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Introduction 

While the focus of the project is to develop a system of complete streets, there is direct relationship 
to how – and when – the Strip District will grow and develop over time. The Transportation and Land 
Use Framework Plan centers around the multi-modal transportation improvements and the resulting, 
supportive land use development. The elements of the Framework Plan include: 

 The History and Future of the Strip District 
 The Strip District and its Fundamental Block Structure 
 Character Areas 
 Transit-supportive Opportunity Sites 
 Transit-supportive Development Types 
 Future Development Program Potential  
 Smallman Street and Railroad Street Transformations  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Framework Plan (Figure 1) depicts the major corridors where improvements will be focused. It 
also highlights the opportunity sites (dark peach tone) and how they relate to the transportation 
improvements. While this is not inclusive of other opportunities or improvements, it forms the 
conceptual vision for growth and revitalization in the Strip District. 

View of Smallman Street near the Spaghetti Warehouse 
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Figure 1:  Framework Plan 
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The History and Future of the Strip District 

The area of Strip District closest to downtown was developed in 1814 and was known as the 
Northern Liberties of Pittsburgh or as Bayardstown, after one of the original developers. This area 
between 11th and 15th Streets was incorporated into the City as the first addition to the original four 
wards. In the early 19th Century, industrial development moved into the Strip District, including iron 
mills, foundries, and glass factories. Andrew Carnegie’s first iron and steel mills and both ALCOA 
and Westinghouse were all initially located in the Strip District. Removal of train tracks from Liberty 
Avenue downtown in the early 20th century led to the relocation of much of the wholesale produce 
sales into the Strip District closer to the Railroad yards. Between 1900 and the 1920s much of 
Smallman between 16th and 21st Streets was cleared for the development of the Produce Building. 
This led to an urban use pattern with larger auctions and wholesalers on Smallman Street and 
smaller grocers and retailers along Penn 
Avenue. This accounts for much of the 
character of these streets today. The 
prevalence of automobiles in the post-war era 
changed the patterns of transportation in the 
Strip District. In the produce industry, trucking 
replaced rail as the preferred mode of freight 
movement. Along with the emergence of larger 
grocery stores, the number of wholesalers in 
the Strip District declined and shifted towards 
the retail stores on Penn Avenue. This market 
district now constitutes much of the well-known 
and loved “Heart of the Strip” today  
(source: Historical Society of Western 
Pennsylvania, via Neighbors in the Strip). 

 

The remains of this industrial and wholesaling history continue to influence the uses and character of 
the Strip District today. Because of the rich, layered development of the neighborhood over multiple 
centuries, the Strip District has a feeling of organic growth and an authenticity of place. In the past 
decade, renovations of historic warehouse and factory buildings strengthened this image and 
character. This reinvestment, some of which was encouraged by historic preservation tax credits 
also spurred other new development and highlighted opportunities on vacant and underutilized land. 
However, there is a very strong desire from residents, business owners, and visitors to the Strip 
District to maintain and fortify the uses in the Heart of the Strip, and the industrial and wholesale 
character throughout the Strip District. This was described as ‘keeping the grit’ as the Strip District 
evolves.  

  

The Strip’s Fundamental Block Patterns and Role in Redevelopment 

The initial analysis of the blocks in the Strip District revealed an informative pattern. While all of the 
blocks are roughly the same depth, two basic lengths of blocks can be found in the Strip District. 
Long blocks are more than 450 feet in length, while short blocks are typically 260 feet long, either 
with or without alleys. What is noteworthy is how these short and long blocks are distributed. The 
short blocks only occur between 19th and 25th Streets. Correspondingly, these are the blocks that 
have much of the core activity and where people tend to walk between uses most. This highlights 
the direct relationship between urban form and activity on the street.  

View of Smallman Street near the Produce Terminal  
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Figure 2:  Block Patterns 
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To test the observation, the block pattern was explored further northeast in Lawrenceville. Similarly 
in the mixed-use retail center in Lower Lawrenceville along Butler Street, the short ends are turned 
to the main street, maximizing the walkability and success of the retail district.  

