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1.0 SUMMARY 
Frequently referred to as the “Gateway to Squirrel Hill”, the area in the vicinity of the intersection of 
Murray Avenue and Forward Avenue in the Squirrel Hill neighborhood of Pittsburgh has tenaciously 
resisted efforts to entice investment and new development.  Promising development/redevelopment 
proposals have been cancelled or deferred due to a number of influencing factors including the area’s 
complex confluence of streets, its proximity to I-376 and the Squirrel Hill Interchange, the loss of long-
standing anchor businesses, major fires, and a moribund economy.  A vision study for the area 
commissioned by the Squirrel Hill Urban Coalition in 2009, and design proposals for the area developed 
by student teams from Carnegie Mellon University’s Master of Urban Design Program in 2014 each 
highlighted the potential for investment and revitalization, but recognized safety, blighting, and 
infrastructure issues that must be addressed for the area to realize that potential.  
 
An analysis of the existing conditions of the Murray-Forward Study Area has been completed and is 
outlined in this report.  Based on field studies of existing parcels and structures, a review of local 
ordinances, an assessment of transportation infrastructure, and an analysis of these conditions with 
respect to the Pennsylvania Redevelopment Act of 1945 (PA URL), as amended, it is the conclusion of 
this report and of the City of Pittsburgh Planning Commission that the properties located within the 
boundaries of the Murray-Forward Study Area meet the necessary conditions of blight.  The blighting 
conditions identified in the Murray-Forward Study area are Defective Design and Arrangement of 
Buildings; Faulty Street and Lot Layout; and Economically and Socially Undesirable Land Uses.  With the 
presence of these conditions, the Murray-Forward Study Area merits the certification as an area in need 
of redevelopment.  
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2.0 PURPOSE 
This report focuses on existing conditions in the Study Area, as herein described, and as outlined in 
Appendix B - Map 1 entitled Study Area Boundary Map, as they relate to the qualifications for an area in 
need of redevelopment pursuant to the requirements of the PA URL, as amended.  The PA URL outlines 
seven particular characteristics of blight.1  The documented presence of any one or more of such 
conditions of blight defined in the PA URL and, as subsequently reiterated in the PA Tax Increment 
Financing Act, is sufficient to warrant certification of the defined area as in need of redevelopment 
assistance.  
 
The purpose of the investigation was to assess existing conditions and report findings to determine if 
conditions exist within the Study Area which meet the PA URL criteria for certification as an area in need 
of redevelopment.  Under the PA URL, blighted conditions need not be evident throughout the Study 
Area.  Individual properties may be free from blight, but that does not render the findings subjective, as 
the area is considered in its entirety.  Study Area Conditions were surveyed and documented, and 
representative photographs were taken. 
 
Should the City of Pittsburgh Planning Commission make a finding of fact and confirm the Study Area as 
in need of redevelopment under the criteria stipulated in the PA URL, that certification of the Murray-
Forward Study Area (Study Area) as an area in need of redevelopment assistance may qualify the area 
for certain project financing mechanisms to facilitate its redevelopment and revitalization.  
 

1A finding of blight under Section 2 of the PA URL does not give a redevelopment authority the power to condemn property in the 
Study Area through the power of eminent domain.  PA Act 34 of 2006, the Property Rights Protection Act, amended the PA URL 
and the Eminent Domain Code to limit the eminent domain powers of a redevelopment authority and listed several conditions that 
must be met before condemnation may take place.  These conditions were not studied or applied to the Study Area.  Rather, the 
original PA URL definitions set forth in Section 2 of the PA URL, as further reiterated In the Tax Increment Financing Act, are 
employed herein. 
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3.0 STUDY AREA AND BACKGROUND 

3.1 Study Area 
The Study Area lies in the southern portion of the Squirrel Hill neighborhood of the City of Pittsburgh.  The 
Study Area is generally delineated by Interstate 376 (Parkway East/Squirrel Hill Tunnels) to the south, 
Pocussett Street to the northwest, Forward Avenue to the north, and Shady Avenue to the east.  The 
Study Area includes 40 separate parcels of land that encompass approximately 11 acres according to 
Allegheny County real property records.  Detail on the 40 parcels including parcel address, size, 
Allegheny County parcel identification number, and ownership of record is included in Appendix A.  

