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Introduction

Located in Upper North Philadelphia, Olney is a diverse and 
unique neighborhood. Bordered by Tacony Creek Park to the 
north, the Fox Chase Line to the east, Godfrey Avenue to the 
north, and Roosevelt Avenue to the south, the neighborhood is 
1.5 square miles, and ha a population of 37,229 (2010 Census).

Olney has had little formal planning in the past 50 years, yet 
it has changed significantly since the last comprehensive plan 
for Philadelphia in 1962. Since 1980 the neighborhood has 
experienced a radical shift in its racial composition, while its 
physical infrastructure has not kept pace with demographic 
change. Olney will benefit from strategic changes to its physical 
infrastructure and community planning in order to prepare 
the neighborhood for continuing changes over the next few 
decades.

This section will show a snapshot of Olney and cover land 
use and zoning, the history, the demographic shifts and 
current demographics, educational attainment, income and 
employment, housing, commercial corridors, transportation, 
community resources, public safety, and environment. This 
section will show how Olney has evolved, and what the 
neighborhood looks like today.  

7 miles
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Origins

Olney’s history dates to the founding of Pennsylvania. 
Only one year after settling Philadelphia, William Penn 
granted the land that constitutes modern Olney to John 
Barnes and Barnabas Wilcox. In 1696, the Township of 
Bristol, an early subdivision of Philadelphia County, was 
founded, and almost a century later in 1776, Tabor Road 
was constructed. By 1777, ten families were living on the 
land that currently constitutes Olney. 

For most of its early history, Olney was a rural farming 
community on the outskirts of Philadelphia. It was named 
as its own township in 1835, when Alexander Wilson, a 
wealthy local landowner, named it after an English town 
due to his admiration for a medieval poet from the 
British town. At the time, Olney was centered around 
the intersection of Rising Sun Avenue and Tabor Road. 
By the mid-19th century, Olney began to grow; the first 
public school was constructed in 1849, and the Reading 
Railroad’s Olney Station was finished in 1850. 

The 1854 Act of Consolidation incorporated Olney 
and the rest of Philadelphia County into the City of 
Philadelphia. Starting in the 1860s, Olney started to 
become industrialized, with the founding of Whitakers 
Mill. By the end of the 19th century, Olney had trolley 
service connecting the neighborhood to the region, 
positioning it for fast growth in the 20th century. 

Source: The Library of Commerce
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Olney in the 20th Century 

Olney experienced significant industrial and population growth 
in the first half of the 20th century. In 1911, Joseph Wharton 
donated Fisher Park to the City of Philadelphia, establishing the 
first public park in the neighborhood. By the 1920s, developers 
had begun constructing tract row homes across the 
neighborhood, providing much of the historical current housing 
stock. In 1928, the Broad Street Line opened, offering residents 
a rapid transit connection to Center City. Olney High School, 
currently the largest high school in Philadelphia, graduated 
its first class in 1931, and in 1949 the Greater Olney branch of 
the Free Library opened, catering to the still-growing industrial 
community. 

Modern Olney 

Beginning in the 1960s, Olney began to change dramatically 
with the closure of a large number of industrial plants. The 
neighborhood began to experience a massive demographic 
shift by the 1980s, as Irish, Germans, and others of European 
decent were replaced first by Asian populations and later 
by African-Americans and Latinos. While Olney continues to 
change demographically, there have been very few physical 
changes to the neighborhood since the 1930s. 

Olney High School, 1931

North 5th Street, 1969
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Since Philadelphia’s 1962 comprehensive plan, Olney’s land 
use has not changed significantly, remaining as a primarily 
residential community, and has a wide range of commercial 
and open spaces.

52% of land use in Olney is 
residential
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Current Land Use in Olney

LAND USE + ZONING

Current Land Use
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Current Zoning

LAND USE + ZONING

The primary single-family residential zoning code is for attached 
homes with a required set-back (R9A) and the primary multi-
family residential zoning designation is for detached, semi-
detached, attached, or multiple structures with no yard or 
set-back requirements (R12). R9A represents 48.5% of total 
zoned area and R12 represents 1.3% of total zoned area in 
the neighborhood.

Industrial-zoned and commercially- zoned land comprises 
a small portion of the neighborhood at only 44 acres, the 
majority of which is zoned for heavy and light industrial. Mixed-
use commercial land allows for single-family or duplex style 
homes, although the majority of commercial zoning is C2 and 
C7, at 15 acres each.

Current Zoning
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Population

According to the 2010 Census, Olney had 37,229 residents 
and 12,000 households, averaging 3.1 people per household. 
Compared to Philadelphia, Olney has a higher population 
density, with 23,244 residents per square mile, compared to 
the 11,222. Additionally, between 1990 and 2010, Olney’s 
population increased 7% while the city’s decreased by 4%.

Source: US Census 1990, US Census 2000, US Census 2010

Olney Population 2010
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Race and Ethnicity

Olney experienced a massive shift in racial composition 
between 1980 and 2010, transforming from primarily White 
to a diverse population of color. During this time, the White 
population decreased 93% to 16%. Meanwhile, the Black 
population increased from 2% to 47% and the Asian population 
from 2% to 18% of the total population.

Philadelphia Population 2010

Racial Composition, 1980-2010
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Hispanic Population

Between 1980 and 2010, Olney’s Hispanic population also 
significantly increased, growing by 491%. The greatest 
increase came between 1980 and 1990 and currently a 
quarter of the population identifies as Hispanic.

Source: US Census, 1980, US Census 1990, US Census 
2000, ACS 2006-2010

Hispanic Populuation, 1980-2010

Percent Change in Race, 1980-2010

Black WhiteAsian
Source: US Census 1990, US Census 2000, US Census 2010
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regional group are residents from the Caribbean, with most 
identifying as Dominican or Haitian. Other immigrant populations 
include residents from Colombia, Korea, Mexico, Guatemala, 
and China. The foreign-born population decreased by 4% 

Cambodians and Vietnamese comprise the largest percentage of immigrants in the neighborhood at 39% combined, followed by people from the 
Caribbean (23%). South and Latin Americans make up a significant portion of the population, (8 and 6%) as do Koreans (7%). The Chinese population 
accounts for just 3% of the immigrant population.  Source: US Census 1990, US Census 2000, ACS 2006-2010, Social Explorer
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Olney has a significant immigrant population, with 21% of 
residents being foreign-born as of 2010. The largest group, 
totaling 39% of the immigrant population, is from Southeast 
Asia, particularly Cambodia and Vietnam. The second largest 

Foreign Born Population by Birthplace
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DEMOGRAPHICS + EDUCATION

Source: Census 1990,, Census 2000, ACS 2006-2010, Social Explorer

64% of 
Olney 

residents 
have no 

more than a 
high school 
education

Source:1990 Census,, 2000 Census
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Olney’s median income has declined in recent decades. 
In 1990, median income was measured at $44,501, which 
decreased to $41,882 in 2000 and $31,304 by 2010, representing 
percent decreases of 6% and 25%, respectively.

Income

1 in 3 
Olney residents 
live in poverty 
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INCOME + EMPLOYMENT

Poverty
Poverty increased across the neighborhood between 1990 
and 2010. In 1990, 16% of neighborhood residents lived under 
poverty; in 2000, this increased to 21% and increased to 30% 
in 2010. This is almost triple that of the state’s goal of 12.5%, 
and is 5% higher than the city of Philadelphia’s average. 
Though continuing to increase in educational attainment, 
the population has not seen the same increase in wealth. 
The disparity between education and income leaves Olney 
residents in a challenging, but ripe, place.

Man Working at a Local Business

Median Income, 1990-2010

Source: US Census 1990, US Census 2000, US Census 2010
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Workforce Diaspora

Employment Demographics
As of 2010, approximately 1/3 of Olney’s population, or 12,627 
people, were employed and the neighborhood unemployment 
rate was estimated to be 15%.

Of workers in Olney, 27% earn under $33,000 annually, 48% earn 
between $33,000 and $50,000 annually, and 35% earn more 
than $50,000. According to 2009 data, 27% of Olney’s workforce 
identifies as White, 58% identifies as Black and13% identifies as 
Asian.

The largest sectors of employment among Olney’s workforce 
in 2009 were in health care and social assistance (25%), retail 
trade (11%), manufacturing (10%), and educational services 
(8%).

As of 2009, there were 3,945 jobs located in Olney. The top 
sectors of employment in Olney are educational services (22%), 
manufacturing (18%), retail trade (16%), and health care and 
social assistance (15%).

Olney residents work throughout the Philadelphia region. The 
most popular region is Center City, which employs 14% of all of 
Olney’s employed residents (including both Center East and 
Center City West). Olney itself is a popular location, accounting 
for 6% of employment. Other noteworthy neighborhoods 
include University City (3%), Logan/Ogontz (3%) and parts of 
Frankford and Lawncrest (3%).

The Primary Areas of Employment for Olney Residents.

Source: 2010 Census
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HOUSING

74% of housing units
are single-family
attached.

