
Oakland Town Hall Meeting 
Hosted by Oakland Planning and Development Corporation 

Thursday, November 2, 2017 
294 Semple Street 

 
Minutes 

 
(Approximately 70 people in attendance in addition to panelists and OPDC staff) 
 
Panelists: 
 
WW: Oakland Planning and Development Corporation 
JC: Senator Jay Costa, PA Senate, 43rd District 
JW: Representative Jake Wheatley, PA House, 19th District  
BK: Council President Bruce Kraus, Pittsburgh City Council, District 3 
RM: Ryan Morden, Representative Frankel’s Office, PA House, 23rd District 
PD: Paul D’Alesandro, Congressman Doyle’s Office, U.S. House, 14th District 
DD: Derek Dauphin, City Planning 
JM: Justin Miller, City of Pittsburgh, City Planning, Department of Mobility and Infrastructure 
JZ: John Zelesnak, Pennsylvania Department of Transportation 
MR: Mavis Rainey, Oakland Transportation Management Association 
Janice Markowitz, OPDC board member 
 
Q: or A: Denotes a question or answer/comment from an audience member. 
 
(Peoples Oakland was not able to participate in this evening’s event but asked us to note that their board voted 

unanimously on October 12 to confirm their continued opposition to this project [Oakland Gateway Ventures] as 

it has been presented to date. The concepts as presented would harm the whole area from 2nd Avenue up to 

Bouquet Street. If Oakland Gateway Ventures goes through the proper planning procedures Peoples Oakland 

will participate in any and all hearings on the project and will deliver testimony; but at this time they wanted us 

to emphasize that they remain opposed to this project.) 

 

 
WW: Welcome and thank you all for coming.  
 
The format for the evening is a question and answer panel discussion around a development concept by a group 
who calls themselves Oakland Gateway Ventures. There have been a lot of rumors and questions about some 
concepts that have been floated for development along Bates St. and the goal of the meeting tonight is to have 
a chance for community members to get accurate information and get their questions answered. We will not 
have a long presentation but will be going through topics that we’ve heard are concerns and then have a 
discussion about each topic. We have some information on slides and will also get information from our expert 
panelists. We can then have a discussion about these topics as well. The goals are for everyone to be on the 
same page about concerns, to get information that is accurate and factual, and have a chance for public officials 
to hear directly from community members.  
 
At one point, a representative from Oakland Gateway Ventures did agree to participate. However, on Tuesday, 
we received notification that they will not be participating. We can still carry forth with the goals of the evening 
and have a productive meeting. We are also recording the minutes from tonight’s meeting, which will be shared 
on our website. 
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WW: This is one example of an early diagram of what Oakland Gateway Ventures had been speaking about in 
terms of a development proposal for the 12 row houses that they have acquired at the 3400 block of Bates St 
between Boulevard of the Allies and Zulema St. This was a concept that received vociferous community 
opposition because it talks about building over city-owned parkland and city streets.  
 

 
 
WW: As seen on this image, Oakland Gateway Ventures put forth a much more drastic and radical concept for a 
3,000 car parking facility on lower Bates, which, again, has received vociferous opposition from the community. 
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WW: One of the first things that we want to talk about is that the drawings, which Oakland Gateway Ventures 
has presented, show Bates St. being straightened, with lots more highway connections. In this diagram, the red 
line is the existing Bates St and the dashed blue line is Oakland Gateway Ventures proposal, which you can see is 
very straight and goes through a very steep hillside and very close to residential properties. This has been pretty 
much deemed completely infeasible. And one of the things we wanted to talk about is the fact that, this idea, 
only a piece of paper, is not something that could actually occur for a wide variety of reasons—the steep hillside, 
the amount of money that it would potentially cost, the number of property takings, etc. 
 
So, if we could turn to our PennDOT representative for a little bit more information that you might be able to 
provide about the issues with this concept that has been floated. As well as information on an application that 
had been submitted by this investment group to the state agency. 
 
JZ: We also haven't seen anything other than these drawings. So, as far as I know, there's been no official 
submission. Oakland Gateway Ventures may have pursued some kind of P3, or public-private partnership, 
through our central office but I don't know. But yes, it is a pretty extensive scope that they have floated. When 
we had spoken with Oakland Gateway Ventures, they asked us for our input and we gave them feedback on 
what it would take. We said that they needed to make sure that they got out there to talk with the community 
and discuss the concept with them to make sure that they were addressing community concerns.  
 
There are also huge environmental concerns because of the quantity of earth movement and the amount of 
work that would have to go into this project. It would take a couple years alone just to clear the environmental 
document. Without seeing the actual plan, it's hard to know exactly what the true geometry is but there are 
concerns with just how highway ramps would even work. And, like I said, we have concerns about the impact on 
the community. There are discussions with the city that would need to take place to make sure that everyone 
was on board with what they want to do.   
 
MR: I can add to that. We do know that Oakland Gateway Ventures applied for a P3, a public-private partnership 
with the state. It was a $150 million ask. This meeting happened, I believe, in May of this year. And at that 
meeting what was communicated, and reiterated to this group, was that a traffic impact study and an 
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environmental impact study would need to be done in order for any consideration for a project like this. 
Typically, a P3 would require some type of income generation and we think that's one of the reasons this group 
is proposing a 3,000 car garage on Bates St. as part of this project. They were interested in financing the P3 for a 
29-year period. PennDOT gave the Oakland Gateway Ventures group very specific instructions and we 
understand that this group has yet to follow up in regards to the specific needs that PennDOT wanted to see 
before any further conversations could occur concerning any type of public-private partnership application.   
 
WW: So is it safe to state that there is no real viability to this at this time? 
 
MR: From the conversations that we've been a part of at the district office and talking to people at the central 
office, it is safe to say that no, there is no reality to this. 
 
JZ: There's like no project at this time.  
 
WW: Okay. The concept also involves additional interchanges on 376. Is there any reality to the idea that you 
would add exits or entrances to the parkway at that location? 
 