Therefore, one of the strategies to encourage active streets and more pedestrians and transit users 
in the Strip District is to provide mid-block pedestrian connections in new or redevelopment projects. 
This is particularly beneficial when developing along the Allegheny River, to encourage greater 
connectivity to the amenities, trails, and green space that exist and are planned along the River. The 
replication of a shorter block dimension may also be useful in development directly adjacent to the 
small blocks, either east of 25th Street or west of 19th Street. Extension of this pattern may increase 
the viability of street-based retail and market uses.  

These slight differences in the urban grain have significant effects on pedestrians and shoppers. 
Frequent street intersections increase opportunities for crossings, additional corner properties, which 
enjoy higher visibility, value, and accessibility. This addresses the two most important aspect of 
transit-supportive development. First, it increases the walkability of the Strip District, making it easier 
for the transition when transit riders become pedestrians at the origin and destinations of their trips. 
Secondly, it increases the viability of transit-supportive businesses and land uses. By providing more 
customers on foot and higher value property through increased access, smaller block patterns can 
allow for greater contributions and support for circulator transit. This is supported by examples in 
cities where streetcar and circulator transit demonstrate success. This pattern also reinforces 
research that walkability is reinforced by blocks that: 

 Are filled with active commercial uses 
 Are architecturally interesting with ornamentation  
 Have transparent storefronts to allow internal/external visual connectivity 
 Have well-located service entries that do not disrupt the pedestrian.  

Typical mixed-use type land patterns in the Strip District 
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Character Areas 

The public process initiated conversations about what the Strip District signifies to people and how 
they envision it changing. The important distinction was made that the study area actually consists of 
several places, each with its own character and potential for change. The Character Areas are 
outlined in Figure 3. When people think of “The Strip District”, they most often think of the Heart of 
the Strip, between 16th Street and 24th Street, where the majority of the food and market activity 
occurs. These areas should be preserved and reinforced with similar uses that support and grow the 
food theme. However, other areas, particularly in the Upper Strip District beyond 24th Street, have 
many opportunities for new residential infill, supportive commercial, technology/ research and 
development, and new offices. Lower Lawrenceville contains two areas: one primarily residential 
and retail, and the other primarily industrial. These uses are largely intact and should not be 
locations for major change. 

 The Lower Strip -- This sub-district is closest to downtown and it anticipates change that is 
more like downtown than traditional Strip District uses. West of 16th Street, the character is 
envisioned as Downtown adjacent, supporting uses including offices, hotels, event space, 
educational uses, satellite parking garages, and cultural attractions related to the History 
Center and Sports Museum. The office space in the Lower Strip would most likely be Class A 
and B office, since these properties will have the highest value. Development should connect 
to the Allegheny River, provide increased pedestrian amenities, and maintain the 
architectural character of the District. Furthermore, active ground floor uses should be a 
priority in the Lower Strip to improve the pedestrian experience and street life. 

 The Heart of the Strip – The Heart of the Strip is located between 16th and 24th Streets, and 
it is home to the many of the Strip District’s wholesaling and retail market uses. The focus is 
strongly on food, beverage, and entertainment, with an alluring mix of ethnic and local 
grocers, street vendors, kitchen and housewares, local markets, restaurants, clubs, and 
other iconic businesses. These are all much loved in the City and weekend mornings display 
a bustle of activity. Here, Strip District residents and visitors stroll along Penn Avenue and 
Smallman Street, patronizing these retailers. The strategy for growth in this area is to 
celebrate and reinforce the food and beverage uses that exist today. Major changes to scale 
and use are not suggested, but a healthy infill of similar restaurants, shops, and markets was 

Examples of a Crowded Street, Typical Sidewalk, and Connecting Roadway to the Allegheny River 
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well received by the participants of the Charrette. Residential uses may be incorporated 
closer to the River, but the focus should be more on more complementary uses because of 
conflicts between residential development and the function of the market. Because of the 
often “crush loads” on Penn, attention is give to safety for pedestrians who frequent the area.  

