
Development in Oakland 

February 3, 2016   Public Meeting Notes 

Oakland Career Center, 294 Semple Street 

Oakland Planning and Development Corporation representative Wanda Wilson brought the meeting to 

order and introduced city officials in attendance: Grant Gittlen, Office of the Mayor; Patrick Hassett, 

Department of Public Works; Justin Miller, Department of City Planning; Kyra Straussman, Urban 

Redevelopment Authority; and City Council President Bruce Kraus.  PA House Representative Jake 

Wheatley was in attendance as well.  The meeting goals: understanding of the City of Pittsburgh’s zoning 

and design review process and clear lines of communication between City officials and the Oakland 

community regarding large scale proposed developments (ensure all are on the same page). 

Rather than reviewing a specific development proposal, this meeting is to make clear the processes 

involved in the event that a proposal would be put forward.  Ms. Wilson reviewed a series of slides 

describing the regulations governing the land at the Boulevard of the Allies and Bates Street.  Owners of 

property there have floated an idea for a large scale development that is not allowed by zoning.  (For 

example, zoning in the Oakland Public Realm – D zoning district permits height of 60 feet.)  They have 

also assumed building on a piece of city-owned property that they do not control.  The slides covered 

the zoning of the site and zoning process, the process to review and approve any changes to city streets, 

and the process to transfer ownership of city-owned property.  The experts from the city presented 

more details, as follows. 

Mr. Hassett explained the city’s process for reviewing and approving changes to city streets.  The 

Engineering and Transportation division of Department of Public Works considers all users of city rights 

of way.  They listen to community concerns.  Ideas come to them through the Department of City 

Planning.  They consider proposals based on traffic perspective, access perspective, and quality of built 

infrastructure.  Can existing infrastructure accommodate the proposal?  If it makes sense, how to make 

it better?  DPW works hand in hand with City Planning.  DPW is involved from the beginning.  DPW 

understands and appreciates the planning process.   

Q from community member: if streets were to be closed, traffic would backup all the way to Bouquet.  

Closing Zulema is a bad idea.  Coltart should remain two-way.  Access is important.  

Q: if there were to be a change to the streets, would be public received a mailed notification?  A: yes, a 

mailing would go out to the community.  Mr. Hassett stated that there is no review of any changes to 

the streets at Bates/Boulevard/Zulema/Coltart going on in his office right now.   

Ms. Straussman then described the process in the event that the city would transfer ownership of a 

piece of city property.  The city would not transfer ownership to a private individual or corporation.  The 

city can transfer property to the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA).  There is a specific disposition 

process related to a development project.  The public steps are: 1) City Council action to transfer 

property to the URA.  This would only happen after public meetings in the community.  City Council 

meetings are public -- the community can offer testimony.  2) the URA would evaluate the development 

proposal and engage the community in a transparent community process before any board action would 



be considered.  The URA would only take the proposal to transfer ownership to the URA Board if there is 

community support.  The URA board meetings are public.  The URA would need to know all parts of the 

project before taking a proposal to the URA board: financing, design, minority/women-owned business 

participation, community requests (such as local hiring), zoning, site control.  There is not a project at 

the Bates/Boulevard site being entertained at URA now.  A project would need to go through 

development review at Department of City Planning.   

Mr. Miller stated that for an applicant to submit a development review application at City Planning, site 

control is required.  Development applications are open to public review.  City Planning will review with 

the community.  The City Planning Commission will ask about public process.  City Planning has no 

application for the Bates/Boulevard site before them at this time.   

Q: the abandoned buildings at Bates/Boulevard are dangerous.  It is the property owner’s responsibility 

to secure the buildings to ensure that there are not squatters, vermin, crime.  Councilman Kraus 

emphasized to the property owners in the room that it is their responsibility to secure the buildings at 

that his office will work with enforcement agencies to address the violations.  Citizens are encouraged to 

call 311 to report issues.   

Q: what would be the process for individual citizens to be involved should any development proposal be 

under consideration?  A: community meetings, posted notices, mailed notices, Zoning Board of 

Adjustment public hearing, City Planning Commission public hearing, City Council, URA board.   

Q: do these boards listen?  When is the last time there has been a denial by zoning or planning?  A: Mr. 

Miller stated that variance requests are not automatically granted and denials are regular occurrences.  

In order to receive a variance, the applicant must meet five legal criteria defined in the zoning code.  

Criteria such as proving that there is no possible way to develop the site without the variance, the 

applicant cannot create the hardship for themselves (say by paying too much for property), and there 

will not be detrimental impacts to surrounding areas. 

Discussion ensued about institution development, development that can bring taxpayers to the city, but 

not families to the neighborhood, and that proposals should conform to Oakland’s zoning.   

Councilman Kraus stated his commitment to open and transparent community process and that the 

Office of the Mayor is committed to processes driven by input from the community.  He fielded a 

question about the rental registry legislation and a suggestion to change processes to make all planning 

decisions go before City Council and institute a moratorium on all development in Oakland.   

Q: Junction Hollow connector idea – was that community-driven?  A: to dispel speculation on that 

project, there is no decision about that project and there will be community process. 

A South Oakland resident stated that South Oakland Neighborhood Group recently collaborated with 

OPDC to defeat a proposal that did not conform to zoning and would have been detrimental to the 

community.  The process works; get involved in your local resident organization.  Call OPDC at 412-621-

7863 if you do not know your local group and they will connect you.   



The next item on the meeting agenda was a presentation by Campus Advantage on their development 

project at 3407 Forbes Avenue.  The developer and architect review the proposal, which conforms to 

the Oakland Public Realm – C district regulations.  

Q:  The zoning code allows for 20% additional height if building meets LEED silver standards.  What 

happens if you don’t meet those standards?  Who certifies that?  A: US Green Building Council sets the 

standards; the developer will hire a certifier to inspect the building and certify it was built to standards.  

The report would be given to the city before the city would issue an occupancy permit to open the 

building. 

Q: how does the project help the community?  A: it is a walkable development that will add to retail 

uses on what is now largely vacant property. 

Q: what will the rents be? A: rents will range from $750 - $1,350.  Apartments are furnished, 

utilities/internet included. 

Q: how will the green building standards help to offset the heat gain from so much mass?  What about 

water runoff?  A green roof?  A: the green building elements are still under design 

Q: will this project help to attract families to Oakland?  will you include daycare as a retail use?  A: they 

could have non-student residents; daycare is not part of the proposal. 

Q: we are concerned about parking impacts, you are not building enough parking.  Three individuals per 

unit; they won’t share a car like a family would.   A: we are proposing the number of parking spaces 

required by the zoning code; it allows a reduction in parking spaces for building bike parking. 

Q: will our outdated water/sewer infrastructure accommodate this large building?  A: engineers to study 

this and build systems accordingly. 

Q: what will be the population in the building? A: 489 people.  

Q: will there be units for disabled?  A: we will build the number of accessible units required by code; 

others will be adaptable. 

Q: how will you prevent over-occupancy of units (more than three unrelated in a unit?).  A: they lease by 

the bedroom, one person per bedroom. 

Q: what is the lifecycle of the building? A: 75 years. 

The project will be presented to the City Planning Commission for a briefing on February 23.  The City 

Planning Commission public hearing will be Tuesday, March 8, 2:00 pm, 200 Ross Street, first floor.  Call 

OPDC at 412-621-7863 if you have questions about the process to give testimony at Planning 

Commission.  If they receive approvals, they plan to break ground October 2016 with completion in 

August 2018.   