Typology

The majority of housing units in Olney are single-family 
attached units, commonly known as row houses.  According 
to 2006-10 American Community Survey (ACS) data, these 
housing units represent approximately 73.8% of Olney’s total 
housing stock.  Duplexes and single-family detached units 
represent the second and third most prevalent housing types 
in the neighborhood.  However, they only represent 8.8% and 
6.7% of the total housing stock, respectively. 

Row houses are prevalent in all seven of the census tracts that 
comprise Olney. The most common row house variety in the 
neighborhood is the “porch front”, characterized by a large 
enclosed or open porch on the first level and a window bay 
on the second floor.  These types are most prevalent between 
North 5th Street and North Front Street.  “Airlites” or “Postwar 
Townhomes” are characterized by brick facades, raised front 
yards, and rear garages.  In Olney, these row house varieties 
are most common in the east and southeast along Tacony 
Creek Park.

“Porch Fronts” along North 7th Street Attached homes along Fairhill Street “Postwar Townhomes” along Ormes Street

Shifts in Typology

While Olney has experienced a 22% decline in single-
family detached housing units between 2000 and 2010, 
the neighborhood has experienced an increase (new 
construction or rehabilitation) of housing developments with 
3-9 units and 20 or more units. Developments with 50 or more 
units saw a 112% increase in Olney, and represent the largest 
change in housing stock type between 2000 and 2010 . This 
data suggests that many of Olney’s less dense housing types 
are being replaced with higher density development.

HEADING TITLE
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HOUSING

Photo Caption and Credit

Olney and Philadelphia 2010 Occupancy Rates

Occupancy

Approximately 93.2% of housing units in Olney are occupied. 
Of the 6.8% of housing units that are vacant, 43.4% are rental 
units. Abandonment of housing units is not widespread in the 
neighborhood, and is concentrated in small pockets in the 
areas south of West Olney Avenue.  Olney’s vacancy rate is 
approximately half that of Philadelphia, which had a 2010 
vacancy rate of approximately 14.1%. 

Tenure

Of the total housing units in Olney, approximately 63.6% are 
owner-occupied, which is higher than Philadelphia’s average 
owner occupancy rate of 55.3%.  However, between 1990 and 
2010, Olney’s owner occupancy rate has been on the decline, 
decreasing nearly seven percentage points, while renter-
occupied housing units have shown a 42% increase over that 
same period.  With a small number of new units coming online, 
it’s likely that some of the existing owner-occupied stock has 
been converted to rental housing units.

Olney and Philadelphia 2010 Tenure

Source: 2010 Census Source: 2010 Census
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Olney contains four distinct commercial corridors: North 5th 
Street, One & Olney Square, Rising Sun Avenue, and the corner 
of West Duncannon Avenue and North Mascher Street. These 
corridors represent a wide range of characters, stability, and 
retail mix.

North 5th Street

The neighborhood’s defining commercial corridor is North 
5th Street, between West Godfrey Avenue and Roosevelt 
Boulevard. It is a transit-oriented and pedestrian corridor 
characterized by on-street parking and a wide range of 
individually-owned businesses catering to Olney’s various 
ethnic populations. The majority of the buildings along the 
corridor are zoned for commercial use on the first floor but 
have residential spaces above. A number of community 
resources are also located along this corridor, including Fisher 
Park, Incarnation of Our Lord Catholic Church, the Greater 
Olney Branch Library, and the North 5th Street Revitalization 
Project.

This key corridor is maintained by the North 5th Street 
Revitalization Project, which was founded in 2006 by the 
Korean Community Development Services Center (KCDSC) 
in order to improve and maintain the corridor’s physical 
appearance and to promote safety and economic activity. 
Accomplishments include renovating building facades, 
improving the streetscape by installing trashcans, installing 
surveillance cameras along the corridor for the safety of local 
business owners and residents, and assisting potential business 
owners with navigating the often-complicated permitting 
process. With these efforts, the organization hopes to inspire 
community engagement and attract businesses to the 
corridor.

Jin Oh Song Food Market on North 5th Street
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COMMERCIAL CORRIDORS

North 5th Street
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COMMERCIAL CORRIDORS

Olney’s Commericail Corridor Health

Half of Olney’s  
commercial corridors 

are considered 
healthy

According to the organization’s director, Melissa Kim, the main 
concerns of residents related to North 5th Street are a lack of 
good retail mix along the corridor and incidences of crime. 
Specifically, many citizens have expressed interest in bringing 
in more chain stores and formal restaurants. However, the 
North 5th Street RevitalizationProject instead suggests focusing 
on strengthening niche stores, which draw consumers from 
the Philadelphia area and even from parts of New Jersey.  
With regard to crime, residents have expressed concern 
about growing numbers of thefts from businesses, incidents of 
violence originating in drinking establishments, and the lack 
of lighting along the corridor, particularly under the regional 
rail viaduct (between West Somerville Avenue and West Fisher 
Avenue).

According to a 2009 Econsult report on Philadelphia corridors, 
North 5th Street is perceived to be very economically healthy, 
safe, and clean.  The central section (West Grange Avenue to 
West Somerville Avenue) is considered the healthiest area and 
the northern section (West Godfrey Avenue to West Nedro 
Avenue) is considered the safest and cleanest area.



20 21

Colombian Bakery on N 5th Street
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COMMERCIAL CORRIDORS
One + Olney

One + Olney is a free-standing shopping center characterized 
by a large parking lot surrounded by a series of chain stores. The 
plaza was constructed in 1988 to replace a Heintz Company 
manufacturing facility. It is bounded by East Nedro Avenue, 
East Olney Avenue, North Front Street and the regional rail Fox 
Chase line. One and Olney is considered a stable commercial 
corridor. It represents 1.5% of all Philadelphia household 
corridor shopping trips, and its collection of retail stores and 
post office are the main competition with the North 5th Street 
corridor.

Rising Sun Avenue, West Duncannon Avenue 
and Mascher Street

The commercial corridor along Rising Sun Avenue is 
considered to be both a pedestrian and transit corridor as 
well as a free-standing shopping center. It is fairly stable with 
good retail mix and is perceived as a very healthy, safe, and 
clean corridor. However, the concentration of commercial 
space is relatively low in comparison with Olney’s other 
corridors.

The commercial corridor on the corner on West Duncannon 
Avenue and North Mascher Street consists of a free-standing 
supermarket with a large parking lot. The area is surrounded 
by numerous auto body shops and lies directly west of Olney 
Charter High School. The perceptions of the overall health, 
safety and cleanliness of this corridor are significantly lower 
than Olney’s other commercial corridors.

One + Olney
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TRANSPORTATION

23%

7%

69% Auto-Oriented

Despite a strong network of 
mass transit in Olney, nearly 
seven out of ten commuters use 
an automobile as their primary 
mode of transportation to work.

Though well serviced by many 
modes of public transportation, 
the time difference between 
driving and taking the public 
transit may be one reason for this 
large auto-oriented population.

Commuting from the center of 
Olney  to Center City takes about 
25 minutes by car and about 45 
minutes by either regional rail 
or the Broad Street subway line, 
including walking time to the 
station from the western portion 
of Olney. 
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Barriers to Entry

Olney remains relatively uncongested due to the 
neighborhood’s strong physical boundaries, with a SEPTA 
Regional Rail line on the west and Tacony Creek Park to 
the east.  With popular Broad Street (PA 611) and Oxford 
Avenue (PA 232) nearby, north-south through traffic avoids 
the neighborhood, leaving it with few road-traffic problems. 
However, Roosevelt Boulevard, or “The Boulevard,” which 
acts as the neighborhood’s southern border, is often one of 
the most heavily congested roads in the region.  

University of Pennsylvania | Workshop | Spring 2012
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Major Roadsways and Throroughfares
Grange Avenue, one of Olney’s cut-off streets
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Bus + Rail

Olney has an extensive bus network that includes eleven 
separate routes; it also has a regional rail station on the 
Fox Chase Line. Aside from Center City, this transit network 
connects residents with the entire region, including direct 
routes to Fern Rock Transportation Center, Frankford 
Transportation Center, Wissahickon Transportation Center, 
Fox Chase, Wynnefield, and Bensalem. 

bus stops in Olney: 
Olney residents are well-served by SEPTA’s bus network

TRANSPORTATION

Olney Bus and Train Route Map

174
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Community Resources in Olney
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COMMUNITY RESOURCES
Olney has many community resources, both within the 
neighborhood and nearby. The neighborhood is served by a 
branch of the Free Library, various religious institutions, Albert 
Einstein Health Care Center and the nearby Albert Einstein 
Medical Center, and many schools and universities, including 
the largest high school in Philadelphia, Olney West High School. 

Olney has a diverse community of religious organizations, with 
over 14 groups represented in the neighborhood. Additionally, 
the North 5th Street Revitalization Project provides services 
to businesses and local business owners along the 5th Street 
corridor in an effort to maintain safety and cleanliness for 
vendors and residents.

Olney also has active neighborhood organizations that are 
primarily focused on specific groups in the community, but it 
lacks a main community development association focused 
on the neighborhood as a whole. Some of the existing groups 
are described on the following page.