JZ: It's not likely. It's very difficult. For any highway, you have to do a point of access study and you have to study 
that connection. Then there are certain criteria you have to meet. For example, you can only be so close to the 
following interchange. Within the city limits, these interchanges are close to begin with so it would be very 
difficult to make something work from a design criteria standpoint. It may be possible but it would definitely be 
difficult. They would have to study that—it would all have to be looked at very closely. 
 
WW: We've also heard from members of our community, whom I would like to hear from in a moment if people 
want to chime in, that there have been a lot of concerns about the members of this speculative investor group 
going around to people who own property in the lower Bates St. area, and even in the Oakcliffe neighborhood 
up above the bluff, and saying to residents “You need to sell us your property otherwise eminent domain is 
coming and it's going take it anyway.” This is something that is very concerning especially in the case where it's 
not true and there is no viability of an actual project. So again, does PennDOT have any intention of property 
takings in this area? 
 
JZ: No, and a developer does not have the authority to use eminent domain. 
 
BK: Has anyone physically sold a property to Oakland Gateway Ventures because they are confused?  Do we 
know of anyone that might have sold property to Oakland Gateway Ventures because they were confused?  
 
Audience member: I know of several properties that have made an agreement of sale. But when they come 
around with an agreement of sale you are not actually selling the property. You are agreeing to sell the property 
in the future, based on the viability of the project, number one, and the accumulation of the parcels, number 
two. So, as far as I can understand, nobody had actually sold any properties. They wouldn't want to buy just one 
property; they would want to buy all of them. So they have to accumulate properties rather than buy just one or 
two. 
 
BK: So you know some people who have signed these agreements? 
 
A: Well I have and I know several people too. 
 
BK: You are holding the agreement? 
 
A: Yes. The agreements have been handed out but nobody has actually physically sold their property. 
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BK: Are you with Oakland Gateway Ventures? 
 
A: No, I'm just a private property owner. 
 
BK: Okay. So one of the problems that we have had with this project, and I'll let other elected officials speak to 
this, is that it is a very common practice for a developer to request a courtesy meeting to show us an idea that 
they have. And electeds always accept those meetings. They say, “Sure. Come in and tell us.” But what Oakland 
Gateway Ventures is doing when they leave these meetings is saying, “Well, we've met with Senator Costa and 
we have his full support.”  And “We've met with Councilman Kraus and we have his full support.” And that's just 
a flat-out lie. Just because we've taken a courtesy meeting does not mean that we offer any level of support to 
this project. To this day and time, I know of no one, not one community organization, no one CDC, not one 
elected official, not one city official that has endorsed this project in any way, regardless of what anyone may 
say to you. That is happily false. 
 
WW: Would other elected officials like to chime in? 
 
JC: Thank you very much and it is nice to be back with everyone again. You know, Councilman Kraus is right.  I 
too have had a meeting with Oakland Gateway Ventures, after the meeting we had here back in May. They came 
to see me right around the time they were making a presentation to the P3 group and spent some time in my 
office. And I noticed, and I think was said before, that Oakland Gateway Ventures included our names on their 
board, implying that we were in support of the project, and that's not accurate. We had indicated that we would 
be happy to sit down and talk with them. In that conversation, Oakland Gateway Ventures indicated to me that 
Congressman Doyle had made a commitment for $35 million in federal money, which, I'm finding out, is not 
accurate. I also spoke with my appointee to the P3 board and he indicated that Oakland Gateway Ventures’ 
meeting with PennDOT was more of an informational meeting as opposed to a formal application. I expressed a 
lot of concerns about this concept, but the most important thing I said at the meeting was that I needed to know 
where the community was. I told them that there needs to be a community process and community meetings 
and it sounds like it hasn't happened since the time we met. I anticipated them being here today and I am 
extremely disappointed that they are not here. I will follow up and find out why because I think that is 
something that needs to be done. You all need to have the opportunity to ask questions, like I did and others will 
be doing, to be able to find out exactly what is being done, what steps are being taken, and what the impact will 
be like in the community.  
 
That's just sort of the community side. There are a whole host of technical questions that PennDOT or other 
agencies may have. There are a tremendous number of hoops that they are going to have to jump through for 
this process, that's more formal. But what I'm interested in is knowing where the community is—the different 
organizations in the community, but also where my fellow elected officials are. I was very clear, I said I need to 
know where Mayor Peduto is on this issue, and I need to know where Councilman Kraus is at, and the county 
executive, and certainly Congressman Doyle. Just because these names are on Oakland Gateway Ventures’ 
board does not mean that they are supporting the project.  
 
On the way home from that meeting with Oakland Gateway Ventures, I called the congressman and he was 
surprised that the $35 million was conveyed as a commitment because it was not a commitment. So my concern 
is that there is a lot of information that is being spewed that is not necessarily 100% accurate. That is 
troublesome to me and that's why I wanted to be here tonight. I was hoping that Oakland Gateway Ventures 
would be here to answer questions and as I mentioned I'm a little disappointed—quite frankly I’m a lot 
disappointed—that they are not here. Now I understand that there may be some folks from the Oakland 
Gateway Ventures here and, hopefully, they will be able to communicate back to the group that I am very 
disappointed that they are not here to speak with the community because to me that is simply not right. 
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WW: Thank you. If I could just make one clarifying comment: I do think that any development group that would 
be interested in proposing anything should definitely meet with the community. But in this particular case, we 
really want to send a loud and clear message to all of our elected officials that this particular concept has 
absolutely zero support what-so-ever in the Oakland community. So rather discussing a 3,000 car parking 
garage, and actually evaluating that as a development proposal, we would like to say loud and clear that this is 
not the right location. It is, for a wide variety of reasons, not something that the Oakland community wants to 
see at all. So if the Oakland Gateway Ventures group of investors were here tonight, that's what they would 
hear. If there were talk of development of the properties, that they have actually acquired in the 3400 block of 
Bates St, that would be consistent with zoning we are more than happy to discuss that. I just want to make that 
point clear. 
 
