
Green Building Alliance
celebrates

REGIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON BUILDING SUSTAINABLE PLACES & COMMUNITIES

Published by Green Building Alliance   |   Issue 03

YEARS



From the very beginning, green building has been an effort of inspired individuals.  Every 

project and every building can be traced to a particular person who wanted to create 

something better. The results, of course, are immortalized in concrete, in the stunning 

and intricate structures that form the fabric of our cities. But the movement has always 

progressed because of the people who dedicate their lives to this ever-changing target 

we call sustainability. 

What is sustainable, by its very nature, is a reflection of what we know. And with each 

passing year of experimentation and innovation, we understand the shifting limits of what 

our communities can support. Even compared to 10 years ago, research has revealed so 

much more about the lifecycle impacts of materials and construction methods, the built 

environment’s impact on human health, and ultimately, the long-term changes to our 

climate. But as Harold Rickenbacker so eloquently explains in his interview, measuring 

metrics is nothing if we don’t improve the lives of the people we seek to serve. 

More than any one success or technological triumph, sustainability lies in the creation of 

places where people can thrive. As Alex Co describes in his article, buildings are intimately 

connected to communities and economies, with lifelong effects on every person who lives, 

works, learns, or plays there. 

So the field has become more complex, with competing values, priorities, and certifications 

to balance. In some ways, it can be overwhelming. But as Chris Cieslak highlights in her 

piece, the very real compromises we make lead to far greater innovations.  

Places become what people dream. And as we dream bigger, more people in more 

professions become an essential part of our community. As Vivian Loftness explains, 

continued innovation is predicated on the equal expansion of perspectives in conversation.  

Sometimes that means asking different questions, and sometimes, as Ivette Mongalo- 

Winston concludes, we simply have to include people in the process and listen to a 

different voice.  

On People and Place

GBA Executive Director
LFA, LEED AP 2 3



Alex Co
Alex draws from training in chemistry, toxicology, and life-cycle 

assessment, alongside business and nonprofit consulting experience 

that contributes to a vision of environmental justice through the right 

to healthy and regenerative products for all. Alex supports the Living 

Product Challenge and Pittsburgh Living Product Hub, working with 

manufacturers in the Pittsburgh region and beyond to envision and 

create products that give back more than they take.

Chris Cieslak
Chris has devoted herself to the sustainable development of cultural 

and entertainment institutions such as PNC Park, PPG Paints Arena 

(LEED Gold), A.W. Beattie Career Center (LEED Gold), and Rogers Place 

(LEED Gold). Most recently, she has worked on expanding the Carnegie 

Science Center and is currently renovating the historic and former 

Carnegie Free Library of Allegheny on behalf of the Children’s Museum 

of Pittsburgh. Chris retired from the Army Reserve after 24 years of 

distinguished Army service, including two combat tours, and earned a 

Bronze Star while serving as the Chief of Strategic Basing in Afghanistan. 

Ivette Mongalo-Winston
Ivette is the founder of a multidisciplinary, woman-owned practice in 

Pittsburgh, PA. MonWin Consulting bridges the gap between design, 

public engagement, planning, and implementation, creating better 

communities for everyone. Ivette has over 15 years of experience 

managing urban design projects throughout the United States and 

Europe, with special attention to facilitating collaboration with 

residents, community organizations, and private agencies.
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Good Design
is Design for All

by Chris Cieslak

Image Credit:
Albert Večerka Esto

6 7



Sustainability is a relative measurement. As a guiding 

principle, its pursuit is defined by what was built 

and what can ultimately be maintained. It’s a 

threshold with an ever-changing target, a point of 

compromise between our heritage and our values. 

Sustainability is a conversation, and its conflicting 

priorities are foundational to advancing ever-higher 

standards of design.  

At the Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh, we’ve 

lived that dialogue for more than 10 years, refining 

our vision for learning and community with each 

project that we undertake. At the center of our 

current debate is a 120-year-old Richardsonian 

Romanesque building (circa 1890), known to the 

city as the Carnegie Free Library of Allegheny. In 

2006, lightning struck its stately granite clock 

tower, tearing open the slate roof and prompting 

the library to relocate. This cataclysmic event 

gave rise to museumlab, the Children’s Museum’s 

latest example of hands-on learning that aims to 

transform education for children of all ages.1 It is an 

ambitious adaptive reuse project, which also needs 

to respect the building’s history, adapt to inclusive 

design, and actively contribute to Pittsburgh’s 

sustainable future.  

Image Credit:
Children’s Museum

of Pittsburgh

Sustainability is a conversation, 
and its conflicting priorities are 
foundational to advancing ever 

higher standards of design.