Legend:

1. Finletter Thomas K School
2. KCDSC
3. Greater Olney Library Branch
4. Albert Einstein Medical Center
5. Incarnation Catholic School
6. Olney West High School

Nearby, but not shown are: 
-Samuel Fels High School 
-Central High School
-Philadelphia High School for Girls
-Widener Memorial School
-Albert Einstein Main Campus

Other schools in Olney:
-Lowell School
-Morrison
-Grover Washington, Jr.
-Marshall
-Saint Helena 
-Lindley School
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COMMUNITY RESOURCES

Lutheran Children and Family Services

Cambodian Association of Greater Philadelphia

Korean Community Development Service Center

Greater Philadelphia Asian Social Services Center

Northeast Philadelphia Veterans Center

KCDSC is a non-profit that assists newly-arrived Asian American immigrants and refugees with 
cultural and language barriers. It serves the needs of low and moderate income residents and 
has done a mutlitude of things, including creating a child care center; tutoring school-aged 
children; and literacy, housing, and citizenship education and employment programs for adults. 
It also has been a main stakeholder in the commercial corridor revitalization project.

GPASS serves the needs of Asians citywide, with emphasis on the Logan and Olney 
communities. GPASS provides quality social service and health programs for all low-income 
members of the Logan and Olney communities, and aims to provide the highest quality, 
outpatient rehabilitation and treatment services at the lowest possible cost.

Run by the Veterans Health Administration, a subsection of the U. S. Department of 
Veteran Affairs, this center offers information, services and professional help for Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) victims for veterans. It has a variety of free services, 
including individual and group counseling, benefits and job referral, and counseling 
for PTSD. 

With a location in Olney, CAGP aims to improve the quality of life of Cambodian-Americans 
in Greater Philadelphia through direct service, advocacy and cultural education. By 
focusing on education, health, economic development and advocacy, CAGP works to 
empowering Cambodian-Americans. Their programs include tutoring, summer camps, 
and health initiatives.

LCFS is a non profit that provides families and children with services from a variety of local, state, federal and 
community resources. It has adoption and fostercare services; provides information about refugees; teaches 
community members about housing services and parenting; and aids in after-school education programs and 
summer camps.
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City Services

Olney’s emergency services are the primary responsibility of 
Philadelphia and include police, fire, and medical teams. 
Olney’s public safety is the responsibility of the Philadelphia 
Police Department’s 35th District, located approximately a 
mile from Olney in Logan. The Philadelphia Fire Department 
has one station in Olney, the Engine 61 Fire House, on Rising 
Sun Avenue. The Philadelphia Regional Emergency Medical 
Services are a division of the city’s Fire Department and are 
located outside the neighborhood. 

Olney’s murder rate 
doubled from 2010 

to 2011
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PUBLIC SAFETY

Crime

Overall, crime in Olney has decreased since the 1990s but 
remains a persistent concern of Olney residents. Between 
September 2011 and February 2012, there were 135 crimes 
against persons, including homicides and assaults. There have 
been several high profile incidents recently, including the 
severe beating of a Vietnam Veteran, who was randomly at-
tacked by teens at 6pm on a busy stretch of North 5th Street 
in January 2012, and a violent home invasion that left a Cam-
bodian immigrant dead. Olney continues to have significant 
crimes against property, including high rates of burglary, auto 
theft, and theft.

Of note, homicides in Olney more than doubled between 
2010 and 2011, increasing from six to fourteen, giving the 
neighborhood a rate of 3.8 per murders for every 10,000 resi-
dents; this compared to Philadelphia’s 2.1 murders per 10,000 
residents during the same period. During the previous decade 
(2000-2010), Olney averaged six murders per year and never 
had a year with more than ten murders. 

Philadelphia Police car in Olney
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ENVIRONMENT
Tacony–Frankford Watershed

Olney lies within the larger Tacony–Frankford Watershed, which 
is one of four watersheds in Philadelphia County, and Tacony 
Creek forms the eastern boundary of the neighborhood. 
Approximately 331,400 people live within the Tacony–Frankford 
watershed, which has an area of 18,560  acres, or approximately 29 
square miles. The Philadelphia Water Department characterizes 
the Tacony–Frankford Watershed and creek system as the most 
stressed in the city. Residential neighborhoods such as Olney, 
with their large tracts of impervious surfaces, contribute point 
source pollution to the creek, such as stormwater runoff from 
motor oil, pesticides, automotive fuel, industrial waste, and 
sanitary sewer overflows.

Tacony Creek

Stormwater Management and Impervious 
Surfaces

Olney lies within Philadelphia’s Combined Sewage Overflow 
(CSO) system. During dry weather, the city’s sewage pipes 
divert wastewater to water treatment facilities before they 
are eventually dumped into the city’s network of streams and 
rivers. But in the event of moderate to heavy storm events, 
stormwater overflows the piping system, carrying wastewater 
past the water treatment facilities and directly into water 
bodies, such as Tacony Creek, via CSO outfall pipes. Water 
quality and the health of animal habitats are compromised 
for the entire city when this occurs.

In Olney, there are eight CSO outfalls between Adams Avenue 
and Roosevelt Boulevard. During rain events, the Philadelphia 
Water Department uses an online public notification program 
known as CSOcast, in addition to a series of signs places at 
each outfall to notify citizens of the dangers of swimming 
closely following a rain event. It is generally assumed that 
during and up to 24 hours after a rain event, the water is not 
safe for recreation. The city is now in the process of easing the 
pressure off of the water treatment system by implementing 
green infrastructure throughout Philadelphia through the 
Green City, Clean Waters plan.

Olney lies within 
the most stressed 
watershed in 

Philadelphia
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ENVIRONMENT

Tree Cover and Other Parks and Open Space

Green spaces comprise 13% of the total land use in the 
neighborhood. Olney is home to four major open spaces, 
two of which are part of the larger Fairmount park system: 
Fisher Park, Tacony Creek Park, Ziehler Playground and the 
Olney Recreation Center. Outside of these open spaces, 
tree cover throughout the neighborhood is present but 
sparse. In all, tree cover for Olney comprises only 8% of total 
area, whereas Philadelphia as a whole has 16% tree cover 
of total area. Notably, North 5th Street is largely devoid of 
tree cover south of Chew Avenue.

Fisher Park Parks and Open Spaces
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ENVIRONMENT

One of the many tree-less streets in Olney

Tree Cover

Conclusion

Olney has experienced significant demographic changes 
over the past thirty years, while physical infrastructure 
has remained relatively unchanged. The population has 
become increasingly diverse in terms of resident origin and 
there have been decreases in the economic health of 
the neighborhood, yet there have been few attempts to 
physically develop the neighborhood to meet the needs 
of these residents. While Olney is home to a number of 
community groups dedicated to working with subgroups 
of the population, it lacks an organization dedicated 
to developing an identity for this continually-changing 
neighborhood. Strategic planning interventions in Olney 
can prepare the neighborhood for future change.
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Introduction

A rapidly changing and ethnically diverse neighborhood located 7 miles north of Center 
City Philadelphia, bordered by Tacony Creek Park to the east and Roosevelt Avenue to the 
South , Olney has many issues that face it and opportunties to use some of its resources to its 
advantage. Many of these issues are also opportunities for Olney. Identifying these issues and 
opportunities will allow for the analysis of needed planning in the community.

Olney’s diversity makes it a unique upper north neighborhood known for its vast array of ethnic 
food, clothing, and beauty stores; this same asset is problematic to the neighborhood, as it 
leads to barriers between people of different ethnicicites, and has led to elevated tension 
and crime in the area. Olney is well-served by bus routes, but also two major rail lines at the 
Olney Regional Rail Station and Fern Rock Transportation Station. These train stations are 
wonderful assets to the community; however they are currenty difficult and even dangerous 
to access. Not surprisingly, they are underutilized by Olney residents. O

lney has four large parks of various types within its boundaries, including Tacony Creek Park. 
This asset, however, is difficult to find from the neighborhood. Additionally, Tacony Creek Park 
is currently extremely polluted. The neighborhood has less than half of the tree coverage of 
Philadelphia as a whole, and is comprised of 80% impervious surfaces. The neighborhood 
has little vacancy and a strong ownership rate. Comprised of primarily single-family attached 
homes, Olney is a place where recent immigrants choose to live, leading to a high cost 
burden for housing. Olney has also experienced rapid economic decline, an issue that when 
coupled with high housing prices makes it a difficult neighborhood to afford. Surrounded by 
major industry hubs, and with the strong spine of North 5th Street and the stores and current 
community groups located on it, Olney has opporunities to grow and prosper using its existing 
economic assets.

These issues and opportunities are an integral part of the planning process. Identifying these 
issues and opportunities demonstrates what Olney has and what Olney may need; what 
Olney can learn from and what Olney can use as it continues to grow and change. 
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
Barriers

Olney is isolated from its surrounding neighborhoods by 
a rail right of way to the west, Tacony Creek Park to the 
east, and Roosevelt Boulevard to the south. The rail right of 
way provides a strong physical barrier; Tacony Creek Park 
is difficult to access from Olney; and Roosevelt Boulevard 
is a divided highway, making it difficult for pedestrians to 
cross into the surrounding neighborhoods. Most significantly, 
the Fox-Chase Regional Rail line runs diagonally through 
the middle of Olney, dividing it into northern and southern 
sections. This line is not just a physical piece of infrastructure; 
it is a much more all-encompassing barrier. The northern and 
southern half of the neighborhood are essentially isolated 
from one another.