Q: I recall at Peoples Oakland a couple years ago when they gave that first presentation, Oakland Gateway 
Ventures said that somebody from City Planning told them to close off Zulema St. And I asked who exactly said 
that, and they couldn't recall who said that. 
 
BK: I'm going to take it one step further and take it from miscommunication to not dealing in good faith. 
Because that's what we have here; they are simply not dealing in good faith. 
 
If there is anything that I know about Mayor Peduto from the years that I've known him is that nothing will 
happen without a fully vetted community process. Wanda and I met with Kevin Acklin, the Mayor's Chief of 
Staff, with county executive Rick Fitzgerald about this project specifically and it was flatly rejected. It is not that 
no one wants to consider improvements to that Bates St. corridor—that discussion is open. But this particular 
discussion is off the table as far as the city concerned.  
 
There was some concern that Oakland Gateway Ventures met with our planning department, which they did—
but again those are courtesy meetings that we are obligated to take. But at the end of that meeting, I asked the 
Director of City Planning, Ray Gastil, for documentation of their flat rejection of this specific project in its 
entirety. I have that in written communication here. I will share it with Wanda and it can be freely distributed. 
But this project, in its entirety as it was presented to our planning department, has been flatly rejected by the 
city. 
 

October 6, 2017 

 

To:   Oakland Gateway Ventures 

Robert Dauer, Jr.  

Bill Kane 

Bill Bannow 

Aldrick LaPlace 

From:  Ray Gastil, City Planning Director 

cc:   Kevin Acklin, Karina Ricks, Corey Layman 

 

Thank you for meeting today with representatives of the City of Pittsburgh Department of City Planning and 

Department of Mobility and Infrastructure to discuss your proposal. The comments on mobility and 

transportation reflect Director Ricks’ position, while the comments on land use reflect Director Gastil’s 

perspective.  

 

We appreciate the opportunity to discuss the project in depth.  
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As noted at the meeting, there are major concerns regarding the proposed project.  

 

We recognize that connecting this area of Oakland and the city is a critical goal. We also recognize that 

improving Bates Street, and the Bates Street and 2nd Avenue intersection and Parkway and Bates 

interchange, are city objectives. 

 

Your proposal includes a substantial widening of Bates Street, however this added capacity will not result in 

a benefit to the larger community and in many ways threatens to degrade the walkability, safety and 

attractiveness of this urban community. The proposed multimodal facility is predominantly a 3,000+ space 

parking facility. Any capacity added to Bates Street will be entirely consumed by vehicles accessing and 

egressing from this facility as well as the additional nearly 1,000 parking spaces proposed in conjunction 

with the mixed use buildings of the Gateway itself. Furthermore, neither the Parkway nor 2nd Avenue have 

adequate surplus space on them to carry this additional concentration of vehicles. Your proposal does not 

increase capacity on either of these facilities nor is capacity expansion likely viable on these corridors given 

their constrained conditions. 

 

The intersection reconfigurations proposed at Bates and Boulevard of the Allies and Halckett and the 

Boulevard include major widenings of these intersections making them less walkable, more hostile to 

pedestrians and potentially more dangerous to non-motorized modes of travel. 

 

While the project makes note of potential improvements to pedestrian and bike access, it does not align 

with the City’s emphasis on pedestrian travel, transit enhancements, transportation demand management, 

and parking management throughout the City.  

 

Regarding the proposed development at the northwest and northeast corners of Bates and Boulevard of the 

Allies, we recognize that it is a City objective for development to better serve the neighborhood, Oakland, 

and the city.  

 

However, the approximately 500,000 sf of development, including Office, Residential, Hotel, and Retail, as 

well as the approximately 1,000 parking spaces to serve it, are over-scaled and overly impactful for the two 

sites.   

In addition, there is not a compelling argument for the de-mapping of the street or reconfiguration of the 

park.  

 

In summary, further discussion of this project would require your consideration of a) a new approach to 

resolving the challenges of Bates Street and 2nd Avenue and the Parkway, b) a significantly smaller or 

alternative use proposal for the site currently identified as a parking facility, and c) a revised proposal for the 

Bates and 2nd Development to be significantly more in scale to existing zoning, the neighborhood character, 

and the existing street grid.  

 

Again, thank you for presenting the proposal and discussing it with us today.  

 
WW: Thank you, councilman. 
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Q: I would like to say something about community input meetings. My community has just gone through a lot of 
meetings with Oxford Development when they wanted to build a six-story building. That project is now dead but 
we went to meeting after meeting after meeting and in front of the Zoning Board of Adjustment and it takes 
such an amount of time. I hope this project is going to have one meeting and say “no” and get done with it. As 
residents our vested interest is to keep the value of our homes and our good neighborhoods and, as developers, 
their vested interest is some multimillion project. Yet we end up spending our time, away from our families and 
things that we'd rather be doing, and I really don't want to go to meeting after meeting after meeting about this. 
 
BK: We want to be respectful of your time; we don't want to see that happen either. Oakland Gateway Ventures 
is not anywhere near the position to begin the process of going for permits or before zoning boards or anything 
along those lines. This project, as it is currently conceived, is dead. But, that doesn't mean that we are not all 
open to improvements to the Bates St. corridor. 
 
JC: Along those lines, there are been discussions around that lower part of Bates St. with the RIDC and Almono. 
That's an ongoing conversation but I think they are going through the right process to get to what needs to be 
done. These guys can probably speak to it more, am I right? 
 
JZ: Yes, traffic flow improvements along Second Avenue is currently a project that is in design right now. The 
Almono partnership had to do a traffic impact study to see how their development affected the roads around 
the area. They had to come up with a plan, in order to get that development approved, to improve the 
connecting roads and the infrastructure around it. Right now it's just phase 1 of the design phase. That's what 
we're working on now and they are basically minor improvements -- turn lanes at intersections, improved 
signals, etc. 
 
WW: And primarily at 2nd Ave. and Bates St. is where the most of those improvements are happening? 
 