“

”
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In the spirit of experimentation, the team identified 

four key design goals: be authentic and visible (and be 

a beacon to the community), be active and dynamic 

(but also flexible to the needs of visitors), be open and 

provide perspective (by breaking down walls), and 

be nurturing (by providing safe and healthy spaces). 

The museum also targeted a number of regional and 

national certification programs, including LEED, 

WELL, 2030 Challenge, and Innovative Solutions for 

Universal Design (isUD)2. We anticipated significant 

overlap between guidelines, with achievement of one 

guideline providing momentum for others. Despite 

the obvious synergy, the team also grappled with 

conflicting impacts, trade-offs, and, ultimately, 

genuine untested innovation.  

Our first challenge: movement. One of the founding 

principles of universal design is the equal and 

unsegregated access to space, no matter the user’s 

ability. The original vision sought to restore the 

building’s grand marble staircase, which had been 

replaced with a partially functional elevator in 

1974. The stairs supported goals for activity (WELL 

Building) and perspective; however, they limited 

less mobile users. The solution? Introduce both 

a new monumental staircase and a new central 

elevator in a highly visible and accessible location. 

We placed the elevator with access through a newly 

constructed atrium and central gallery that is the 

centerpiece of the building renovation as well as a 

crossroads for all visitors to the building.  

Our second challenge: energy reduction. To present 

a sustainable model for the community, we strove to 

meet the 2030 Challenge’s new construction goals, 

despite renovating a historic building. The challenge 

outlines an 80 percent reduction in energy use by 

2020, which is a significant undertaking even for a 

modern office structure. With an imposing granite 

face, deep interior window wells, and stunning 

crown molding, our dedication to the building’s 

beauty posed the most formidable impediment. After 

considering and rejecting an insulation nanobead 

used by NASA (deemed not durable enough for an 

exposed surface), the team decided to test a natural 

thermal plaster, marking its first application in 

the United States. The plaster more than doubled 

the building’s insulation value, and its cork, clay, 

and lime base provided a comfortable learning 

environment for museumlab’s visitors. Along with 

new roofs, attic insulation, windows, and efficient 

mechanical and electric systems, the building is 

projected to achieve a 60 percent reduction in energy 

use upon completion.

   

The building is projected 
to achieve a 60 percent 
reduction in energy use 

upon completion.

“

”

Image Credit:
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As the team worked through each conflict, we ultimately weighed 

design decisions against an overarching commitment to health and 

wellness. The museumlab will offer daily educational programming, in 

addition to hosting 140 middle schoolers from the Manchester Academic 

Charter School (MACS). Each space needs to create a nurturing and 

inspiring place to learn, starting with the building’s indoor air quality. 

The team faced a classic sustainability trade-off, balancing the benefits 

of increased ventilation with energy conservation. In accordance with 

the WELL Building Standard, we increased air circulation by 30 percent 

above the level required by building code. However, the ventilation 

system almost completely negated the team’s ambitious energy 

reductions from the rest of the project. To reconcile these competing 

outcomes, we added an energy recovery wheel to the makeup air unit.  

The more difficult requirements included controlling 

lighting glare and managing acoustics in the 

educational spaces. The classroom ceiling heights 

are unusually high (18 feet), and we were committed 

to preserving the original spatial proportions. By 

pairing up- and down-lighting with dimming 

capabilities, the classrooms are flooded with diffuse 

but bright light.  

High ceilings and historic skylights, combined with 

handsome terracotta floor tiles, also compromised 

healthy classroom acoustics. We addressed these 

issues through a spray-on acoustical treatment 

surrounding the skylights, and limited carpet 

flooring to reveal the floor tiles at the classroom 

perimeter.  

Throughout the design and construction process, we 

struggled to promote activity and openness without 

ignoring inclusivity and equity. We grappled with the 

desire to preserve the architectural beauty while also 

reducing energy usage. And we worked to reconcile 

the size, volume, and architectural heritage of the 

building while creating healthy spaces conducive 

to learning. No single guideline, standard, or 

certification program took precedence, and though 

conflicts inevitably arose, each collision of values 

ultimately forged a stronger solution. Within the 

natural tension of these design guidelines, the 

Children’s Museum found a creative approach to 

transforming place and space to inspire the next 

generation of problem solvers.

References 

1  https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/19/arts/artsspecial/childrens-museum-of-pittsburgh-leads-movement-to-acquire-tenants.
html?emc=eta1&_r=1 

2  https://www.thisisud.com/about.php
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The University of Pittsburgh 

is proud to be a part of  

Green Building Alliance’s  

Emerald Evening 

Congratulations to all of the  
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In the sustainable renaissance of American cities, economic growth 

is both a monumental and individual experiment. On the macro level, 

governments and private developers are actively transforming the built 

environment, or what we observe as sustainably certified buildings, green 

stormwater infrastructure, and new public transit. For urban residents, 

the pursuit of a sustainable future lies in local business, in buying and 

creating locally made products that support vibrant neighborhoods.  

