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Construction crews work July 11 to repair a sinkhole in the parking lot of the Community Market in front of the abandoned VFW building. That 
same day, Echo Realty announced it was withdrawing its plan to build the six-story, 248-apartment Bloomfield Square on the site. Instead, own-
ership of the existing Community Market will be transferred to Giant Eagle, which will keep the store open. Inset: About 25 people attended the 
first meeting on July 11 of the Bloomfield Alliance at the Liedertafel building at 410 S. Mathilda St. 
Alan Guenther/ The Bulletin

Developer withdraws Bloomfield Square proposal
By Alan Guenther, Bulletin contributor, 

BGC Board Member

BLOOMFIED — After six years of uncer-
tainty, Bloomfield residents won reassurance 
last month that Community Market, located 
at 4401 Liberty Ave., will stay open – for now.

Echo Realty abandoned plans on July 11 to 
build a six-story, 248-apartment complex and 
said it will instead transfer ownership of the 
grocery store to Giant Eagle, which declined 
to disclose the sale price. 

The news caused a stir in Bloomfield’s Little 
Italy neighborhood. In more than 100 posts 
on the Bloomfield Buzz Facebook commu-
nity comment page, support for keeping the 
grocery store open was nearly unanimous, but 
reactions about the apartment complex were 
mixed.

Bob “Munch” Rodgers, who lives close to the 
project, said in an interview he was thrilled 
with the news. 

“I love it,” he said, sitting on his back porch. 
About the proposed apartments, he said, 

“They’ll end up doing something in the long 
run. I’m sure they will. But for now – I love it!”

Some of the commenters on the Bloomfield 
Buzz page said they were sad to see the more 

See WITHDRAWN | page 4

Children’s Home looks to 
expand therapy services

By Jamie Kelly, Bulletin Editor

One of the biggest challenges for families 
working with The Children’s Home of Pitts-
burgh and Lemieux Family Center is access to 
therapists their children need.

The facility launched its own therapy 
services about a year ago, according to 
Bethany Bartilson, program relations coordi-
nator for the Children’s Home. The therapy 
services allow children to be seen by occu-
pational, physical or speech therapists while 
they’re at Child’s Way, the daycare for chil-
dren living at the home.

In some cases, she said, the children can be 
seen multiple times a day, as needed.

The need for even more pediatric therapy 
services was the biggest takeaway from the 
Children’s Home’s Community Health Needs 
Assessment, according to Jennifer Pease, 
Grants and Community Relations Manager.

The assessment is done every three years and 
is part of the IRS’ requirements for non-profit 
hospitals.

See CHNA | page 6
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Pittsburgh’s only annual 
figurative art show returns
Studio 4 is pleased to announce the return 

of its annual figurative art show, the only 
one of its kind in the city. The Living Canvas 
show will feature a wide variety of figura-
tive artwork from local artists, including 
paintings, sculptures, drawings, and mixed 
media. This year’s show will be juried by Pitts-
burgh-born figurative artist, Josh Mitchel. 
Mitchel’s paintings and drawings have been 
exhibited nationally.

“We are excited to once again present this 
unique opportunity for artists to showcase 
their work and for the public to appreciate 
the beauty and diversity of figurative art,” 
said exhibition organizer Mia St.Clair. “This 

show is a celebration of the human form and 
the many ways that artists can interpret it.”

The show will be on display at Studio 4, 
4609 Liberty Ave. in Bloomfield from Aug. 
2 to Aug. 25. An opening reception will be 
from 5 to 10 p.m. Aug. 2 as part of Unblurred 
First Friday. An award ceremony will be held 
at 6 p.m. Aug. 3. The show will feature live 
painting throughout Little Italy Days.

A closing reception and artist talk will be 
held starting at 4 p.m. Aug. 25. All events are 
free and open to the public.

For more information about the show, 
please visit the Studio 4 website at https://
www.studio4pgh.com/livingcanvas

Mia St. Clair, Studio 4

YOUR AD HEREYOUR AD HERE
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pen for your local business. TO LEARN MORE,pen for your local business. TO LEARN MORE,
Contact us at 412-441-6950 (ext. 113) orContact us at 412-441-6950 (ext. 113) or

JAMIE@Bloomfield-Garfield.org.JAMIE@Bloomfield-Garfield.org.

Write Pittsburgh planning 
book fair in September

By Amber Epps, Write Pittsburgh

Write Pittsburgh is planning a used book 
fair for 1 to 4 p.m. Sept. 14 at the Bloomfield 
Garfield Corporation Activity Center, 113 N. 
Pacific Ave.

The event is free to attend, we just ask that 
folks register at www.writepittsburgh.com/
tickets. Those interested in selling used books 
can contact info@writepittsburgh.com

Write Pittsburgh is a program collective 
that amplifies voices, empowers writers, and 
fosters relationships that build community. 
We envision a strong community of writers 
and storytellers empowered through social, 
emotional, and mental health learning, 
nurtured through creative support, uplifted 
by community engagement, and valued 
through equity and inclusion.

Write Pittsburgh began offering teen work-
shops in 2016, and our participants have 
been shaping our work ever since and we are 
proud to be one of the only writing-centered 
programs for teens, focused on celebrating 
and amplifying youth voices, in the city. 

We have hosted in-person teen workshops 
throughout Pittsburgh in neighborhoods 
including Brookline, Garfield, Bloomfield, 
Northside, Millvale, Wilkinsburg and Brad-
dock. We write in partner spaces such as local 
libraries, bookstores, youth-serving organiza-
tions, and after-school event spaces.

Write Pittsburgh’s publishing endeavors 
started in 2018 with the debut of our printed 
anthology Oeuvre, which features work from 
young writers in our many Pittsburgh-area 
programs.

In 2019, Write Pittsburgh held its first 
Pop!Up workshop for adults, “Exploring 
Beyoncé’s Lemonade.” Other Pop!Ups and 
extended workshop series soon followed. 
By 2021, Write Pittsburgh had established 
a full-fledged adult program with work-
shops scheduled throughout the year, led by 
authors established in their genres. 

Our adult programming is now building 
a virtual community of writers not only in 
Pittsburgh but across the country. Our Write 
on Site workshops are in-person and allow 
participants to be immersed in and inspired 
by the environment. 

We partner with local youth-serving orga-
nizations, nonprofit programs, and small 

businesses to create collaborative program-
ming that amplifies teen voices through 
special events and projects. Throughout 
the year, our teen writers have the opportu-
nity to present their work in the community 
through readings and publications. WP also 
facilitates writing workshops at the Allegheny 
County Jail, Sojourner House, and Passages 
to Recovery. 

In June, I was hired as Write Pittsburgh’s 
executive director. I previously served as the 
BGC’s Night Market Manager, Commer-
cial District Manager, and Chief Operations 
Officer. I’m looking forward to growing 
awareness of the organization, expanding 
programming, and developing new part-
nerships and opportunities for writers and 
aspiring writers in the area. 

