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Women’s shelter debuts massive
renovation
By Anya Sostek
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Five years ago, Shirl Regan,
president and CEO of the Women’s
Center and Shelter of Greater
Pittsburgh, went to her board of
trustees with some bad news: “The
building is falling apart.”
The building that the shelter
had occupied since 1996 needed
a new roof, heating and cooling
systems and plumbing -- and had
never been a particularly inviting
space to begin with.
Shelter
officials
considered
moving, but liked their location —
which they do not disclose publicly

for the safety of their residents
— and embarked on a major
fundraising campaign to improve
the building.
Although
initial
estimates
indicated the center could expect
to raise $7.5 million for the
renovation, it has thus far secured
$11.3 million -- about 75 percent of
which has came from government
and foundation sources.
Thursday evening, the multimilliondollar renovation officially opened,
complete with remarks by Mayor
Bill Peduto and Pittsburgh Pirates
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president Frank Coonelly. All
residents left the building for the
evening -- taken to a movie and
provided dinner by Eat’N Park —
for the ribbon-cutting ceremony
and reception.
The building is now light-filled,
with soaring common areas and
serene nooks and crannies.
No more do those arriving at
the shelter think, “Am I going to a
shelter or am I going to jail?” said
Sara Davis Buss, immediate past
board chair.
The shelter houses an average
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of 47 to 50 women and children
every night, said Ms. Regan,
with an average stay of 27 days
-- encompassing anything from an
overnight to the 45-day maximum.
It also runs numerous programs
and services for non-residents,
including a 24-hour hotline, a
men’s counseling program and
support groups.
A communal kitchen and living
area are surrounded by private
bedrooms with large windows —
some already stocked with cribs
— and there are even suites to
accommodate large families. The

renovation expanded the number
of beds at the shelter, which is
often full.
The building was designed with
“welcoming security” in mind,
said project manager Melanie
Buzgan Dower of architecture firm
Rothschild Doyno Collaborative
— inviting women in, then making
sure the building was secure from
those that might want to do harm.
To keep residents and staff safe,
the building has bullet-resistant
glass, ample security cameras and
state-of-the-art locking systems.
Other features include an
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area to temporarily house pets,
because some women don’t leave
an abusive situation because they
don’t want to leave a pet behind.
There are also play areas for
children during intake interviews,
so that they don’t have to overhear
the details of what brought their
mother into the shelter.
“It’s a building that has
incorporated healing into every
element,” said Ms. Regan.
“It’s not about bricks, mortar,
heat or walls. It’s about how to
support people who have been
traumatized.”