In theory, these movements are mutually supportive, with greater 

investment driving larger markets for locally grown initiatives. 

However, as sustainable buildings become increasingly complex in 

their material and technological specifications, large-scale projects 

often remain disconnected from neighborhood development, even as 

requirements for embodied carbon become more stringent. If cities are 

to become healthy places and spaces for all residents, how can these 

parallel advancements intersect? A partnership in Pittsburgh might have 

the answer.    

by Alex Co

Craft Manufacturing 
Meets Sustainability
at Scale 

Image Credit:
Julia Reynolds/
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HEALTHY MANUFACTURING
IN THE RUST BELT

In 2017, the International Living Future Institute 

(ILFI) launched the Pittsburgh Living Product 

Hub, which provides hands-on assistance to local 

manufacturers committed to creating transparent, 

healthy, and sustainable products. Through the 

Living Product Challenge and Declare label, the Hub 

aims to create an entire ecosystem of regenerative 

manufacturing while supporting some of the largest 

green building projects in the nation.  

In the same year, Bridgeway Capital Craft Business 

Accelerator formed Monmade, a network of more 

than 60 artisans in the Greater Pittsburgh region. 

Though Community Development Financial 

Institutions (CDFIs) are an increasingly common 

model in cities across the U.S., targeting creative 

businesses to create a small-batch manufacturing 

sector is rare, notes Adam Kenney, Director of the 

Craft Business Accelerator.  

When the Pittsburgh Living Product Hub was 

introduced to Bridgeway Capital’s craft producers, 

the two seemed to be working on opposite sides of 

the problem. The question remained how to make 

the parallel initiatives intersect. 

IS LOCAL INHERENTLY
SUSTAINABLE? 

Craft production preserves methods that represent 

what mass manufacturing, in its scale and opacity, 

is not: artisanal, local, and custom. These producers 

have a close connection to their suppliers and 

materials on a daily basis. Their reliance on local 

distribution decreases their products’ life-cycle 

impacts, and they often have a stronger personal 

connection to communities where they work.  

But their intrinsic sustainability is equally a result 

of their financial unsustainability, of the limitations 

in operations and capacity that prevent companies 

from scaling to fulfill large commissions. As a 

result, small-scale producers are mostly unable to 

align their practices with emerging product labels 

and certifications, the very tools that would more 

readily get their products into the hands of the 

green building project specifiers.

Rachel Bateman, Production Specialist at 
Limelight Tile & Ceramics (top). 

Nicholas Volpe of Temper and Grit (bottom).

Image Credits:
Julia Reynolds/Monmade
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SUSTAINABILITY AT SCALE

To open new sustained and sustainable markets for local artisans, 

Bridgeway Capital and ILFI identified four producers in the network 

with prime products for the green building specifier: Temper and Grit, 

Pittsburgh Glass Center, Limelight Tile & Ceramics, and Deep Greene 

Woodworks, all based within city limits. These four producers began 

to pursue ILFI’s Declare label, a tool for manufacturers to self-report 

their product’s ingredients and material composition, final assembly 

locations, and end-of-life options.

“The process of applying for a Declare label taught us about the 

specifics of architects’ material requirements, and legitimizes our 

technical expertise. It’s ultimately up to the producers to market the 

design aspects that our clients ask for,” shared Temper and Grit’s 

Nicholas Volpe. Temper and Grit earned a Declare label for its new 

Tantrum line of customizable steel and wood industrial furnishings.  

At its heart, the Declare process requires discussion with suppliers, not 

only regarding ingredient and hazard information, but also about why 

it’s important. Many small producers have close relationships with their 

suppliers, and asking them for potentially proprietary information can 

test the trust that they’ve built over years of working together. Jason 

Forck, Education and Creative Projects Manager at the Pittsburgh Glass 

Center, encountered resistance from a supplier who didn’t want to 

share their formula with traditionally competitive businesses. The 

potential conflict became an opportunity for collaborative education, 

exploring the ways in which transparency could actually increase 

business. The Pittsburgh Glass Center received a Declare label for its 

colored pendant lighting shades.  

A Declare label not only guarantees a healthy product, but it just as 

critically lists products in the most referenced product databases. For 

the four Monmade producers, the exposure opened an unparalleled 

market for their products, with potential orders on a larger scale 

and higher frequency compared to commercial purchases. Scaled 

production also enables the hiring of dedicated operations staff, which 

frees the founder to strategize over larger design and sustainability 

considerations. 