3.2 Background 
The last decade has been one of significant change and disruption within the Study Area.  A chronology 
of significant activities over the past ten years contributes to an understanding of the context of the 
current conditions in the Study Area: 
 

• For over 80 years, Poli’s Restaurant was a regional institution located in the center of the Study 
Area.  Opened in the early 1920s and closed permanently in 2005, the Poli’s building remained 
vacant for a decade.  The adjacent commercial building housed several retail storefronts and was 
most recently identified as the home of the locally popular Tango Café.  There were several failed 
attempts to redevelop the properties both individually and jointly over the past decade.   

• An encouraging proposal involving the Poli’s and adjacent sites was announced in 2008.  Known 
as Forward Square, the proposal included a hotel, restaurant, and condominiums, and would 
have involved the demolition of all buildings on three parcels, including the Squirrel Hill Theater 
property.  The 2008 financial crisis erupted, credit became very tight, and unfortunately, the 
developers were not able to secure project financing. 

• In 2009, the Burton L. Hirsch Funeral Home on Murray Avenue was destroyed by fire, and a 
vacant lot ensued.  

• In 2010, the Squirrel Hill Theater closed, and subsequently businesses, including the Tango Cafe 
closed in the commercial building adjacent to the vacant Poli’s Restaurant.   

• In September 2013, the Poli’s Restaurant property and parking lot at the intersection of Murray 
and Forward were sold at Sheriff’s sale to a local non-profit, Action Housing Inc. (AHI).  AHI 
announced plans to demolish the building and partner with Jewish Residential Services to 
construct a new building that would house offices, provide expansion space for the Howard Levin 
Clubhouse, and offer 40 units of housing for persons with special needs.  Delays related to 
securing tax credits and other factors pushed the development timetable to 2016-2017.  

• In February 2015, an entity called Landmark Properties Group unveiled a plan to construct a 
condominium development on the currently vacant site of the former Burton L. Hirsch Funeral 
Home (Parcel 87-F-320) which was destroyed by fire in January 2009.  To be known as the “The 
Q”, the proposed development would consist of a four-story building with 23 condominium units, 
indoor parking, and a fitness center.  The current status of the proposed development is not 
known, and the land remains vacant and under-utilized. 
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• In May 2015, a major fire consumed both the former Poli’s Restaurant building and the vacant 

commercial structure located adjacent to it at the corner of Murray and Forward Avenues.   
 
The community has been actively engaged in identifying issues and challenges, and developing remedial 
strategies.  The Squirrel Hill Urban Coalition (SHUC) is a non-profit community organization established 
over 40 years ago with a focus on the quality of life in Squirrel Hill.  The SHUC provides information and a 
forum through which the community can be aware and participated in developments in the community.   
 
The SHUC established a long-range development plan for the 14th Ward of the City of Pittsburgh in 1990.  
Called “Directions for Our Future:  The Master Plan, 1990-2010”, the plan laid out recommendations for 
community development over a 20-year period.  Among other things, that plan provided an impetus that 
ultimately led to the development of Summerset at Frick.  The SHUC has a range of standing committees, 
and its Gateway Committee has established four priority areas, one of which is the entrance to Squirrel 
Hill from the Parkway East.  In 2008, the SHUC obtained a grant from the Community Design Center of 
Pittsburgh and commissioned a study of the gateway to develop a site plan and formulate cost estimates 
for proposed improvements.  This study focused on public rights-of-way, public space, pedestrian safety, 
signage, landscaping and lighting, and it suggested a landscaped median on Forward Avenue between 
the Parkway and the Murray Avenue intersection.  The SHUC Gateway Committee was instrumental in 
streetscape and public improvements in the Study Area which include lighting, signage and landscaping.  
The SHUC also collaborated with Carnegie Mellon University and the Design Center in 2013-2014 to plan 
improvements at the gateway.  The Coalition worked with two CMU graduate architecture/real estate 
development classes and the community to assess the sites and propose creative re-uses.  
 
