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Education for the 
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MAJESTIC LANE
on People, Place, and the Changing      
    Face of Leadership

By Mary Schrag
 Viride | 76 | Viride



“How can people of all races, ages, and backgrounds 
see Pittsburgh as a city that makes them strong, a city 
that opens their eyes to global realities, while still being 
on the ground?” As the City of Pittsburgh’s Deputy 
Chief of Neighborhood Empowerment, Majestic Lane 
supports the health and vibrancy of Pittsburgh’s 90 
neighborhoods. His vision for Pittsburgh—that it be a 
place for everyone—implies his tenacious commitment 
to its residents. The confirmation of Lane’s dedication 
lies in his two guiding philosophies: do good to others, 
and stay low and keep firing. The rapper Notorious 
B.I.G. couldn’t have said it better himself.

In all of his endeavors, Majestic Lane’s aim is “to create processes, 
programs, practices, and policies that are sensitive to people.” 
Intent on fostering thriving Pittsburgh neighborhoods, Lane has 
engaged in ventures like the p4 Pittsburgh initiative, PolicyLink’s 
Equitable Development: The Path to an All-In Pittsburgh plan, and 
the city’s own Inclusive Innovation Roadmap. These platforms 
preserve the places and spaces that define Pittsburgh’s character, 
including some of his favorites such as Frick Park, Spak Brothers, 
Bar Marco, and Salem’s. And an essential piece of that character 
is the well-being of all residents. 

It is no accident that Lane’s dedication to both place and people 
is intertwined. During his early work with truant students, he real-
ized that children’s disconnection from school often reflects their 
neighborhood’s disconnection from the regional economy. These 
vulnerable communities are also most impacted ecologically, 
affecting children’s ability to become healthy adults. A thriving city 
then requires a specific attention to the people who are there—to 
the residents and students who sustain the collection of blocks 
they call home.   

Lane’s focus on individuals forms the foundation of his neighbor-
hood empowerment work in the mayor’s office.  In conjunction 
with Partners4Work and the Allegheny Conference on Community 
Development, Lane is coordinating Pittsburgh’s first TechHire 
cohort, which connects dislocated workers with training in fields 
like coding and IT management. Across town, the city is pursuing 
partnerships with the East End Food Cart—a group of young resi-
dents in Homewood, Larimer, and East Liberty who manage a 
mobile fresh produce market in their neighborhoods. By connecting 
entrepreneurship with health and wellness, the project could knit 
together two of the neighborhoods’ great challenges and create a 
solution to both. 

With another term in office nearly guaranteed, the administra-
tion of Mayor Peduto is staring down some of the city’s most 
intractable challenges, including combined sewage overflow, 
aging water infrastructure, and affordable housing. Their solu-
tions though lie in individual residents’ success. “We’re at our 

best when we channel neighbors’ concerns, 
when we can engage residents in issues they 
already care about,” reflected Lane. “If you walk 
around a Pittsburgh neighborhood, you would be 
amazed how many people want to be involved in 
the future of their community.” 

Despite a career’s worth of successes, ask Lane 
about his greatest accomplishment and he’ll 
wax philosophical. “Above all, it’s the opportu-
nity to change who can imagine themselves as 
leaders. If kids from disconnected communi-
ties can look at me and see what’s possible, 
see what they can do in their lives, I think that’s 
the most powerful contribution I can make.”   

Green Building Alliance is honored to recognize Majestic 
Lane as our 2017 Luminary Award recipient in commen-
dation for his unwavering determination to make 
Pittsburgh a sustainable city for all. 

"A thriving city 
requires a specific 
attention to 
the people who 
are there—to 
the residents 
and students 
who sustain 
the collection 
of blocks they 
call home." 
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Neighborhood 
and Nature 
Converge at 
The Frick 
Environmental 
Center 
By Ryan Walsh

When I moved to Pittsburgh last year 
from the mountains of northern 

Vermont, Frick Park was a space of connec-
tion during the transition to my new urban 
life. The park is just four blocks from my 
apartment, and I begin most days there, 
walking in its expansive woods. What at 
first felt like a simple retreat from the grit-
tiness of the city quickly became a more 
complicated and integral part of my sense 
of home—with the Frick Environmental 
Center at the heart of it.  
When it opened in September 2016, the Pittsburgh Parks 
Conservancy’s Frick Environmental Center (FEC) was lauded as 
one of the greenest buildings in the world. The fruit of five years of 
collaboration between the City of Pittsburgh, Parks Conservancy, 
and over 1,000 community members, FEC was designed to meet 
both LEED Platinum certification and the rigorous Living Building 
Challenge. Free and open to the public, it is also the Parks’ hub 
for environmental education. Serenaded by the hooting of great-
horned owls one evening, I was thrilled to imagine what learning 
can be and do when it takes place in a living classroom.

The Frick Environmental Center reimagines the urban ecosystem, 
fostering a relationship between humans and nature that is mutu-
ally beneficial. Camila Rivera-Tinsley, director of education for the 
Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy, describes FEC as a place “where 
things converge and bloom. These spaces are intertwined in ways 
that make both healthier. The Center benefits the health and 
happiness of the humans in the building, and the way the building 
was designed makes the forest and streams in the park healthier.”  

With the Center, the Parks Conservancy envisioned a place that 
functions with the self-sufficiency and grace of a flower: creating 
more energy on-site than it uses, capturing and treating all rain-
water and sewage, sourcing local materials free of toxins, and 
captivating visitors with its beauty. Like the Phipps Center for 
Sustainable Landscapes before it, FEC continues Pittsburgh’s story 
of regeneration through living buildings. It also embodies the Parks 
Conservancy’s long-standing efforts to help all residents connect 
with nature and create healthy ecosystems.

The Parks Conservancy staff members use FEC as they use nature—
by encouraging visitors of all ages to observe, ask questions, and 
experience their surroundings to analyze how our decisions impact 
the world around us. Students learn about healthy streams and 
experience a sense of place while splashing around in the Falls 

Children play at John 
Russell Pope’s historic 

gatehouses that have 
greeted visitors to 

Frick Park since 1935
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Ravine and Fern Hollow creeks. Back in an FEC classroom, they learn how the 
building protects streams and watersheds from stormwater runoff that can often 
cause and contribute to erosion, flash flooding, and combined sewer overflow to 
our rivers. “Kids might first gravitate to the wildflowers or the American toads trilling 
by the water,” said Rivera-Tinsley, “but once they’re observing the wildlife, we find 
ways to help them notice the built environment—how the constructed wetlands and 
outflow drains provide habitat and filter rainwater to protect the stream below.” 

At the Frick Environmental Center, I am reminded that the separation between the 
human and nonhuman world is as thin as the rain veil that envelops the building 
during a shower. When it rains at FEC, water literally cascades from the north 
roof, flowing down sculpted sandstone waterfalls into wetlands on its journey to 
the Monongahela River. A recent school visit brought students from the nearby 
Environmental Charter School to figure out how they could learn from FEC to help 
similarly redesign their school’s property, witnessing how permeable pavers can 
divert rainwater more effectively than the mere grass next to them. 

The site abounds with lessons on sustainable living. Some are obvious, like the 
solar array that provides both shaded parking and more renewable energy than the 
building consumes. There are also large rain barrels beneath the panels, demon-
strating how easy it is to reuse captured rainwater to irrigate native landscaping 
or to flush toilets. Other FEC features are more subtle, such as geothermal wells 

that help regulate the building’s temperature or sensors that provide feedback 
so people can better decide when to open or close a window. Through a range of 
school programs, summer camps, tours, and even “sustainable sipping” events for 
adults, every visitor can return home inspired by and equipped with ways to make 
our homes, schools, and communities healthy and thriving places. 

As I make my way home, a small sign reminds me: “You Belong.” Indeed, the Frick 
Environmental Center is open to all residents to access and enjoy year-round. This 
sign marks the entrance to the “From Slavery to Freedom Garden,” a resident-
designed project that showcases native foods and medicinal plants that celebrate 
traditional African American cultivation. “We’re reminded that everyone should be 
part of the sustainability narrative,” said Rivera-Tinsley. “It demonstrates how all 
human cultures are necessarily woven into the story of environmentalism.” 