JZ: Correct. The intersections that they affected were Technology Dr./2nd Avenue/Bates St. at the bottom of the 
hill; Greenfield Avenue in Greenfield at Irvine Street/2nd Avenue; and in Hazelwood at Hazelwood Avenue at 
2nd Ave. Those were the three areas of their development that needed some improvements. 
 
WW: Maybe we could turn to the Department of Mobility and Infrastructure. As the Senator mentioned, there is 
a lot of interest around improvements to traffic along the Bates St. corridor but there certainly is a better way to 
go about the process. Could you speak to that? 
 
JM: Some of the issues we see on Bates St. are that it is a narrow road and that it doesn't have the ideal 
geometry. There are a lot of things that need improvement throughout Oakland and the way we are looking at 
it, from the Complete Streets type of lens, is providing streets for all users. So, what we saw Oakland Gateway 
Ventures’ concept primarily looks like highways. What I mean is that the intersections that were proposed to be 
redefined—at Boulevard of the Allies, Bates St., Zulema St. and Halket St—are essentially suburban or highway 
style intersections don’t really meet the needs of bicyclists and pedestrians. It's not conducive to the kind of 
urban scale and urban environment that we are looking for Oakland or the things that we are looking at a city-
wide level.  
 
And, certainly, 3,000 + car parking garages induce more driving. We are looking at making major transit 
investments, I'm sure you've all heard about bus rapid transit (I don't want to turn this into a BRT meeting) with 
transit improvements on Fifth Ave. and Forbes Ave.—all kinds of transit improvements that we hope to make in 
the neighborhood. Those are the types of things that we want to increase. That's to say nothing of the all the 
other environmental issues, such as cutting into hillsides that are landslide prone, with this concept.   
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As was mentioned, we, the city, did have a courtesy meeting with the group. And this concept is a bit different 
from the standard development project in that the developer is not just looking to building private property but 
they are also looking at making changes to major, publicly owned accesses—either altering them or, in some 
cases, repurposing them and looking at us to vacate or de-map a street to add to a development parcel. These 
are major things that we certainly don't take lightly. Changing the street network is something that is, honestly, 
a big red flag for us.  
 
WW: What kind of process might we expect to collaborate with you on if we were to look at some of these kinds 
of improvements? 
 
JM: Well, we want to make sure that we are working with PennDOT, as Bates St. and Boulevard of the Allies are 
major network connections, but also major regional connections. Because of this, they are more challenging for 
improvements for a number of reasons. But, I think there are a lot of great opportunities for enhancing 
walkability and enhancing transit access. Right now it is really difficult, if not impossible, for Port Authority 
vehicles to use Bates St. because of the way it is designed. So as the technology center, the Almono site, and the 
SouthSide works grow, connecting back and forth to Oakland will be critical. Bates St., as it is now, is certainly 
not optimal for that. This, in addition to making the intersections at Boulevard of the Allies safe, are the types of 
improvements that we want to collaborate on.  
 
WW: And we would work together on a transparent and open planning process to talk about any sorts of 
improvements that the city might be considering? 
 
JM: Absolutely. That's where we are coming from with the Complete Streets policy that the city has adopted. 
You have a complete streets advisory group that is made up almost entirely of residents and volunteers. That's 
the lens that we are looking at street design through—safe design and access for all people, especially the 
people who are most vulnerable when using the streets.  Everything is meant to be open and transparent. So if 
people want to talk about what a real collaborative process for safety improvements to these street connections 
would be, we are all for it. 
 
Q: I would like some clarification. The gentleman in the back, the property owner, you said there were no 
properties sold. It is my understanding that they already own that stretch that's all boarded up now and says no 
trespassing at Bates St. and the Boulevard of the Allies? 
 
WW: They own the 12 row houses in the 3400 block of Bates St.  
 
Q: So across the street, I've heard they own all those as well but the people haven't moved yet. Is that correct or 
is that the agreement you are talking about?  
 
Audience member: I would assume they are in an agreement because if they were actually sold you would 
probably see the real estate transfer notices.  
 
Q: And then other agreements, are they further down Bates? 
 
A: Yes. 
 
WW: Any other comments or questions in the transportation realm? 
 
Q: I have a question on the other slide. So that big green block, is that the parking garage? 
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WW: Yes, they are proposing—and again, it's not even a proposal that we could even take seriously for a wide 
variety of reasons but it is in their concept plan—a 3,000 car parking garage. Our friends at Pittsburgh 
Community Reinvestment Group put together some fun facts about what a parking structure, even at 2,000 cars 
would cause our neighborhood. 
 

 
 
WW: If I could, I'd like to move to some of the zoning concerns, particularly some of the environmental concerns 
about the hillside and steeply sloped areas. But before I do that I want to introduce Representative Jake 
Wheatley. Thank you so much for joining us tonight. And then we'll have some time to discuss and maybe even 
hear some positive things. But I just want to run through quickly the other regulatory framework we have for 
this area, which would be a huge hurdle, even if their plans were at all realistic or had community support.  
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WW: The red dashed line generally circles the area that this group of speculative investors has been looking at. 
Most of the area they are looking at for the garage is this green color, which is zoned hillside.  
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WW: The hillside district, and we can have City Planning chime in on this, is a designation in the zoning code for 
areas that are steeply sloped and landslide prone.  
 

 
 
WW: There are very few uses that are permitted in that zoning district. And there is a reason that this regulation 
is in place because of the steep hillsides can give way and there are lots of issues with developing in those areas. 
For this reason, there are very few uses that are allowed. Certainly, a commercial use of the scale that had been 
floated around is not legal by zoning. It is really only homes that are allowed by administrator exception. So for 
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all intents and purposes, it's a residential zoning district. It's not a commercial zoning district and the use that 
had been floated by this group of speculators is not feasible in terms of zoning.  
 