The Urban Redevelopment Authority has proposed that the gateway area be designated a redevelopment 
area so that the area might access necessary funding and assistance to further the goals of the 
community for this important area. 
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4.0 MURRAY-FORWARD STUDY AREA BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 
The following description of the Study Area Boundary supplants the Study Boundary Map (Appendix B-1).  
The narrative is included for descriptive and contextual purposes and it is not, nor is it intended to 
represent, a legal “metes and bounds” property description.  The description begins at a point where 
Forward Avenue intersects with the West bound on-ramp from Forward Avenue to I-376 West.  The 
description then follows the boundary along its perimeter, in a general clockwise direction and finishes at 
the original point of beginning.  The Study Area boundary is described as follows:  
 
Beginning at the point of intersection of Forward Avenue with the West-Bound on-ramp from Forward Avenue to I-
376;  (The Point of Beginning); Then, proceeding along said West-Bound on-ramp from Forward Avenue to I-376 in a 
westerly direction to its point of intersection with the extended western parcel line of Parcel 37-F-282; Then, 
proceeding along said parcel line in a northeasterly direction to its point of intersection with the northern parcel line of 
Parcel 87-F-218; Then, proceeding along the northern parcel line of Parcel 87-F-2218 in an easterly direction to its 
point of intersection with the western parcel line of Parcel 87-F-215; Then, proceeding along said western parcel line 
of Parcel 87-F-215 in a northerly direction to its point of intersection with Pocussett Street; Then, proceeding along 
Pocussett Street in a northeasterly direction to its point of intersection the extended western parcel line of Parcel 87-
G-28; Then, proceeding in a northerly direction along the western parcel line of Parcel 87-G-28 to its point of 
intersection with its northern parcel line; Then, proceeding in an easterly direction along said northern parcel line to its 
point of intersection with Murray Avenue; Then, proceeding in a southerly direction along Murray Avenue to its point 
of intersection with Forward Avenue; Then, proceeding in an easterly direction along Forward Avenue to its point of 
intersection the extended western parcel line of Parcel 87-G-210; Then, proceeding along the entire parcel line of 
Parcel 87-G-210, and encompassing said parcel in its entirety, to its point of intersection with Eldridge Street; Then 
proceeding in a southeasterly direction along Eldridge Street to its point of intersection with Forward Avenue; Then, 
proceeding in easterly direction along Forward Avenue to its point of intersection with Shady Avenue; Then, 
proceeding in a southwesterly direction along Shady Avenue to its point of intersection with Sunapee Way; Then, 
proceeding in a westerly direction along the improved and unimproved sections of Sunapee Way to its point of 
intersection with Maeburn Road; Then, proceeding in a southwesterly direction along Maeburn Road to its point of 
intersection with Morrowfield Avenue; Then proceeding in a westerly direction along Morrowfield Avenue to its point 
of intersection with Murray Avenue; Then, crossing Murray Avenue and continuing in a westerly direction along the 
northern right-of-way line of I-376 to its point of intersection with Forward Avenue; Then, proceeding in a 
northeasterly direction along Forward Avenue to its point of intersection with the West-bound on-ramp to I-376; (The 
Point of Beginning)  
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5.0 EXISTING CONDITIONS IN THE STUDY AREA 

Parcel data research identified individual parcels located within the Study Area.  A field reconnaissance 
survey was conducted and general Study Area conditions were surveyed, documented, and 
photographed.  Study Area photographs are included in Appendix C to depict general Study Area 
attributes and conditions.  An assessment of the conditions of all individual parcels within the Study Area 
was not conducted as the PA URL does not require that blighted conditions be documented throughout 
the area of study, and as such research was not conducted with respect to each individual parcel.  
Representative examples of conditions which meet the requirements in the PA URL were documented 
and are described in the following sections.  Based upon research and field observation, the following 
existing conditions are noted.   