Crunching along the gravel trail, I follow the shade of trees back into the 
neighborhood. I arrived as a walker and return with a renewed sense of 
my role as a citizen on this earth. Ultimately, this is the Frick Environmental 
Center’s aim for each of us —inspiration to become lifelong stewards of the 
environment, making positive contributions now and for generations to come.  

Green Building Alliance honors the Frick Environmental Center with our 2017 Leadership Award. 

“We’re reminded 
that everyone 

should be part of 
the sustainability 

narrative."

 Viride | 1312 | Viride



Millvale 
    APPROACHES SUSTAINABILITY  
           ON ITS OWN TERMS T he last five years have brought 

Millvale’s sustainability inten-
tions into focus, with a series 

of plans and projects renewing the once 
industrial center’s small town prosperity. 
Led by the Borough of Millvale, Millvale 
Community Development Corporation, 
Millvale Community Library, and New 
Sun Rising, the 3,700-resident town 
followed a specific planning process to 
become a formally registered EcoDistrict, 
focusing its growth on energy, food, 
water, mobility, air quality, and equity.  
The resulting Pivot Plans have served 
as a model for neighboring communi-
ties, but ask Millvalians why they joined 
the sustainability movement and you’ll 
find a fierce devotion to the town’s inde-
pendent identity. Always welcoming, 
unapologetically quirky, Millvale is 
a story best told by Millvale itself.  
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BRIAN WOLOVICH 
Founder of Millvale Community Library;  
Co-Founder of New Sun Rising;  
Millvale Councilperson 

Millvale has always been a family town for me. My dad lived up 
the hill in Cherry City, I was baptized here, and my brother was 
married at St. Nicholas Church. I bought my great-aunt’s house 
in 2003, and just when it was almost habitable, we had two 
floods in one week. There was six feet of water on Monday--and 
by Thursday there was four to five more. It was 2007, and that’s 
where this all started. It was just my neighbors and me cleaning 
up, trying to figure out how to stay afloat. You just start to ask 
yourself, can people come together for something that is proactive 
rather than reactive?  I’m not a community planner and I never 
intended to work in politics. So if we were going change our neigh-
borhood, it had to start with the residents, with the people who 
know the neighborhood the best.  Five years of community meet-
ings later, when I look at the Millvale Pivot 1.0 or 2.0 Plan, I don’t 
see budgets or bullet points; I remember the different faces and 
conversations that started each project. Our plans were created 
by real people. And real people come together because they 
care, because they created something that speaks to their lives. 

DENISE RUDAR 
Oncology Nurse; Co-Chair of Gardens of Millvale;  
Treasurer of Millvale Community Development Corporation; 
Chairperson of Millvale Zoning Board;  
Member of Millvale Tree Committee 

I married a Millnoid (an affectionate name for a resident), and 
30 years ago we moved into the house that he grew up in. For 
many years I just minded my own business, but when my chil-
dren started going through a rough time, I had to do something. 
All their friends were using drugs, and I just couldn’t bear to 
see child after child overdosing and even committing suicide. 
So, I got involved with the Gardens of Millvale to show all these 
beautiful kids that there was something to live for.  In 2010, 
the gardens were just two little contaminated FEMA lots (sold 
to the borough), but every year they seemed to get bigger. 

The gardens really embody every aspect of the EcoDistrict plan. 
We deal with air quality, stormwater, there’s equity--anyone 
can garden or volunteer. We even have a solar-powered aqua-
ponics system and free WiFi! The funny thing is, when we first 
started our efforts in the freezing, unfinished library, I thought, 
“What the heck are we doing?” But when we finally presented 
the [EcoDistrict] Plan, standing in front of 100 people, I just 
thought, “Of course we can do this. No one’s telling us we 
can’t.” And that’s the thing. The plan wasn’t dictated to us. 
The residents here decided to make Millvale a place where 
people want to stay. It’s like my family got so much larger. 
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LISA LOVE 
Owner of Salon 22;   
Chairwoman of the Business Association of Millvale

When I was growing up in Millvale, kids used to call us “Mildew.” 
We were supposed to be ashamed of living in a borough, in 
an old-timey river town. But we were a thriving community; 
we had three butcher shops, two bakeries, a produce market, 
and an IGA market.  People could find everything that they 
needed. When all of the mills closed, I saw Millvale go through 
a dark period, and then the flood came and people couldn’t 
afford to stay. In 2014, I decided to buy a building here and 
move my salon from Lawrenceville. My sister and I started 
the Business Association of Millvale (BAM) and now have 46 
businesses in town, 17 of which are certified sustainable by 
Sustainable Pittsburgh.  We work together to introduce other 
owners to green practices, to contribute in our own ways to the 
[EcoDistrict] vision. So in many ways, we’ve come full circle. The 
arts community is moving in, we have a new coffee shop that’s 
going to sell fresh produce. We have this yin and yang of old 
and new.  The businesses that sustained Millvale are welcoming 
the ones bringing new energy and positivity. We’re just a small 
town next to a big city--and it’s the best of both worlds. 

JANET ZIPF 
Owner of Back to the Earth Massage Therapy;  
Member of Board of Directors, Millvale Community  
Development Corporation 

I’ve always been a small-town girl. I’ve lived on this street for 
26 years, and I’ve been an activist for most of them. I used to 
put on teen dances and run crime watch on my block. Council 
wasn’t listening to the community, so I became my own darn 
council. That’s how this all started. When Brian Wolovich 
(founder of the Millvale Community Library) invited me to 
the first EcoDistrict meeting—I have to be honest with you—I 
thought the activities were corny. I didn’t want to doodle on a 
stupid map. But when we came back, we had all this data and 
the beginnings of a vision and I realized, okay, this is actually 
something. We’re in a predicament on this planet because we 
always wait for someone else to do something. And here we 
are saying, we’re ready. Listen, Millvale has always taken care 
of its own. I’ve lived here forever and that hasn’t changed. 
But our hometown has a new group of people who have new 
ideas to share—and that’s just who we are. In Millvale, you can 
be whoever you want to be. If you feel like going to the Family 
Dollar in your pajamas, well, knock yourself out. I just love it 
here. I’ll live and die here and I don’t care who knows it. 
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JIM MILLER 
Father; U.S. Navy Veteran; Postmaster of the American Legion; 
former Millvale Councilperson

JASON MILLER 
Son; U.S. Airforce Veteran;  
Head of the Veterans of Foreign War (VFW) Post 118;  
Millvale Councilperson

I grew up in Millvale, and the only time I really spent away was 
when I served in the U.S. Airforce. When I was starting my own 
family, I just couldn’t think of a better place to live. I mean, this 
was the type of town that, if you ever did anything wrong, your 
parents definitely heard about it. Everybody really did know each 
other. So when I took over the VFW post with my father, one of 
the first things we did was reach back out into the community. 
We volunteer for any event, at the church, when the firemen 
need a hand... The EcoDistrict project was no different. If you 
care about where you live, you can’t help but get involved. And 
we aren’t the type of people who sit on the sidelines. The VFW 
motto is, we honor the dead by helping the living. I’ve been 
here 60-odd years. I went to school here, bought my first house 
here, raised my son here. What can I say? My heart bleeds 
Millvale. I’ll do whatever I can to keep it going. What the plan 
really says is, hey, we care. We’re building something together. 
At the end of the day, the people in Millvale are real. They feel 
for you. They care about you.  For me, as long as I know that 
I’ve made a difference in someone else’s life, I’ve accom-
plished something. And I hope I brought my son up that way. 