While there are four crossing points through this physical 
barrier, all but the North 5th Street underpass are in need of 
maintenance, cleaning, and repair. There is an opportunity 
here for enhancing existing tunnels to improve the experience 
of walking through the barrier, encouraging connections. 

Identity

Due to its very diverse population, Olney lacks a unifying 
identity as well as a single community development 
organization to bring different stakeholders together. While 
there are a number of community organizations in the 
neighborhood, such as Greater Philadelphia Asian Social 
Services, the Korean Community Development Services 
Center, and the North 5th  Street Revitalization Project, these 
are all dedicated to specific subgroups of the population, 
rather than to the neighborhood overall. These groups could 
be brought together to focus more broadly on creating a 
neighborhood identity. Physical Barriers in Olney
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Source: Philadelphia Neighborhoods: Behind the Bylines

Source: Philly.com

Crime

Crime has decreased overall in Olney since the 1990s but 
remains a persistent concern of residents. The neighborhood 
has recently experienced a significant rise in homicides, which 
increased from an average of six homicides per year between 
2000 and 2010 to 14 in 2011. Between September 2011 and 
February 2012, there were 135 crimes against persons. Coupled 
with several high-profile crimes, including the beating of a 
veteran and a violent home invasion, residents have voiced 
concern about safety in the neighborhood.

However, Olney has numerous assets that through 
enhancement could address this high crime rate. Its various 
civic institutions, including the public library, churches, and 
schools, provide afterschool programs and sources of support 
for youth. The high home and business occupancy rates leave 
few areas for criminals to hide, and were commercial corridors 
strengthened as residential gathering spaces through physical 
interventions, the effect of “eyes on the street” could assist in 
deterring crime. 
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Disconnected Green Open Spaces 

Tacony Creek Park and Other Open Spaces

Despite the presence of Tacony Creek Park, there are 
significant physical and natural barriers to accessing this lush 
green space. Entrances to the park are blocked by fences in 
varying degrees of repair, and heavily forested areas further 
hide entrances from view. Olney is also home to three smaller 
parks: Ziehler Playground, Olney Recreation Center, and Fisher 
Park, which offer amenities such as community gardens and 
sports fields. However, these are discrete islands of green; 
creating connections between these four parks would 
enhance their potential to function as major recreational 
amenities for the community. 

An Entrance to Tacony Creek Park

currently 
commute 
by train

7%

Accessing Fern Rock Transportation Center

Immediately adjacent to the western edge of Olney is 
SETPA’s Fern Rock Transportation Center. The Center is the 
terminus of the Broad Street Subway Line local, express and 
Ridge Spur routes, serves three major Regional Rail lines with 
access to the entire region, and is a stop for buses serving 
the city and suburbs. 

Shortest Legal and Safe Path to 
Fern Rock Transit Center from Olney
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2

A Difficult Trip

There is currently no safe and direct access to Fern Rock 
Transportation Center from Olney. Residents wishing to 
commute via the Broad Street Line must either walk one 
mile, or approximately 20 minutes, take a bus to Fern Rock 
Transportation Center, or use a dangerous and illegal 
passageway which involves ducking fences, avoiding trash 
and drug paraphernalia, crossing highly active railroad tracks, 
and using milk crates to climb onto a platform. 

3

The Most Direct Route to Fern Rock Transporatation Center

1

A Driving Issue

This lack of access is reflected in a high share of commuters 
choosing to drive to work, despite the neighborhood’s 
physical proximity to transit. Opportunities exist, however, for 
improving this mode share by improving access to Fern Rock, 
an important neighborhood asset.

4

5

6
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QUALITY OF THE NATURAL + BUILT ENVIRONMENT

Impervious Surface Cover and CSO Outfalls

Tacony Creek and Stormwater Management

Olney is bounded on the east side by Tacony Creek, the 
defining water body of the Tacony–Frankford Watershed. This 
watershed is identified as the most stressed in Philadelphia 
County. The Creek is heavily polluted, mainly due to a high 
level of impervious surfaces and relative lack of green 
space and tree cover in Olney and surrounding residential 
neighborhoods, which prevents pollutants from storm water 
runoff from being absorbed before reaching the Creek. 
Furthermore, within Olney’s boundaries alone there are 8 CSO 
outfalls, which during moderate to heavy rain events dump 
raw sewage into the creek, posing a public health hazard 
for up to 24 hours after rain events. Olney could address 
the pollution and public health issues by improving its green 
infrastructure in accordance with the Philadelphia Water 
Department’s Green City, Clean Waters plan. 

oils
anti-freeze
detergents
fertilizers
pesticides
lead
copper
raw sewage

Pollutants in 
Tacony Creek:

there are 8 CSO Outfalls in 
Olney along Tacony Creek

CSO Outfall in Tacony Creek
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Bare and tree-less streetscape along North 5th Street corridor

Some residential streets benefit from sufficient tree cover

Finally, Olney lacks sufficient tree cover in its public realm, with 
about half the level of tree cover as in Philadelphia as a whole. 
In addition to contributing to pollution, this lack of tree cover 
contributes to a sense of disinvestment in the streetscape. 
Opportunities exist for addressing pollution in the Creek and 
increasing tree cover through investments in the streetscape 
and public realm. 

Tree Cover in Olney and Philadelphia

Olney

Philadelphia

8%

18%
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Streetscape

Olney’s public realm lacks a sense of streetscape cohesion, 
particularly on its main commercial corridors. North 5th Street 
is a prime example of this issue; the section north of the Fox-
Chase regional rail line is well-kept by the North 5th Street 
Revitalization Project, which cleans streets and maintains a 
façade improvement program, while the southern section 
of the same corridor is in need of regular cleaning, sidewalk 
maintenance, and signage. This creates a strong visual 
divide between two sections of the same corridor. Overall, 
the corridor lacks vegetation, public seating, signage, and 
lighting, all of which would allow North 5th Street to become a 
stronger gathering space for this diverse community.

Rotting trees
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QUALITY OF THE NATURAL + BUILT ENVIRONMENT

Neglected sidewalks Bare streets
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Along residential streets, issues of littering, lack of tree cover, 
and defacement of property are evident. There are instances 
of rotting street trees, bare side streets lacking seating or 
gathering spaces, and neglected sidewalks. However, Olney 
does have an opportunity to improve its public realm through 
the expansion of existing public art programs, seating along 
the main corridors, and the addition of street trees in a similar 
manner to tree placement on residential side streets.

Street trees

Mural art

Public seating
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With declining median incomes, down 30% since 1990, Olney 
is now facing a serious challenge with regard to housing. The 
homeownership rate decreased by 14%, from a high of 74.5% 
in 1990. With very few new housing units coming online since 
1990, it could be inferred that homeownership units are being 
converted to rental units.

Moreover, Olney has significant housing burdens in both the 
ownership and rental segments. As of 2010, approximately 
68.5% of renters are paying more than 30% of their household 
income on rent, with 55% of homeowners spending a similar 
share on ownership costs and mortgage payments. Faced 
with declining incomes and high burdens, residents may not 
be able to afford investment in upkeep and improvements 
to their homes. This is evidenced by deteriorating housing 
conditions, particularly in the sections south of the Fox-Chase 
regional rail line (see opposite page for photos).

Issues and Affordability

Source: 1990 Decennial Census and 2006-2010
American Community Survey (ACS). 
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HOUSING

RENTERS 
burdened 

OWNERS
burdened 

DECLINE
in home
ownership 

Single-family attached housing along West Tabor Avenue.

Photo Caption and Credit
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Differences in Physical Housing 

HOUSING

Clockwise from top left: Ormes Street, North 7th Street, North 2nd Street, Ruscomb Street
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4.5 acres 
of vacant land 
within 
10 minute walk 
of transit and 
shopping.

CALLOUT FACT TEXT
CALLOUT FACT #
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Vacant Developable Parcels in Olney (Vacant or Underutilized Land)

Opportunities

HOUSING

Despite the issues discussed previously, Olney still maintains a 
housing occupancy rate of 93% and a homeownership rate 
of 63.6%, both of which are higher than Philadelphia’s 2010 
average rates. The neighborhood also has approximately 4.5 
acres (0.5% of total land area) of vacant, developable land, 
and all of these parcels are located within a ten-minute walk 
of public transit and shopping opportunities. This vacant land 
could be allocated to housing development to specifically 
address affordability issues.
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Educational Opportunities in and Near Olney

ECONOMICS

As highlighted earlier in this report, 
Olney has not been immune to 
the country’s economic downturn. 
Unemployment rose to 15% by 
2010, and nearly a third of residents 
earn less than $15,000 a year, while 
70% earn less than $40,000. 
 
An opportunity exists, however, to 
develop the workforce through 
community resources in and just 
outside of the neighborhood. 
Connections between Olney 
Charter High School, the Greater 
Olney Branch Library, and the 
Community College of Philadelphia 
could be enhanced to provide 
teenagers with a path to gaining 
a two-year degree. With La Salle 
and Temple Universities located 
just outside the neighborhood, 
there are opportunities to connect 
young residents with workforce 
training programs or to the 
opportunity of higher education. 
Finally, the proximity of the Albert 
Einstein Medical Center provides 
an important resource for residents, 
with the potential to draw 
connections between Olney High 
School students and job training 
programs at the Medical Center. 

