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Development Activities Meeting Report (Version: 06/24/2020) 

This report created by the Neighborhood Planner and included with staff reports to City Boards and/or Commissions. 

Logistics Stakeholders 

Project Name/Address: 217 Seward Street (2 Single-Unit 
Attached Residences on Subdivided Lot) 

Groups Represented (e.g., specific organizations, 
residents, employees, etc. where this is evident): 
 

MWCDC board members 
Area residents  
Office of Council President Kail-Smith 
 
Applicant 
DCP staff 
 

Parcel Number(s): 6-F-249; 6-G-88 

ZDR Application Number: DCP-ZDR-2021-05527 

Meeting Location: Zoom 

Date: April 14, 2022 

Meeting Start Time: 6:30pm 

Applicant: Page Thomas (architect, representing 
developer) 

Approx. Number of Attendees: 13 

Boards and/or Commissions Request(s): Zoning Board of Adjustment for variance requests (R1A is not a permitted use 
in the R1D zoning district; minimum lot size in the Moderate Density Subdistrict is 3,200 SF and the two proposed lot 
sizes are less than 3,200 SF) 

How did the meeting inform the community about the development project? 

Ex: Community engagement to-date, location and history of the site, demolition needs, building footprint and overall 

square footage, uses and activities (particularly on the ground floor), transportation needs and parking proposed, 

building materials, design, and other aesthetic elements of the project, community uses, amenities and programs. 

Applicant introduced self and former role on Planning Commission. He is with an architecture firm and is representing 

the developer. Described plan to build two houses on 217 Seward Street, which is across from 216 and 214 Seward 

Street.  Referenced other nearby town houses and location in neighborhood. No views from houses because it’s in a 

crater. This part of the neighborhood is undermined. Will be a brownstown façade, 3 floors, 3 baths, 2 half baths, 4 

beds, 16 windows, a terrace, a patio, a porch and a big wooden door.  

Showed map including its location within city, and showed elevations of the houses.  

Applicant is planning two attached mirrored twin homes in brownstone style, with large tall first floor windows, a base 

course with a lighter upper course and with a cornice. It is a three-story residence with a garage underneath with a 

workshop. No bedrooms on main floor, but instead a large kitchen and dining room space. Deck on main level. Upstairs 

will have 2 bedrooms with in-suite bathrooms and washing and mechanical facilities. Upper floor is a terrace, with an 

extra bedroom, and an office. 

Showed pictures of what kitchen should look like and described size of kitchen.  

Landscaping: planting two trees in the front, which will be Carpinus box tree. There will be planting underneath the 

trees to separate the two sides of property, using ilex instead of boxwood tree since berries of boxwood tree are 

poisonous. In back, planting native species tree called Allegheny serviceberry – looks like Dogwood tree but it is a fluffy 

white tree. Buffalo grass will be at the edges and has deep root system and so will help to keep drainage of property 

flowing. Showed pictures of examples of these plant species.  

Showed a site plan, which showed tree locations, stated that side setback on left is 4ft and 7ft. On right side there is an 

underground utility. Going to ask for variance because want houses to touch each other, and zero lot line between the 
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two properties. Normally would need some space between houses, but because of utility, need to move the house 

over so don’t impugn underground utilities. Other variance requesting is the minimum square footage of lot. Houses 

across the street and on Republic have also had to make variance requests about minimum square footage. 

Input and Responses 

Questions and Comments from Attendees Responses from Applicants 

You said minimum lot size is 3200 square feet?  

 

 

 

Minimum lot size is 3200 square feet for any house and 

these houses will be 2400 square feet and 2700 square 

feet. So we just ask for the minimum (2400 square feet) 

and the other would be granted as part of that.   

Houses across the street were 2900 and 2800 and 3000 

square feet, so they were somewhat closer but still 

needed variances. It’s a pretty normal process. Some areas 

of the city require 6,000 square feet. 

I live down the street. The ones built on Seward and on 
Republic that were built, we’re already seeing turnover in 
sales because no green space. Not a lot of yard space. How 
much yard space here? 
 

We have normal 30ft set back. Other houses across street 
don’t have that setback?  

Do you have a backyard set back?  
 
 
 
I like that.  