“This was never meant to be a production facility,” explained Forck, 

“but what if production takes off and we need to start looking for a new 

space? How can we expand and scale while maintaining our founding 

values? It opens an entirely new set of questions.” 

With the spirit that drives the region’s entrepreneurs, imagine if every 

Monmade producer could pursue a Declare label. Bridgeway Capital and 

the Pittsburgh Living Product Hub could approach specifiers with an 

entire catalog of healthy, locally produced materials, and the network 

could effectively create an entire economy based on sustainable 

manufacturing.

“Our producers joined because they want to grow their businesses, but 

it’s clear in the participation agreement that they commit to helping 

our regional economy grow,” explained Kenney. “We have the unique 

ability to create an economy based on creativity and innovation.” 

For all the promise of success and opportunity, the current wave of 

development speaks as loudly for who isn’t part of the conversation. 

Volpe resolved, “The network’s influence is only as effectual as 

our participants are empowered. We need to include people from 

all backgrounds, paying special attention to those who are outside 

traditional business circles. We aren’t creating real economic 

opportunity if it isn’t accessible to all.” It’s a founding premise on 

which economies are built. 

Image Credit:
Julia Reynolds/

Monmade

Honeycomb tile from Limelight Tile & Ceramics (top).
Rachel Bateman, Production Specialist
at Limelight Tile & Ceramics (bottom).

Image Credits:
Julia Reynolds/Monmade
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Tucked into a university laboratory atop O’Hara Street in Oakland, 

Harold Rickenbacker and his career run on tightly calibrated monitors. 

It’s a demand of his discipline, and in many ways, the self-declared 

data wonk thrives in an environment of precision and control. But 

Rickenbacker’s enthusiasm for statistical regressions belies an unusual 

dedication to the realities outside academic circles, to the people he 

believes are his ultimate audience. Rickenbacker is an engineer, no 

doubt. What he is engineering, however, amounts to nothing less than 

social transformation.    

Harold Rickenbacker
is Engineering Social 
Equality
by Natalie Stewart
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Rickenbacker came to environmental engineering 

by chance, a coincidental encounter at Toyota’s 

Green Initiative Conference during his undergraduate 

studies. In his small town of Orangeburg, South 

Carolina, sustainability was about weathering 

industrial pollution and getting an education. For 

Rickenbacker, that information gap is problematic, 

particularly because historically disadvantaged 

communities, and communities of color most 

notably, suffer disproportionately higher burdens 

of environmental contamination. Even the recent 

wave of green building across the U.S. has widened 

that disparity, creating communities with access to 

healthy spaces, and others without.   

After relocating to the University of Pittsburgh to 

pursue his PhD, Rickenbacker quickly began work 

on the city’s most entrenched health challenge—

air quality. As a member of Dr. Melissa Bilec’s lab 

in the Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation, 

Rickenbacker worked with the Pittsburgh 2030 

District to establish the city’s first indoor air quality 

(IAQ) baselines. Their partnership distinguishes 

Pittsburgh as the only city in the nation to evaluate 

IAQ on a district level and the first to develop a 

standardized measurement protocol. “People are 

the most valuable assets in buildings,” Rickenbacker 

emphasized. “At the end of the day, buildings are 

only as healthy as the people who inhabit them.” 

The question of who benefits from his research 

remains Rickenbacker’s driving focus, and he 

has created a vital network of citizen scientists 

in communities across the East End, primarily in 

Larimer and Homewood. While working with the 

Kingsley Association and Homewood Children’s 

Village, Rickenbacker equipped more than 200 

residents to become environmental justice 

advocates, breaking down technical challenges in 

energy, climate change, and community resilience. 

In collaboration with the Group Against Smog 

and Pollution (GASP), he further mobilized data 

collection through a bike-based air quality campaign 

funded by a Next Oxygen-eration grant from 

I couldn’t do what
I do if people didn’t 
open their homes 
and lives to me.

“

”

The Heinz Endowments. “There is value in working 

with engineers and data scientists, but how can I 

reach the people who are directly impacted by poor 

air quality? How can I translate these extremely 

technical results into something that families use 

to better their neighborhood?” Rickenbacker asked.  

Rickenbacker’s community partnerships challenge 

the bounds of his discipline, and often find him 

straddling social work, community organizing, and 

environmental advocacy. Activist research is a niche 

that many academics caution others to avoid, but he 

finds them inextricably tied. “For as much as I rely 

on academic expertise, my research rests on what 

is nearly impossible to quantitatively measure—

trust,” he explained. “I couldn’t do what I do if 

people didn’t open their homes and lives to me.”  