La Salle University

Temple University

Albert Einstein 
Main Campus
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Vision Statement

The goal for Olney in 2035 is to achieve a high quality of life for its residents, through environmental 
sustainability, economic development and enhanced connectivity.  Recognizing the neighborhood’s 
key assets as Tacony Creek Park, the North Fifth Street Commercial Corridor and Fern Rock 
Transportation Center, the neighborhood’s identity and viability will evolve as each of these resources 
serve as cornerstones for key neighborhood improvement initiatives.  As one of Philadelphia’s most 
ethnically diverse neighborhoods, Olney has the opportunity to utilize a multi-cultural approach to 
develop green infrastructure, promote neighborhood businesses and connect Olney to the region 
at large. 
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Vision Formation Process

The process of formulating a possible future for the neighborhood began with 
identifying goals through three lenses, imagining what it would mean for Olney to 
become a...

Unique Cultural and 
Commercial Hub

Strategically Connected 
Neighborhood

Model of Environmental 
Sustainability

From these three lenses, six project goals were identified as being key towards 
achieving a comprehensive vision for Olney which would realize all of the above 
seperate visions for the neighbrhood

1|Create a Neighborhood Brand 

2|Construct a Sustainable Olney

3| Maintain Affordability

4|Enhance Commercial Hubs

5|Build a Civic Infrastructure

6|Enhance Transit Accessibility

Our future vision for Olney begins with a series of physical 
interventions to raise the quality of the neighborhood’s 
natural and built environment. Olney is an ethnically diverse 
neighborhood with two strong commercial hubs that attract 
Philadelphians to the unique services they offer. However, the 
neighborhood lacks entrance signage declaring Olney as the 

unique place that it is, and internal signage that announces 
and connects the amenities it offers to residents and outsiders 
a like. 

The entrance at Roosevelt Boulevard is a particularly key 
entrance point from the south of the neighborhood, and 
one which offers easy spaces to add welcoming signage. 
Entering Olney by car, foot, or transit, residents and visitors will 
be greeted by signage, enhanced lighting, and even artwork 
that proclaim Olney’s entrance points and that communicate 
its identity and amenities. 

Internal gateways can be redeveloped to unify the 
neighborhood’s northern and southern parts and to enliven 
currently unattractive spaces. For example, the historic North 
5th Street Bridge on the Fox Chase Line, with its intricate stone 
façade, will be illuminated at night. Lighting the bridge will 
visually connect the two stretches of the neighborhood’s main 
commercial hub, while also better unifying disparate ethnicities 
and businesses between the two halves and improving safety 
along the corridor.

Also within the neighborhood, a signage program should be 

developed to announce major assets, such as Tacony Creek 
Park and the Olney Recreation Center. It is currently very hard 
to identity the Tacony Creek Park’s access points; signage 
and the removal of fencing around access points will improve 
wayfinding to this important existing amenity. 

Identifying and proclaiming Olney’s gateways will allow the 
neighborhood a brand that can be marketed throughout the 
city.

improvements to the Roosevelt Boulevard entrance

Olney’s 
external 
and internal 
gateways.
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Funding

External gateway improvements could be funded through the City of Philadelphia’s general fund, similar to other gateway 
signage at intersections across the city. A rendering of gateway signage, shown below, is at the intersection of North 5th Street 
and Roosevelt Boulevard, where Olney and Hunting Park meet. This signage will make clear to people that they are entering 
Olney. 

a new gateway to Olney

Internal gateways, such as the entrance to Tacony Creek Park at the end of Nedro Street, will better connect and strengthen 
the neighborhood’s assets. Specifically, the entrance to Tacony Creek Park will be more welcoming with park signage and 
programmed landscaping, while also providing stormwater management with permeable pathways.  As the signage will 
be similar to the other parks in the Fairmount Park System, funding could come from the Fairmount Park Commission. The 
permeable pathways could be funded by the Philadelphia Water Department, which has already committed to constructing 
green stormwater management infrastructure in their Green City, Clean Waters Plan.

a new gateway to Tacony Creek Park
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Green Grid Streets, Parks, and Commerical Corridors

Creating a Green Grid

Our future vision for Olney begins with a series of physical 
interventions to raise the quality of the neighborhood’s natural 
and built environment. Previous chapters have identified several 
key environmental issues specific to Olney, which include the 
neighborhood’s relatively small percentage of tree coverage, 
its geographic placement within Philadelphia’s combined 
sewage overflow area, a high level of impervious surface 
coverage throughout the neighborhood, and the lack of 
connections between the neighborhood’s green open spaces. 

Remedying these environmental issues would take considerable 
financial investment, which warrants a targeted strategic 
approach. A short-term goal is to construct a series of green 
streets and pocket parks throughout the neighborhood, 
which would not only manage stormwater and increase tree 
coverage, but would also better connect Olney’s existing assets 
of several commercial corridors and major open spaces.

To construct Olney’s Green Grid, several residential streets will 
receive trees, planters and vegetated stormwater management 
technologies to create a path throughout the neighborhood 
that directly connects Olney’s major public spaces. The streets 
we selected for the grid connect all of Olney’s commercial 
corridors and major parks, and sometimes flow through a 
section of the neighborhood that is particularly lacking in tree 
coverage or green open space.

The Olney Green Grid would enhance the amenities that 
the neighborhood’s commercial corridors and green open 
spaces provide by creating a physical connection between 
them, facilitating movement throughout the neighborhood 
and making it easier for residents and visitors to find amenities. 
The green streets would also provide a scenic and shaded 
path for residents to enjoy walking and jogging. Furthermore, 

newly planted trees on the grid would provide shade for nearby 
buildings, reducing their summer air conditioning energy costs, 
and contributing to the attractiveness of adjacent lots.

Stormwater Management

The green grid would provide a framework for selecting specific areas in the neighborhood to implement specific stormwater 
management techniques. Currently, 80% of the total area of Olney is covered in impervious surfaces. By implementing 
management techniques along streets in the grid, this proposal would reduce the amount of polluted stormwater the 
neighborhood dumps into the Combined Sewer System. 

Every street along the Green Grid will be composed of permeable sidewalk pavement and stormwater planters to collect runoff 
and filter polluted water before it enters the CSO system. Most residential sidewalks in Olney are 8 feet wide. Each stormwater 
planter would leave 5 feet of space available for pedestrians. Stormwater planters are especially efficient at catching and 
filtering polluted water before it enters public water pipes. Each planter catches water through inlets, letting sidewalk and street 
runoff flow into the planter.

A closer look at the 
Green Grid

right: site plan of Tabor 
Road and North 5th 
st, one block in the 
green grid.

above: location of 
tabor and north 5th 
intersection in Olney.
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Funding

Funding to construct stormwater planters and to install permeable pavement could be provided by grants from the Philadelphia 
Water Department, in compliance with their existing commitment to construct green stormwater management infrastructure 
through the Green City, Clean Waters plan.  Currently, there is already an existing partnership between PWD and the Tookany/
Tacony-Frankford Watershed Partnership, a local nonprofit working to implement a variety of green infrastructure and stream 
restoration projects to improve the environmental quality of the entire watershed in which Olney lies. From 2005-2011, PWD 
committed around $18 million to the Partnership to support watershed management projects. PWD could renew its financial 
commitment to the goals of the TTF Partnership by allocating additional funds to construct the Olney Green Grid.

section of one green street along the grid visualization of one green street along the grid
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adults in an area with a strong culture of porch-sitting and playing 
in the street. Together these parks add a total of over 18,000 square 
feet of parks space to the neighborhood.

New and Existing Park Locations

Enhancing the Quality of Park Space

Several areas in the neighborhood would be ideal locations for 
constructing pocket parks. Three suitable locations which lie in 
areas that are particularly lacking in green space. Children 
often play in the streets, and these streets have low car traffic. 
Together they add a total of over 18,000 square feet of parks 
space to the neighborhood.

The last component of this proposal includes enhancing 
existing park space in the neighborhood, finding new 
opportunities to increase the amount of green open space 
in the neighborhood, and to further increase overall tree 
coverage by constructing pocket parks.

This project takes advantage of the large percentage of existing 
green space in Olney by making short-term improvements to 
each space that allow them to function better as community 
gathering spaces and destinations for family recreation.

New landscaping on streets surrounding Fisher Park will 
encourage residents to use the space, as they will be better 
drawn to it by the enhanced streetscape. Olney Recreation 
Center will benefit from better pathway connections with 
adjacent Tacony Creek Park. Removing the fence surrounding 
Ziehler Playground will better connect it to the surrounding 
residential blocks. Finally, removing trash from the edges 
of Tacony Creek Park and installing benches and lighting 
throughout will improve the space and encourage better use 
of it.

