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Community Alliance (CASGED) board president Ruth Dailey welcomed everyone to the 
meeting and gave a brief history of the Chestnut Street revitalization effort — especially 
its genesis in the 2011-12 Comprehensive Plan update, where “commercial redevelop-
ment” was identified by residents as one of their four highest priorities, and in the 2016 
Buhl/Sprout Fund grant, which targeted the corridor for various improvements.

Special guests were introduced: Stephanie Joy Everett, Pittsburgh Dept. of City Plan-
ning; Richard Meritzer, ADA Coordinator for City Planning Dept., and Julianne Reiland 
from the city’s Dept. of Permits, Licensing and Inspection.

SJ Everett and RA Dailey said the zoning discussion was launched via a “walking tour” 
to inventory and analyze the buildings in each block of Chestnut, to assess which had 
likely once had first-floor businesses, based on their architecture: Some buildings had 
clearly always been houses; if the zoning were changed, could they be businesses? 
How do modern building and safety codes interact with century-old buildings? 

A few months after the walking tour, a meeting was convened that included City Plan-
ning, the URA, the Mayor’s Office, CASGED and reps from the new local Business Al-
liance, to discuss whether and how to engage the neighborhood in a discussion about 
facilitating revitalization via a zoning change. 

Chris Waraks, a member of the Business Alliance and developer of the Kaffeehaus at 
1022 Chestnut St., noted a strong reason to consider a zoning change would be to re-
duce the year-long wait he’s had to get the permits needed for the coffee shop, which 
sits empty. This would prohibit many small businesses from ever launching, he said.

J Reiland said that while each zoning designation has a list of permitted uses for proper-
ties, that is different from PLI’s “permitting.” PLI also looks at “use” — same word but 
different issues. In assessing whether a previously residential building could become 
commercial, an examiner would look at a building’s accessibility, fire safety, sprinkler 
requirements, need/opportunity for an elevator. Nothing would be automatic. With a 
change of use, a certificate of occupancy would be required and building code compli-
ance would have to be assessed. Currently it takes 30 business days to get commercial 
permits.

SJ Everett noted that a barbershop that’s been vacant for 20 years can be a barbershop 
again. J Reiland added that new occupancy permits and other building code issues ap-
ply if there’s a change in use or modifications/renovations.



The need for parking to support any new businesses was raised by several participants. 
Some asked whether vacant lots could be turned into parking and whether a big devel-
oper could buy up many buildings and raze them for either parking or a big-box devel-
opment. The experts’ consensus was that while “Urban Industrial” designation allows 
very large buildings and parking lots, “Local Neighborhood Commercial” (LNC) and 
“Neighborhood Office” (NDO) do not. There also was consensus that the neighbor-
hood’s narrow streets and tight building footprints don’t accommodate massive projects, 
nor a dense local shopping district like Lawrenceville.

J Reiland noted that the zoning code would require setbacks for parking. A resident 
asked whether the LNC would make residential parking harder. SJ Everett said no but it 
would have to be consolidated into the same parcel as the house it serves.

R Meritzer then addressed issues related to the Americans with Disabilities Act. It is 
federal civil rights legislation. The city doesn’t enforce it, per se, but encourages compli-
ance because state law closely mirrors the federal law, and you can be sued if your 
commercial property is not accessible.

He said if the building already existed before the laws were passed, it must be open to 
the public for ADA to apply. If you are doing renovations in a building that will be open to 
the public and if accessibility features are structurally feasible, you have to do them. He 
cited the example of a tiny grocery store on Spring Hill in which half the building would 
have been unusable and the sidewalk impassable if a handicap ramp had been in-
stalled. Therefore, it was not structurally feasible, but this is a “very high bar.”

Cost is not considered a deterrent to compliance, he said. Up to twenty percent of your 
budget must go for accessibility features, if needed.

Residences are not under the ADA, but under the Fair Housing Act, if you own a resi-
dence with more than three units, you have to allow any resident to make his/her own 
unit accessible. For under three units, the city gives a tax credit if you make your build-
ing accessible. He provided booklets on city programs and guidelines.

An attendee asked about accessibility for employees. R Meritzer said an owner could 
be sued if not accessible, and the city helps with compliance in order to foster a pros-
perous business climate.

An attendee noted that businesses have shown interest in Chestnut St. despite the 
R-1A zoning, so is rezoning really needed? She noted that under LNC, many more 
types of businesses are allowed “by right.” So what would residents then do about un-
desirable businesses? She also noted that a recent article in the North Side Chronicle 
said the street’s zoning had been changed from commercial to residential in the early 
2000s; she asked where this info came from. SJ Everett said it was from City Planning. 
The attendee cited old news coverage that said NDO had been considered for Chestnut 
but that it “remained” residential; therefore it was always residential.



SJ Everett explained that zoning didn’t begin to exist until the 1930s or later, so Chest-
nut’s many businesses would have been “legal non-conforming uses” and “grandfa-
thered” at whatever point the zoning became residential.

A property owner asked how the community can move forward a request to change the 
zoning. SJ Everett said property owners could assemble a petition to present to the zon-
ing board; with this method, ALL property owners in the area for which the change is be-
ing requested must sign the petition. Another method is for a majority of the community, 
whether the Chestnut St property owners or the broader CASGED community, to vote to 
ask Councilwoman Harris to request the change. 

With either method a series of hearings will be held. All property owners within 150 feet 
of the zoning district will be notified, and there will be many opportunities for people to 
speak out publicly, for or against.

There was discussion of how much of Chestnut St might be rezoned; consensus was 
that discussion centers on the 800 to 1000 addresses, but a smaller segment — e.g., 
just two blocks — could be designated, so long as “spot zoning” is avoided. The area 
must be an “identifiable district.” 

An attended requested a straw poll. RA Dailey asked for property owners voting against 
the rezoning; there was one nay. Before a show of hands for a zoning change could be 
requested, a resident suggested she and others new to the discussion need more in-
formation on specific zoning designations. The city’s info sheets were not on hand, but 
RA Dailey said they are posted on the CASGED web site, ca-sged.org, or attendees can 
ask to have them emailed.

http://ca-sged.org