Five years into his PhD, Rickenbacker has been 

adopted into the communities he seeks to serve. 

Dinner invitations and tea stops abound, and he 

has entertained many a “nerdy conversation” when 

he’s casually walking around town. He won’t rest, 

though, until he sees more people like himself in 

positions of leadership. Representation matters, 

and changing who conducts research and who 

directs scientific funding can transform towns like 

Orangeburg – and Pittsburgh – for good. Harold 

Rickenbacker is engineering equality, and nothing 

less amounts to meaningful success. 

26 27



1998 
Arconic Corporate Center 
begins the movement for 
riverfront revitalization

1993 
Heinz Family Foundation renovates 
their offices with legendary Bill
McDonough, marking the beginning
of their focus on sustainability

1998
Greater Pittsburgh
Food Bank is one of
the first four LEED
buildings in the world 1995 

GBA hosts first 
green building
conference in
Pittsburgh 

1997 
Carnegie Mellon University
begins to research high-
performing building in
the Intelligent Workplace

1993  
Pennsylvania Resource Council, 
Conservation Consultants Inc.,
Group Against Smog and Pollution, 
and Group for Recycling in 
Pennsylvania convene for
the first meetings of Green
Building Alliance

2003
David L. Lawrence
Convention Center
becomes the largest
LEED-certified building
in the world

1997 
Rebecca Flora is 
hired as GBA’s first 
Executive Director

2006
GBA authors City of Pittsburgh’s 
first Climate Action Plan

2007
GBA launches Laurel
Highlands and Northwest 
Pennsylvania branches 

2011
Children’s Hospital becomes first 
LEED Silver pediatric hospital in 
the country

2005
Pittsburgh is ranked #1 
nationally for the most 
LEED-certified buildings

2012
GBA develops the
City of Pittsburgh’s
first greenhouse
gas inventory 

2010
Sota Construction 
builds the first 
Net Zero Building
at Riverside Mews 

2012
The Green & Healthy Schools Academy 
launches the first School Sustainability 
Culture program cohort with 8 schools 
and districts, representing over 16,995 
students2012

GBA launches
the Inspire 
Speakers Series

2012
Pittsburgh 2030 
District launches with 
26 partners and 27.8 
million square feet

2013
Larimer achieves 
LEED Silver for 
Neighborhood
Development 

2003
GBA launches the Database for 
Analyzing Sustainable and High 
Performance Buildings (DASH)

1993 2003 2012 2013

25 Years of
Green Building History
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2015
Uptown Lofts on Fifth becomes 
the first multifamily building 
certified by Passive House

2013
Phipps Center for Sustainable Landscapes 
becomes the most decorated green 
building in the world  

2016
Equitable Development report 
leads to the launch of All-In 
Cities Pittsburgh 

2016
Pittsburgh passes mandatory 
building benchmarking law 
requiring all buildings over  
50,000 square feet to report 
energy and water data

2014
Erie Art Museum becomes
the first LEED-certified 
building in Erie

2015
The Heinz Endowments 
organizes the first p4 
conference 

2013
Thelma Lovette YMCA honors
legacy of the Hill District with 
LEED Silver community center  

2015
The Tower at PNC
becomes the greenest
skyscraper in the world

2016
The Millvale EcoDistrict is 
awarded the National Planning 
Achievement Award for
Environmental Planning

2015 2016

2018
Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh 
commits to the WELL Building 
Standard and the 2030 Challenge’s 
New Construction goals as it renovates 
the first FreeCarnegie Library 

2018
Green & Healthy Schools Academy 
provides more than 1,000 hours 
of professional development to 
teachers and administrators to date

2017
Pittsburgh Living 
Product Hub launches 
in partnership with the
International Living 
Future Institute

2018
Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh 
designs first Passive House 
public library in the country 
in Carrick 

2016
Pittsburgh 2030 District 
becomes the largest 
2030 District in the 
world with 81.7 million 
square feet committed

2018

2018
Inspire Speakers Series
welcomes its 100th speaker to 
the Elsie H. Hillman Auditorium
in the Hill District

2018
Frick Environmental Center
becomes first Living Building 
free and open to the public 
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The Complexities of
Community and Development

There is No 
One Voice 

People define place.  We know this because as designers and community 

builders, we seek to create places that attract people and eventually 

future investment. But those working in community development are 

equally familiar with the tense dynamic of public meetings and the 

disjointed processes that are supposed to provide a direct connection 

to the people we ultimately serve. The disconnect leads to cities that do 

not serve residents’ needs and policies that do not include residents’ 

voices. So how can we as neighbors create places that reflect our 

collective values? The answer lies in learning to listen, and the best 

place to start is at the beginning of a neighborhood’s story.  

by Ivette Mongalo-Winston 

Residents in Ellon, Scotland create a community vision. 
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Each community has a unique 
set of visionaries and alliances 

to harmonize, while taking into 
consideration the history that 

brought them to life.