SULUKWE TESSENEER 
Millvale Solar Teen Fellow; IT Whiz

I moved here with my family when I was two, and I just turned 
18. Growing up, Millvale was really quiet. Sometimes really 
loud, but mostly quiet. Neighbors didn’t really talk to each 
other, and you didn’t see people walking around or eating 
together.  So, when I heard about the Solar Teen Fellowship 
program (part of the EcoDistrict program), I was excited that 
something was happening.  About 10 of us, ages four to 17, 
learned how solar panels work, where they connect, how to 
set them up, and we even made our own computer models. 
I didn’t know anyone at first, but now I see the other Fellows 
walking around the neighborhood and I always say hello.  

With all the improvements, the new stores and new projects, 
more people want to work together to make the neighbor-
hood better. There’s a new environment; people’s moods have 
changed, and it makes me want to help more people out—just 
doing whatever small things that I can do to make things better. 
It never once crossed my mind to do anything energy- or environ-
ment-related, but when I became a Solar Fellow, I realized that 
I really enjoyed the work and might want to do it for a career. 
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KATHERINE SCHULER 
Owner of Rolling Pepperoni;  
Chair of Millvale’s Bicycle Pedestrian Committee

Why did I move here? Affordable rent and parking. It was 2015, 
and I was running my business out of this awful basement in 
Oakland. I kept seeing flyers around town and ended up at an 
EcoDistrict planning meeting. We talked about air and water 
and social equality for the town, but the Plan really created 
those things for me. When I moved to Millvale, suddenly all of 
these opportunities opened up—now I’m baking in a beautiful 
church here. I’m paying taxes for my business to the borough. 
The EcoDistrict is Millvale’s wherewithal to say, “It’s better 
for everyone when everyone’s better.” People could volunteer 
for what they really cared about, and the enthusiasm made 
you trust that it was a worthwhile cause. You know, I’m from 
West Virginia and I had never pulled a vegetable out of the 
ground until I moved here. I went from being an outsider with 
this weird pepperoni roll business to joining the Business 
Association, then the Bicycle Pedestrian Committee, and 
the Gardens.  Now I’m buying a house because my neighbor 
recommended me to the seller. It has the makings of a classic 
love story. Millvale opened its arms and I was home. 

Photograph by Christopher Squier
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Michael Kuhn 
Lays the Blueprint 
for a Sustainable 
Construction Industry

Gazing out his office’s new triple paned 
windows, Michael Kuhn can’t help but smile 
when you mention his storied green building 
career. As a 15-year-old field laborer at Jendoco 
Construction Corporation, sustainability was 
not even a word in his vocabulary. Nearly 
three decades later, he is now an acclaimed 
architectural engineer and president of Jendoco, 
having dedicated his life to harmonizing 
construction methods with sustainable design 
sensibilities. He has managed the rehabilitation 
of many of Pittsburgh’s beloved landmarks, 
including Rodef Shalom, the Carnegie Museum 
of Natural History, and the historic Strip District 
Produce Terminal.
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What was your introduction to green building? 
My office was working on a project at Penn 
Center West, and the team wanted to certify 
their building as LEED. It was 1998, and the 
project fell one point short of certification. I 
later learned that the first LEED speculative 
office building wasn’t certified until 2002, and 
it passed by only one point. So we were four 
years ahead (or behind) the curve, if you will.

Is there a danger of sustainability becoming over-
hyped? How do you understand its importance?
Sustainable design is ultimately about health 
and well-being. It’s about health for the indi-
viduals that work in buildings, it’s about the 
health of the communities that those build-
ings serve, and it’s about the health of the 
environment. If we can create buildings that 
breathe and allow natural light, that are net-
positive in regard to energy and their carbon 
footprints, then we’re creating a healthy future. 
I have children and some day I hope to have 
grandchildren. So for me, sustainability is as 
fundamental as the dictionary definition; it’s 
about meeting our needs today without sacri-
ficing opportunities for future generations.    

We typically think of green building as being 
led by architects and engineers. What is 
the role of the construction industry in 
reducing our environmental footprint? 
It’s equally our responsibility as contractors to 
be advocates for green building.  Construction 
firms have years of successes and failures 
with sustainable strategies, but we can provide 
advice far beyond basic cost calculations. Above 
all, high performing buildings require collabora-
tion from the earliest phases of design.  If we 
can be included as the project develops, crews 
can fill in some of the implementation gaps 
missed by designers. For example, when we 
were expanding the Senator John Heinz History 
Center, one of our workers proposed that we 

tile the floor with big wooden beams from the 
historic ice house’s original structure. Because 
we collaborated, we created a solution that was 
local, sustainable, and aesthetically beautiful.  

How do you win the cost versus envi-
ronmental impact argument? 
When I’m talking to someone who doesn’t 
quite understand the value proposition of 
sustainable design, I refer back to the three 
little pigs. Of course, it costs more to build 
a house out of bricks, but if the function 
is to keep the wolf from blowing the house 
down, then what have you saved by building 
it out of straw and sticks? Good design is 
sustainable design, and that’s a message 
even a calculating wolf could get behind. 

What is Pittsburgh’s greatest challenge in the next 
10 years? 
As we look toward changes in climate and 
population, our focus has to be on storm and 
sanitary sewer infrastructure. To put the situ-
ation in context, several years ago Carnegie 
Mellon University’s Margaret Morrison Hall 
flooded three stories. Torrential rains poured 
down from Squirrel Hill, the force of which blew a 
door backward on its hinges. Because our storm 
and sanitary sewer systems are combined, 
refuse actually flooded onto campus. We had to 
completely tear out a children’s playground and 
sanitize the whole area. Then, it flooded again. 
These are not minor inconveniences or obstacles 
in the distant future. We face an incredible chal-
lenge as a region, but as clichéd as it sounds, 
I believe every challenge is an opportunity. So 
we have quite the opportunity on our hands. 

What is the best piece of advice you have ever received? 
You have two ears and one mouth. You should 
listen twice as much as you talk. I will never 
forget this one project that I worked on early 
in my career. The owner, the design team, 
the contracting team, and even the subcon-
tracting team all collaborated from the very 
beginning of the project. Our success was 
not in spite of creative differences, but rather 
because we had processes to work through 
them all. The awards we won were gratifying, 
but what is truly incredible is that our entire 
project team still gets together every couple of 
months to catch up. And it’s been 15 years. 
 
For his 13 total years of service on our board of 
directors, Green Building Alliance honors Michael 
Kuhn with our first-ever GBA Service Award. 

"It’s equally our 
responsibility as 
contractors to 
be advocates for 
green building."
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August Wilson 
Mural in the Hill 
District painted 
by Kyle Holbrook 
and a team of 10 
young painters

By Presley Gillespie and Aurora Sharrard
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A s wind-powered LED lighting 
darts across the Rachel 
Carson Bridge, Pittsburgh’s 

transformation seems inescapably 
complete. Once a riveted monu-
ment to industrial plenty, the yellow 
steel connecting neighborhoods 
proclaims an economy bursting 
with innovation. There is no doubt 
that Pittsburgh has turned several 
sustainability corners -- and the 
future continues to glow brightly. 

Like many post-industrial cities, Pittsburgh spent 
the end of the 20th century managing decline. 
A once nationally dominant steel industry lost 
75% of its production by the mid-1980s--and the 
region hemorrhaged 133,000 manufacturing 
jobs in just eight years.1 Fast-forward 20 years 
and Pittsburgh had built three of the first 13 

LEED-certified buildings in the United States, and 
now has the largest 2030 District worldwide.2 
From 2010 to 2015, Pittsburgh’s tech sector 
grew 58%, and in 2017 the city surpassed 100 
electric vehicle charging stations. 

If Pittsburgh’s successes are significant, equally 
notable is for whom success struck – and has 
stuck. At its core, sustainable development is 
concerned with the health of the environment, 
the economy, and society at-large. Projects that 
improve both the environment and the economy, 
however, do not necessarily benefit all people 
equally. Indeed, despite local economic growth, 
Pittsburgh’s racial gap in wages, employment, 
and family income has actually worsened over 
the past five years.3  The result is two different 
realities: a thriving urban center with amenities 
to rival any modern metropolis--and a collection 
of neighborhoods that face more challenges 
than before. For Pittsburgh to truly deliver on its 
promise of prosperity for all residents, the city 
must embrace all three facets of the sustain-
ability paradigm equally. 