Write Pittsburgh was one of 62 organiza-
tions across the nation that received a grant 
from the National Endowment of the Arts to 
facilitate the Big Read, a program that will 
allow us to host dynamic community-wide 
reading programs in collaboration with local 
partners to develop and conduct engaging 
events and activities. The book we have 
chosen is “Catalog of Unabashed Gratitude” 
by Ross Gay. We are planning a kick-off event 
for September, that will include a book give-
away and fun activities for youth and adults.

Befriend the Bulletin on Facebook
 (Facebook.com/BgcBulletin)

We promise not to overshare!
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‘Like’ the Bloomfield-Garfield Corporation
   (Facebook.com/BloomGarCorp) 

for the latest neighborhood information and community updates.

It is with a grateful heart that I announce 
my resignation from the Bloomfield Garfield 
Corporation. 

Throughout my eight years with the BGC, 
I have learned so much from the Executive 
Director, the staff, the Board of Directors, 
residents and business owners in Garfield. I 
began as the Office Manager in 2017, learning 
everything about the nonprofit community 
development world through the  dedicated 
leadership of Rick Swartz and Aggie Brose. 
Their fearlessness and boldness showed me 
how to get things done, how to make a way, 
when there doesn’t seem to be one.... and that 
was as the Office Manager!

Once I stepped into the role as Chief Oper-
ations Officer, with a big push from Rick of 
course, I continued to hone my leadership 
skills, and delve into youth programming, 
community engagement, state and govern-
ment oversight and so much more. 

The BGC does so many different things 
in support of the community, that I often 
wonder if you really have a clue? Because the 
reality is, I didn’t fully understand until I was 
responsible for the day-to-day operations, 
the little things and the big, the community 
member who needs a bit of help paying a 
bill, the high school senior that wants to go 
to college and is not sure how to pay for it 
without accumulating a mountain of student 
loan debt, the Penn Avenue business owner 

who struggled to survive the COVID-19 
pandemic, the struggle to keep Garfield 
housing affordable, the battle to care for the 
empty lots and what to do about abandoned 
and decaying houses or for the older home-
owner who need a new roof or water heater. 

And this is the light list of daily responsibil-
ities that the BGC staff undertakes everyday. 

My next chapter begins Aug. 1 as the 
Director of Operations at the Children’s 
Home of Pittsburgh and Lemieux Family 
Center. As many of you know, I am and will 
always be the parent of a disabled child. 

My daughter was disabled and died in 2013. 
My family was blessed beyond measure to 
have  doctors, therapists, nurses and many 
others who do work, very similar to the Chil-
dren’s Home. So, this is sort of a homecoming 
for me. I get to serve a community that gave 
my family and my daughter so very much. 
And while this is sad, because I love the BGC, 
it’s also an exciting new chapter of my life to 
begin writing.  

I have learned a lot while at the BGC, too 
much to type here, and the BGC is now 
ingrained in my soul. I have grown as a 
leader, staff and community member, a 
peer, a friend and ultimately, a human being, 
because of the work that the BGC does, the 
dedication of the staff and board of directors 
and because of you. 

Thanks for having me!

By Pamela Schön, BGC Chief Operations Officer

Talk Aug. 20 on history, fashion

Have you ever wondered what your great 
grandmother wore? When mini skirts first 
became popular?  Where boutique owners 
went to view the upcoming fashions?  Here’s 
your chance to find out.  

The Lawrenceville Historical Society will 
host “Sew What? 100 Years of Women’s 
Fashions” with guest speaker Karin Legato, 
who used to own Emphatics, an boutique in 
Downtown Pittsburgh. 

Emphatics was originally located in Jenkins 
Arcade, then moved to One Oxford Center.  
Karin’s personal collection of avante-garde 

fashions was acquired by and is being 
displayed at the Phoenix Art Museum. It 
includes 50 years of items that she and her late 
husband, James, accumulated after being in 
business for five decades. She will share her 
vast knowledge of ladies’ fashions starting 
with 1901 and ending in 2000.  

The free presentation will be at 7:30 p.m. 
Aug. 20 at Zion Church, 237 37th St. in 
Lawrenceville. Parking will be available down 
the street in the St. Augustine parking lot 
from 7:15 to 9:15 p.m.

By Jude Wudarczyk, Lawrenceville Historical Society

Subscribe at bit.ly/bgc_email and we’ll deliver
neighborhood news to your inbox every month. 

BYTE-SIZE BULLETIN:
- FOR BEST RESULTS,

READ OUR WORK AT YOUR WORK -
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Withdrawn continued from page 1 

ambitious project withdrawn. Cassandra 
Masters said it was “super disappointing. … 
So many residents asked for housing at this 
site.” 

The withdrawal by Echo Realty represents 
the latest effort to redevelop the area. In 
November 2018, Milhaus, an Indiana-based 
developer, announced plans to close the 
grocery store, then called ShurSave, and build 
luxury apartments. 

The Bloomfield Development Corp. hosted 
a community forum that drew more than 
400 angry residents who denounced the plan, 
which Milhaus withdrew.

In 2020, Echo Realty purchased the site, 
but its six-story plan was rejected by the city 
zoning board in November. Current zoning 
laws limit development to three stories, but 
Echo said the project wasn’t economically 
feasible without three extra stories. 

Echo’s project would have offered 25 units of 
affordable housing; the rest would have been 
rented at market rate.

On Nov. 6, the BDC issued a statement 
doubting that the store could survive without 
the extra size. “Grocery stores … require a 
strong base of local customers. The unfortu-
nate reality is that the current grocery store 
property was developed for a neighborhood 
that had three times as many residents as 
Bloomfield does today.”  

Giant Eagle declined to answer questions 
about its plans Community Market, including 

the investment it plans for the store and any 
plans for fixes or renovations. The company 
issued a statement saying it was “pleased to 
come to an agreement that ensures that the 
Community Market continues to meet its 
customers’ needs without interruption.”

The withdrawal of the project was discussed 
during the first public meeting of the Bloom-
field Alliance. While the Alliance is a new 
group, many of its members have been active 
for years. The group’s secretary, Rita Turpin 
Porterfield, said Bloomfield Square was 
“wrong for the community.”

“While I can appreciate that there is a 
housing shortage,” said Porterfield, “(the 
Bloomfield Square apartments) wouldn’t 
have created the affordable, stable, single- 
family homes that have lifted people out of 
poverty.”

The Alliance is seeking the same Regis-
tered Community Organization status as 
the Bloomfield Development Corp. The new 
group would “supplement, not supplant” 
the BDC, Porterfield said. RCOs try to facil-
itate communication between businesses, 
residents and the city. Stringing holiday 
lights along Liberty Avenue, revamping the 
recreation center by the pool and creating a 
senior center are some ideas the new group is 
exploring.

Reach Alan Guenther at guenthera30@gmail.
com.

Pediatric VIEW program 
launching certification

By Bethany Bartilson, The Children’s Home of Pittsburgh & Lemeiux Family Center

The National Institutes of Health has made 
cortical visual impairment a focus for 2024, 
and a local program is hoping to help more 
children get treatment.

CVI is a brain-based visual impairment and 
is more common than people might think: 
it is the leading cause of pediatric visual 
impairment in the US, and all developed and 
developing countries. 