“

”

The relationship between communities and 

developers did not fragment because of one failed 

project. Many communities have experienced 

more than a century of structural racism and 

discriminatory housing practices, leading to 

generations of mistrust toward new projects.  In 

particular, African-Americans have witnessed 

consistent underinvestment in local schools, 

parks, and public infrastructure, in addition to 

being forcibly dispersed throughout cities during 

large beautification projects. In Pittsburgh, 

communities such as the Hill District, Homewood, 

and Larimer continue to pass down the traumas 

of displacement and violence, and the realities of 

those impacts still weigh heavily on families’ 

future wellbeing.     

On the other side of the relationship, developers 

operate within a particular set of professional 

obligations that are largely transactional in nature.  

Their work is restricted by financing sources 

and governmental approvals, and timelines often 

only provide time for a few select public events. 

According to Bill Gatti of Trek Development, 

“Many developers don’t necessarily make the 

emotional link between the history of a place and 

where we are today. Because they likely did not 

have a direct role in the policies, they are less 

likely to feel a responsibility to right past wrongs.”

Operating within tight schedules, many project 

teams default to one source of approval in the 

community, with little attention to delivering an 

appropriate and meaningful result.  As President 

and CEO of the Homewood Children’s Village, 

Walter Lewis explained, “We are often provided an 

elaborate plan in small font projected in a poorly 

lit room, and then we’re expected to provide 

immediate feedback. You have checked the box, 

but it’s not authentic engagement.”  

 

CHECKING OUTSIDE THE BOX 

At the intersection of these stories lies mistrust 

and missed intentions, all condensed into an 

uncomfortable timeframe. Just as no singular real 

estate deal is identical, each community has a unique 

set of visionaries and alliances to harmonize, while 

taking into consideration the history that brought 

them to life. Based on residents’ experiences in the 

neighborhoods of Homewood, Hill District, and 

Larimer, the following principles are foundational 

to creating a lasting partnership.

    

1. There is no one voice 

In gathering public feedback, there is a tendency to 

designate a “leader” of the community, a collective 

representative who will answer, negotiate, and 

deliver every element of the process.  As Jerome 

Jackson from Operation Better Block (OBB) 

explained, “In the old way, projects would come to 

our organization for ‘community approval.’ If we 

signed off, the project could move forward. In the 

new way, residents approve the project, then OBB 

signs on.” Homewood has already started to shift 

this dynamic and their Cluster Planning Process 

has engaged 500 residents across 31 meetings, in 

addition to door-knocking and online engagement 

when residents can’t attend the meetings.  

2. Be clear about what you’re asking 

Often “public  engagement” and “public information” 

meetings are proposed as the same process, whereas 

their outcomes are radically different. To restore faith 

in the partnership, organizers must be deliberate and 

transparent about the purpose of the community’s 

participation, whether it is informational, for 

constructive feedback, or for broader visioning. “It 

can no longer be, ‘We heard you, but we’re going 

to keep moving in the same direction,’” Jackson 

explained. “When residents are partners at the 

table, there has to be greater accountability.” This 

will also impact who you invite to the table, and 

what preparation participants must undertake.   

Larimer residents brainstorming the future of their neighborhood.

Pittsburgh Land Bank public engagement process.
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3. It might take more than three meetings 

Much like developers juggle countless factors in a 

proforma, community engagement also requires 

a delicate balance of relationships, voices, and 

competing interests. In practice, that means it likely 

requires more than three attempts to connect. More 

than any one action, authentic community buy-

in is a product of smaller points of collaboration 

throughout a concentrated period of time, with a 

dedicated person who keeps communication lines 

open throughout the entire process. If this sounds 

more expensive, it likely is, but as Walter Lewis 

articulated, “You can pay now, or you’ll pay later 

through the blight, challenges, and push-back from 

the community. And then in 20 years, you’ll do it all 

over again in some other part of the city.” 

4. We all bring something to the table 

The traditional notions of professional “experts” 

and community “audiences” often intimidate, and 

in many cases exclude, the very people who have 

much-needed insight. Hill District resident Sharnay 

Hearn Davis emphasized, “No one is an expert on 

every aspect of a community, and there is nothing 

less inviting than talking to someone who assumes 

they know the answers.” Hearn Davis has seen 

development in the Hill from multiple perspectives, 

including as the City of Pittsburgh’s Community 

Affairs Liaison and as a Master’s candidate in 

Community Leadership. She’s found that simply 

breaking bread together can often shift the unequal 

dynamic. “In the sharing of a meal, you realize, 

I’m a mother, you’re a mother. I care about this 

community, and you care about it,” said Hearn Davis. 