WITH EQUITY AND JUSTICE FOR ALL    
Inequality, of course, is not new to Pittsburgh 
or any other American city.  Discrimination is 
part of how the United States came to exist and 
has shaped modern geography through lending 
evaluations, redlining, and eminent domain. 
“Equitable development” has become the touch-
stone for changing this legacy -- working to 
provide everyone with equal access to opportu-
nity, with a focus on low-income neighborhoods, 
communities of color, and others segregated 
from society. This work is sometimes referred 
to as poverty reduction, affordable housing, or 
racial justice. Compared to sustainability’s macro 
perspective, equitable development focuses on 
individual successes to build thriving schools, 
neighborhoods, and cities.  

If equity and sustainability seem aligned, it’s 
because they are.  Both approaches’ wish lists 
include walkable communities; reliable and 
frequent public transportation; and energy-effi-
cient, affordable housing.  

So what would happen if both teams painted 
on the same canvas? The picture might look a 
little like the Evergreen Agricultural Cooperative. 
Located in the distressed central neighborhood 
of Cleveland, this 3.25-acre hydroponic green-
house employs 38 full-time staff to maintain 
its yearly production of more than 30 million 
heads of lettuce, microgreens, and herbs – 
all sold within 150 miles of the facility. Each 
plant requires just one gallon of water to grow 
(compared to 40 gallons for field-grown plants) 
and 80% of that irrigation is collected from 
the greenhouse’s roof. Most employees have 
barriers to work (criminal records, language defi-
cits, or educational lapses) and all are eligible to 
buy into the cooperative’s ownership. Employees 
then share in the company’s profits while building 
equity that can be applied toward a larger invest-
ment such as a house.4

 
In any city, equitable, sustainable development can 
exist at many life stages of a building, from how it’s 
built (and with whom), to its (continued on page 61)  
 

Members of the 
Sankofa Village 
Community 
Garden harvest 
vegetables in 
the Hill District

Karen Washington 
(above right)

and residents of 
Homewood meet to 
discuss community 

garden projects
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From Pittsburgh to Paris: 
A Progress Report on 

Climate Change
By Natalie Stewart

It was the alliteration heard around the world—
part word play, part divisive rallying cry:  

“I was elected to represent the citizens of 
Pittsburgh, not Paris.” In explaining 

the U.S.’ withdrawal from the Paris 
Accord, “Pittsburgh” was supposed 

to represent hardworking nose-
to-the-grindstone Americans 

unconcerned with global 
environmental quibbles.  

 

Pittsburgh’s three 
rivers meet at the 
Golden Triangle; 
The Champs-Élysée 
opens on the 
Parisian Triangle D’or 
(Golden Triangle)

Pittsburgh aerial photo: Jacob Alexander Media  Viride | 3332 | Viride



The problem, however, is 
that Pittsburgh long ago 
evolved to both recognize 
climate change and take 
action combatting it. 
In spending nearly 40 years quietly repositioning 
its assets, Pittsburgh has used the last 10 years 
to implement a spate of climate-focused initia-
tives largely unnoticed by the headline-reading 
world. Then came that fateful June morning 
when every eye turned to Pittsburgh’s environ-
mental policies. 

A global challenge, climate change has natu-
rally resulted in collective action by the global 
populace. Countless mayors, corporations, and 
individuals have boldly declared their own environ-
mental commitments, signing on to international 
agreements designed to hold whole countries 
responsible. As such, in 2015, Pittsburgh became 
a signatory to The Paris Accord, pledging to hold 
the globe’s temperature increase to below 2 
degrees Celsius. Along with its own commitment 
to reducing emissions 50% by 2030, the city now 
vows to reduce carbon emissions 80% by 2050, 
putting the city on the path to carbon neutrality 
and meaning that for every ton of greenhouse gas 
emitted globally, another ton would be removed 
from the atmosphere. Pittsburgh to Paris indeed. 

As local leaders elevate their climate change 
game, what do these commitments actually 
mean? What is Pittsburgh doing to meet these 
lofty goals? And will it make a difference? If these 
questions resulted in a grade on a group project, 
a C average could mean the demise of life as 
we all currently enjoy it. Here’s hoping we’re all 
aiming for an A+ in our collective efforts.
 

AT FACE VALUE
The most fundamental step a city can take in 
reducing its climate impact is to set a clear goal.  
In June 2017, Bill Peduto, mayor of Pittsburgh, 
followed his Paris declaration by joining the 
Mayors for 100% Clean Energy initiative, through 
which he pledged to power Pittsburgh citywide 
with 100% renewable energy by 2035. These 
goals add to the city’s 2015 Compact of Mayor’s 
commitment, which undertook 50% energy and 
water use reductions, a fossil-fuel-free municipal 
fleet, 100% landfill diversion, and pension divest-
ment from fossil fuels – all by 2030. 

Though the June 2017 commitments drew 
Pittsburgh’s most public line in the sand, the city 
has been incrementally setting public carbon 
targets since 2006. In fewer than 10 years, it 
has released three Climate Action Plans, the 
latest of which was authored by the Office of 
Sustainability (a body created by the first plan). 
Beyond strengthened emission targets (previ-
ously 20% reductions below 2003 levels by 
2023), the newest (2017) Pittsburgh Climate 
Action Plan indicates the government’s compre-
hensive approach to combat climate change, 
including goals for transportation, buildings, 
energy systems, food, and carbon sequestra-
tion. Far from an isolated municipal effort, the 
plan has always included universities, busi-
nesses, and communities. The most recent plan 
adds several national partners, including the 
Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities 
and the American Geophysical Union. Many low-
hanging Versions 1.0 and 2.0 Plan goals have 
been accomplished (city employee bike program, 
new LED exit signs in City-County building), but no 
dedicated funding stream currently (or has previ-
ously) guaranteed full implementation.

BANKING ON SUSTAINABILITY
Thus, converting political aspirations to dollars 
provides one of Pittsburgh’s most direct avenues 
for reducing environmental impacts. To begin 
greening its own facilities, the city has a new 
facilities optimization study, and has already 
equipped the City-County building with air 
quality sensors and submeters for energy use. 
In addition, through the Pittsburgh Green Garage 
Initiative, the Pittsburgh Parking Authority (PPA), 
Sports & Exhibition Authority (SEA), and Urban 
Redevelopment Authority (URA) have all made 
significant LED lighting retrofits to 18 parking 
facilities, resulting in up to 65% reductions in 
energy use supported by a nearly $500,000 state 
grant. The city also cobbled together $255,000 
to electrify its 1,000 car fleet, starting with 10 
electric vehicles and four solar charging stations.1 

Previously, in 2008, when budgetary constraints 
prevented larger investments, the city leveraged 
its significant purchasing power to save money 
and increase renewable energy, setting aside 
$100,000 in the process for the revolving Green 
Initiative Trust Fund; the PPA and URA have both 
replicated this revolving fund, ensuring that 
Pittsburgh’s climate fight (and fiscal responsi-
bility) lives on. 

Along with the Pittsburgh Zoo & PPG Aquarium, 
SEA, and Carlow University, the city also 
convenes the 32-partner Western Pennsylvania 
Energy Purchasing Consortium, which purchases 
170 million kilowatt-hours of electricity annually 
(approximately 20,000 homes' worth), 35% of 
which is renewable, and has saved an estimated 
$10 million since the consortium’s inception.2 
 

ON THE BENCHMARK
No progress report is complete without data, and 
Pittsburgh is committed to publicly reporting on 
its climate-focused progress every five years.  
As a result, 2017 marks the release of the third 
Pittsburgh Greenhouse Gas Inventory, aggre-
gating citywide energy use and emission burdens 
across the residential, commercial, industrial, 
and municipal sectors. Getting accurate data is 
no small feat – especially since the type, form, 
and volume of this information (along with the 
global standards against which it is collected) 
have changed over the past decade.  Based on the 
2013 Inventory (released in September 2017), 
citywide carbon greenhouse gas emissions have 

actually increased 10% since 2003, tightening 
the pressure on doing more faster.3 

To compel more accurate reporting citywide, 
Pittsburgh joined 16 other U.S. cities when it 
passed building benchmarking legislation in 
October 2016. This law requires nonresidential 
buildings larger than 50,000 square feet (about 
the size of the National Aviary) to publicly disclose 
annual energy and water usage. The effort is 
expected to create more transparency in real 
estate markets that are traditionally tight-lipped. 
All public buildings (including city government, 
Allegheny County, Pittsburgh Public Schools, and 
all public authorities) reported their data in 2017, 
with private buildings set to disclose in 2018. 