5.1 Study Area Context 
The designated Study Area is in the southern portion of the Squirrel Hill neighborhood directly to the north 
of the Parkway East and the western portal of the Squirrel Hill Tunnels.  The tunnels pass beneath the 
Study Area at Morrowfield Avenue.  The Study Area is proximate to the southern boundary of Squirrel Hill 
where it transitions into the Greenfield neighborhood.  The central focus of the area is the intersection of 
Murray Avenue, Forward Avenue, and Pocusset Street, and the Study Area generally radiates from that 
point.  The area is a mix of commercial, office, residential, and utility uses.  The contextual elements are 
described below and graphically represented in the Study Area Attributes Map found in Appendix B.  

5.2 Public Streets 
There are documented rights-of-way within the Study Area, including existing streets and dedicated un-
built or possibly abandoned streets.  Two main streets intersect within the Study Area, Murray Avenue 
and Forward Avenue, and cross the Study Area in its entirety.  These two streets roughly parallel each 
other in a southwest to northeast direction (Forward Avenue beginning at the Parkway East and Murray 
Avenue beginning at Morrowfield Avenue) and converge to intersect with each other and Pocussett Street 
at an awkward five-point odd-angled intersection in the center of the Study Area.  The Forward Avenue 
cartway between I-376 and the Murray Avenue intersection is approximately 60 feet in width.   
 
Significant streets within the Study Area also include portions of Shady Avenue and Morrowfield Avenue.  
A full inventory of all streets, alleys, and named rights-of-way was conducted.  These public rights-of-way 
and their limits within the Study Area are detailed in Table 1 entitled “Public Streets in the Study Area.” 

5.2.1 Public Streets 
All public rights-of-way and their limits within the Study Area are detailed in Table 1 entitled “Public 
Streets in the Study Area.” 
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Table 1 – Public Streets in the Study Area 

 
Street Name Limits Within the Study Area 
Alderson Street Maeburn Road to Shady Avenue 
Forward Avenue Shady Avenue to Morrowfield Avenue 

Murray Avenue 
Morrowfield Avenue to Pocussett Street and then 

Approximately 240 feet In a northerly direction 
Maeburn Road Shady Avenue to Alderson Street 

Pocussett Street From Murray Avenue approximately 580 feet in a westerly direction 
Shady Avenue Sunapee Way to Forward Avenue 

Morrowfield Avenue Murray Avenue to Maeburn Road 
  

5.3 Zoning 
According to the Pittsburgh Department of City Planning website, “The intent of zoning regulations is to 
allow property owners the reasonable use of their property insofar as the use is not detrimental to 
abutting properties or to the neighborhood.  Every property in the city has a zoning classification and 
subsequent occupancy permit that determines how the property can be used.”  Zoning districts and 
definitions were amended most recently in 2005.  The Study Area is comprised of four zoning districts 
that include one (1) Special Purpose District, one (1) Mixed-Use District, and two (2) Residential Districts.  
The general locations of these zoning districts within the Study Area are described as: 
 
Special Purpose District 

P (Parks) – The P district overlays a two-parcel section along the I-376 west-bound on ramp at 
the western limit of the Study Area. 

 
Mixed-Use District 

LNC (Local Neighborhood Commercial) – The north central portion of the study area is 
designated as LNC which contains the five-point intersection and extends outward from that point 
along Forward Avenue southward and westward, and Murray Avenue to the north and south. 