 
 
WW: As for the 12 row houses that Oakland Gateway Ventures has acquired on the 3400 block of Bates St, 
that's in a different zoning district called the Oakland Public Realm. It's a mixed-use district that does allow quite 
a few different kinds of uses. So, it would allow housing, even apartments, and commercial uses up to 60 feet of 
building height.  
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WW: However, what this group has floated a very outlandish concept for 16 stories or 150 feet of height, which 
is completely counter to what the Oakland Public Realm zoning district allows.  
 

 
 
WW: This picture shows that even 10 stories is out of scale and they were talking about much more than that.  
 
WW: Again, what we have been consistently stating to this group of investors is that we would be happy to 
discuss a proposal for those properties that is consistent with the zoning and it is on property that they own, 
which would not include the Zulema parklet or any city streets. And it’s been clear that that's the community 
feedback. I am certainly open to people chiming in tonight, but that's been the community's position for several 
years and it's been the choice of this particular group to ignore the zoning that's in effect. 
 
Q: So they have never proposed something that is within the rules on the property they own? They just keep 
proposing their wish list? 
 
WW: Floating or talking about. But, to my knowledge, I have never seen—even though that has been very 
clearly stated to this group that this what the community would be perfectly open to discussing—something 
that is on the property that they own that is consistent with zoning. 
 
Q: Almost no major development ever falls within zoning. There are always zoning exceptions. 
 
BK: There is reasonable relief if you can prove hardship, but hardship cannot be "I will not make as much 
money." 
 
DD: Plenty of development does fall within zoning. We do have a large number of variances in the city, but they 
are typically quite small. People are looking for a little bit more height or a little less parking—if they can make 
that case. We're not talking about requests at a huge scale that basically invalidate the entire zone. And I would 
say there are many projects that fall well within the zoning regulations. 
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WW: It's a good point that you bring up. If in fact, a zoning variance were to be requested the developer would 
have to prove all five of these things. “That the hardship was not created by the applicant”: that means that if 
you bought a piece of property and you knew what the zoning was at the time you purchased it and you ignored 
that zoning anyway, that's you creating that hardship yourself. And the last one, “the variance must be the 
minimum variance to afford relief,” that's also a very important one. Again, to your point, sometimes you just 
need a slight adjustment and it's the minimum amount to afford relief to make your project work and that is 
reasonable. But in this case, I don't think that anyone could argue that going from 60 ft. of height to 150 ft. of 
height is the minimum variance to afford relief. 
 
Q: Is it true that if you own both sides of the street you can close it? As the University of Pittsburgh has done 
considerably with Bigelow Boulevard? 
 
JM: No. You might be referring to paper streets. If it's a right of way that has been dedicated but has never been 
improved, meaning we never put a road on it, then you would have a case. But if it's actually an improved road it 
has to go through city council. The same thing is true for a state road. 
 
Q: I'm thinking of very small renovations that have been done in neighborhoods and sometimes they will get 
three-quarters of the way done with the work and find out that they were in violation. And they will say, "Oh, 
but we put all this money into it in good faith,” and sometimes the city says, "Well okay, go ahead and finish it 
then." I am hoping something like this could never happen to the two sides of Bates St. between Boulevard of 
the Allies and Zulema St. That they could say, "Well, we spent several million dollars acquiring these houses and 
what do you expect us to do?" Do we have a commitment that the city will say "Okay, go bankrupt, see if we 
care?”  
 
BK: So is the strategy of beg forgiveness instead of permission. Our zoning board is appointed by the mayor and 
confirmed by council. Our zoning board chair is Alice Mitinger. Has anyone here been before zoning board?  
 
[Affirmation] 
 



Oakland Town Hall Meeting Minutes: November 2. 2017  16 

Okay, then you know Alice. Alice Mitinger is one of the most solid, professional, upfront, honest people I've ever 
known. John J. Richardson and LaShawn Burton-Faulk are the other two members of the zoning board. I've been 
before them numerous times and I can't ever imagine a scenario where the Oakland Gateway Ventures concept 
would get past our zoning board as it presently sits. 
 
Q: When we met in the spring, you had told us a lot of the same things. You came out and said that the 
developing group did not have the right, or permission, to do any of this work. And you are telling us the same 
thing now. It was brought up at the last meeting, either they are really dumb or they know something we don't 
know. And I'm afraid of that. I'm afraid at some point is going to happen all of a sudden. That’s the same map 
you showed us in May and if it hasn't changed, that means they haven't changed. What's going on? I'm not 
saying that you know what's going on, but ... 
 
Q: Who invests that kind of money without an expectation of a return? 
 
Q: And never gives another proposal that they know they could work with? 
 
Q: Without a second plan B? 
 
MR: One of the big differences from when that first meeting happened, is that we now have public officials who 
are aware of the community concerns. The developers were trying to have individual meetings with different 
groups and never wanted to have something like this occur—where the community is meeting with elected 
officials. So that's one difference from the last meeting. The other difference is that the agencies like PennDOT 
and SPC, who provide the larger transportation funding, are now also very informed and aware of the issues 
with this project, which they have communicated back to the developer. Those are things that hadn't happened 
before that meeting in May.  
 
Q: Some of this stuff was discussed at that last meeting. We were told, “You can't add more ramps to the 
parkway.” That was already discussed. 
 
WW: You're right. I think the clarification is that there was some confusion on the part of some of the public 
agencies because this group would go to them and not tell the whole truth or try to insinuate that the 
community supported the project—which is not true. So there was a little bit more confusion at that time. Our 
goal now is to try to get everybody on the same page: that in fact there is not community support for this and so 
we do not want it to go forward past this point.  
 
Q: I want to say that I like coming to these because, between the OPDC and Oakland Gateway Ventures, I get 
exaggerations here, I get exaggerations there, and I kind of get to what I think is maybe probably true. One, zero 
community support, that's not true. There is obviously community support if you sign something. I'm for it; so 
zero percent, that's not true. You keep saying the project is dead but if you go the state's website it says P3 or 
pending P3. It's obviously not dead if they have that sort of marker on the state webpage. The state is obviously 
giving it some thought and looking into it to some extent. So to say it's completely dead is false. So why are we 
even having these meetings? 
 