Among the initiatives is a National Cere-
bral/Cortical Visual Impairment Registry, 
and Christine Roman-Lantzy, Ph.D. has been 
asked to serve on the CVI Registry Expert 
Panel to guide this initiative. 

Roman-Lantzy has been a pioneer in the 
field of CVI for decades and has served as a 
catalyst for change, demanding that children 
with this diagnosis are given the support and 
resources they need to thrive. She developed 
Pediatric VIEW in 1999, and the program was 
adopted by The Children’s Home in 2021. 

The Children’s Home has provided Pedi-
atric VIEW a place to grow in many ways. 
Pediatric VIEW provided over a thousand 
consultations last year, delivered hundreds of 
school support meetings, and served children 
in 15 countries. 

Pediatric VIEW continues to grow and 
with this increasing demand, Roman-Lantzy 
decided the practice must grow as well.  The 
Children’s Home & Lemieux Family Center 
welcomes Francesca Crozier-Fitzgerald to the 
Pediatric VIEW team as a Pediatric VIEW 
Practitioner. Crozier-Fitzgerald’s exper-
tise and extensive work with cortical visual 
impairment promises to be extremely useful 
as she steps into this new role to allow Pedi-
atric VIEW to serve more patients and grow 
the program. 

Before coming to The Children’s Home, 
Crozier-Fitzgerald was the Director of the 
Miami Lighthouse CVI Collaborative Center, 

where she initiated the model providing 
assessment, educational planning, parent 
education, professional development and 
support for teams working with children with 
CVI. 

Now fully staffed, The Pediatric VIEW Prac-
tice, comprised of Roman-Lantzy as director 
and Jonathan Graves and Crozier-Fitz-
gerald as PVP Practitioners, are launching 
its pioneering Proficiency certification 
through the Pediatric VIEW Program, aimed 
at enhancing the capabilities of educators 
and related service providers in addressing 
Cortical Visual Impairment among children. 

With the prevalence of CVI in the U.S., 
there has been a pressing need for specialized 
training and certification programs to equip 
professionals with the expertise required to 
effectively support these children. Recog-
nizing this gap, Pediatric VIEW developed the 
CVI Range Proficiency certification, designed 
to validate the proficiency of educators and 
service providers in utilizing The CVI Range 
assessment tool created by Roman-Lantzy.

If you are interested in learning more about 
cortical visual impairment, The Children’s 
Home of Pittsburgh & Lemieux Family 
Center is preparing to host its second annual 
CVI conference: Innovations in CVI: Navi-
gating Teams & Transitions on Oct. 3 and 4 
at the Sheraton in Station Square, Pittsburgh. 
Over the course of the two-day conference, a 
series of speakers will provide expertise in 
their respective fields, sharing best practices 
in navigating teams and transitions. 

For more information about the CVI 
conference, the CVI Range Proficiency, 
The Pediatric VIEW Staff or to schedule a 
consultation for a child with CVI, please visit, 
https://www.childrenshomepgh.org/our-ser-
vices/pediatric-view-program/.

THE BULLETIN WANTS YOUR FEEDBACK!

This publication begins and ends with you, so we respectfully invite 
your opinions & insights.

Looking to sound off on issues in your neighborhood?

Want to see us cover a story?

Email jamie@Bloomfield-Garfield.org.
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Oasis Intergenerat ional Tutoring  
FREE Tra ining

Choose one of the following dates:

One child, 
one tutor, 
one school year. 

Tw o lives  
forever changed.

Tutors age 50+ needed to 
help students in grades K-4 
develop reading skills and 
self-esteem. 

Register to volunteer at:  
oasistutoringpittsburgh.org 
or 412-689-2889

• August 13 - 9:30 am 
Wallace Building in Baldwin

• August 20 - 9:30 am 
UPMC Neighborhood Center in East Liberty

The Children’s Home assessment found 
there are long wait times and unmet need for 
therapy services.

“There is definitely a need for that for 
sure, not only for the kids we have here, but 
communitywide as well,” Pease said.

In addition to physical, speech and occu-
pational therapists, other lines of service 
are becoming important. One area that’s 
increasingly part of the focus is mental health 
counseling and support.

The assessment itself is only part of the 
process, though.

“I think we’ve kind of put an end cap on 
phase 1, which is collecting the data,” Pease 
said.

The next step is to develop a plan to address 
the needs brought up during the first phase.

“We’ll take the results and the data we 
received and put it into action,” Pease said.

The schedule is still being worked out, but 
Pease said she expects the steering committee 
that was in charge of the report will continue 
to meet monthly through the end of the year 
as they develop the plan.

The plan is going to be refined as the process 
continues, Bartilson said.

“I’m sure as we see more of what the commu-
nity needs, that will just continue to adapt,” 
she said.

One area she already knows will be a priority 
is recruiting staff for therapy services, because 
the number of therapists available limits 
how many children can be seen, just like the 
number of nurses a hospital has dictates how 
many patients they can serve.

“One of the things we’ll have to focus on is 
recruiting,” Pease said.

Another priority will be making sure people 
know all the services the Children’s Home 
offers.

“(We’re) getting the word out about some of 
the newer things we’re doing that people just 
might not know about,” Pease said.

The plan is going to address ways to make 
sure families continue to get the care their 
children need even after they leave.

“It’s what kind of makes us unique in the 
area,” Pease said. “We say a lot we like to 
empower and establish the families.”

Of course, as with any plan that involves new 
services, money is needed. The Children’s 
Home already has community funding part-
ners, but will need to find new ones, as well.

“Funding is going to be a huge piece of this,” 
Pease said.

CHNA continued from page 1 

Monthly Blood Drive
in Bloomfield

Bloomf ield Development  Corporat ion invites residents to part icipate in 

it s monthly blood dr ive. The blood dr ive is held f rom 2 to 7 p.m. every 

third Thursday behind the WPH Nursing School (4921 Mend Way) . Visit 

vitalant .org or call 412-209-7000 to make an appointment .

Assemble holding  
MakerDate in September

By Dale Gaddes, Assemble

Education nonprofit Assemble has 
announced the date for its largest fundraiser 
of the year, MakerDate, with the theme 
“Future.” 

The event will be held from 4:30 to 5:30 p.m. 
Sept. 7, with a VIP opening reception from 
4:30 to 5:30 p.m., at the Maverick Hotel, 120 
S. Whitfield St. in East Liberty. 

MakerDate is Assemble’s largest fund-
raising event of the year, providing an 
opportunity to make a significant impact on 
the community by fostering creativity and 
collaboration. The Presenting Sponsor of 
MakerDate 2024 is Duolingo. 

MakerDate offers attendees the unique 
chance to bid on “dates” (learning experi-
ences) with artists, makers, technologists, 
innovators, and creatives. These experiences 
present a fun and engaging way to learn new 
skills and connect with creative minds. Exam-
ples of Makers to participate in MakerDate 
2024 include: Leo Tsu, Executive Director of 
Silver Eye Photography, whose date will be 
focused on photography; Sharon Massey and 
Sean Derry from Local X, who will teach their 
date to make a light using CAD software and 
laser cutters; Benjamin Bishop, renowned 
pastry chef, who will provide a private pastry 
class for up to 4 people to make classic French 
crepes and dessert flambe; and Zena Ruiz, 
who will work with up to eight people to make 
and decorate sugar skulls.