30 feet as well. We meet all requirements of city for 
backyard and front yard as of right.  
 
We’re also planning large tree in the back. Our lawns will 
be quite nice with space for a picnic. Unlike most other 
areas nearby, our back yards are almost flat.  

We find people are coming in to many of these new 
houses that don’t have much yard space. People realize 
how small the yards are and end up moving when they 
have kids or jobs.  

We have a rear terrace above, the rear deck, and the rear 
yard with patio, so we’ve created a wedding cake of 
outdoor space to enjoy. There are no next door neighbors 
in left or right that can see or any neighbors within 50ft. 
With tree, the Allegheny Serviceberry, it should be nice 
back there.  

What are you doing for parking?  Sloped driveway with garage underneath. There is no 
space for on-street parking. 

There is just one divot. Not sure if in front of that? 
 
 
When they put in other homes, dealing with lots of run off 
issues.  
 
 
 
On one side it’s hard except for one or two areas where 
divot in and that’s where some run-off parking.  

Divot will remain, but driveway will be from that divot 
down to the property.  
 
That divot will be 50 ft wide, it’s not that now. We will 
widen that so that there is space to turn off and to 
maximize space to park. Right now if someone parks on 
one side, it’s very difficult to get past.    
 
We’ve kept trees off/away in that same area so don’t have 
issue of trees going into the street.  
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Questions and Comments from Attendees Responses from Applicants 

What are your elevations? What is window pattern on 
sides?  
 
 
 
[sought clarification] 

On outsides, there are two windows. The only windows on 
the sides are at the back at the top. There are windows at 
the back and the front. [Showed office space:] in this office 
space there is a window now, because we added window 
to it on back side. 
 
On one side, one window at each of the third and second 
floor – in the office and in the bedroom.  

So facing Rutledge street?  No, it just faces neighbor’s property and open space. 

[Attendee showed image from window looking out 
towards applicant’s site, via live Zoom camera.] They face 
me, if you look at my camera, you can see the current 
house.  

I take your word for it.  

What is your roof system?   Roof system for lower levels is EPDM roof with spacers on 
top for decking material itself. It’s a rubber roof. And it’s a 
sloped rubber roof for upper portions of roof. Should be a 
seamless roof. 

This would not be an ADA accessible home, correct?  Unfortunately no, try to do visitable for first floors but 
because of elevation changes it’s not possible and we’re 
not putting in elevators. We would have loved to have 
done that but not possible.  
 
  

Any concerns with the large mine underneath? That’s the entire neighborhood. We did soil testing and 
dug, with a mining expert who came out and paid for an 
engineer to test the location of the mine, so we’re good. 

What about for storm run-off?  We’ll connect right to the storm. We’re using a very 
shallow foundation, it’s a shallow frost-proof foundation, 
basically slab on grade, 2 foot dig, with Scandinavian 
system has foam underneath a 6 inch slab, so comes down 
24 inches. It’s unusual for Pittsburgh since we don’t have 
basements basically.  

What is elevation change from road to where the garage 
will be set back 30 feet? That seems like large slope 

40 inches is difference from the street. The lower part of 
our curb edge to where garage elevation will be is 40 
inches.  

You’re looking at 40-foot?  
 
I mean height. 

The actual setback is 30 feet.  
 
We’re under 40 feet height.   

[Question in chat, read aloud:] When the other houses 
across the street were built I thought the street drainage 
issue was resolved. Even though it appears nicely fixed 

We’ll meet all requirements for our stormwater run off. 
Reason for buffalo grass is to maximize water that enters 
site also drain on site rather than going off site. Whatever 
run off that we get from street itself, there is no curb there 
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Questions and Comments from Attendees Responses from Applicants 

when it rains good it still turns into a stagnant lake. How 
will that be addressed? 

or controlled drainage of rain and sewer since no sidewalk 
on one side. Unless City were to put sidewalk in, we will 
get lots of drainage. So our grass helps property 
percolation and our sloped driveway and two linear drains 
helps ensure not getting water in our basements/garages.  

Trees will be saplings or more mature? 4” caliper, should be about 12-13 ft tall when put in. Idea 
is from second floor should be able to look out over them 
when plant them. Only planting a few trees.  