CEMENTING CHANGE 
If frameworks and funding provide opportuni-
ties for change, policy is the wind that can make 
every ship sail. In partnership with The Heinz 
Endowments, the City of Pittsburgh has priori-
tized four key values, People, Planet, Place, 
and Performance, to evaluate development 
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projects moving forward. Far from a mere aspi-
rational vision, the platform produced the p4 
Performance Measures, a data-driven rubric 
used to evaluate every development’s adherence 
to the p4 values.  The city and URA are currently 
developing a p4 implementation strategy for all 
publicly funded and subsidized projects--and a 
checklist has already been made available for 
developers to consult.  

In terms of vertical development, the City of 
Pittsburgh long ago mandated that all municipal 
projects and all projects receiving tax incre-
ment financing obtain LEED Silver certification.  
However, advancing building codes to present 
levels (let alone stretching codes to really help 
new construction be innovative and visionary) 
has been hampered by the state’s inability to 
adopt a more up-to-date and efficient code that 
would raise the minimum quality standard for all.  

With respect to transportation priorities, Pittsburgh 
joined 1,200 American towns in passing a Complete 
Streets policy in 2016, requiring “all transporta-
tion improvement projects within the city’s public 
realm… [to] enhance mobility, equity, and livability 
for all people.”4 In practice, this means that any 
local-, state-, or federally-funded projects that 
include significant street improvements (larger 
than a sidewalk cut or planter installation) must 
consider all users when designing roads.  Though 
the guaranteed conversation makes an enormous 
step, state control of many neighborhood thor-
oughfares (Carson Street, Butler Street, and more) 
complicates enforcement. 

CROSSED SECTORS,  
CROSSED WIRES
So what is the sum total of the city’s success? 
If you ask the American Council for an Energy 
Efficient Economy (ACEEE), it’s 53 out of 100 
points – or 17th best in the nation.5 A nonprofit 
research institute,  ACEEE ranks local govern-
ment operations, community incentives, utilities, 
buildings, and transportation policies—and in 
2016, Pittsburgh was the 17th most energy-effi-
cient. That improves Pittsburgh’s 2013 score by 
33 points and moves us up three spots, but still 
lags 30 points behind the current leader, Boston. 
Indeed, there are still many immediate oppor-
tunities to reduce Pittsburgh’s climate burden, 
from LED streetlights to denser zoning codes to 
a green roof fund. 

However, Pittsburgh’s governmental agenda 
should not be confused with the change-making 
capacity of the people and organizations who 
make the city an oasis for innovation. For 
Pittsburgh in particular, foundations, neighbor-
hood collaboratives, and non-governmental 
organizations have as much to do with the city’s 
green story as the governmental offices and regu-
latory agencies that manage it. 

The first two Pittsburgh Climate Action Plans, 
for example, were developed by an independent 
coalition of nonprofits; though the city was an 
active partner, it was ditto for the Greenhouse 
Gas Inventories. Similarly, Pittsburgh’s 2012 
Urban Tree Master Plan was developed by Tree 
Pittsburgh, and citywide bike share was incu-
bated at Bike Pittsburgh—only to become the 
nonprofit “Healthy Ride” in its own right. At a 
community level, no fewer than six Pittsburgh 
area neighborhoods are working toward 
EcoDistrict certification—three have their own 
climate resiliency plans and one has started 
its own solar energy cooperative. Beyond 
nonprofits, several Pittsburgh universities use 
more than 35% renewable energy (while working 
towards 100%); building owners are working 
toward massive energy and water use reduc-
tions through the Pittsburgh 2030 District; and 
countless Pittsburgh-based corporations are 
rethinking how we grow food, produce energy, 
and clean our water and atmosphere.

With a simple ampersand, Pittsburgh’s iden-
tity was paired with climate consciousness: 
Pittsburgh & Paris: a collaboration. To our collec-
tive credit, the City of Pittsburgh has made steady 
progress in all the ways that city governments 
can reduce environmental impacts.  However, 
like that group project in school, with Pittsburgh’s 
pursuit of carbon reductions, we all receive the 
same grade despite variance in individual efforts. 
Cities house more than half of the world's popula-
tion and produce 75% of our global greenhouse 
gas emissions.6 As a result, urban residents 
across the globe are conscientiously working to 
manage their carbon footprints.  If we are to meet 
the climate progress of our alliterative match, 
Paris, the entire nose-to-the-grindstone town of 
Pittsburgh must work together for a global A+.    

UPMC is proud to support the Green Building Alliance and its Emerald Evening 2017 Legacy & Luminary Awards.

A STRONG COMMUNITY
TAKES THE SUPPORT OF MANY.

Affiliated with the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, UPMC is ranked among the nation’s best hospitals by U.S. News & World Report.
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In the 21st century, 
industry took a 
pause. Post-Cold War 
regrowth marked capi-
talism as the most 
productive economic 
system, but some of 
its most fundamental 
practitioners were 
beginning to rethink 
their relationship with 
the communities they 
served. Corporations, 
banks, and private 
funds responded 
with initiatives as 
varied as corporate 
responsibility offices, 
sustainable busi-
ness certifications, 
and social venture 
spinoffs, reflecting... 
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and Chris Ellis 
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...a reevaluation of success based 
equally on economic, social, 
and environmental values. 
This triple bottom line has come to inform businesses from FedEx to local letter 
presses, but what is less obvious is how leaders actually quantify social and 
environmental impacts. Even when the goal seems clear (like carbon emission 
reductions or students educated), the monetary value of these “goods” can be 
difficult to pin down. In fact, social-facing sectors like governments, nonprofits, 
and philanthropists often have entirely different rules of reporting than corpora-
tions, reflecting the often qualitative nature of societal change. Imagine a hedge 
fund analyst discussing project performance with the director of a women’s health 
nonprofit. Both have clear results to present (money earned, lives improved), but 
neither can integrate their seemingly disparate stories of change. The result is 
a fragmented landscape of companies, organizations, and funders working at 
cross-purposes to solve the same problem. Thankfully, Antony Bugg-Levine saw 
things differently.

THE ROOTS OF IMPACT INVESTING 

In 2007, then managing director at the Rockefeller Foundation, Antony Bugg-
Levine envisioned a symbiotic relationship between private investment and public 
good, which he referred to as impact investment. As founding chair of the Global 
Impact Investing Network (GIIN), he defines the partnership as “investments made 
into companies, organizations, and funds with the intention to generate social and 
environmental impact alongside a financial return.” Essentially, the investment 
creates one large boardroom, where decision-makers from both the funders and 
funded create a common vocabulary to discuss their project goals and risk analyses.  
Investors are able to report transparent social and environmental outcomes (such as 
gallons of water saved), while those guaranteeing the environmental or social benefit 
can access larger, more predictable streams of money—to the greater benefit of all. 

Equally important, unlike a traditional philanthropic or governmental grant, impact 
investments provide a capital return for investors, with repayment based on the 
project’s reported success. If the project stalls or does not produce its agreed upon 
outcomes, investors share the risk and repayment can be delayed. Though there is 
no one definition for impact investing as an asset type, a 2016 GIIN survey estimates 
that the impact investment market stands at $74 billion, with projections of $2 trillion 
in growth over the next decade.1  At only about 1% of global investments, the field of 
impact investing remains small, but players in many sectors are beginning to create 
their own niche models to implement the philosophy, such as social impact bonds, rate 
cards, and Pay for Success transactions.