MakerDate will have both a live and silent 
auction, with a total of more than Makers. 
Additionally, there will be food from Sprez-
zatura, drinks by M Bar, music from Kha’DJ, 
and an array of raffle prizes and hands-on 
activities. Guests are strongly encouraged to 
come in a future-themed attire!

Event tickets include complimentary drinks 
and delicious hors d’oeuvres. MakerDate is a 
21+ event. If you’re passionate about accessible 
STEAM education for all, help Assemble 
raise funds at MakerDate on Sept. 7. To learn 
more or book your tickets, visit assemblepgh.
org/makerdate-2024/.

The money raised from MakerDate will 
directly support Assemble’s free Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Art and Math 
educational programs, such as summer 
camps and afterschool programs, as well as 
other initiatives aimed at creating a better 
future. The goal for this event is to raise 
$60,000, with $22,250 already secured through 
the generous support of sponsors, including 
presenting sponsor Duolingo, Trellis Legal, 
Deeplocal, Burns White, Pittsburgh Regional 
Transit, Duquesne Light Company, Tristate 
Bank, Fivestar, Bally Design, Trulieve, the 
James & Stephanie Dewar Charitable Fund, 
and the UPMC Center for Engagement and 
Inclusion. Assemble is still seeking additional 
sponsors. To sponsor the event, please reach 
out to Dale Gaddes at dale@assemblepgh.
org.

A photo shows the 2023 MakerDate event. This year’s event is set for September.
Justin McCaskill/Submitted photo
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Duquesne Light grant applications open through Aug. 5
Duquesne Light Company announced the 

reopening of its annual Community Impact 
Grants program, which recognizes and awards 
diverse, grassroot community organizations 
in Allegheny and Beaver counties with micro-
grants of up to $10,000 to support efforts in 
environmental justice, education and social 
equity. Interested organizations can apply 
online through Aug. 5.

DLC launched the CIG program in April 
2021 to support small nonprofit organiza-
tions making lasting positive impacts in the 
community. Since its inception, the program 
has awarded more than $600,000 to nearly 100 
local organizations, about 85% of which are 
diverse led. In 2023, DLC funded 38 unique 
projects focusing on food access; reforestation 
and green spaces; science, technology, engi-
neering, arts and math (STEAM) education; 

access to technology; refugee assistance; and 
more.

“As an essential service provider, one of 
DLC’s core values that guides us each and 
every day is community. We continually 
invest in initiatives that enhance the quality 
of life for those we serve,” said Angela Feld-
bauer, DLC’s manager of environmental, 
social and governance and corporate giving. 
“This program has enabled DLC to deepen 
our relationships with diverse, grassroot 
nonprofits across our service territory, and 
we’re honored to stand alongside those orga-
nizations once again and continue serving as a 
trusted partner in the Pittsburgh region.”

Grow Pittsburgh was one of the first recip-
ients to receive a microgrant from DLC 
in 2021 to amplify a community garden in 
Pittsburgh’s Manchester neighborhood. The 

funding also aided the organization to grow 
and make a larger impact supporting the 
Manchester community.

“Grow Pittsburgh is grateful to Duquesne 
Light Company for the Community Impact 
Grant in 2021 that helped establish the 
Manchester Food for the Soul Community 
Farm,” said Ryan Walsh, Grow Pittsburgh’s 
director of development and communica-
tions. “This garden has become a treasured 
source of healthy free food for the neigh-
borhood, and we greatly appreciate DLC’s 
financial support as well as volunteer support 
to make this happen.”

How to Apply
This year’s CIG program will once again 

fund efforts in environmental justice, educa-
tion and social equity, specifically:

Community gardens; park upgrades and 
restorations; and climate resilience.

K-12 education in the areas of STEAM; 
access or increased access to technology and 
equipment for educational programming or 
capacity building.

Housing, racial equality, refugee assistance 
and access to food for historically disenfran-
chised communities.

To be considered for a microgrant, organi-
zations must:

Be a 501(c)3 nonprofit or state equivalent, or 
an organization receiving fiscal sponsorship 
from a registered 501(c)3 or state equivalent.

Meet DLC’s Charitable Giving program 
guidelines listed in the program’s FAQs.

Serve residents in Allegheny and/or Beaver 
counties.

Have an annual operating budget equal to or 
less than $500,000 and/or a specific targeted 
project. Organizations with larger budgets 
that are not applying on behalf of a smaller 
nonprofit or community group will not be 
considered for a microgrant.

Funding should not be used for capital 
campaigns or overhead expenses including 
rent, employee salaries, insurance or utility 
support.

All applications will be reviewed by a 
committee of DLC employees, with final 
decisions being communicated to applicants 
within six weeks of the submission deadline. 
Organizations that receive a microgrant will 
be listed on DLC’s website and promoted on 
social media.

Duquesne Light Company
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Rising Tide Partners continues efforts 
to wrest rundown houses away from city 

control
At an on-line meeting on July 17, officials 

with Rising Tide Partners Inc. told members 
of the community that they are still facing 
a lack of cooperation from city officials in 
moving vacant, dilapidated houses and empty 
lots in Garfield from city control to commu-
nity control.

While RTP said it has made some headway 
around eight houses and lots that were 
approved in May by City Council for transfer 
to the Pittsburgh Land Bank, Joe Wingen-
feld from RTP said there are 14 City-owned 
properties that seemingly are stuck in “no 
man’s land.” Wingenfeld said the nonprofit 
has turned to city Councilman Khari Mosley 
for help in finding a path to freeing those 
properties for sale to the land bank, who, in 
turn, could sell them to RTP. Once RTP gains 
control, it would be possible for those prop-
erties to either be rehabbed or demolished, 
depending on the extent of their deteriora-
tion, or even sold outright to other nonprofits 
or private buyers for them to redevelop.

Among the 14 properties caught in what 
RTP describes as a “state of limbo” are 4911 
Broad St., 5137 Broad St., 5349 Broad St., 5155 
Hillcrest St., 5410 Kincaid St., 5452 Kincaid 
St., 424 N. Mathilda St., and 5118 Rosetta St. 
The houses that will be passing from the Pitts-
burgh Land Bank to RTP include houses at 
4938 Rosetta St., 318 N. Graham St., 5205 Gem 
Way, and 5466 Broad St.

Start of construction of 3 affordable homes 
in Garfield hits snag

For over two years, Open Hand Ministries, 
Inc. and the Bloomfield-Garfield Corporation 
have been working to build three single-family 

homes in Garfield that would be affordable 
for working-class families. 

Just when it appeared that everything was 
in place to close on all of the construction 
financing for the project in the 5300 block 
of Hillcrest St., up popped another obstacle: 
the need for more second-mortgage funding 
to reduce what the homebuyers themselves 
would have to borrow as a first mortgage loan 
from a private lending institution, according 
to officials with both nonprofit organizations.

“We had managed to raise all of the money 
needed to build the three homes and sell them 
for $210,000 apiece,” said Wayne Younger, the 
executive director of OHM, whose offices are 
based in East Liberty. “But when we sat down 
and worked through what a monthly payment 
would look like for a homebuyer whose 
annual income is between, say, $48,000 and 
$55,000, we just couldn’t make the numbers 
work.” 