Want to make sure more mature trees will soak up more 
water?  

We use a tie system, a deep root system we used at 
Roosevelt island for a larger tree. It has a cage that fits 
around tree so that if tree hit wouldn’t get damaged.  

[Chat, read aloud:] Did you do core samples? Yes, we did 7 or 8 core samples.  
 
Core samples are not normally required. We used shallow 
depth foundation, so we need to know that the soil will 
support the weight of house since we’re not digging deep 
footings. We use a lot less concrete, uses foam to isolate 
concrete from earth and gives us a really great R60 for 
floor, which we use in passive houses which have very 
little energy use, and we apply to all our houses at this 
point.  

Are these going to be owned single-family residences?  They will be owned for-sale Single-Family residences  

Can you clarify what is the main variance issue that you’re 
putting in for, can you explain again?  

4 ft on one side, 20 ft, 20 ft, and 7ft+1.75”. The last one is 
to avoid main underground sewer utility, which is a sewer 
main, since we don’t want to build on top of utilities, so 
we moved everything over. Want to keep 4’ to neighbor’s 
property, but have houses together.  

So variance is mainly shifting the property over?   Correct. And other variance is for square footage of lot 
itself that doesn’t meet minimum requirement.  

And relation to use variance?  Planning wanted it listed as a use variance rather than a 
dimensional variance, to be more thorough. As of right we 
could have 3’, 3’, 3’, 3’, for total of 12 feet. Would have to 
shrink one of houses to get 12’ of space around houses 
total. Planning wanted this as a use variance, since it’s a 
single-family detached medium density zone and this 
would be a variance request for that to be attached as two 
houses.  

Have you reached out to the neighbors directly to be sure 
they’re ok with that variance change? Have you given 
notice?  

Notice has been given to each of the neighbors by the City. 
I personally have not, I don’t know if developer has talked 
to all the neighbors. I’m pretty sure he has talked to the 
neighbor on the left but cannot confirm that. I know on 
the one side, I talked to neighbor across street today and 
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Questions and Comments from Attendees Responses from Applicants 

talked to them before. I’ve talked to the neighbor behind. 
There’s a neighbor three lots over. So all adjacent 
neighbors yes, but for further ones I did see the woman 
today but didn’t talk to her. She may not get a notice from 
City since not an adjacent property owner.   

Could you explain your plan to post as part of placard 
posting with City?   

City gives us an orange placard that will be on front door 
basically. It tells when hearing is, explains the two 
variances with code numbers and says if you would like to 
attend, there is a Zoom hearing for ZBA and gives the time 
of hearing. If you’re a neighbor, you can come and raise 
hand and come in support or against to testify. It’s a semi-
legal hearing to testify and be sworn in. You can also write 
in. For example, the Councilperson may write a letter – 
anyone in community can write a letter with support or 
against or concerns. If letter arrives before the hearing, it 
will be read in. There is the 30-day notice for the hearings, 
and then a 45-day period after hearing for ZBA to make 
decision and weigh in on everything that was provided 
prior to the hearing.  

When you post the signs, is it possible to put a number or 
address to include?  
 
 
 
 
 

On the placard the ZBA hearing number and phone 
numbers are on there. It’s a Zoom hearing. It doesn’t give 
you a QR code. Have to record it and type it, but if you go 
to the ZBA website, the agenda should be up soon and you 
can see it and listed by its address as well.  
 
  

Since your property is so set back, could you set it on a 
post closer to street?   
 

We’re only given one and as residence it’s supposed to be 
posted on house itself. It’s bright orange, visible.  
 

I wouldn’t walk onto someone’s property. With this one, it’s visible from the front porch easily. It’s 
presently vacant and not intruding on anyone.  Visible 
from street, though likely not legible unless you get close. 
But also on ZBA website. DCP staff can share date of 
hearing and MWCDC can share the time and date with 
group. The ZBA presentation will be 10 minutes, will 
reaffirm variances requesting and they will ask for 
supporting evidence and we’ll show this plan you’re 
looking at. And we’ll be sworn in before that. Quite quick. 
All lawyers and planning professionals, just looking for the 
facts.  

Does changing variance here make it easier for someone 
else later on to get the same variance?  
 

