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For years, the Rev. Leslie 
Boone would look out a window in 
Hazelwood Presbyterian Church 
and watch a tumbleweed amble 
about Pittsburgh’s last great 
brownfield in whatever direction 
the breeze decided to take it. She 
came to count on it being there, 
like a trusted companion. She even 
assigned it a gender. “Every time I 
looked,” she says, “there would be 
nothing there but that tumbleweed. 
He’d just be rolling across that big 
empty space.”

The good news for Boone is that 
the days of allowing the riverfront 

brownfield to lie fallow appear to be 
drawing to a close. Ten years and 
one deep recession after buying the 
site, a group of four southwestern 
Pennsylvania foundations and its 
managing partner, the Regional 
Industrial Development Corp., are 
turning their vision of a mixed-use 
sustainable community knitted to 
the fabric of Hazelwood into reality.

As development of the Almono 
site progressed, the foundations 
commissioned a new master plan 
due to changes in the economic 
climate and markets over time 
and the fact that the physical 

challenges of the property had 
become more clear.

Rothschild Doyno Collaborative, 
a Pittsburgh-based architecture 
and urban design firm, was hired 
in 2010 to develop a new master 
plan and chose to do so “from 
whole cloth” rather than build on 
the original, says one of the firm’s 
partners, Ken Doyno. Including 
Hazelwood residents was central 
to the approach.

“We decided to develop 
stakeholder groups and interact 
with them rather than keeping it in 
a close circle. We used an open 
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process in which we developed 
a series of outreach efforts in the 
community to show what we were 
doing as we went along.”

Their efforts haven’t gone 
unnoticed, says Boone. Although 
she is no longer pastoring 
Hazelwood Presbyterian Church, 
she continues to work in the 
neighborhood on missions that 
range from job training to the 
Fishes and Loaves community 
food cooperative she helped start 
years earlier. “One of the things 
we appreciate is that there’s been 
a sensitivity to what the people 
in the community want to see 
and how the community wants to 
be involved instead of them just 
sending some students in to show 
us a mock-up and tell us this is the 
new Hazelwood.”

The latest master plan 
eliminates from consideration the 
Mon-Fayette Expressway spur 
that threatened to divide the site 
and acknowledges that the short-
line railroad running between the 
industrial property and the rest 
of the neighborhood won’t be 
acquired as part of development 
and will continue to operate. The 
original plan, for example, had 
proposed a marina on a parcel that 
is owned by the railroad, which the 
railroad did not intend to sell.

Four districts on the site are 
outlined in the latest master plan, 
including a central green; a place 
for riverfront offices; an “eco-tech 
park” that envisions the renovation 
of Mill 19, one of the largest plant 
buildings still standing; and a 
primary residential zone known 
as Hazelwood Flats. The plan 
pays attention to what Doyno calls 
“honoring the site’s assets,” such 

as restoring for reuse Mill 19, a 
pump house and a roundhouse left 
over from the site’s steelmaking 
days.

And it offers opportunities for 
incorporating, where the grimy 
coke works once stood, green 
space; sustainable processes; 
renewable energy production, 
such as best practices in 
stormwater management and wind 
harvesting; a riverfront park; and 
a river overlook that might host 
educational programs and events.

Most striking is the idea of River 
Road, the plan’s signature element, 
which today does not exist. River 
Road is seen as the central 
avenue through the property, the 
thread tying new tenants and the 
existing neighborhood together as 
one and the antidote to the short-
line railroad standing as a barrier 
between them. Just as important, 
it would offer Hazelwood residents 
easy access to the river that the 
coke works had long denied them.

Integrating that development 
more tightly with the existing 
neighborhood than has been done 
in other brownfield reuse projects 
in the region has emerged as a 
key objective. Design elements, 
such as constructing River Road 
as a central boulevard, may 
address the physical challenges 
of making the new development 
and the existing neighborhood 
whole, but the economic and social 
considerations also are part of the 
equation.

Such considerations are 
important across all aspects of 
development, but none more so 
than housing. “Nobody is well 
served through sorting by race and 
class,” says Doyno. “The idea is 
for the project to serve the whole 
range of population. You don’t do 
that by making an island of market-
rate housing, but by having mixed-
use housing that is interconnected 
so that everyone is served.

“There is an absolute stated goal 
for the community to welcome the 
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changes. If residents feel that the 
changes will mean they’re kicked 
out or they don’t belong there any 
longer, they have every reason to 
object to what is happening.”

Recent years have seen the 
community move toward better 
positioning itself to tackle issues 
that have lingered for decades, 
such as housing conditions, job 
opportunities, the lack of a local 
school, access to health care, 
public transportation and places 
to shop for necessities as basic 
as food. “As a community, we 
have been growing, transitioning, 
coming together and mapping out 
what we’d like to see, and trying to 
engage and empower ourselves 
to put some of these things in 
action,” says the Rev. Tim Smith, 
pastor of the Keystone Church in 
Hazelwood and executive director 
of Center of Life.

How and to what extent the 
development of the longdormant 
brownfield along the river will 

contribute to the revitalization of 
Hazelwood remains unclear. But 
Smith’s hopes for the future of the 
neighborhood have been buoyed 
by the turn the development 
process has recently taken. 

The Almono 
partners and 

Rothschild Doyno, 
they get it. They get 
that it’s important 

to engage the 
community the 

right way and not 
run ahead of the 

community.

“They’ve been very intentional in 
hearing the community, including 
the community and following the 
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community’s lead. There are a lot 
of Hazelwood voices in the Almono 
site design.”

An indication of a brighter 
future to come was a community 
celebration in July of the opening 
of the Hazelwood section of the 
Heritage Trail. A bike trail was not 
among the neighborhood needs 
that residents listed on blackboards 
set up at the outdoor event — a 
grocery store, better houses, more 
police and jobs were the most 
coveted — but the celebration, 
which brought out a local jazz 
band, food vendors, a climbing 
wall and other recreation, was 
welcomed by residents while the 
trail was described by organizers 
as one way to bring more people 
to Hazelwood to see its potential.

“We are of the opinion that a 
lot of good things can happen 
in Hazelwood,” says the 
Endowments’ Stephany, “well 
before keys get delivered to the 
first tenants on [the Almono] site.”