Finally, there are several areas in the neighborhood which 
would be ideal locations for constructing pocket parks. Three 
suitable sites are presented on this page, all of which lie in areas 
that particularly lack green space. The street closure option 
adds safe play-space for children and gathering space for 

Parklet at Grange + Old 2nd Street

Centered between Fisher Park and One and Olney, this small 
area (7,598 ft2) is suited for a green space that could provide 
a resting and leisure area for residents. The proposal includes 
closing North Mascher Avenue, but should not create an 
access issue, as motorists wishing to continue northbound on 
Mascher Avenue can continue on Old 2nd Street, turn right 
onto Grange Avenue, then turn left again to resume their 
trip on Mascher Avenue.  Rita’s Water Ice currently sits on the 
northern section of the proposed park and it is proposed that 
the shop remain to serve park users. 

The vision and design for the parklet at Grange Avenue and 
Old 2nd Street helps accomplish the goal of the Philadelphia 
Greenworks plan, which states that the city hopes to have 
all residents living within one-half mile of a public park or 
recreation area.  The creation of this park will bring 18,000 
residents within a half-mile of park space.  

Funding

The Greenworks plan emphasizes engaging the private sector 
in park development.  As such, Rita’s can be approached 
as a funding partner.  The city can leverage a study by the 
Trust for Public Land for the Philadelphia Parks Alliance, which 
concludes that green and open space enhances the value 
of surrounding properties by 5 percent.  Rita’s efforts can be 
matched with grants made available through the Pennsylvania 
Department of Conservation and Natural Resources.  
Applicable grants would be the Community Recreation and 
Conservation Program and Peer-to-Peer Program, each of 
which helps municipalities develop and improve their parks.  
Additionally, because Rita’s operates as a franchise, the park 
development can be pitched as a way to draw increased 

parklet site plan

business for its owner.  According to Rita’s employees, patrons 
currently sit on nearby bollards to eat.  The added benches, 
grass, fountain and other amenities will make Rita’s a more 
attractive place to eat and thereby should increase revenues.  
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parklet visualization

Housing Policies

Olney is in need of both affordable rental and homeownership 
units given declining incomes, rising home and rent prices, 
and large housing cost burdens described previously. 
Homeownership rates have also been on the decline, as units 
are likely converting to the rental sector. Immediate action 
must be taken to preserve homeownership in the market 
rate sector and to deliver new homeownership and rental 
units to residents and families making less than 60% of area 
median income (AMI). The following actions will help to boost 
ownership rates, while also lowering the housing cost burdens. 

Preserve Homeownership through Tax Abatements

Currently, the City of Philadelphia has programs for 
homeowners to take advantage of a ten-year tax abatement 
on the increase in property assessment values in the context 
of home improvement or rehabilitation. This abatement 
can help existing owners to make capital improvements on 
their property without and serious tax increase implications. 
It is recommended that the City of Philadelphia increase 
awareness and provide technical assistance to Olney residents 
on this program.

Encourage Development through Improved Land Acquisition

Several area non-profit developers, including community 
development corporations (CDCs), are able to take 
advantage of free land acquisition from the City in order 
to make affordable housing development feasible in 
neighborhoods where it would otherwise not be. Many of 
the vacant parcels in Olney have large, multiple-year tax 
liens, and if the City assumes ownership of these parcels, new 
development can be more feasible in these areas.

Encourage Higher-Density Development through Re-Zoning

The majority of vacant parcels in the neighborhood are zoned 
for single-family residential uses (R6 or R9). The target multifamily 
affordable housing developments will consist of three- to 
four-story with 40-60 dwelling units. Strategic rezoning will be 
required in order to encourage multifamily development at 
the vacant parcels. These parcels should be re-zoned to R15 in 
order to accommodate bulk, massing, parking requirements, 
and less-stringent rear and side yard requirements. Improving 
connections to transit will likely provide incentives to develop, 
which will be enhanced by this rezoning plan.

Redeveloping One & Olney

One & Olney is a relatively healthy shopping center which 
draws roughly 1.6% of all corridor shopping trips in the city of 
Philadelphia. Currently, the free-standing shopping center has 
a large impermeable parking lot with roughly 1,800 spaces. 
This parking lot is under-utilized and not pedestrian-friendly. To 
improve the space, in the short-term, painting crosswalks and 
installing better landscaping will create a better pedestrian 
experience. Rerouting SEPTA’s 57 bus will through the site will 
enable direct connections to the plaza. 

Alternative A

In the long-term, there are two alternative proposals for 
redevelopment. Alternative A would maintain the current 
layout of One & Olney but provide more pedestrian-friendly 
and programmed spaces. Impervious surfaces would be 
reduced via standards laid out in the EPA’s 2008 Green Parking 
Lot Guide, a best-practice guide that includes techniques for 
stormwater management, surface material selection, parking 
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requirements, parking placement, natural landscaping, and 
irrigation. 

Construction of retail space would be promoted on a site 
currently identified for sale near the entrance on Chew 
Avenue. This retail space would be targeted toward national 
and regional retailers in order to avoid competition with the 
unique, locally-owned businesses on North 5th Street. 

Alternative B

Alternative B would build upon Alternative A and utilize 
excess parking at the southern end of the site for infill 
affordable development. This includes land around Einstein 
Plaza and south of the Chew Avenue entrance. This area 
is optimal for dense development given its proximity to the 

existing residential neighborhood, bus and rail transit, and 
the proposed transit accessible development (TAD) around 
Olney Regional Rail Station. 

Along Front Street, approximately 16 units of housing units 
would be constructed in row homes in a similar architectural 
style and density to the surrounding neighborhood. In addition 
to providing desperately needed housing in Olney, row 
homes along Front Street would continue the street-wall that 
is interrupted by the large parking lot, thus providing greater 
neighborhood architectural continuity. Additionally, a back 
alley could be created to provide off-street parking for units 
if a city variance is not granted for TAD development. Green 
and concrete pedestrian pathways would connect Wentz 
Avenue, Olney Avenue, Front Street, and Chew Avenue to all 
parts of One & Olney Square.

One & Olney redevelopment Alternative A. One & Olney redevelopment Alternative B.

Redevelopment and Stormwater Management

Due to One and Olney’s success as a shopping center, we 
propose specific remediation rather than a complete change 
in the site’s layout. This redevelopment proposal will increase 
the overall density of commercial space on the site, improve 
pedestrian access, and implement stormwater management 
techniques within the parking lot. In terms of densifying the 
site, the land currently for sale in the central area of the site’s 
parking lot could serve as an additional three- or four-story 
retail or office building. For the southern area of the site, various 
retailors could be relocated from a low-density development 
south of Olney Avenue. This will not only allow these businesses 
to have better street frontage, but will also allow that land to 
be redeveloped into high-density affordable housing.

Further increasing pedestrian access to the shopping plaza, 
the SEPTA 57 bus line will be rerouted through the center. This 
line currently runs north along Front Street, then east along 
Champlost Street; the new path would take it through the heart 
of the plaza, increasing non-car access to the site. In order 
to further promote a more pedestrian-friendly environment, a 
series of green pathways will be added through the parking 
lot. These pathways would consist of separated sidewalks 
and planted trees within bio-swales, which will contribute 
significantly to overall stormwater management initiative by 
reducing the pollution in surface runoff water. This is especially 
important given the plaza’s proximity to Tacony Creek.

Funding

Funding for the new commercial development would depend 
on the private sector, while funding for the green pathways 
would rely on collaboration between One & Olney’s business 
owners and the Philadelphia Water Department. Business 

Proposed site plan for One + Olney

owners should be inclined to fund this portion of the proposal, 
as the addition of bio-swales would significantly lower their 
stormwater assessment fees, which will rise to nearly $10,000 
per month by 2014. The plaza owners could fund this new 
green infrastructure using anticipated savings on stormwater 
fees, and apply for credits from the Water Department to lower 
future bills.
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One + Olney following proposed greening of parking lot.

Photo Caption and Credit

North 5th Street represents the ethnic diversity of the 
neighborhood and is the backbone of Olney. A commercial 
corridor comprised largely of hair and nail salons, clothing 
stores, and food and beverage stores catering to many 
cultures, it is unlike most other retail strips in Philadelphia. 
However, crime deters activity after dark. Stores on North 5th 
Street either close or put up metal grates at five o’clock, and 
the corridor quickly shifts from feeling vibrant to desolate. 

20% OF THE BUSINESS IN 
OLNEY IS RETAIL TRADE 

N 5th Street

Fox Chase Line along N 5th Street

Intersection of N 5th Street + W Olney Ave 

Improving the public realm of North 5th Street would address 
many of the issues from which the corridor currently suffers. 
Currently, The Fox Chase Line cuts the corridor into two 
distinct halves. Lighting under the overpass could help 
reconnect the two halves and unify this vibrant corridor. Bus 
shelters, lights, small street trees, and murals could improve 
the pedestrian experience at one of Olney’s strongest assets. 
The North 5th Street Revitalization Project’s work currently 
addresses the northern half of the corridor. Expanding their 
services to the entire corridor and allocating further funding 
to the beautification of the corridor will greatly benefit the 
neighborhood.
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Streetscaping on North 5th Street

In terms of streetscaping and improving the public realm 
along the corridor, we are proposing various additional 
elements to be added the sidewalks along the length of North 
5th Street. Currently, the sidewalks are unnecessarily wide and 
eachproposed addition would only remove five feet of space 
from the sidewalk, leaving eight feet for pedestrian traffic. 
Some of our proposals would include pedestrian scale lighting, 
public seating and street trees. It should be noted that we 
are proposing oak trees, a species conducive to commercial 
corridors seeing as their foliage tends to grow upright, not 
blocking views along the street and storefront signage as 
much as other species with denser foliage.

streetscape cross section of North 5th Street

site plan 
of new 

streetscape 
elements for 

North 5th Street

visualization of North 5th Street
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Public Safety

A police substation on North 5th and Ruscomb will specifically 
address crime along this corridor. Crime has generally risen 
over the past six months in Olney. A range of violent crimes 
within a two-block radius of North 5th Street are shown on 
the map to the right, with significantly higher crime rates 
are higher in the southern than northern section. A police 
substation at Ruscomb and North 5th Street would require a 
small investment of city funds, but would result in increased 
police patrols and quicker response times along the corridor, 
resulting in a safer environment for shoppers and residents 
alike.