WW: That's a good question. Is there a way, at some point that the particular P3 application could be denied? 
Would our PennDOT representative or other state elected officials like to speak to that? 
 
JZ: I am by no means an expert on the P3 process. But how I understand that the P3 works is that the money is 
up fronted by the group, in this case it would be the developer, and there is a 30-year loan where the state 
would pay back the loan. So if they don't have the money to move forward or they don't have the support or 
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they don't meet whatever the criteria is, then it won't move forward.  I know they've had discussions but 
whether they've submitted anything or not I don't know. 
 
WW: But could you take it down from your website? 
 
JZ: That's news to me. I'm not aware of where that is on the state website so I would have to look at that. 
 
Q:  If the state takes it they are forced to pay you fair market value, which isn't fair market value. I'd rather a 
private company want to take it. Someone's going to end up taking it anyway.  
 
JC: With respect to the P3 I think it's just there until such time as it may be denied. They may certainly be waiting 
for additional information to be submitted to help them go to the next step. To answer the question about why 
are they going forward, in my view, they are going to try to continue to do what they can to get to a place where 
people accept the project in some way. But they have lots of hurdles they have to get over and I think that's the 
problem. There are a lot of environmental issues, a whole bunch of other types of zoning issues that we just 
saw—a whole bunch of issues that need to be addressed before it gets to where it's poised to be a go at some 
point. In my view, I don't see it moving to that point where a decision is going to be made at some point that it's 
yes or no.  
 
Audience member: Anything that you try to do there is going to be very difficult. Construction-wise, anything to 
alleviate that congestion there is going to be very difficult. There's going to be a lot of zoning problems, a lot of 
construction problems, it's going to be a very difficult project. That's a very challenge it has. It's why they haven't 
dealt with it yet. 
 
RM: At the very beginning of the year, maybe January or February, Oakland Gateway Ventures applied for that 
P3 and PennDOT said, we need more information, we can't proceed with this application until we get x, y, and z. 
They shared with me that letter requesting more information. About two months ago I checked with our liaison 
in Harrisburg at PennDOT and asked if Oakland Gateway Ventures ended up submitting the additional 
information and our liaison said no.  
 
Just to address the concern of the question before you, among our staff members here we have several levels of 
government but our communication is very fluid. My office, along with the senator's office, the representative's 
offices, the city councilman's office, we trade information all the time. We ask and we keep our ear to the 
ground with this project, or so-called project. And we share with our partners here in the community, OPDC and 
Mavis. So when we say we are in sync with this kind of stuff, it'd be very hard to get something like this through. 
It’s funny just thinking about the regulatory hurdles to make something like this a reality—I have a graduate 
degree in public policy and I can’t even understand what it would take to transform a picture like that into 
reality.  
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WW: There are lots of regulatory hurdles but there are also policy hurdles. Justin talked about the city's policies 
around the Complete Streets strategy but we wanted to just hit on a couple of the other ones just so people are 
aware of the context. There is, as Justin mentioned, the Complete Streets policy, and there is also the One PGH 
Resiliency strategy, which talks about sustainability, ecological health, and having an effective community 
process. So the very large parking structure would be counter to that policy. The climate action plan definitely 
talks about reducing vehicle miles traveled. Again, inducing demand for more cars to come into a particular area 
would be counter to that policy.  
 



Oakland Town Hall Meeting Minutes: November 2. 2017  19 

  
 
WW: The P4 policy is also a set of performance measures that the city has identified as ways to enhance people, 
planet, place, and performance. It is really all about sustainability and effective community process. A group of 
people who would ignore the community and try to end around the community would not be consistent with 
the P4 performance measures. So, there are regulatory hurdles but then there are also the policies that are 
in place at the city and for our region.  
 
DD: I think that's a great review. These are all advisory documents. One of the ways that we use them is that we 
translate them into neighborhood plans which can give us more detail in relation to the neighborhood than just 
a policy goal. We are in a new generation of these neighborhood plans and we are still creating some of them. 
Some of you may have been involved with the Uptown-West Oakland eco-innovation district plan which we just 
adopted in September and we just launched three more neighborhood plans this past month.  
 
When we, the city and the Department of City Planning, do these projects, they are true collaborations. It's not 
just public involvement or public input, we bring people into the project teams. All of our neighborhood plans 
have core teams which are made up of community members and community organizations. They all have 
steering committees and, in the newest round, they even had action teams. So we have the community working 
to actually lead the development of the strategies that are in the plans. It's sort of a different take on 
neighborhood planning from a traditional perspective that you might be familiar with. The benefit is that, when 
we are done with it, you do not need to read it to understand what's in there because you created it and we 
know that what's in the plan is what you want it to be.  
 
This model allows us to do a lot of things. One of the things it allows us to do is rezone an area and make a big 
change. But we make those changes based on community input, we don't make them based on a proposal for a 
development. So in the case of Uptown, we spent more than a year talking about a zoning change. We had 
many meetings at the concept level throughout most of 2016 and then we spent most of this last year 
developing those concepts and helping to figure out how those work. That's going to city council now, so there is 
a process for that too. Even once the community is happy with it and has sent it out there it goes 
through planning commission, zoning hearing testimony, and they go to city council for further hearings and 
testimonies. 
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Q: I have a question about the houses down on Bates St. that they actually purchased. They are all boarded up 
and it looks like crap. How long do they get to stay like that? Indefinitely? Do they have to ever do anything? Do 
they get fined by the city? 
 

 
 

 
 
WW: In the past 18 months, there have been 29 separate cases taken to housing court, 75 violations for the five 
things that are listed there. This is a serious concern for the Oakland community. We, as OPDC, show up at 
housing court each time and encourage enforcement of code violations. Unfortunately, the Department of 
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Permits, Licenses, and Inspections is not here tonight. We work with them very closely to make sure that they 
are on top of this but it still is an issue that has not been addressed. 
 