Younger said a family with that amount of 
income would be categorized as earning less 
than 60% of the median income for the region.  
He said it’s not sustainable for any household 

to devote more than 35% of their monthly 
income towards their mortgage payment.

Younger went on to say that a major grant 
award OHM has received for the project from 
a private source, the Federal Home Loan 
Bank of Pittsburgh, requires OHM to sell two 
of three homes to buyers at or below the 60% 
threshold. 

“What’s made this particularly difficult are 
the rise in construction costs, which are up by 
30% over what they were in 2019, and the rise in 
interest rates on the first mortgage loans those 
buyers would need,” Younger said. “We’ll 
need a second-mortgage loan from another 
source such as the Urban Redevelopment 
Authority that would drop the first mortgage 
loan for these two buyers to somewhere in the 
vicinity of $125,000 to $130,000, depending on 
interest rates in early 2025.” 

He said the U.R.A. has told him and the 
BGC that they are working to bridge this gap 
so the development can move forward.

New housing development planned for 
5100 block of Rosetta Street pushed back to 
late 2025

There Is a bit more work to be done if 10 
new, single-family homes proposed for the 
5100 block of Rosetta Street in Garfield several 
years ago, are to be built any time in the next 
18 months.

That is the word from Julie Nigro, whose 
nonprofit agency, City of Bridges Commu-
nity Land Trust, has been partnering with a 
private homebuilder, Module Housing, to 
bring the project to fruition. While the city has 
approved the development plan that would 
require the purchase of nine city-owned lots, 
raising the money to construct the units is 
going to require CBLCT to look in a number 
of different places. 

Nigro, the director of development for 
CBLCT and a Garfield resident, said among 
the doors they’ll need to knock are at the state 
housing finance agency and the Federal Home 
Loan Bank of Pittsburgh. Nigro said they 
may also look to use the federal New Markets 
Tax Credit program to find the “soft” money 
that most affordable housing developments 
require. Both CBLCT and Module Housing 
are headquartered in Garfield, and both have 
been successful in developing new housing in 
the neighborhood.

“We are intent on getting this project done 
in the next two years, and to see how many  of 
the 10 homes we can manage to make afford-
able to homebuyers who are shut out from 
owning homes elsewhere in the city,” Nigro 
recently affirmed.

Group wants to take over rundown homes
By Joe Reuben, Bulletin contributor

JOIN THE WEST PENN HOSPITAL

PATIENT SAFETY COMMITTEE

West Penn Hospital [WPH, 4800 Liberty Ave.] is looking for community members to be 
a part of the Patient Safety Committee meeting; you cannot currently be employed by 
Allegheny Health Network.

The purpose of the committee is to provide oversight and management of the patient 
safety plan and ensure the hospital meets the patient safety requirements outlined in the 
Joint Commission standards and the Pennsylvania Medical Care Availability and Reduc-
tion of Error Act (MCARE).

The Patient Safety Committee’s objectives are to promote change; show leadership, and 
maintain staff awareness of patient safety, by identifying safety issues; implement best 
practices that are user-friendly and data-driven; support actionable plans; reduce medical 
errors by identifying problems and implementing solutions to promote patient safety.

We ask community members to commit to attending a monthly meeting, either in person 
or via Microsoft Teams, and help WPH ensure alignment with the Patient Safety Commit-
tee’s purpose.Information shared at the committee meeting is confidential [and protected 
from disclosure, except as otherwise permitted under Pennsylvania’s Peer Review Protec-
tion Act, Patient Safety Work Product, and the MCARE Act]. Committee members will be 
obligated to not disclose any information.

If you are interested in joining this committee, please contact Jacqueline Drahos (Jac-
queline.Drahos@AHN.org).

An architect’s rendering shows the plan for a housing development at 5100 Rosetta St.
Submitted photo
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Grants fund Friendship pollinator gardens
By Nancy Cohe, Friendship Community Group

Over the last few years, several Friendship resi-
dents have created gardens designed to attract 
pollinators like bees and butterflies.

With the encouragement of the Friendship 
Community Group, Friendship resident and 
gardener Diana Ames, with help from Friend-
ship resident Emily Bush, applied for a Love 
Your Block grant from Pittsburgh in January 
2020.  

The grant proposed the establishment of 
pollinator gardens on Fredericka Street in 
Friendship, which otherwise serves an alley 
lined with garages behind the residences of the 
200 block of S. Pacific and S. Atlantic avenues. 
Pollinators aid in the production of one out of 
every three bites of food consumed by humans, 
and pollinator gardens are a way to offer 
support for these species.  

The city awarded a $1,500 grant to Ames and 
Bush. A sum of $600 was spent on removing 
concrete from an area which became one of 
the larger gardens.  The pair recruited property 
owners on Fredericka Street interested in having 
such a garden. While orignally planning on 
having six gardens, the effort actually produced 
12 pollinator gardens.  

Some of the unintended benefits of the 
gardens have been a decrease in litter and the 
opportunity to explain the importance of the 
gardens to youth using the street for recreational 
purposes. Donations of mulch and top soil were 
made by local residents.  Plants came from the 

grant writers’ own gardens, as well as the annual 
F4 festival run by the Friendship Community 
Group and Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve.  
The pollinator gardens are in bloom now and 
will continue to bloom for months supporting 
our vital pollinators.

Using a grant from the city of Pittsburgh, residents of Friendship created pollinator friendly gar-
dens that attract bees and butterflies. The gardens bloom from spring through the end of fall.
Submitted photo

The group that helped to create and 
maintain the Bernard Dog Run is seeking 
assistance.

Over 12 years ago, neighbors came together 
to create the Bernard Dog Run. Since 
then, this has become a much beloved dog 
park along the Three Rivers Heritage Trail 
beneath the 40th Street Bridge. 

Since 2005 the dog run, which is the only 
privately funded and maintained dog park 
in the city, has offered an off-leash space for 
pet owners. There are areas for both large 
dogs and small ones.

People are asked to clean up after their 
dogs and to follow basic dog park etiquette. 

The current stewardship group has kept 
Bernard well maintained through monthly 
clean ups over the past 12 years and they are 
now seeking a new group of Bernard Dog 
Run stewards to continue park maintenance 
so all can enjoy the park.

If you are interested in joining the steward-
ship group, please contact Emma at emma@
lunited.org or 412-802-7220.

Help needed 
at dog run

Lawrenceville United
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Lawrenceville nonprofit 
secures national platform

By Marissa Vogel, Open Up

Open Up, a nonprofit dedicated to 
promoting mindfulness, movement, and 
belonging for all, has announced a partnership 
with Forbes.com. The opportunity, facilitated 
by The Diversity Marketing Consortium, 
allows Open Up to share its impactful story 
of building a truly accessible and inclusive 
nonprofit in Pittsburgh. Through September, 
Open Up will contribute a series of articles to 
Forbes EQ, offering valuable insights and 
experiences on topics such as:

Building a nonprofit organization with a 
focus on inclusivity and accessibility

Creating programming that welcomes indi-
viduals of all abilities

The transformative power of mindfulness 
and movement for overall well-being

“We are so grateful to The Diversity 
Marketing Consortium and Forbes for this 
incredible platform,” says Marissa Vogel, 
Open Up Co-Founder. “This opportunity 
allows us to share our mission and experi-
ences with a national audience, reaching 
individuals who might not have otherwise 
heard about Open Up or the importance of 
creating accessible spaces for mental, social, 
and physical health initiatives.” 