PAY FOR SUCCESS: EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

At the genesis of this movement is a preschool program in Salt Lake City, Utah, where 
the Pay for Success model met an early test. The United Way of Salt Lake wanted to 
increase the number of low-income children benefiting from quality early childhood 
education. Unable to mobilize upfront funding, the nonprofit turned to investors J.B. 
Pritzker and Goldman Sachs for a $7 million investment, supporting up to 3,500 
children over five years. The investment was to be repaid based on the number of 

"As communities 
reimagine serving 21st 
century citizens, true 
triple bottom line change 
requires finding partners 
in unusual places."
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preschool students that did not use educational support services during their K-12 
education, as compared to estimates established before students entered preschool. 
In the program’s first year, 110 students tested as likely to need educational support, 
but only one student used the extra services upon entering kindergarten. At approxi-
mately $2,470 per student, the State of Utah was thus able to save $281,550.2 
Simplifying the contractual specifics, the United Way and later the State of Utah 
were able to use these savings to begin repaying J.B Pritzker and Goldman Sachs’ 
initial investment, plus 5% interest. Had the program not succeeded, J.B Pritzker and 
Goldman Sachs, as investors, would have shouldered the entire cost – and more 
children would still have attended preschool. 

Beyond the numbers, what does this Pay for Success transaction amount to? By 
using private capital, the United Way of Salt Lake was able to pilot an innovative 
educational initiative without risking taxpayers’ money. Preschools were able to 
focus on developing healthy and prepared students, and the State of Utah saved 
a significant amount of money while expanding high-quality preschool programs. 
Investors even made a return on their investment. 

IMPACTFUL INVESTMENT FOR WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA

As impact investing gains global prominence, communities and organizations in 
Western Pennsylvania are already rethinking how they fund social change. The 
Pittsburgh region shares its social, infrastructural, and environmental challenges 
with many other post-industrial cities, including everything from decaying sewer 
systems to high rates of lung cancer, opiate use, and infant mortality. Pittsburgh’s 
solutions, though, have come from an unusually large non-governmental sector, 
with approximately 11.1 nonprofits for every 10,000 people3, and foundations that 
spend the fourth-largest amount of money per person, behind only Seattle, San 
Francisco, and New York City.4

As a result, regional impact investing provides the opportunity to monetize cross-
sector partnerships by pairing community service providers with investment funds, 
government agencies, and foundations. With shared outcomes and measured 
accountability, these coalitions can leverage significantly greater partnership invest-
ments – and from sources independent of state and federal delays.   

While regional funders have started to provide mission-based loans, one of 
Pittsburgh’s largest opportunities may lie in meeting the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency’s mandate to decrease storm sewer overflows in the region by 
2036. The $2.5 to $6 billion project presents a panoply of socially beneficial solu-
tions that includes rain gardens, parks, and green roofs, but as with any tax-funded 
project, it is difficult to justify "added" costs. In late 2016, Green Building Alliance 
worked with Fourth Economy Consulting to complete a feasibility study determining 
how Pay for Success might be a financially viable solution for stormwater compli-
ance. A detailed plan remains under development. 

As communities reimagine serving 21st century citizens, true triple bottom line 
change requires finding partners in unusual places. Impact investment invites 
diverse collaborators to the table and provides a common language to discuss 
some of society’s most intractable challenges. As disparate sectors are beginning 
to learn, unlikely friendships can be the most rewarding.  

Loftus is proud to support the Green 
Building Alliance and are committed to 
providing sustainable and energy 
efficient design. 

www.LoftusLLC.com

Mechanical, Electrical, Plumbing / Fire Protection, Structural, Sustainability
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THERE IS NO PLANET B
I am a first-generation 
college student who grew 
up on a farm in Cameron, 
West Virginia. My dad is a 
pipefitter, and my mom takes 
care of all of us. I have read 
every National Geographic 
issue since I was born.  
Nice to finally meet you. 

By Sarah Starcovic
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Congratulations 
to this year’s 

Emerald 
Evening 

awardees!

www.remakegroup.com

If you haven’t heard of Cameron, I can’t 
blame you.  It’s a classic small town in 
the Northern Panhandle of West Virginia.  
Our main street has four businesses, and 
there were 75 students in my high school 
graduating class. My county is the largest 
oil and gas producer in West Virginia, and 
fossil fuels are our lifeblood. I guess there’s 
a reason why we haven’t met before.  

In a lot of ways, it’s strange to be talking 
to an audience of urban architects and 
politicians—people for whom recycling is 
a given and hybrid cars are the norm. But 
if there’s anything I’ve learned in my 19 
years, it’s that no voice goes unheard. So 
I’m going to describe sustainability as I see 
it. And I hope you have time to listen. 

Growing up on a farm, I spent my childhood 
just hanging out with plants and animals. 
The land was our life, and we were to respect 
the resources that it provided. About ten 
years ago, drillers came through and put in 
natural gas wells on our hayfields. We used 
to get paid royalties, but the wells haven't 
been producing for a couple years now. I still 
don’t know how to feel about it. In fact, most 
of my graduating class went to work for the 
pipeline because they don’t think college is 
worth the cost. Living in a small town, it’s all 
you know. It’s just your way of life, what your 
parents said was right. When anyone brings 
up alternative energy, it feels like an attack 
on our identity and the future we hope to 
live. But there has to be room for both ways 
of thinking to thrive. We can’t keep marching 
day by day without looking up. The reality is, 
no one’s lifestyle can survive at the rate we’re 
using our resources. It simply won’t exist.

If we’re all stuck in the same rut, how can 
things get better? I’m not entirely sure, and 
sometimes change feels impossible. But I’m 
hopeful that other people can reimagine how 
they support themselves, can rethink their 
community’s survival. When I was young, I 
knew nothing about the environment.  For as 
long as I can remember, I wanted to be an 
elementary English teacher. Then I planted 
a pollinator garden at my school and went 
to a summer camp about climate change 
and conservation. In Shepherdstown, West 
Virginia, I met hundreds of kids from all 
over the country who cared about the same 
things that I did. They each had different 
ways of attacking this huge problem and 
were contributing in all these radically 
different ways. Now I’m a biology and chem-
istry double major in college, researching 
how to create hydrogen fuel from sunlight 
with Fairmont State University’s Solar Army, 
and I just spoke at a climate march. 

Society as a whole is trying to better the world. 
If you were an optimist, you might say that 10 
years from now every place will have recy-
cling. Realistically speaking, that’s not going 
to happen. We are moving forward and we 
are trying. But we have to educate ourselves 
and take a moment to see how other people 
live. I’m studying the environment at school, 
but I still buy biology books and try to learn 
about the things around me.  I don’t know 
what I want to do, but I know I can help other 
people understand the environment from the 
perspective that life has given them. I think 
people can realize what they have been doing 
and can choose to make their lives better. 
As I go out and meet new people, I think 
they will want to hear what I have to say. 
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FORGES AHEAD WITH GREEN MANUFACTURING

American manufacturing has been on the 
decline for decades. Like immigration and 
healthcare, the nation’s industrial state 
of affairs has become a recent point of 
contention, simultaneously containing 
opportunity and challenge for both environ-
mental protection and economic growth. 
Pittsburgh has very publicly experienced 
each side of this reality—polluted rivers, 
lead-laden soil, fair wages, and consistent 
community reinvestment.

by Benson Gabler and Alex Co
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Regardless, manufacturing still repre-
sents the United States’ largest 
economic output by a considerable 
margin, more than the six smallest 
sectors combined (including mining, 
construction, transportation, and 
hospitality). So perhaps the debate lies 
not in the acceptance or rejection of 
manufacturing as a whole, but rather 
in the character of industrial enter-
prises and their strategies for growth. 

In other words, what if manufacturing 
focused not on doing less harm (i.e., 
meeting regulations), but could instead 
positively impact people and the envi-
ronment from top to bottom of the 
supply chain? Pittsburgh just might 
answer this question in real time. 

