Mr. Rogers stated that when the Committee is looking at these types of resiliency issues, we are 

studying this from the city perspective, but many of these issues are multi-city. One is only as 

resilient as one’s neighbor, and if something happens there, and they are not prepared, your 

resiliency is going to deplete very fast. 

 

Mr. Seidel said the challenge is not how we compare to other system, but how to take the City’s 

resiliency information and bring it to a neighborhood level. That is the “neighborhood-based 

resiliency” part.  

 

Ms. Holloway asserted that that’s our task, right? How the Committee measures the spread of 

information. 

 

Mr. Rogers said that Mr. Corda is doing his job very well, but does he know what’s going on in 

Somerville? What if other people run out of water? 

 

Mr. King asked if Somerville runs out of water, what happens to Cambridge? 

 

Mr. Rogers said that’s the question. 

 

Mr. King echoed what Tony said earlier: When most of the Boston Metro area ran out of water 7 

years ago, and Cambridge still had water, what was the impact on the community? How did 

people in Cambridge, on its fringe, who worked here, react? 

 

Mr. Kelley brought up the reliance on the power system as a major concern here.  

 

Mr. Wineman said that he was not even sure that that many events need to happen to trigger a 

major crisis. As the MWRA outage seven year ago illustrates, if the water goes out when simply a 

valve breaks, then that is just one event, but it would majorly cripple the City if the MWRA 

couldn’t supply us then because they also had a broken valve. Just two events together would 

break the water supply chain. 

 

Mr Rogers noted that Sea Level Rise (SLR) would have an impact on Cambridge’s water supply. 

 

Mr. Kelly noted that the Committee is always trying to tease out what experts are saying. 

 

Mr. Kelley said that the Committee would get a tour of the dams that protect Cambridge against 

storm water surges of the near future at some point. For the most part, however, it’s not like the 

City is looking at permanent damage or displacement. Major events are possible to be sure, but 

not catastrophic in the long term.  

 

Mr. Seidel said that the one thing that experts don’t have is the regular pulse of the neighborhood. 

Engineers know their trade, but not the neighborhoods. How do we back this stuff down to the 

neighborhoods? Somerville is just a step below Cambridge for many systems, so they may not be 

the best city to compare with Cambridge. Cambridge is always paying other communities to 
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protect our own systems and projects. We just paid $25 million for the Green Line Extension 

even though there is not much line in the City. 

 

Ms. Holloway said the Committee could do a year of disaster planning, but we need to have a 

positive impact. She asked what the Committee is going to give to neighborhoods? What can we 

control? We could do a communications plan, but not for every scenario. 

 

Mr. Rogers said that when their family lost our cat, someone recommended NextDoor and they 

used it to find our cat. It could be a good tool in the future. 

 

Mr. Kelley said that he’s talked with an App designer about designing a neighborhood 

resiliency/connections site, but NextDoor already has market penetration and the App designer 

thought any program would best start with them. 

 

A question was generally adopted that perhaps the group should have a meeting on the NextDoor 

technology. 

 

Mr. Kelley told the members that he and Mr. Durbin are still working on the Committee’s 

website, but funding it is not as easy as first thought. We are going to start a photo contest 

through the summer. Since September is National Preparedness month, we should conclude the 

contest at that time. We could catch what other people are thinking about in terms of climate 

change and heat.  

 

Ms. Holloway said that she felt like she might have joined the wrong committee. She didn’t think 

the Committee was talking about climate change exclusively.  

 

Mr. Kelley responded that the Committee is trying to be broad, but it is easy to fall into the rut of 

just thinking climate change. 

 

The question was asked about how much space does climate change has on this committee? Mr. 

Wineman’s view is that it’s a false distinction. Its not a useful distinction to talk about whether 

this is a resiliency or climate change committee. Resiliency does not exist in a vacuum. When we 

talk about all these issue, they are all aspects of climate change potentially. The impact of climate 

change is the very reason of why resiliency is such an important issue to discuss.  

 

Mr. Rogers said that most of the extremes that we are going to be faced with are going to be 

caused by climate change. The water department is pretty set for non-extreme events. But how 

are we preparing for extreme events? 

 

Mr. Kelley said that, as broadly as possible, we need to think about resiliency, and not just 

climate. 

 

Mr. Seidel stated that we should not try to out expert the experts. We need to keep focused on the 

people, on the neighborhood, what we can control, and the response methods. 

 

Mr. Wineman said that part of what he was hearing is that some members are not interested in 

being on a committee that looks at all the bad things that may happen, but wants to provide 

concrete solutions. What are the contingencies that we are putting positive things in place for? He 

wants that discussion to happen in the context of a future where really bad stuff could happen 

with cascading emergencies/impacts. What does this look like on the ground? 
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Ms. Andujar said that she’s in a Committee that is a neighborhood-based committee to address 

extreme events. She’d like to feel that we have concrete information meaning that Cambridge is 

trying to warn the people about things that are coming down the pipeline. There is a feeling that 

the city knows what will happen, but that is not being communicated.  

 

Mr. Rogers thought that making the city’s public services aware of the broader concerns from the 

public that would be helpful. 

 

Mr. King said the biggest challenge during crisis is usually communication. During major events, 

cell phone towers are overloaded, which has downstream repercussions. During one recent 

election, 33 precincts called into the Election Commission and broke their communication system 

completely. There is now a plan where the police will communicate in an emergency when cell 

phones fail.  

 

Mr. Kelley asked from a communication standpoint, what can the Water Department do better to 

communicate about school water safety, pharmaceuticals in the water, or backup of energy 

services? If the average house is supposed to have a three-day supply of water, then the city 

should probably have more. 

 

Mr. Kelley redirected the conversation back to the photo contest portion. What is it that we are 

talking about, and what is it that we are asking people to submit and participate in? As a contest, 

what does preparedness look like? What does resiliency look like in your neighborhood? 

Preparedness? 

 

Mr. Rogers said that he would like every speaker that comes in here to talk about 

communications, how they communicate with the public, and how they operate in the absence of 

the internet, information, etc. Most panic is because is because of a lack of information which, in 

turn, spins poorly. 

 

Mr. Wineman said that he thinks that what just happened illustrates two focuses for this 

committee. Neighborhood resiliency has two dimensions: one has to do with large centralized 

systems, how city systems affect each neighborhood; the other is what is life like on the ground in 

the event of a catastrophic event or crisis. 

 

Mr. Spears noted that Twitter is a great way to be updated. 

 

Ms. Holloway stated that she would not even know how to use Twitter. 

 

Mr. Rogers asked how the neighborhoods around Cambridge communicate separately to get and 

relay information would be important to understand. 

 

Mr. Kelley said we too often think that when we put information out on Twitter, we are covered 

as far as communication goes, but often too many people are left out of the conversation. He 

asked what’s the image/photo/GIF/ for what we need to be prepared for to demonstrate 

resiliency? Both problem and solution. What’s the concept that they are trying to get across. Mr. 

Rogers and Mr. Durbin were selected to work on contest and define its paremeters. 

 

Mr. Kelley brought the meeting to a close, and thanked the Committee for their time. 