The closest permanent police presence to Olney is nearly one 
mile from the neighborhood’s closest point and of course 
is even further from eastern portions of the neighborhood. 
Creating a police presence near the intersection of North 5th 
and Ruscomb Streets will allow residents to easily request in-
person police assistance and provide officers an additional 
location from which to engage with the community. A 
currently vacant storefront on the North 5th Street corridor 
provides an ideal location for the substation.

The substation would be modeled after current Philadelphia 
Police Substations on South Street in Center City and Chester 
Avenue in West Philadelphia. Funding for the project would 
likely come from the Police Department’s capital budget. The 
costs would be marginal, as it is likely that no new officers or 
staff would be needed since personnel could be reassigned 
from the 35th District Station on Broad Street. If the station 
is successful in deterring future crime, it would essentially 
pay for itself through a reduction in crime rates, and thus a 
reduction in staff overtime and other costs associated with 
crime solving.
 

Walking radius of proposed police substation.
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In order to further increase public safety along the corridor, it is 
proposed that building facades along the corridor should be 
lit up at night. The image shown here depicts the poor lighting 
on North 5th Street at approximately 8:00 p.m. The current 
conditions create a very unsafe pedestrian environment, as 
pedestrians can be difficult to see when crossing streets. Lit 
facades would also build upon the lamps included in the 
proposed streetscape improvements. Funding for the façade 
lighting program could come from the City of Philadelphia’s 
Storefront Improvement Program, which funds façade 
improvements, or potentially from the Restore Philadelphia 
Corridors program, which provides funding for public safety 
and beautification projects. Either of these Department 
of Commerce products could be applied to this lighting 
scheme, as they meet the dual goal of beautification and 
public safety improvements.

An example of an illuminated facade (Detroit Children’s Museum) 
such as is proposed for the Olney Branch of the Free Library.

Existing conditions at 8:00 pm on N 5th Street.

An example of facade lighting.

Olney has experienced a dramatic rise in its immigrant 
population in the last 20 years; 24% of current residents are of 
foreign origin. While North 5th Street is a strong commercial 
corridor, filled with ethnic business catering to different 
groups, there has been tension between shop owners of 
different ethnicities. Residents mainly patronize stores run 
by people of their own race. Olney also has 6 separate 
community development oriented organizations, but each 
caters to a very specific demographic or target group, 
ranging from the Korean development services center to 
the North 5th Street Revitalization Project. 

In the short term, a merchants’ festival on North 5th Street 
could be used to draw community organizations together, 
to encourage communication between business owners, 
and to bring the neighborhood’s ethnic groups together 
to experience the full range of cultures that Olney offers. 
The festival could occur on the last Friday of each month, 
on which shops would remain open until 9pm, and street 
vendors would be encouraged to set up along the corridor. 
Each organization could contribute $200-500 for security 
and cleanup, and collaboration between groups would 
be necessary to convince shop owners to participate. 
North 5th street is the ideal place for this intervention, as 
it best represents Olney’s unique mixture of ethnic groups.  

In addition to unifying North 5th Street through physical 
interventions, Olney would benefit from collaboration 
between community groups with the ultimate goal of 
bringing people together to recognize and define a 
common identity as a neighborhood.

A rendering of the proposed Merchants’ Festival along the North 5th 
Street commercial corridor.

A power map demonstrating community groups’ relative influence 
and capacity within the neighborhood.
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More specifically, the ideal location for the festival would 
be at the very barrier which divides the neighborhood 
along ethnic and economic lines. During the festival, 
North 5th street would be closed between Duncannon 
and Olney Avenues, with a detour for cars via the North 
3rd Street underpass. Centering the festival around this 
barrier and using it as a gathering place will help to 
soften the rail’s dividing effect. Necessary funding would 
be minimal and could be easily achieved through local 
community groups and businesses, which could sponsor 
the event through contributions, further bringing shop 
owners together through a common cause.

Proposed location of the Olney Merchants Festival at the  north-
south dividing line of the main commercial corridor.

Community Center
 
A longer-term project to address community development 
is the establishment of a community center, an expression 
of Olney’s unified community. The center would could be 
placed in the southern section of the neighborhood, where 
there is a lack of public gathering space, and also close to 
the high school to give kids a dedicated space for after-
school activities. The center could include classrooms, space 
for a library annex, basketball courts, and perhaps a garden 
space. Three potential sites are indicated in this map, and one 
potential layout at Duncannon and Mascher is shown here.   

 
The progression of these projects will ultimately serve to 
bring community groups and residents of different ethnicities 
together for a unified neighborhood with a strong sense of 
identity as a place of diversity.

Three potential sites  for a community center within Olney.

A potential site configuration at Duncannon and Mascher.
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FIGURE XX: Chart TitleFIGURE XX: Chart Title

Detailed Plans

Currently in Olney, indoor public space for community 
gathering and activities for both adults and children is in 
high demand, but unfortunately, it is also very scarce. The 
Olney branch of the Philadelphia Free Library is one of the 
community’s greatest assets for gathering and programming; 
however, it was reported that the library is currently over 
capacity. Therefore, a new freestanding community center 
is a needed asset for Olney.

The proposed community center will be located on an 
underutilized parcel on North 5th Street (between West 
Duncannon and Wellens Avenue), due to its central location 
in the North 5th Street commercial corridor, an area already 
frequented by many residents. The proposed center will be 
three stories, and contain approximately 12,500 square feet 
of indoor, programmed space. The majority of space will be 
allocated to classrooms and meeting rooms for adult GED, 
literacy, and ESL courses and afterschool programming 
for neighborhood children. A café is also recommended, 
in order to provide healthy food options to all residents, 
potentially as a partnership with the Philadelphia Food Trust.

Funding

Public funding (City and State) for projects of this scope 
is very limited, and therefore, the community center will 
rely heavily on private funding sources. The William Penn 
Foundation’s Environment and Communities Program has 
been identified as a potential funding source; however, it will 

Proposed location of the 
community center

have to be packaged with other sources to make this project 
a success. Other potential funding sources include: The Heniz 
Endowment’s Children, Youth, and Families Program, and 
other private corporate sources such as Comcast, CIGNA, 
and Sunoco, which all have a Philadelphia community 
presence. 

Photo Caption and CreditPhoto Caption and Credit

Photo Caption and Credit

The proposed community center  will include 12,000 square feet of gathering space in addition to rooftop leisure space.
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Fern Rock Transportation Center

Fern Rock Transportation Center is located on the western edge  
of Olney along the SEPTA Main Line. The station serves the Broad 
Street Line, regional rail lines, and multiple bus lines. As identified 
in the previous section of this report, there is currently no legal 
or safe connection between the neighborhood and the station, 
and residents must unsafely cross active railway tracks to access 
the station.  Due to this lack of access, land  in Olney that 
surrounds the station is underutilized.  

The short-term goal at this location is to connect Fern Rock 
Transportation Center to Olney by building a three-point 
connection in which one branch would connect to the station’s 
current pedestrian bridge, and the other two walkways would 
provide access to Grange and Nedro Avenues, thereby giving 
easy access to as many people as possible. To alleviate safety 
concerns, a security desk could be places in the central head 
house of the new connectors with direct sightlines along each 
corridor. This project would immediately open new opportunities 
for residents in the area to take advantage of this major asset 
that has been right in their backyard for over a half-century.

In the long-term, the area around the station will be developed, 
particularly at the Grange Avenue connection where current 
land use is poor. This would involve building a roundabout and 
bus shelter at the end of the pedestrian ramp to make it easier 
for commuters to kiss-n-ride or access the station by bus. This will 
replace a large commercial storage lot, which could become 
a new housing development complete with a new street and 
small adjacent park. Also worth noting is the active industrial (L4) 
development immediately adjoining Fern Rock.  The proposed 
connections  have the additional benefit of helping the company 
grow its operations. If in the future the land is vacated, this site 
could be rezoned for a residential  transit-oriented development. 
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This map shows the 
two bridge access 
points that will allow 
Olney residents access 
to Fern Rock. The 
bridge is in orange 
and the proposed 
nearby residential 
developpment is in 
yellow.
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Connections to Fern Rock

The construction of a pedestrian bridge over the rail right 
of way would enable residents to safely access Fern Rock 
Transportation Center. The bridge would be American with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) Accessible and sufficiently high in order 
to allow SEPTA trains to pass underneath. The bridge would 
be accessed from ramps leading from both Nedro and 
Grange Avenues. A small security station would be placed at 
the intersection of the street-ramps and connector-bridge, 
providing unparalleled sightlines. Additionally, a small 
roundabout would be built at the end of Grange Avenue, 
allowing passengers arriving by auto to easily access to the 
station. The bridge would be constructed using standard 
bridge designs and materials to minimize construction costs.  