 
A SHIFT IN THE PARADIGM
Reimagining the relationship between 
industry and society requires a monu-
mental shift of perspective. Rather than 
calculating how businesses deplete 
resources, a regenerative approach 
asks how a system can renew and revi-
talize the communities that it serves.  

So what would this look like? Imagine 
a manufacturer of office chairs. The 
company starts by assessing the mate-
rial composition and life cycle impacts 
of its chairs' production, transport, use, 
and disposal. This analysis reveals that 
the chairs' surface coating contains 
perfluorinated compounds (PFCs), 
which are known to bioaccumulate 
and contribute to toxic body burden. 
Additionally, the power tools used to 

assemble the chairs use a dispropor-
tionate amount of energy.  

After months of research, testing, and 
implementation, the company rolls 
out a fundamentally different product. 
It has removed the PFCs and several 
other “red-listed” chemicals from its 
chairs, ensuring that assembly workers, 
residents in its  manufacturing commu-
nities, and future consumers won’t 
be exposed to toxins. The company 
installed a 775.5 kilowatt photovoltaic 
system, generating more electricity 
than needed for production, which 
allowed neighboring communities to 

power their homes with clean elec-
tricity. Facility managers also installed 
skylights over the production area to 
give workers more access to natural 
light, and planted a pollinator garden 
to support the proliferation of essen-
tial pollinating species like bees and 
butterflies. To tackle water usage, 
the company built a simple rainwater 
catchment system that now feeds its 
production needs and turned what was 
once considered nuisance "stormwater" 
into a valuable resource. It even filled 
the adjacent river with oysters to help 
filter and clean its water source. 

Far from supplying a utopian kingdom, 
this scenario describes the New York-
based company Humanscale, which 
produces the above mentioned Diffrient 
Smart Chair.  As per founder and CEO 
Robert King, “being a net-positive manu-
facturer is not only about reducing harm, 
but about actively making a positive 
impact on our communities and the envi-
ronment. Every time someone makes 
a purchase, they are not only getting 
highly functional, healthy products, they 
are also making a positive contribu-
tion to the environment.” Suddenly the 
dichotomy between environment and 
economy has a nuanced disruptor. 

 
REGENERATIVE 
MANUFACTURING IN 
PITTSBURGH
Humanscale is just one of more than 50 
companies rethinking its impact through 
the Living Product Challenge, a certifi-
cation system that evaluates products 
based on their impacts on human health 
and the environment. And Pittsburgh 
manufacturers are angling to be the 
center of this production revolution.  In 
2016, the Pennsylvania Department of 
Community & Economic Development 
funded a new initiative called the 
Pittsburgh Living Product Hub, which is 
tasked with educating manufacturers 
about regenerative design. The Hub is run 
by the International Living Future Institute 
(ILFI) in collaboration with Green Building 
Alliance, and is working with manufac-
turers to imagine “living products” that 

take nature as inspiration, using only 
renewable energy in production while 
enhancing functionality and beauty. 
From makers and startups to established 
manufacturers and industry giants, 
the Hub aids companies in optimizing 
the material impact of their products 
from production to disposal, retooling 
existing products while also inspiring 
the creation of new lines. 

The Hub will first focus on the building 
products sector, based on Pittsburgh’s 
longstanding leadership in steel, as 
well as in coatings, ductwork, glass, 
and insulation. This concentration on 
products coincides with one of the 
nation’s strongest green building move-
ments, which saw more than 35 million 
square feet of space pursuing LEED 
certification alone.1 Recently completed 
projects such as the Tower at PNC Plaza 
and the Frick Environmental Center, for 
example, required extensive material 
vetting to lower the carbon, energy, 
and water footprints within their supply 
chain while ensuring a healthy indoor 
environment for their occupants. 
Situated within 500 miles of half of 
the population of the United States, 
Pittsburgh-based manufacturers are 
ideally positioned to capitalize on this 
market shift by providing healthy and 
sustainably produced products. 

Manufacturing still pumps Western 
Pennsylvania’s economic pulse, but 
the energy that flows through it is 
increasingly renewable and its mate-
rials are opportunities for regrowth 
and revitalization. With advancements 
in robotics, 3D printing, and additive 
manufacturing, rivers can be lined with 
facilities that improve water quality 
while communities can benefit from 
skilled jobs that stay local. There is a 
tremendous opportunity to embrace 
Pittsburgh’s history of manufacturing 
leadership, but do so in an equitable, 
regenerative manner. With careful 
repositioning, a once-prominent indus-
trial leader stands to yet again forge the 
foundations of the modern world. 

“Being a net positive manufacturer 
is not only about reducing harm, but 
about actively making a positive 
impact on our communities and the 
environment. Every time someone 
makes a purchase, they are not only 
getting highly functional, healthy 
products, they are also making a positive 
contribution to the environment.”
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We Make a Difference

Navy Gateway Inns & Suites, Naval Station Newport Island, RI

77 years of providing innovative 
and sustainable solutions

Architecture  •  Building Engineering
Natural Channel Design  •  Low Impact Development

Land Development  •  Regulatory Permitting
Environmental Impact Studies & Abatement

Proud sponsor of the 
Green Building Alliance 
and advocate of green 

design initiatives 
in Pittsburgh and 

nationwide.

412.765.3890 www.bcj.com

Frick Environmental Center 
Recipient of the Green Building Alliance 
Leadership Award
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Green Building Alliance 
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Western Pennsylvania’s green 
building movement! 

Proud to have built an award-
winning project meeting the 
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Mind Over 
Sustainable 
Matter 

A blue recycling bin has appeared in the 
kitchen. Following the circulation of an office 
memo, paper and bottles are being tossed 
into its sunny frame, the clink, clink of success 
audible to the overjoyed recycling captain.  
The recycling initiative is celebrated in a blog 
post and its merits highlighted in the quar-
terly report. Even the CEO has been seen 
carrying reusable bags. Then, six months later, 
the bin disappears, bottles are back in the 
garbage, and employees are strolling in with 
Styrofoam containers. How can institutional 
goodwill amount to so little long-term change?  

By Andrew Ellsworth  
and Jenna Cramer

Spectrum 
Charter School 
students 
discuss ongoing 
sustainability 
practices with 
the school’s 
CEO, Michelle 
Johnson.
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The simple answer is that  sustainability initia-
tives often focus on changing habits and 
behaviors through education, social nudging, 
or positive incentive structures. While those 
conditions exist, people respect and reflect new 
protocols. But, beneath every personal action 
and habit lies a mindset. Our personal values 
and experiences determine what we intention-
ally and instinctively deem as important—and 
these mindsets drive us in determining where 

to allocate our resources and, ultimately, what 
we want to achieve.  Mindsets enable habits 
to stick and programs to sustain themselves 
beyond their initial champions or founders. 

If a discussion of psychology seems out of place 
amidst stories of sustainable places, neurosci-
entists beg to differ.  Neuroscience has long 
been focused on how people make decisions, 
with researchers determining that humans are 
hard-wired to resist change (i.e., commuter 
modes and recycling behaviors). Mentally, we 
perceive change similarly to predators and 
other threats -- as instinctive “errors.” Thus, 
our individual abilities to change occur most 
often when threats become reward opportuni-
ties, allowing our brains to accept and adapt 
to the altered stimuli.1 As a result, our mind-
sets are not fixed, but change continuously 
(albeit slowly) through interactions with family, 
friends, co-workers, and even popular culture.  

How then can sustainability efforts better 
align individuals’ values with environ-
mental goals?  In Western Pennsylvania, 
Gary Diley and Michelle Johnson have both 
taken on this challenge, though they began 

at very opposite ends of the spectrum.  
In the past decade, corporate sustainability 
has blossomed in scope and adoption, with 
global, household-name companies like Google, 
Facebook, and Amazon embracing everything 
from companywide bike shares to rainforest 
biodomes. As a result, smaller companies 
like Erie Insurance (a Fortune 500 insurance 
underwriter based in Erie, Pennsylvania) might 
appear to be unlikely sustainability leaders. But 

appearances are not everything.  
For 32 years, Facilities Manager 
Gary Diley has connected his 
passion for sustainability to Erie’s 
profitability -- successfully. Not 
surprisingly, Diley's interven-
tions started in his own domain 
of facilities, focusing on energy 
management and ventilation. 