“So how can we work together and move forward?”  

5. Public engagement doesn’t end with design   

The most consistently asked question from community 

participants is, “Whatever happened to that project?” 

Meetings have concluded and foundations have 

been laid, but those closest to the project are left 

wondering about the impact of their input.  “People 

think about community engagement as a phase 

before and after, but it’s really throughout the entire 

construction process,” explained Hearn Davis. 

Residents must be able to trace the incorporation 

of their ideas throughout the project’s evolution, 

providing greater context for the compromises and 

concessions that will be made. With check-ins at every 

milestone, communication continues beyond the 

project’s initial design process (where it typically 

happens) to include approvals, site groundbreaking, 

construction, and, finally, the grand opening.  

PROGRESS IN PROCESS 

Public engagement at present is an individual 

choice. If a project team cares to partner with the 

community, it will invest the resources to do so. 

Trek Development, for example, has been piloting 

an intentional networking model called Bedford 

Connect, which brings together residents of the 

Hill District’s Bedford Dwellings and the broader 

community to share concerns, brainstorm ideas, and 

ultimately get to know their new neighbors. Beyond 

normal monthly meetings, the development’s 

fulltime Community Builder organizes a variety of 

pop-up lunches, dances, and coffee shops, all ideas 

of Bedford Connect residents themselves. As Gatti 

explained, “If we provide space for residents to 

become active neighbors and lead the conversation, 

we create a community that can easily engage in the 

planning process because they are already proposing

projects and collaborating together. We become 

trusted partners, and residents also find partners 

in their new neighbors.” Trek is going a step further 

and sharing its results with other developers and 

property financing bodies in attempts to create a 

body of practice within the field. 

But to develop a city of authentic neighborhoods, 

every plan and every design must incorporate 

an effective engagement process. Pittsburgh’s 

Department of City Planning is taking steps toward 

developing a standard protocol to guide all future 

projects’ engagement. The new procedure, aptly 

named the Public Engagement Plan, will be designed 

with a working group comprised of residents and 

professionals in the field.  In cities like Austin and 

Boston, this type of process has fostered greater 

ownership of a variety of neighborhood plans and 

has provided clear steps for private companies to 

emulate. Pittsburgh’s first test will be on its 10-year 

comprehensive plan.  

True public engagement is as complex as the 

communities we seek to serve, and its success 

hinges on the foundation of any partnership—

trust.  More than one conversation or one project, 

trust takes time, and there are no shortcuts.  As 

Lewis wisely stated, “All easy paths to trust lead to 

distrust.” Throughout the lifetime of a project, each 

time you sit across from a community partner or a 

neighborhood resident is an opportunity to restore 

the shared belief in each other’s good intentions. 

And if you turn the table around, it’s not hard to 

advocate for a place that you call home.  

Thinking back to your own neighborhood and to 

your own family, it shouldn’t be hard to advocate 

for a place that someone else calls home.

Student design exercise at Urban Design Associates.
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Surrounded by a blooming garden, renowned researcher, author, 

and educator Professor Vivian Loftness illuminates the future of 

21st century building. With a more than 30-year career spanning 

environmental design, advanced building systems integration, climate 

and regionalism in architecture, and indoor environmental health, Dr. 

Loftness has dedicated her life to ensuring that everyone has access to 

what is fundamental to human existence: nature.   

Dr. Vivian Loftness
on the Future
of Architecture
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3. What barriers face women in architecture?  

When I began architecture school, less than 1 percent 

of registered architects were women. It was not 

considered a profession that women should pursue, 

and certainly not one where they would excel. 

Now, well over 50 percent of graduating students 

across the nation are female, so we have at least 

overcome that perceptual hurdle. While I was not 

personally held back because of gender bias, women 

still represent less than 8 percent of principals or 

firm leadership. I think the real challenge is the 

balance between work and life commitments. It’s 

an American problem in general, but architects have 

particularly intense surges of deadlines, where for 

weeks on end, they leave late and work on weekends. 

In contrast, Sweden urges both partners to take 12 

months’ leave after a child is born, one after the 

other, which removes the stigma that women alone 

require more flexible schedules. We must make it 

possible to be a practitioner in architecture while 

balancing the demands of a family life.  