 
Residential Districts 

R2-L (Two Unit Residential-Low Density) – The R2-L district within the Study Area covers several 
parcels on the southern side of Pocussett Street beginning to the west of the Squirrel Hill 
Professional Building. 
RM-M (Multi Unit Residential – Medium Density) – The RM-M district covers properties on 
portions of Alderson Street between Maeburn and Shady, Maeburn Road from Alderson to 
Morrowfield, the northern side of Sunapee Way, and Murray Avenue including the Morrowfield 
Apartments and the apartment buildings on the eastern side of Forward Avenue in the southern 
portion of the Study Area. 
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A copy of the City of Pittsburgh’s Zoning Map for the Study Area is included as Appendix B – Map 3 for 
reference purposes.  The intent of each of the zoning districts within the Study Area according to 
Pittsburgh’s Zoning Code is summarized as follows. 

5.3.1 Special Purpose District 
There is a single Special Purpose District covering a portion of the Study Area in its southwestern section.  
The P, Parks District encompasses parcels 87-F-282 and 87-F-218, which currently consist of a wooded 
area and a former parking lot for Poli’s Restaurant.   
 
P, Parks District  
According to the Pittsburgh Zoning Code, the P (Parks) District is intended to provide and maintain a 
system of parks for the enjoyment of the City’s residents and visitors, accommodate memorial parks or 
cemeteries, and accommodate passive and active recreational uses in dedicated public and private park 
areas. 

5.3.2 Mixed Use District 
According to the American Planning Association, “Mixed use zoning is generally closely linked to 
increased density, which allows for more compact development. Higher densities increase land-use 
efficiency and housing variety while reducing energy consumption and transportation costs. The mixed 
use buildings that result can help strengthen or establish neighborhood character and encourage walking 
and bicycling.”  There are seven mixed use zoning districts in the City of Pittsburgh, one of which, LNC 
covers a portion of the Study Area. 
 
LNC, Local Neighborhood Commercial District  
According to the Pittsburgh Zoning Code, the LNC District is intended to maintain the small scale and 
diversity of neighborhood commercial districts; promote and enhance the quality of life in adjacent 
residential areas; and reduce the adverse impacts of commercial uses to promote compatibility with 
residential development.  

5.3.3 Residential Districts 
According to the Pittsburgh Zoning Code, residential zoning is intended to encourage development and 
redevelopment while preserving the character of existing residential neighborhoods.  The residential 
zoning in Pittsburgh consists of five use sub-districts and five development sub-districts.  Therefore, there 
are twenty-five (25) possible residential zoning districts within the City of Pittsburgh.  There are two types 
of residential zoning districts in the Study Area including R2-L and RM-M. 
 
R2-L Two-Unit Residential – Low Density 
(a) Primary Uses  
Primary uses shall be allowed in the R2 Sub-district in accordance with the Use Table of Sec. 911.02.  
(b) Accessory Uses  
Accessory uses shall be allowed in the R2 Sub-district in accordance with the Accessory Use regulations 
of Chapter 912. 
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RM-M Multi-Unit Residential – Moderate Density 
(a) Primary Uses  
Primary uses shall be allowed in the RM Sub-district in accordance with the Use Table of Sec. 911.02.  
(b) Accessory Uses  
Accessory uses shall be allowed in the RM Sub-district in accordance with the Accessory Use regulations 
of Chapter 912. 

5.4 Study Area Conditions 
The field reconnaissance survey of the proposed redevelopment area was conducted.  In addition, 
background research was conducted to provide context to the observed conditions.  Background 
research assisted in placing the existing conditions in context.  Photographs were taken of conditions 
within the area.   
 
Based on the fieldwork and research, the Study Area conditions were observed and studied with respect 
to the PA URL requirements. 