Funding 

Similar pedestrian bridge projects over active transportation 
corridors have cost between $5-7 million dollars, and it is 
reasonable to assume that the cost for this bridge would 
be similar.  The federal government, through the Federal 
Transit Administration (FTA) has a program called Fixed 
Guideway Modernization (5309 (b)(2)) which is distributed 
to transportation agencies through a statutory formula, 
with the federal government paying for 80% of a project’s 
cost.  This program could be used for a project of this type, 
with the $1.2 million state-match likely coming through 
the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation or SEPTA. 
However, the funding for the program would likely be 
subtracted from SEPTA’s other capital needs given that it is 
a fixed amount. SEPTA could also apply for a TIGER grant, 
which would enable it to bypass this funding issue and 
potentially win a competitive federal grant for a project of 
this scope. 

Pedestrians have a difficult trek to access Fern Rock.

Fern Rock Station Housing 

Adjacent to the proposed ramp from Fern Rock Transportation 
Center is a large underutilized industrial storage site that 
could be used for high-density housing. Being adjacent 
to a major transportation center, such as Fern Rock, would 
enable commuters to easily access jobs and resources 
across the region through environmentally friendly and swift 
transportation. Additionally, given Olney’s high demand for 
housing, a new development in the area of Fern Rock would 
boost supply of housing. By rezoning the site to RM-4 from I-2, the 
area will allow for transit-accessible, multifamily development 
that will be higher in density than the existing single-family uses. 
While this area is not specifically recommended for affordable 
housing, the new development may be a good opportunity 
for a mixed-income program. 
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Olney Station

Olney Station stands at the corner of Tabor and Mascher 
Roads. The station’s design is auto-oriented, and the 
developments around the station are a mix of low-density 
commercial, residential, and commercial-industrial (such 
as an auto scrapyard). Existing pedestrian pathways are 
uninviting if existent at all, and there is currently no access 
from the east side of the tracks to the station, forcing 
pedestrians to cross active railway tracks. The parking 
lot holds 61 spaces and is full or above-capacity every 
weekday.  

Proposals for Olney Station center on broadening 
opportunities for station use. In the short-term, public 
amenities can be improved by expanding the parking lot 
and by constructing a pedestrian pathway system that will 
include reconnecting the street grid to allow  better access 
to the station. A new pedestrian connection across the Fox 
Chase Line at Clarkson Avenue, a small plaza at Tabor and 
Mascher Roads, and better signage around the area will 
encourage residents to take SEPTA into Center City and 
will also allow for a safe connection to shopping at One & 
Olney Plaza.

A long-term vision involves rezoning and redirecting the 
use of land to better align with development opportunities 
surrounding the station. As shown on the diagram below, 
empty or underutilized spaces will be rezoned to allow 
construction of high-density Affordable housing with easy 
access to transit. Central to this vision is a new pedestrian 
plaza with commercial space, part of which could 
potentially hold a future use as a community center given 
its central location to the neighborhood.  
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Current Land Uses

Today, the land surrounding Olney Station is primarily vacant, 
interspersed with some low-density housing, low-density commercial-
industrial, and popular roadways. Despite relatively high traffic 
levels and a major transportation hub, the area around the station 
has been underdeveloped considering neighborhood need. There 
is currently no safe or legal northern access to the station, and 
sidewalks and parks are lacking.

Current Land Use Surrounding Olney Station
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Prosoped Future Land Uses Surrounding Olney Station
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Phase II DevelopmentPhase I Development

Phase II

Phase II calls for affordable housing development on current 
vacant or underutilized parcels near the station and infill housing 
east of the railroad tracks. This phase also includes cleaning up 
pedestrian access ways under the Mascher Avenue viaduct, 
including the construction of a small pedestrian plaza at the 
Southeast corner of Mascher and Tabor Roads, and a train 
park on the north side of Tabor Road (south of the tracks) to 
make the area south of the tracks more inviting.

Propsed Land Uses

Phase I

The first phase will begin with the construction of a pedestrian 
bridge connecting West Clarkson Avenue with East Clarkson 
Avenue, including street grid completion, to better connect 
residents on either side of the station. Additional sidewalks 
between the bridge and the station will further open the 
space, and a small park will improve the waiting experience. 
Expanding the parking lot onto an adjacent commercial lot 
will increase ridership capacity for the station and provide a 
clear connection to Clarkson Avenue.

ENHANCING TRANSIT ACCESSIBILITY olney station

Phase IV DevelopmentPhase III Development

Phase III

West of Mascher Avenue, a large automotive 
junkyard will be rezoned for residential mixed-use 
development. It will include a large pedestrian plaza 
suitable for outdoor community gathering; additional 
parking; a pedestrian pathway along the railroad 
tracks; and medium-density housing behind the 
commercial area. All development will be at the scale 
of existing buildings, and these added amenities will 
draw people from all parts of the neighborhood.  

Phase IV

The final phase continues occurs north of Fischer 
Avenue between North 2nd Street and North 3rd 
Street. The street grid will be completed here, and 
infill housing development on empty lots will occur, in 
addition to the adaptive reuse of an old factory. The 
pedestrian pathway will be extended in this direction 
to North 3rd Street.
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Clarkson Avenue Bridge

Finally, a pedestrian bridge would reduce the chance ot 
accidents as residents cross the active regional rail tracks. The 
bridge would also enable construction of a second access point 
to Olney Station, providing better access to  regional rail service 
from points north and east. 

The bridge would be American with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
Accessible and sufficiently high to allow SEPTA trains to pass 
uninhibited. The bridge would be approximately 400’ long, 15 
feet, 6 inches above the SEPTA tracks, would include an 85-foot 
ramp and stairwell to the 5400 Block of North Front Street, and 
a 40’ Ramp to Olney Station. Its design and materials would be 
standard to minimize construction costs.  

Similar recent pedestrian bridge projects over active transportation 
corridors have cost between $5-7 million; it is reasonable to 
assume that the cost for this bridge would be similar. The Federal 
Highway Administration has recently contributed 80% of funding 
toward pedestrian and bicycle bridge projects through its 
Hazard Elimination and railway-Highway Crossing programs; 
the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation, or Philadelphia 
Streets Department woudl likely provide the local 20% match.  

ENHANCING TRANSIT ACCESSIBILITY olney station

Clarkson Avenue Bridge Rendering
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The five project categories proposed in this section are intended 
to achieve a vision of Olney in 2035. Each of these represents 
investments that capitalize on existing neighborhood assets and 
resources, and they are essential in creating a greener, more 

unified, and better connected community for the future.

Gateways / Signage:

This initiative will help brand Olney as a unique commercial and 
cultural hub, and will promote awareness of the neighborhood 
entrances, commercial assets, and cultural and recreational 

resources for both residents and visitors to the neighborhood.

Green Grid / Parklets:

This program will add public open green space and tree cover 
to the neighborhood, and enhance connections among the 
commercial corridors, residential neighborhoods, and park 
spaces. An additional objective of the green grid will be to reduce 
stormwater runoff and impervious pavement in both the public 

and private sectors.
The five proposed intervention categories and their locations in 
Olney.Commercial Corridors

Improvements to the commercial corridors will allow for a safer and more pedestrian accessible environment at both North 5th 
Street and One and Olney Plaza, and will serve to bring the ethnically diverse resident groups together. The interventions will 
also focus on strengthening the existing retail opportunities.

Community Center

This project will bring much-needed indoor public space 
for Olney’s diverse population to gather. In addition, 
this center will supplement the library as a place for 
educational and economic advancement.

Transportation Connections

The projects at the Fern Rock Transportation Center and 
Olney Regional Rail Station will improve infrastructure 
for increased pedestrian access and ridership. In 
addition, these changes will help promote higher-
density, multifamily affordable housing development 
at the surrounding vacant and underutilized parcels of 
land.

Zoning Changes

Implementation of these projects will require very few 
zoning changes. One + Olney will be rezoned to meet 
current commercial land use. A parcel on North 5th 
Street will be rezoned to allow the community center. 
Rezoning around Fern Rock will allow future residential 
development. And finally, upzoning to allow for higher 
residential densities around Olney Station will promote 
transit-accessible development.
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Conclusion
Olney’s Possible Future, seen through Philadelphia 2035

This vision for Olney is far reaching and ambitious, striving to enhance Olney’s existing assets in order 
to ensure an excellent quality of life for neighborhood residents well into the future. In imagining Olney 
as a unique cultural and commercial hub, strategically connected, and environmentally sustainable, 
its goals fit perfectly with Philadelphia 2035’s Thrive, Connect, Renew vision for all of Philadelphia.
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