 Upper Strip – The Upper Strip is the area beyond 24th and 25th Street from the Heart of the 
Strip to Lower Lawrenceville. This area is characterized by a variety of building scales, 
ranging from large warehouse buildings to tall loft buildings to two story townhouses. The 
Upper Strip also offers the greatest opportunity to act as a transition zone, accepting new 
residential and incubator or technology office space. This area can be imagined to continue 
supporting a wide range of land uses, including film industry related businesses, restaurant 
kitchen providers, healthcare and professional offices, and small retail shops as it supports 
new residences and businesses.  
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Figure 3: Character Areas 
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Transit-supportive Opportunity Sites 

The Framework Plan, shown in Figure 1, identifies opportunity sites that could be redeveloped to 
support the system of complete streets and especially a streetcar. The methodology for determining 
the opportunity sites included:  

 Underutilized properties from a land value basis 
 Vacant properties 
 Parking lots that represent development “land banks”, with current parking accommodated in 

new parking facilities 
 Properties where owners expressed a potential relocation in the next 10 to 15 years 
 Projects underway or proposed future development 

The identified properties in the five categories represent approximately 135 acres of future potential 
development.  

 

                

     

 

The highlighted sites in Figure 4 are not meant to exclude other sites that may develop or to infer 
that all of these sites will necessarily redevelop. Rather they are the sites with the most opportunity 
and proximity to the transit that are susceptible to change, bringing new development opportunities 
to the Strip District. 

Representative examples of opportunity sites in the Strip District 
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Figure 4: Transit supportive Opportunity Sites 
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Transit-supportive Development Types 

The next step is to more fully understand the types of development that are possible given the size 
and shapes of sites. The Plan identified four development types, each with design suggestions and 
guidelines that can be applied to sites as they become available for development. The four types, 
shown in Figure 5, are described along with the urban form possibilities and design principles. 

 GREEN: River Blocks are large, deep development sites along the Allegheny River. These 
blocks offer large-scale development opportunities. 

 ORANGE: Full Block development type provides the opportunity to redevelop all or most of 
one the blocks between Railroad, Smallman, Penn, or Liberty. 

 BLUE: Half Block development type provides guidelines for lots that are 120 feet in depth. 
These sites constitute many of the infill possibilities. 

 BROWN: Redevelopment opportunities that require site-specific designs because of 
access, grade, or reuse of historic iconic buildings. 
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Figure 5: Transit supportive Development Sites 
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The accompanying diagrams depict development sequences to illustrate the principles of: 

 Breaking blocks down to include more pedestrian access through to green amenities such as 
the river 

 Organizing uses around access and service 
 Showing how small green spaces can be provided on private development sites that are 

publicly accessible and  
 Contributing to the Strip District’s livability as it grows into a more robust residential and 

mixed-use urban community.  

Following are specific recommendations for each block type, based on their depth dimension. They 
are followed by a chart that correlates development forms to block types. 

Half Block (120’ Depth) 
o Limited depth to alley right-of-way. 
o Ideal for residential and mixed-use infill with residential above 
o Surface or tuck-under parking works best 
o Incremental scale and redevelopment strategy 

 
Full Block (260’ Depth) 

o No alley or possible alley reconfiguration 
o Prime for mixed-use residential, retail, and restaurants 
o Ideal locations for satellite parking garage resources 

 
Allegheny River Blocks (400’+ Depth) 

o Publicly accessible pedestrian connections mid-block to the River 
o Deeper depth provides flexibility for more mix of uses 
o Large and small scale residential opportunities along the River 
o Riverfront dining and activities 
o Blocks should incorporate green/publicly accessible spaces for passive recreation 

and sustainable storm water management 
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Future Development Program Potential 

With the opportunity areas and development types identified, the next step was to understand the 
market potential for the Strip District. To accomplish that, a market assessment was conducted. 
Since the Allegheny Riverfront Green Boulevard study process included a market study, it became 
the basis for future estimates in this Framework. Two enhancements were made – the market 
estimate was extended to 20 years (from the original 10 years). Since the base market study is 
already two years into the estimate, the Design Team decided the horizon year should be extended. 
This demonstrates a better look at future opportunities. Too, a “transit bump” was incorporated as a 
means of accelerating market absorption. This adds some 1.5 M square feet to the program, as 
presented Table 1.   

 

Table 1: Market Analysis Demand Projections 

Development Type 
10‐Year 
(sq. ft.) 