No, it’s only for this project. The variance is for the 
property only. If we don’t build within time period, 
variance will expire as well.  

What type of timeline are you looking at? I’ve heard 
immediate timeline for other Seward Street residences 
and it’s been three years.  

As immediate as we can. We’d like slab poured as quickly 
as possible, hopefully in July. Because we do slab on grade, 
it needs to sit for 30 days with nothing on it. If can get in 
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Questions and Comments from Attendees Responses from Applicants 

 sometime in June, we’ll be finished with slab itself in July 
and start framing in summer. With supply chain as it is, 
windows not expected until Thanksgiving. 25 weeks for 
some materials. So lots of issues with how we close up. 
Those are issues with construction, but we will just make it 
by end of year if we can get everything started by mid- 
June.   

 
Is there a plan for where you will be storing materials and 
equipment? 
 
 

Yes, the wall between garage and workshop will be built 
last and all materials stored inside.  
 
 

Issue of equipment getting parked on our street? Won’t need any equipment except for our excavation, 
which will come in from the front. Once that’s done, 
everything else built with scaffolding. There will be a crane 
day for the windows (one day), if indeed it gets pushed far 
back, otherwise we’d do them by hand. 8 windows at front 
are quite heavy. Would use man-crane, like a home depot 
style one. Not a giant high-rise crane.  

We’ve had issues where materials are left on street.  
 
 
 
 
 
We did report it and nothing happened.  

Would require a DOMI permit to store any materials there 
on street. If vehicle there, need a permit. If you see 
materials stored and you don’t see a permit then 
something is wrong and you should report it.  
 
 
On the building permits, the inspector who is in charge has 
their phone number there. They are the person to call 
since they’re the one who can cite whoever it is and say if 
you don’t want your permit revoked, fix this. They all have 
cell phones. They do not have email.  

I live on Rutledge. The two townhomes that went up 
there. We had equipment left out, still need the street 
repaired, and driveway was blocked by workman vehicles. 
It was an ongoing daily frustration.  

We don’t have yet a full plan for how to get the workers 
there so they can arrive without having to have vehicles 
there, and we’re working on that. We are responsible 
adults, I live in the city, I deal with construction, I have the 
exact same issues that you have, and so we’re trying to 
not be bad neighbors somewhere else either.  

I’ve brought this up to our Councilwoman. There are some 
empty lots here and we’ve encouraged ways to avoid 20 
trucks on a street. Means a lot that you’ll take into 
consideration.  
 
[Cited past example of issue on Rutledge Street and not 
satisfactory response from construction foreman] 
 
Thank you, that helps a lot.  

There will be a work sign with the foreman’s information 
on it and it will say who to call.  
 
 
If you don’t get response you want from person on 
construction site, the inspector will give you response you 
need.  
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Questions and Comments from Attendees Responses from Applicants 

I’m trying to find out what was the result of the core 
samples. Because if you won’t fill the mines in, what will 
stop you from sinking. Had problems on Clarence St with 
other houses next door to new construction. 

Test was showing that we had a really nice hard soil and 
that we are well above where need to be for mine. The 
mine is about 75 feet below at this location, and increasing 
as you go towards Republic. This is kind of a little valley in 
neighborhood and is one of the lower spots where mine is, 
but still well above where we need to be. 
 

 
Is May 5, 10am what you have for ZBA?  
 

 
Yes that is the date.  

 [Told MWCDC that if anyone has questions, welcome to 
give applicant’s email out, happy to answer it.] 

What’s your phone number?  
 

[Shared cell phone number.] 
 

Next time you’re over, I’m near there (next door adjacent 
to the right on other side of yard). Come say hi.  
 
 
Me too.  

Oh great! I will. I’m happy that we can bring another nice 
house to neighborhood. 
 
 
Looking forward to meeting everyone over the course of 
the next year. 

[Info on how to provide public comment to ZBA was 
provided in chat] 

[Chat:] Thank you to everyone at MWCDC. We appreciate 
your consideration and concerns. [shared cell phone 
number in chat] 

Other Notes 

The existing structure on the site is to be removed to accommodate the proposed new development 

Planner completing report: Thomas Scharff 


