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By Eric Booth, Desmone & Associates Architects  

Urban alternative living presents 
Pittsburgh development opportunities 

he impact of infl a-
tion on our lives is 
painfully obvious. 

With gas and food costs 
soaring, we face an an-
nual inflation rate of 
5%. The large suburban 
homes and vehicular-de-
pendent lifestyles many 
Americans desire are 
becoming an increasing 
fi nancial burden. As a 
result, many of us are 
considering urban alter-
natives.

The trend towards ur-
ban living is not new; 
the thought of short 
commutes, convenient 
access to retail and cul-
tural amenities, and 
proximity to places of 
architectural and civ-
ic character is always 
tempting. Yet with an 
interest, and necessity, 
for more economical and 
sustainable forms of liv-
ing, our existing urban 
centers become viable 
options.

Pittsburgh, particu-
larly its Downtown, is 
a prime example. For-
get images of a smoky 
steel city: Pittsburgh 
is one of the cleanest 
(as ranked by Forbes 
magazine) ,  “green-
est,” and, according to 
Places Rated Almanac, 
“most livable” cities in 
the country. It features 
world-class stadiums, 
cultural venues, a rich 
history, and a distinct 

costs, such as car pay-
ments, insurance, main-
tenance, and parking, 
and the cost of vehicu-
lar-dependent living 
is substantial. Though 
housing costs in the 
city core are typically 
higher than suburban 
counterparts, the over-
all affordability factor 
in many cases now fa-
vors urban living. Con-
sidering its proximity 
to the Strip District’s 
nightlife, wholesale food 
markets and retail, the 
North Shore’s sports 
attractions and muse-
ums, and the East End’s 
eclectic retail, living in 
Downtown Pittsburgh 
is a fantastic option.

Comprehensive plan-
ning efforts by local 
leaders and progressive 
initiatives by organiza-
tions such as the Pitts-
burgh Downtown Part-
nership established the 
framework for success-
ful residential develop-
ment. The last 10 years 
produced incredible re-
sults, from cleanliness 
and safety programs 

Incorporation of “green” technology and practices should be 
strongly considered. Not only is this consistent with the effort 
to reduce the impact of rising fuel costs, it can be a highly 
marketable feature to consumers. Projects that recognize these 
opportunities can bring returns to developers, enhance quality 
of life for residents, and increase the quality and sustainability 
of our existing urban fabric.

urban fabric born of a 
fascinating intersection 
of people, industry, and 
landscape. Despite the 
scale of its structures 
and breadth of its ame-
nities, it manages to 
maintain a personable 
atmosphere. Pittsburgh 
is a small town with big 
buildings.

While its features ap-
peal to many, the eco-
nomic repercussions of 
rising fuel costs make 
Pittsburgh attractive 
even to the budget-con-
scious. Statistically, 
housing costs in the 
region are already be-
low national standards. 
Still, according to the 
Center for Neighbor-
hood Technology, even 
typical households fur-
ther than 10 to 15 miles 
outside of Downtown 
could be spending over 
$3,800 per year in gaso-
line alone. Include ad-
ditional transportation 

throughout Downtown 
to broad improvements 
to Pittsburgh’s Cultur-
al District and Mar-
ket Square. Successful 
multi-family projects 
like the Cork Factory 
and 151 First Side have 
encouraged planning of 
new developments such 
as the Wholey Building 
project, which involves 
the conversion of an 
existing cold storage 
facility into condomini-
ums. Developers have 
several resources to as-
sist with development 
costs, including tax 
abatement programs, 
project financing op-
tions, specialty funds, 
and programs such as 
the PDP’s Vacant Upper 
Floor Loan Fund.

Pittsburgh’s Down-
town and adjacent 
neighborhoods offer 
numerous opportuni-
ties for development. 
Of course, many chal-
lenges exist, including 
construction, operating, 
and land costs, park-
ing, building and zon-
ing requirements, and 

the inherent diffi culties 
of working within an 
existing fabric. When 
considering a project, it 
is critical that the archi-
tect and development 
team members not only 
be sensitive to these is-
sues, but fi nd opportu-
nity within them. 

I n c o r p o r a t i o n  o f 
“green” technology and 
practices should be 
strongly considered. 
Not only is this consis-
tent with the effort to 
reduce the impact of 
rising fuel costs, it can 
be a highly marketable 
feature to consumers. 
Projects that recognize 
these opportunities can 
bring returns to devel-
opers, enhance quality 
of life for residents, and 
increase the quality and 
sustainability of our ex-
isting urban fabric.

Eric Booth, AIA is an 
architect with Desmone 
& Associates Architects 
in Pittsburgh. He and 
his family recently re-
located to Downtown 
Pittsburgh’s Cultural 
District. ■
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