1. Why were you first drawn to sustainable design?  

There are often two paths for architects. As a 

fine art, architecture is in pursuit of expression 

and uniqueness—the easily recognized buildings 

of Frank Gehry and Zaha Hadid exemplify this 

perspective. As a humanistic and environmental 

discipline, architecture is the pursuit of placemaking 

with technical excellence—the crafted, contextual 

buildings of Renzo Piano and Lake Flato come to 

mind. I studied at a program that was committed to 

contextually responsive design, to the study of the 

details that address human need, climatic variation, 

and geographic features. Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology in the 1970s was not about high style, 

but rather how the building functioned relative to its 

environment. Midway through my degree, the first 

energy crisis brought to light fundamental questions 

about the world’s oil supply. So an awareness 

of resource limitations has always been deeply 

ingrained in my practice of architecture. From the 

day I graduated, there has been an ever-increasing 

dimension to what I care about, from placemaking 

to energy to water to materials to health and indoor 

environmental quality, to land use and community.  

2. How has the field of sustainability evolved 

throughout your career?  

I think about sustainability as a series of ever-

widening but interlocking circles. The early years 

were really focused on energy conservation, on 

passive and active strategies to reduce our reliance 

on what was perceived to be finite. The formation of 

the U.S. Green Building Council was really the most 

critical step in defining a broader set of goals for 

architecture, including atmosphere, carbon, water, 

materials, and indoor environmental quality. When 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

(LEED) was launched, people began to coalesce 

around the impact of the total building and our 

industry’s responsibility for solving local and global 

challenges. Equity and regeneration are the broadest 

goals to be incorporated into our field of work, with 

the understanding that we need to heal the damage 

that we’ve previously done. Today, we need to 

clarify the mandate and relevant benchmarks for 

these imperatives with the specification that we 

have established for other aspects of sustainability, 

including textbooks that teach these fundamental 

principles of design.  

An awareness of
resource limitations has 

always been deeply
ingrained in my practice 

of architecture.

“

”

4. How do you measure the quality of a 21st century 

building?  

In reality, architecture strives to bring art, humanity 

and technical elegance to placemaking. Yet we do 

not have metrics and milestones across all of these 

values. The United Nations has defined Sustainable 

Development Goals that give us a clue as to what 

is needed in our shared future, and architecture 

plays a critical role. While we may currently assess 

buildings through measures of performance, like 

energy usage or thermal comfort, we have not yet 

addressed the building’s impact on our health and 

wellbeing. For example, a hospital room is designed 

to accommodate specific equipment, while leaving 

enough space for visitors and the doctor to move 

around. But do we know how these choices affect 

health outcomes? Does the room need to prioritize 

sunshine and fresh air, or be adjacent to a garden 

to catalyze movement in patients? The same 

questions apply to any other space we build. What 

office designs promote high levels of concentration 

and collaboration? What school features are most 

conducive to learning, health, and community 

strength? We need to conduct great environmental 

and social science research to measure the real 

impact of our buildings, and to derive insights and 

standards that respond to the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals.    
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5. How do we establish sustainable building 

methods as standard practice?     

We need to make the economic case for healthy 

building practices and uncover the consequences of 

people who inhabit unhealthy spaces. Certifications 

like the WELL Building Standard and LEED certainly 

go a long way toward making sustainability a 

badge of honor, but we cannot change building 

requirements without making broader connections 

to worker health and productivity. For architects, 

that means taking a leadership role in conducting 

quantitative research, which we have not typically 

thought was our responsibility. It requires 

environmental and social science skills, including 

the ability to structure a hypothesis, gather data in 

a consistent fashion, complete statistical analyses, 

and ultimately draw significant conclusions. I do 

not know how an architectural firm could make 

critical advances in the field without researching 

what we have held as qualitative truths.   

6. What is architecture’s role in creating healthy 

spaces for everyone?  

More than decisions about energy use or materials 

in our buildings, we are a profession that influences 

quality of life. Architects choose to work in delightful 

spaces, either that they’ve designed themselves, or 

that they’ve handpicked because of their character 

or beauty. Yet when you spend time talking to 

the average person and observing their working 

conditions, you realize the degree to which we have 

historically underplayed our responsibility to our 

buildings’ occupants. Each new building and major 

retrofit creates places that people inhabit, and we 

must provide the healthiest living and working spaces 

possible. Architects have the capacity to support 

equity, compassion, and delight through our designs, 

which is the foundation to a healthier world.
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Inspire Speakers Series
Join the Green Building Alliance for our 7th year of inspiring speakers

 at the Elsie H. Hillman Auditorium at the historic Hill House. 
Learn more about our 2018-2019 schedule where we’ll welcome our 105th speaker!   

www.inspirespeakersseries.com 
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