Open Up’s Forbes EQ contributions can 
be found on the organization’s dedicated 
contributor page: https://www.forbes.com/
sites/forbeseq/people/openup/

Open Up, based in Lawrenceville, is a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization dedicated 
to promoting mindfulness, movement, and 
belonging for all. 

Local artist Carye Bye will be exhibiting lion-themed works at Yinz Coffee on Liberty Avenue in 
Bloomfield. Bye is a local artist who trash nabs and cleans the streets/hillsides of Pittsburgh 
and creates art with the finds. The lions are created from a mix of lost and discarded items 
including metal cans, nerf darts, pencils, tools, weed wacker plastic, broken glasses, guitar 
picks, paper clips, bottle caps, toys, erasers, and more. For more, visit www.caryebye.com
Carye Bye/Submitted photo

King of the (recycled) jungle
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Project plans to revamp 
5335 Penn Ave.

By Jamie Kelly, Bulletin editor

When the building at 5335 Penn Ave. went 
up for sale, Jiangyang “Yang” Zhang had the 
idea of taking over the location as a way to 
bring a better future to the area.

Zhang, a managing partner with TGY 
Investment Group, used to live on South 
Evaline Street and met his partner in the 
neighborhood, so he was already familiar with 
the location, formerly the BFG Cafe. The plan 
is to divide the first floor into three smaller 
spaces for businesses, and then, eventually, 
rehabilitate the four apartments upstairs.

The process is still in the very early stages, 
with Zhang applying for permits and 
preparing for demolition. 

The plan didn’t need any zoning variances, 
as Zhang purposely tried to keep everything 
as simple as possible.

He hopes to get started by the end of the 
year.

Another part of the process is going to be 
figuring out what businesses are most needed 
in the neighborhood and which would be a 

good fit for the location. Among the ideas is 
a restaurant.

“We really need a good lunch place, a good 
affordable restaurant,” Zhang said.

While there are already restaurants along 
Penn Avenue, many are only open in the 
evenings, while others can be expensive.

“You really need to create food with a 
price that’s affordable to everybody, not just 
catering to people south of Penn Avenue,” he 
said.

What the other two businesses could be is 
still being decided. Zhang was in talks with 
The Open Road, a non-alcoholic drink shop 
in the Allentown neighborhood, but, instead, 
the store is planning to move next door to 5335 
Penn Ave.

Zhang said he’s been pleased with the reac-
tion to the project.

“Everybody’s very, very, very, supportive,” 
he said. “This has been very smooth and 
everybody wants this.”

Bird Watching

A great blue heron hunts in the waters of the lower pond in Allegheny Cemetery.    
John Napolitano/ Submitted Photo
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The Pittsburgh Public Schools Board of 
Directors has announced that public hear-
ings will transition back to a fully in-person 
format starting Aug. 26. This decision 
follows careful consideration of public health 
guidelines.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, public 
hearings were conducted virtually to ensure 
the safety and well-being of community 
members. Last November, a hybrid format 
was implemented. The move to fully 
in-person public hearings reflects significant 
progress in vaccination rates, a decline in 
COVID-19 hospitalizations, and updates to 
the District’s Health and Safety Plan.

The board’s public hearings typically occur 
at 6 p.m. the Monday before the Legislative 
Meeting each month. Additionally, special 
public hearings are scheduled as needed. 
Requests to speak at the Public Hearing will 
continue to be made online via the request for 
comment form. Requests may be submitted 
beginning one week before the hearing date 
until noon on the day of the hearing.

PPS back to 
in-person  
hearings 
Pittsburgh Public Schools

Blackwell named PPS chief of staff  
Pittsburgh Public Schools

Superintendent Wayne N. Walters is 
pleased to announce the appointment of 
Lamar D. Blackwell as the new Chief of Staff. 
As Chief of Staff, Blackwell will work closely 
with Walters, overseeing all areas of the 
District’s general administration.  

“I am excited to welcome Lamar Blackwell 
as the new Chief of Staff. He brings a wealth 
of experience, energy, innovative ideas, and 
leadership skills that will be invaluable in 
our pursuit of excellence in education,” said 
Walters. “This appointment marks a signif-
icant step towards enhancing our district’s 
operations and strategic initiatives, ensuring 
we continue to provide the best possible 
educational opportunities and experiences 
for our students.” 

A proud Pittsburgh Perry High School 
graduate, Blackwell expressed his enthu-
siasm about returning to the Pittsburgh 
Public Schools during this exciting period of 
transformation. 

“As an Executive Leader who faced unpar-
alleled adversity growing up, I understand 
the challenges that our students face on their 
road to success. Continued Blackwell, “When 
God 

called me to return to the district that 

helped shape me, I answered the call.” 

Before his appointment as Chief of Staff, 

Blackwell served as the Founding Executive 

Director of BUILD.org, where he success-

fully launched the Pittsburgh Pennsylvania 
Region of the K-12 entrepreneurship educa-
tion nonprofit. Under his leadership, the 
program established new strategic partner-
ships with 25 public and charter schools and 
collaborated with over 100 

educators and 35 school leaders, leading to 
improved student engagement and standard-
ized test scores.  

From 2020 to 2022, Blackwell served as 
the Pittsburgh Program Director & CEO of 
the Center for Employment Opportunities, 
where he created strategic direction for re-en-
trants. Before then, he served as the Chief of 
Staff and Director of Programs for the NEED 
Organization, where he worked alongside the 
CEO, ensuring minority students had equi-
table access to college education. 

Blackwell holds a Bachelor of Arts in 
Political Science with a minor in Secondary 
Education from Morehouse College. He also 
attended the 9th ranked dual-degree J.D. 
and M.P.A. Program in the country, Georgia 
State University.

Lamar Blackwell was named the new chief of 
staff for Pittsburgh Public Schools.
Submitted photo/Pittsburgh Public Schools
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Pledge calls for people to reject political violence
by Tim Cimino, Bulletin contributor

PERSPECTIVE — I’m a citizen who’s lived 
in Garfield for over 30 years.  Even before 
the assassination attempt on former Presi-
dent Donald Trump in Butler on July 13, I’ve 
been troubled by the prospect of increasing 
political violence as November approaches. I 
wrote this pledge and urge people to sign it 
online at StartTheHeal.Org, and share the 
link. 

Once a large number have signed it, citizens 
can begin to pressure their elected officials, 
whether Democrat or Republican, to sign the 
pledge.  

Here’s a draft:
The 2024 American Pledge of  

Political Nonviolence
There have been 59 elections in American 

history. Except for the 1860 and 2020 elections, 
the losing side of each election has peacefully 
accepted the results. Many people were prob-
ably bitterly unhappy, but they realized that, 
according to the process enacted in the U.S. 
Constitution, they had lost. 