5.4.1 Five-Point Intersection of Murray Avenue, Forward Avenue, and Pocusset Street 
This is a five-approach intersection with two major streets, 
Murray Avenue and Forward Avenue; and one minor street, 
Pocusset Street.  Street parking is permissible at points along 
all three arteries.  The signalized intersection has a long cycle 
length and is confusing with its awkward configuration.  The 
configuration and signalization of this intersection result in poor 
levels of service, particularly during morning and afternoon 
peak hours.  With the adjacency of the Squirrel Hill 
Interchange of I-376 (Parkway East), the Murray/Forbes area 
is a heavily traveled entrance into and exit from the Squirrel 
Hill neighborhood.  As previous studies have noted, the 
Forward-Murray-Pocusset Intersection is dysfunctional for pedestrians and vehicles.  The intersection 
separates the southern commercial areas of Murray and Forward Avenues from the main commercial 
area of Murray Avenue, and as such does not benefit from the relative vibrancy of that area. 
 
There are a number of potential conflict points for vehicles at this intersection.  Several traffic movements 
are particularly challenging and treacherous.  These movements include the right turn from northbound 
Forward Avenue onto southbound Murray Avenue; the left turn movement from northbound Murray 
Avenue onto southbound Forward Avenue; the left turn movement from northbound Murray Avenue onto 
westbound Pocusset Street; the right turn movement from eastbound Pocusset Street onto southbound 
Murray Avenue; the left turn movement from northbound Forward Avenue onto west-bound Pocusset 
Street; and the left turn movement from west-bound Forward Avenue onto southbound Murray Avenue.  
There are no signs present which specifically prohibit any of these unnerving movements.  There is one 
sign where Pocusset Street meets Murray Avenue and Forward Avenue that requires that all traffic turn 
right; however, turning right can lead to both southbound Murray Avenue and southbound Forward 
Avenue, so it is not clear if the movement onto Murray Avenue is permissible.   
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This intersection also is not at all pedestrian-friendly.  Pedestrians can feel unsafe when they have to 
cross multi lanes of traffic, and large expanses of asphalt leave them feeling exposed and vulnerable.  
These conditions are all present at this intersection.  In addition, the pedestrian island at Pocusset Street 
places pedestrians in a vulnerable spot if the traffic signal changes unexpectedly.  Although there is not a 
designated crosswalk between the location of the remaining Poli’s sign and the Squirrel Hill Professional 
Building, there are also no signs which prohibit a pedestrian from crossing at this point.   

5.4.2 Interstate 376 – aka The Parkway East 
Although the Parkway East itself is not physically within the Study Area, its influence on the area is 
undeniable.  The antiquated, complicated and dysfunctional Squirrel Hill interchange of the Parkway East 
deposits traffic into the Study Area via Forward Avenue.  The west-bound on ramp to the Parkway is the 
one component of the Parkway within the Study Area.  This ramp delineates the southwestern boundary 
of the Study Area and encourages high speeds in the southbound curb land of Forward Avenue south of 
the five-point intersection.  Traffic exiting the Parkway in both directions is channeled onto Beechwood 
Boulevard and turns left onto Forward Avenue into the Study Area.  The five-point intersection channels 
this heavy traffic load directly into the Squirrel Hill commercial and residential areas.  The design of the 
highway and interchange itself has important implications for development potential in the Study Area.  
Sites immediately adjacent to it suffer from aesthetic and acoustic harm.  The interchange and ramps 
have created areas of unusable space within and proximate to the Study Area. 

5.4.3 Former Parking Lots for Poli’s Restaurant 
Two former valet parking lots that served Poli’s Restaurant are located along Forward Avenue between 
the five-point intersection and I-376.  These properties are currently held under separate ownership and 
are both vacant and under-utilized.  Neither property generates significant real estate tax revenue. 
 
Parcel 87-G-46 is a 9,200-square foot property at the juncture 
of Forward Avenue and Murray Avenue.  The property was 
acquired by the non-profit agency that also acquired the main 
Poli’s site in 2013.  The lot is overgrown with weeds and there 
is a deteriorating concrete block retaining wall on the eastern 
side of the parcel along Murray Avenue.  Located where the 
converging streets intersect at a tight angle, this parcel is 
triangular in shape and shallow in depth which will limit reuse 
options.   
 