BK: If I could take that one step further, that takes us back to what I believe is Oakland Gateway Ventures not 
acting in good faith. A very simple piece of this project, and I don't know how small it is, is not being managed 
well. Can you imagine the complexities of this project, the length of time, and the management system that 
would need to be in place to complete it? And they can't take care of these properties no matter what we do? 
 
Q: Have they been fined? 
 
BK: Numerous times. 
 
Q: And they've paid right? 
 
WW: No, they’ve been given continuances. 
 
BK: Well, if you are looking at $35 million upfront investment do you think they really care about $200? I'll be 
happy to take this to our lawyers to understand if there is a way we can take the properties back. I know 
anytime delinquency in taxes occur there is a process that we can ultimately take those properties back. 
Whether there is a way we can take them back through repeated violations, I don't know, but I will research it 
and I'll give it to Wanda for distribution. 
 
WW: Thank you. 
 
Q: At the meeting in the Spring I confronted a representative from this group who was there and he, the lawyer 
who was speaking for the group, was saying how “they just wanted to beautify Oakland for us” and “why 
wouldn't we want it beautified.” And once I had nailed down who it was, I said to him, “Prove to me, to us, that 
you want to beautify our neighborhood. Why don't you just clean your sidewalks full of snow? Just make it safe 
for us to walk on.” And since then he's done nothing. He's proving he really does not care. And I made it really 
very clear: if you want community support, you need to give us a reason to want to support you and flat out 
they just don't. 
 
BK: We've reached out to them on numerous occasions. You have paid [through your tax dollars because the 
city boarded them] to have these properties boarded up on numerous occasions when there are violations or 
vagrants living inside. They've been cited numerous times; we've been to court numerous times. They are clearly 
not showing that they want to have any level of good faith.  
 
Q: Why can't the city tear these properties down and send them the bill? 
 
BK: So that's what I maybe didn't explain well to begin with. There is a legal process. The government cannot 
just go in and seize property because we feel we want to go and seize property. There is a system in place by 
which we can accomplish these things. That's what I'll research with our legal department and share with 
Wanda to share with the community at large. But unless anyone can help me understand this differently, the 
only times I've ever seen us do that is for back taxes. 
 
Q: You can condemn them and tear them down. 
 
BK: They may very well be condemned.  But there is a process, so please understand that. Through a legal 
process, we could accomplish that. But there are criteria for condemnation and the first criteria is that the 
building has to be structurally unstable. But I will research this and we will share our findings.  
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A: My name is Molly Onufer, I'm from Mayor Peduto's office. Even if we do get these on the “condemned” list, it 
doesn't guarantee that they will go to demolition. Through the process that we have, the process that Council 
President Kraus is speaking to, the properties would have to meet certain criteria because, again, we can't just 
go in and start demolishing private property.  Condemnation is just step one. A property could be on the 
condemned list for 20 years before moving to demolition. 
 
Q: What about the state statute of the conservatorship process, whereby the neighborhood could take back the 
properties? Is that similar to what he was talking about? 
 
WW: It is similar.  It is certainly something to consider. 
 
Q: Aside from the garage, is OPDC against hotels going into that area? 
 
WW: We've heard loud and clear from members of the community that the scale of the building that had been 
proposed is unreasonable. So it's not the use as much as the scale. What is allowed by zoning is 60 feet of 
building height and a floor area ratio of 4:1. 
 
Q: And if they met those requirements? 
 
WW: Certainly, that's something that we have been consistently on record as saying, that we are perfectly 
willing to have a discussion with any developer who is willing to come forward with a reasonable development 
plan.  
 
BK: They have every right to build on that property as long as it is within the zoning code. We could not stop it, 
but they have to meet those criteria. 
 
WW: We just wanted to give a few updates on some other things. We'll be having some town hall meetings in 
2018 as well and we'll be interested to talk with all of you about things you'd like to see as topics—hopefully 
more productive and proactive conversations about exciting things that are going on. Also, look for more 
updates from us about the Oakland Community Land Trust and if you haven't seen our video about the 
Community Land Trust, it's on our website, so please go check it out.  
 
Q: They were supposed to be at this meeting, and since they weren't it kind of put the kibosh on things. When 
there is another meeting and they are supposed to be here, can you let us know if they decide to not show up? 
 
WW: Yes, and I am sorry about that. Maybe the two representatives who are in the room could take that 
message back to them.  
 
Q: What I'm afraid is going to happen is that people will say “Oh, no one is going to be there,” no offense to 
anyone up there, and then then people will stop coming. Then something is going to happen and we're all going 
to be surprised that there is a 3,000 car garage and a Walmart-like store at the intersection of Bates St. and the 
Boulevard of the Allies. 
 
BK: Is there anyone here that is representing Oakland Gateway Ventures in any way or any way connected with 
the project? 
 
WW: Yes, there are. 
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A: My name is Bill Bannow. Part of the reason, the main reason, we didn't want to come tonight is because we 
did a formal hour and a half presentation to the city on June 28 and we were told we would have a follow-up 
meeting. That follow up meeting did not occur until over three months later, on October 6th, when we were told 
that the city did not like the plan. So we are in the process of rethinking that. We're not in a condition to talk 
about or explain it at this point. 
 
BK: That was the letter that I shared with you earlier, which we will share publicly, that came from the planning 
department. It was written after they had this meeting. I needed, for my comfort level to be raised, to have 
documentation of the position of the planning department, the city, and as the project stands has been rejected 
in its entirety.  
 
WW: Are there any questions from the community, that you would like to ask the Oakland Gateway Ventures 
representatives? 
 
Q: Were you surprised that the city did not like your plan? Since it went against all the zoning... 
 
A (Bill Bannow): To the extent, yes. 
 
JC: It sounds like what I am hearing you say is that you chose not come to tonight's meeting because you are 
waiting for… what? Do you have second thoughts about the project?  
 
A (Bill Bannow): No. 
 