The 1860 election resulted in the Civil War, 
in which over 618,000 Americans died. The 
2020 election resulted in claims that the 
election was stolen. It also led to a riot/insur-

rection and 60 court cases. In not one of these 
court cases was evidence found of enough 
voter fraud to change the results of the elec-
tion. 

Nevertheless, millions of Americans still 
believe – wrongly – that the election was 
stolen. This has led to great hostility, harass-
ment and death threats against election 
workers, judges and others responsible for 
maintaining the integrity of elections and the 
peaceful transfer of power. 

Now, as the 2024 election nears, many 
people on both sides fear significant polit-
ical violence. Besides any death or harm 
to individuals, political violence will have 
the following impacts: It will further erode 
confidence in democratic norms and values, 
making fascist or totalitarian policies more 
likely. It will cause economic disruption, 
making things economically painful for most 
people in the country. Third, it weakens the 
U.S. internationally and will probably lead 
to greater worldwide political and economic 
instability. 

To help prevent these dangers, I’m taking 
this pledge of political nonviolence. Specifi-
cally I will;

1. Not make verbal threats to political offi-
cials or anyone else.

2. Not engage in inflammatory or abusive 
language online and elsewhere, language 
that generally only makes people angry and 
further polarizes people.

3. Not bring offensive weapons to any 
protests.

4. Not spread information that I know to 
be false.  If the election is close enough to 
require re-counts, I will wait patiently for the 
re-counts and not inflame the situation with 
protests.

5. Wait for and accept verdicts from court 
cases, rather than spreading lies and misin-
formation.

6. Not spread claims of election interference 
or fraud without supplying the evidence.

7. I will urge my friends and family to take 
the pledge and to spread it to their contacts.

8. I will print, download (or purchase) the 
bumper sticker or sign and display it on 
my social media or on my car’s bumper or 
window, at my front door or in other prom-
inent places.

Note: This pledge does not mean that you 
shouldn’t defend yourself if attacked, or that 

you shouldn’t prepare if you expect wide-
spread political violence.  

A way to inspire participation in the pledge 
is to tell people that signing the pledge 
and urging their contacts to do the same 
might save lives and prevent emotional 
trauma among survivors. It will also prevent 
economic disruption that in the long term 
would contribute to inflation, and it would 
decrease services that cities and states provide 
because funds would have to be diverted to 
protecting citizens.  

On the website there will be a choice of 
two versions of the pledge that people can 
sign.  One is the above version that spells out 
specific behaviors.  If people don’t want to 
sign that version, they can sign a short version 
in which they pledge nonviolence – and it will 
mean whatever they want it to mean.

The website will have a section listing 
national candidates and federal officials who 
have made the pledge, as well as a link to 
VoteSmart.org, a website that offers contact 
information of candidates.

I urge people to go to StartTheHeal.Org and 
sign the pledge. Tell others, and urge organi-
zations you belong to to also spread the word.



14 The Bulletin | August 2024

YOUR AD HEREYOUR AD HERE

thousands of bulletin readersthousands of bulletin readers
can almost see it nowcan almost see it now

Advertise in our monthly publication to make things  Advertise in our monthly publication to make things 
happen for your local business. TO LEARN MORE,happen for your local business. TO LEARN MORE,

Contact JAMIE at 412-441-6950 (ext. 113) orContact JAMIE at 412-441-6950 (ext. 113) or
JAMIE@Bloomfield-Garfield.org.JAMIE@Bloomfield-Garfield.org.

LOADING...

Pittsburgh Restaurant 
Week starts Aug. 12

By Jamie Kelly, Bulletin editor

Pittsburgh Restaurant Week, a twice-yearly 
celebration of the dining scene in the city, is 
set for Aug. 12 to 18 throughout the city.

The current iteration of Restaurant Week 
began in 2012, according to the official 
website.

“Organized as a labor of love by local food 
blogger Brian McCollum as a project of the 
Pittsburgh TasteBuds, Pittsburgh Restaurant 
Week embraces the melting pot of restaurants 
in our great city in a week-long celebration of 
dining and food,” the site explains.

“The goal of the event is to highlight the 
numerous and diverse dining options within 
the community to the greater Pittsburgh 

region. Restaurant weeks are designed to 
help boost business during what is typically a 
slower time of the year. Traditionally during 
restaurant week, restaurants offer dining 
deals, like prix-fixe meals, to give patrons the 
opportunity to experience the areas dining 
landscape without breaking the bank.”

More than three dozen restaurants are 
participating for the summer 2024 event, 
including Senti in Lawrenceville.

For more information about Pittsburgh 
Restaurant Week or to see the menus for 
participating restaurants, visit https://pitts-
burghrestaurantweek.com/

Planning Commission gives its 
OK to Orchard North re-zoning

By Joe Reuben, Bulletin contributor

A long-contemplated effort to bring a new 
apartment complex in the 300 block of N. 
Negley Avenue took a first step towards 
becoming reality when the City Planning 
Commission voted unanimously on July 24 
to recommend a zoning change that is needed 
for the development.

The commission’s action means that City 
Council will consider legislation in the fall 
that city planning must devise to ratify 
the planning commission’s action. That 
would clear the way for the “Mellon’s North 
Orchard” project to be built, which, as pres-
ently designed, would be as tall as six stories 
at its center. Eric Jester, who is a principal 
in the development company that owns the 
parcels targeted for the development between 
Rural St. and Rippey St., has sought the city’s 
support since September 2022 for what would 
be a 264-unit apartment building. 

But an initial application Jester made to 
the Zoning Board of Adjustment on behalf 

of the project was ultimately rejected by the 
Board in a decision rendered later that year. 
That application was based, however, on the 
existing zoning for the site.

A number of neighbors appeared before 
the commission and spoke against the zoning 
change, fearing it would pose a major disrup-
tion to the residential neighborhood behind 
it. A group of older residents from the nearby 
Mellon’s Orchard South development spoke 
in favor, noting that the walk-up units they 
occupy in that project have no elevators, a 
circumstance that eventually could force 
them to move when they can no longer navi-
gate the steps to their apartments.

Jester has told the community that 25% of 
his apartments will be made affordable to 
working-class households, including those 
displaced from the demolition in 2018 of the 
Penn Plaza Apartments that once stood a 
quarter-mile from his site.
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The importance of celebrating Black excellence in real estate
By Elizabeth Sensky, Catapult Greater Pittsburgh

If you’ve ever attended a Black Excellence in 
Real Estate awards gala, you know you’re in for 
a good time. From the lavish decorations to the 
impeccably dressed guests, it’s a moment for 
Pittsburgh’s Black real estate community to 
celebrate and shine. In attendance, you’ll find 
some of the nation’s largest lenders mingling 
and dancing alongside members of grassroots 
community organizations. What do they have 
in common? They’re all united in the mission 
of increasing Black generational wealth.