In over three decades of Diley 
quietly shifting perspectives, Erie 
Insurance now draws a direct 
connection between the quality 
of the work environment and 
its ability to stay competitive. 

By aligning environmental impacts 
with budgetary acumen, Diley has 

helped build a department devoted to identifying 
and implementing new sustainability policies. 
Collectively, Diley and his team have optimized 
humidity, implemented green cleaning practices, 
improved lighting quality and efficiency, and 
created alternative transportation programs for 
employees, specifically supporting bicycling. 

But ask him why he puts forth the effort and 
he’ll answer with his simple philosophy:  “What 
gets me out of bed in the morning is the oppor-
tunity to help other people thrive and succeed. 
I owe it to my employer and my coworkers to 
do the absolute best I can every day.” And 
that’s how one mindset can change many. 

Transforming a work culture for 5,000 
employees is one thing, but how can we go 
about changing mindsets over generations? 
Michelle Johnson, CEO of Spectrum Charter 
School in Monroeville, PA, knows a little about 
shaping young minds. She primarily educates 
students on the autism spectrum, spending the 
last 17 years incorporating hands-on lessons 
in environmental conservation, community 
service, energy conservation, and indoor air 
quality into grade level curricula. Her students 

have built bird houses, assembled rain barrels, 
and organized recycling drives, all as part of 
their daily science schedules. Unsurprisingly, 
the students adapted quickly to the new 
rules as children have greater neuroplasti-
city and their brains can more easily change 
in structure. But transforming the school’s 
own outlook required equal attention to the 
adults responsible for its implementation. 

According to Johnson, skeptical staff needed 
to personally witness students’ excitement and 
proficiency improvements during sustainability-
focused activities prior to being convinced that 
these interventions could produce improved 
educational outcomes. In other words, 
teachers had to be convinced that sustain-
ability would help them help students learn 
more and better.  Once embedded, Spectrum’s 
programs have been so successful that a full 

quarter of students are official energy auditors 
and the school has offset 100% of its carbon 
footprint since 2014. Even more impressive, 
prospective teachers now seek Spectrum out 
because of its culture of sustainability, hoping 
to work for a school whose environmental 
ethos aligns with their personal values. 

If there were a Gary Diley and Michelle Johnson 
in every corporation and school, it would be easy 
to imagine how one person’s mindset could 
create companywide and generational changes 
that benefit all of us.  Whether it’s priorities, 
mindsets, or culture, the future of our economy, 
communities, planet, and species may ultimately 
depend on every individual making a change.  
Reorienting our beliefs is not an easy task, 
but neuroscience proves that a willing mind 
can overcome even the stickiest of matters. 

"Spectrum’s programs 
have been so successful 
that a full quarter of 
students are official 
energy auditors"

Carnegie Museum of Natural History, Dinosaur Hall — Pittsburgh, PA
LEED Certified  Architect: Stantec—Pittsburgh, PA Since 2004

Wideck ® EDPA

EPIC Metals Architectural Roof  
and Floor Deck Ceiling Systems
We are proud to be a part of the region’s 
green building community.

Rankin, PA 412-351-3913 tel   
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The MBA contractors built over 90% of the square footage of LEED 
Certified Buildings in the Pittsburgh region. 

(continued from page 31) occupants’ experi-
ences, to subsequent neighborhood benefits. 
Broadened to a community scale, equitable plan-
ning considers which neighborhood to invest in, 
how community members participate in the plan-
ning process, transit connectivity for residents 
and workers, and more regional considerations 
like air quality and stormwater management. 

NATURAL ALLIES, 
STRUCTURAL BARRIERS

Conversations about equitable, sustainable 
development have been seeded in Pittsburgh 
by a collection of partners and policymakers, 
resulting in multiple sibling frameworks to guide 
citywide projects and funding decisions. The 
first is the p4 Pittsburgh initiative, launched in 
2015 by the City of Pittsburgh and The Heinz 
Endowments to prioritize People, Planet, Place, 
and Performance. As succinctly stated by Mayor 
William Peduto, “If it’s not for all, it’s not for 
us.” This set of values has informed several 
other major policy pieces, including OnePGH 
(Pittsburgh’s resilience strategy), the city’s 
Inclusive Innovation Roadmap, and the Pittsburgh 
Climate Action Plan 3.0.  In 2016 and 2017, 
Neighborhood Allies collaborated with PolicyLink, 
Urban Innovation21, UrbanKind Institute, and 
other local partners to create a shared defini-
tion of equitable development and establish a 
roadmap for making an All-In Pittsburgh a reality. 
The Pittsburgh Foundation’s “100 Percent 
Pittsburgh” focus on ensuring each city resident 
has improved quality of life and access to oppor-
tunities is also supporting this work. Real estate 
developers have begun to enact these values as 
well, while residents are creating their own strat-
egies such as the Millvale EcoDistrict Pivot Plan 
and Larimer Vision Plan. 

Despite an abundance of good ideas, Pittsburgh 
has been slow to embrace truly equitable 
sustainability.  Inertia, confusion, and the unfa-
miliar continue to hold back progress, despite a 
clear and public call by residents and community 
organizations to address structural racism and 
significant disinvestment in communities of color-
-notably in capital capacity, public transportation, 
and representation. After all, resources beget 
resources. The more money, education, and 
infrastructure a neighborhood has, the easier it is 
to attract positive change. Communities cannot 
be expected to advocate for their own success 

without a seat at the table or the wherewithal to 
articulate their vision.

90 EQUAL NEIGHBORHOODS 

With the aspirations of Pittsburgh’s transforma-
tion clearly articulated, how can the city fulfill its 
well-intentioned pledge? It starts with dedicated 
leadership, government support, and equal stan-
dards for everyone. Cities with institutionalized 
equity champions can help monitor governmental 
decisions and private funding priorities, ensuring 
that every project is evaluated by the same rubric. 
Beyond preventing discriminatory practices, equi-
table sustainability can certainly be catalyzed 
with a consistent funding stream. Fragmented 
and delayed financing derails many community-
oriented developments, but a reliable, revolving 
source of capital would go a long way toward 
expanding the capabilities and achievements of 
developers.  

More than any single policy, a multifaceted equi-
table sustainability agenda requires untraditional 
partnerships—often with individuals and organi-
zations of different or unfamiliar backgrounds. 
Real estate developers and property owners must 
collaborate with community development corpo-
rations, while banks and investment funds must 
find common ground with nonprofits and archi-
tects. Significant momentum can be achieved 
by leveraging the institutional bargaining power 
of universities and hospitals, whose sizeable 
employment bases and capital control can bring 
ailing projects to life.  

An equitable future requires patience, persis-
tence, and a willingness to listen when we might 
otherwise talk. True sustainability isn’t easy, 
but we can’t afford to narrow the standard of 
success.  Pittsburgh’s identity and future depend 
on such efforts.
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Covestro North America welcomes  
opportunities to support our  
hometown. That’s why we were  
proud to be part of the effort to  
illuminate the Rachel Carson Bridge  
for its bicentennial celebration.  
By powering thousands of lights  
with wind turbines, a piece of  
Pittsburgh now shines. 

Learn how we continue  
to push boundaries at  
covestro.us/windillumination.

#PushingBoundaries 
#WindIllumination   YOU CAN’T 

ILLUMINATE
 STEEL WITH WIND.
 WHY NOT?

The best grade isn’t 
A+. It’s net-zero.
At Stantec, we have designed over  
20 net-zero energy projects across 
North America.

Design with community in mind
stantec.com/education

The Mascaro Center for  
Sustainable Innovation

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH

professional master’s 
degree in  
Sustainable 
Engineering

launches  

learn more at:
engineering.pitt.edu/MSSE
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