JC: To me, this is entirely different than the city process. This is a community process. And I think a lot of 
questions have been raised from the folks in the community about what's happening with the process and the 
validity of some of these claims that there is state and federal funding moving forward. I think these folks 
deserve an opportunity to be heard.  Forgetting about the city process, that's a separate distinct process. To me, 
I'm more concerned about answering the questions that these folks have and I'm hoping that Oakland Gateway 
Ventures will reschedule another meeting to have you come and face these folks.  
 
A (Bill Bannow): We are rethinking it and aren’t in a condition to talk about it at this point. 
 
JC: Okay, that's what I wanted to know because earlier you said no, you weren't rethinking it. 
 
RM: Regarding the state of the properties on the 3400 block of Bates St and violations, what about keeping the 
current properties, the 12 houses, in good shape? 
 
Bill Bannow: Since the last meeting a few months ago, those houses have been boarded. And for the last several 
months that property looks better than adjoining properties.  
 
[Audible groans] 
 
Bill Bannow: Listen, there used to be garbage cans up and down the street. 
 
Multiple comments: That's garbage day. 
 
Q: It's becoming a bit of a wildlife setting back there. There are muskrats. I saw a couple deer there the other 
day. 
 
Multiple comments: … groundhogs, … raccoons 
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Q: How will we be kept abreast of Oakland Gateway Ventures obtaining any federal or state monies? How will 
the community know if they obtain any federal or state money for their project? 
 
JC: On the P3 I can tell you I will know that. 
 
Q: I don't even know what a P3 is. 
 
JC: It's a public-private partnership, the application is sort of out there, pending. And I'll know if they receive that 
funding immediately. And if anything that is done, for example through the RCAP program, representatives 
Wheatley and Frankel and I would know before it even happens. That's Community Development Capital 
Assistance Project dollars that they would have to match. I'm not even sure if they are applying for those, but 
we will know well in advance if those are awarded. 
 
Q: You will know, but when will we know? 
 
JC: Then we will certainly let you all know. We would probably work through Wanda, or someone else in the 
community, to inform them about what's being done—whether it's approved or denied. 
 
Q: Or the councilman and the Mayor's office. You've got four or five people here in that group. You know, as a 
retired newspaper reporter, this whole project has been going on and there is a tactic that's involved. He's 
talking about not hearing from the letter for three months. Whether it's so or not doesn't matter. But it's an 
ability to outwait. To not only outwait the community, but to outwait the reelection process for all of you guys 
sitting up there. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Q: No, I'm serious. I mean it's happening in spades in parts of the country. And it's effective when we don't do 
something like this and it's getting less effective because more places are having group meetings like this. But it 
is a tactic that has worked and worked and worked for uncountable decades and periods of time. Mr. Costa 
doesn’t get reelected and somebody else comes in that's not exactly on the same page. Executive orders can do 
things without public expression of what's going on. People can be appointed to positions who have no 
professional capacity to work them. And it is a tactic. And the developers have time on their side. And we have 
time on our side, but it costs us.  
 
BK: We all have expiration dates. We have a shelf life, we do. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
Q: Exactly. And many of us do as well we just don't happen to know them right now. 
 
[Laughter] 
 
BK: But the point I wanted to make is that you've made the argument for how important it is for you as the 
electorate to remain vigilant and engaged and keep us on our toes. And that's a process that will exist regardless 
of this project or not. That's our civic obligation and our duty. That's how we keep these things at bay. 
 
RM: If you ever just want to pick up the phone and call any of our offices. If it's been a few months since you've 
heard anything and you are just wondering where things stand. Give us a call, that's what we are here for.  
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WW: And the same with OPDC. Please give us a call, just to see what's going on. We've even heard that this 
particular group had been making false claims that OPDC had signed some petition that they were circulating, 
which is 100% false. But what we really like is for people to call us, so, for example, we were able to clarify for 
the person who had asked us that, that no, that wasn't the case. But again, these sorts of tactics are deployed 
and we all need to communicate with each other to check the facts. 
 
JW: I think it's important that you realize just how unique this process is. When we first came together back in 
May there were all these questions around if, in fact, some political offices supported this project or not. What 
we all realized is that all of us are on the same page in this regard—that we are all here to serve what you all 
want. And, of course, nothing has changed from our office and I think you've heard from all the other offices 
that nothing has changed from their offices. We want to make sure that what you say you wanted happens. And 
so, from our perspective, I'm still there and I don't think anything changed. I know that you all, as a community, 
are always nervous. You always think that somehow, some way, the folks with the most money and folks with 
the most political connections are somehow going to move around you. But you are diligent and your 
organizations' steadfastness has stayed on us to make sure that we realize what exactly what you all want. 
We've been attuned to this and I think, at least from a state perspective, all the state organizations are aware of 
your opinions. Oakland Gateway Ventures has heard us say publicly where you stand. So I think, from that 
perspective, unless there is a new administration, you are safe. 
 
MR: From a local perspective, if this group wants to pursue transportation funding through public sources—one 
would be the transportation improvement program, this is federal money, or CMAP, which is also federal 
money—there would have to be a local application process. There is an organization called the Southwestern 
Pennsylvania Commission, they manage those monies on behalf of the ten-county region and they are also 
working with the state. My organization and many others are part of those monthly committee meetings to 
discuss these types of applications. So, we would certainly make sure that Wanda is aware of any attempt of this 
group to apply for funding. 
 
A: Thank you. 
 
DD: I would like to thank you for having this meeting. I totally understand the frustration that Oakland Gateway 
Ventures did not present this evening, but this is also some of the process working to some extent. I also 
recognize that this process takes a lot of work and it takes a lot of time. You are very lucky to have this 
organization that calls these meetings and has the knowledge and expertise to dig into this stuff and such an 
early stage in this process. So I want to also thank OPDC. 
 
[Applause] 
 
WW: Thanks to all of you for giving your evening to come out and be vigilant about our community. Please make 
sure that you can get more information from us by signing in so we have your information and we can send you 
emails or call you if there is more news or information. Also, please come to our holiday party. It's December 14, 
here in this room, and it will be fun. So thanks to all the panelists, we really do appreciate it, and we hope to see 
you December 14 at our holiday party.  
 
 
 
 