20‐Year 
(sq. ft.) 

Industrial and Office      

     Traditional Industrial  86,143 135,815

     Flex Office / R&D / Industrial  297,000 468,258

     General/Neighborhood Office  256,429 404,292

Market Estimate Demand 639,571 1,008,366

Transit Related Additional Demand 25,580 100,840

Total Industrial and Office Demand 665,151 1,109,206

Retail    

     Household Retail Demand  40,420 69,714

     Employee Supportable Retail SF  18,464 94,825

     Regional Retail Demand  108,056 236,515

Market Estimate Demand 166,940 401,054

Transit Related Additional Demand 2,360 16,450

Total Retail Demand 169,300 417,504

Residential    

  For‐Sale    

     Townhouses (renovated)  736,200 897,424

     Townhouses (new)  630,000 767,966

     Condominiums  300,000 365,698

  Rental    

     Townhouses (renovated)  82,800 100,933

     Apartments  942,000 1,148,293

Market Estimate Demand 2,691,000 3,280,314

Transit Related Additional Demand 107,650 328,030

Total Residential Demand 2,798,650 3,608,344

Total New Square Footage  3,623,101 5,135,054
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Smallman Street Transformation 

Changes to land uses in the Strip District will not occur overnight. Small catalysts, many of which are 
already beginning to occur, create momentum for reinvestment in the built environment. The 
manifestation of the Framework themes of opportunity areas, transit-supportive uses and new 
development types are expressed and captured in the Smallman Street incremental transformation 
sequence shown in Figure 6. The photograph shows the existing conditions, looking towards 
Downtown. The Spaghetti Warehouse is a Strip District landmark, but all of its seating is indoors. 
Too, the entry is on 26th Street and does not engage Smallman Street, one of the primary corridors 
through the Strip District. 

There is an on-going tradition of loft warehouse and factory buildings being renovated and converted 
into mixed-use and residential uses in the Strip District. This is particularly true in the blocks beyond 
21st Street with the renovation of the Cork Factory and the Otto Milk Factory. Additional feasible 
renovations may occur, with new residential units or commercial office space replacing the empty 
upper floors of partially or fully vacant buildings. An example of the potential transformation along 
Railroad Avenue is shown in Figure 7. Alongside these building renovations, the City should make 
improvements to the streetscape to clarify and improve pedestrian and parking zones. New 
sidewalks, curbs, parking bump-outs, and street trees or plantings can define these areas. Equally 
important is that such improvements improve the walkability, safety, and connectivity of streets, 
which is now broken. 

These city investments can then encourage further private investments, bringing life back to the 
street. Outdoor seating and restaurants or shops that open up onto the sidewalks will likely begin to 
appear. This newly defined sidewalk space can serve dual purposes: 

 First, it provides the ability for pedestrians to safely enjoy the streets and provides new 
customers to businesses  

 Additionally for businesses, sidewalk space provides room to spill out onto the street, 
creating revenue-generating space, without additional capital improvements 

This lively street environment is the most characteristic attribute of the Strip District and can continue 
to growth eastward as the Strip District evolves.  

There are a number of empty lots in the blocks between 21st Street and 33rd Street. These 
opportunity sites are prime prospects for infill development. The character of new buildings should 
be consistent with the industrial character of the existing warehouse district. Vertically proportioned 
windows and bays repeat to form horizontal facades. Brick is a common material, but glass, iron, 
and other metals introduce other aspects of the Strip District’s character. The scale of new buildings 
may range from three and four stories, up to eight stories based on the Allegheny Riverfront Vision 
Plan.  

Finally, additional infill, street life, and landscaping complete the street environment. The addition of 
a streetcar adds flexibility to the way people travel through the Strip District between Downtown and 
Lawrenceville. The streetcar has a fixed guide way but shares travel lanes with cars. This allows 
more capacity on the street than if it were in a dedicated right-of-way. The streetcar promotes 
walkability in the Strip District by encouraging riders to jump on and off at each block, creating an 
integral overlap between transit riders and pedestrians.  
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Figure 6: Smallman Street Transformation 
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Figure 7: Railroad Street Transformation 

 