The gala was founded in 2021 by Founder 
of LifeVenture Real Estate Solutions Mary 
Hester and Catapult Executive Director 
Tammy Thompson. Since then, the event 
has evolved into a rapidly growing movement 
that is creating intentional opportunities 
for Black families in Pittsburgh to achieve 
homeownership. Alongside the annual gala, 
Black Excellence in Real Estate hosts quarterly 
mixers and other events throughout the year to 
keep the community connected and informed.

We sat down with Hester and Thompson 
to learn more about Black Excellence in Real 
Estate, from how they first came up with the 
idea to where it’s all headed.

The next gala is Sept. 26.
How did Black Excellence in Real Estate get 

started?
Tammy Thompson: I got a phone call from 

Mary one day, and she said, “We should do 
a gala!” I was like, “Are you crazy? We don’t 
have time to do this.” But Mary was passionate 
about it and said that we should partner and do 
this event to celebrate the folks in the industry 
working toward improving the Black-white 
wealth gap, particularly around homeown-
ership. It would give us an opportunity from 
the stage to talk about why this is important, 
not just for individual families, but also for 
communities and society. Our first event was 
at the Heinz History Center in September 
2021 with around 200 people. I didn’t realize 
how many people would be interested in and 
excited about this, but it’s grown from that first 
conversation to this big event that people look 
forward to every year.

Mary Hester: When we started, it was just 
going to be a one-off celebration, but the 
turnout was so much more than we antici-
pated that we turned it into an annual event. 
This allows us to keep up the momentum for 
our mission of building Black generational 
wealth, homeownership opportunities, and 
also sharing the stories and people behind the 
work.

What gap do you think Black Excellence 
in Real Estate is filling in the Pittsburgh 
market?

Hester: I think it’s different than anything 
else in Pittsburgh, because it’s not an organiza-
tion — it’s a movement. There’s not a lot in our 
city that’s focused on the work that we do as far 

as raising awareness and celebrating people. A 
lot of people don’t get the recognition for the 
work that they’ve been doing for years — and 
it’s a lot of work. It’s an event where we have a 
great time, but the priority is to make sure that 
we’re recognizing people.

Thompson: The reality in Pittsburgh is that 
things specific to the Black community are 
often an afterthought because of the demo-
graphics here, and we just felt like this is too 
big of an issue not to draw attention to it. It is 
really at the core of some of the biggest chal-
lenges that we have in the Black community, 
from poverty to housing instability to creating 
opportunities for the transfer of generational 
wealth. It’s all connected to homeownership. 
So, it’s a big, big, big issue that needs to be 
addressed, and not just from the perspec-
tive of, “Well, that one family wants to buy 
a house.” It’s bigger than buying a house — 
what homeownership represents for Black 
families is so much more than that. We want to 
continue to keep it at the forefront of people’s 
minds and educate people about the history 
of homeownership in this city and across the 
country.

It’s also a chance to show the people behind 
the reports, statistics, and articles. Now we’re 
up to around 300 guests. 300 people from 
across the real estate industry, from lenders to 
nonprofits to government to real estate agents 
— people who need to be reminded when 
they’re running around selling houses, issuing 
loans, or developing their programs, that this 
is a fight, and at the crux of it, are the people 
that we’re doing this work for. It’s a fight we’ve 
been in for a very long time, and we haven’t 
gotten as far as we think. For example, the 
percentages of Black folks across the country 
who are homeowners has not improved very 
much since the 1960s. So, although people 
think we’ve made such great progress — and 

we have made some around the areas of wealth 
building — the numbers are still not good. 
We’ve got to work together to figure out why.

At the gala, you give out a range of awards, 
including real estate agency of the year, 
nonprofit leadership of the year, and even 
homeowner of the year. Can you tell us 
more about the awards and how you select 
the awardees?

Thompson: We select the awardees based 
on people that we work with throughout the 
year. Is it a lender that went above and beyond 
to make sure a homeowner got through the 
underwriting process? Was it a nonprofit who 
developed a down payment and closing costs 
assistance program? Is it a nonprofit leader 
who has been in the trenches and supporting 
work around homeownership for a long period 
of time? We’re really looking at people who 
have done work that has yielded Black home-
ownership, and we’re paying attention to what 
kind of programs and products they offer, how 
they’re engaging with the community, etc.

Hester: A lot of the real estate brokerages 
have award celebrations where they give 
out awards for high performers, or you’ll 
see banks give out awards to people in their 
own organization who are bringing in a lot 
of volume. This sets us apart, because we’re 
not giving people awards based off how much 
money they make or produce for any orga-
nization. It’s not about how much money is 
made, it’s about the people that you serve and 
the families you help. People will also suggest 
potential awardees to us, and Tammy and 
I will sit down and look at their work if we 
don’t know them personally. But so far, we’ve 
known every single person or organization, 
because we are immersed in this industry and 
seeing the work every day. I think that it’s a 
great incentive for people to put their best foot 
forward throughout the year.

Tell us more about the celebration aspect 
of Black Excellence in Real Estate. Why is 
that so important?

Thompson: The celebration piece is huge 
for us. We want to celebrate the people that 
are doing this work, because they deserve 
it. Working with people in general is tough, 
but working with vulnerable populations 
of people to do wealth building endeavors 
is even harder, because it’s a drain emotion-
ally, physically, and mentally. It’s exhausting 
work to navigate these waters with and for 
people while also keeping them inspired, 
motivated, and covered from their fear. It’s 
a heavy lift, and we know that not only is it 
tough to support Black families in this space, 
but it’s also tough to be Black professionals in 
this space, especially in a city like Pittsburgh, 
where it’s historically a tough place for Black 
folks to succeed. So, we think it’s worth cele-
brating these folks and the fact that they’re 
sticking to it, that they’re staying here in 
Pittsburgh and committing their talents and 
skillsets to these families. We want them to 
know how much they’re appreciated. We want 
to give them an opportunity to look around 
a room and see like-minded folks who are 
working toward the same goal. It’s a reminder 
to them that they’re not doing it alone.

What’s next for this movement?
Hester: It’s getting bigger and bigger every 

year, that’s for sure. The galas always sell out, 
and last year we had over 300 people attend. 
That right there shows us that it’s something 
that is not only necessary but also something 
that people appreciate. Since next year is our 
fifth anniversary, we are looking to do a little 
something different, maybe a retreat or an 
expo where we bring the people in that have 
been contributing to Black Excellence in Real 
Estate, and they can share what they do in this 
industry. Of course, we still plan to have the 
gala, because people look forward to those 
annual awards.

Is there anything else you’d like to share?
Hester: I hope people understand that it’s 

not only about increasing homeownership for 
families, but it’s also about making sure that 
people have access to opportunities and that 
we are being mindful of predatory practices. 
Things like biased appraisals or unfair lending 
practices can really stifle the growth of home-
ownership and communities, and those are 
barriers that still exist. So that’s a big part of it 
too, to make sure that people are keeping their 
eyes on things like that and calling them out 
when they see them.

Thompson: I’m just so happy that we could 
bring this to life and that it’s something that 
people look forward to. I think the reason 
why it’s so well attended is that nobody else 
has celebrated Black professionals and Black 
homeownership in this way. I love it.

Tammy Thompson and Mary Hester celebrating at the 2023 gala.
Catapult Greater Pittsburgh