5715 Forward Avenue (Parcel 87-F-218) is a 1.4-acre piece of property located on the western side of 
Forward Avenue along the entrance ramp to west-bound I-376.  The property mainly consists of asphalt 
pavement, which is deteriorating and weedy.  It was acquired in 2013 by the owner of the neighboring 
auto service business and its current usage appears to be laydown parking and auto staging for their 
repair business.  The property is currently listed as a development opportunity for lease or sale by Hanna 
Langholz Wilson Ellis Commercial Real Estate Services.  Although marketed as a commercial 
opportunity, the current zoning for the property is for parks. 
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5.4.4 Former Poli’s Restaurant Site and Squirrel Hill Theater Property 
Located at the conspicuous southeast corner where Murray Avenue and Forward Avenue intersect, this 
site, consisting of three tax parcels (87-G-65, 87-G-66, and 87-G-155), was the location of the former 
Poli’s Restaurant and an adjacent property on which there was a commercial structure with several 
storefronts on Forward and Murray Avenues, and also the separate and vacant Squirrel Hill Theater 
building on Forward Avenue. 
 
Although the commercial building that burned on the corner was located on the same parcel as the former 
Squirrel Hill Theater building, that building was not damaged.  Both buildings involved in the fire were 
totally destroyed and the remains of the buildings have since been cleared.  This key location in the Study 
Area is now vacant unused land in two parcels under separate ownership.  

5.4.5 Former Squirrel Hill Theater 
The Warner Brothers Squirrel Hill Theater was opened at 5824 
Forward Avenue in 1937, and was one of the last remaining 
neighborhood movie theaters in Pittsburgh when it was closed 
permanently in March 2010.  In the late 1990s, the theater had 
been expanded into adjacent commercial space to six screens 
in an attempt to compete with larger theaters.  When the 
theater closed, the owner indicated that the theater was no 
longer economically viable to operate.  Adaptive reuse of 
single-purpose structures such as movie theaters can be 
challenging and costly.  The building has been vacant and 
unused since its closing, and its condition is deteriorating.   

5.4.6 Verizon Building 
Located conspicuously at the corner of Pocusset Street and Murray Avenue (Parcel 87-G-28), a three-
story brick building currently housing a switching station for Verizon is currently under-utilized.  
Constructed in 1926 by the Bell Telephone Company, the building originally housed switchboards and 
operators.  Advances in technology eliminated the antiquated switching equipment, and with new 
technology, there was no longer a need for human operators.  In 2003, Verizon upgraded the call 
switching center with the installation of new power systems for high-speed Internet service and 
emergency power.  According to the Squirrel Hill Urban Coalition, two-thirds of the building is currently 
vacant and unused.  
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5.4.7 Former Burton L. Hirsch Funeral Home Property 
In 1947, Burton L. Hirsch founded the Burton L. Hirsch 
Funeral Home at 2704 Murray Avenue (Parcel 87-F-320) 
within the Study Area.  The funeral home served the Jewish 
community in Squirrel Hill for many years.  In January 2009, a 
fire totally destroyed the building and the business was 
permanently closed.  The building was subsequently 
demolished and the site is now vacant unused land.  Although 
development plans for the property were announced early in 
2015, there has been little information shared since that time 
regarding progress.  According to Allegheny County’s real 
estate website, the vacant property is tax delinquent for three 
years.   

5.4.8 Vacant Lots 
A survey of the area indicates that eight parcels, comprising approximately 23% of the total parcel area 
within Study Area are currently vacant lots.  The vacant lot inventory in the Study Area includes the two 
former Poli’s parking lots previously described in Section 5.4.3, the four vacant lots created by fires and 
subsequent demolition described in Sections 5.4.2 and 5.4.7, and two previously undeveloped parcels.  
These vacant lots occupy significant land area, which is visibly unattractive and not conducive to new 
development. The vacant parcels of land are visually unappealing and create potential public health and 
safety risks.  In addition, vacant lots typically produce only limited real estate tax revenue. 

5.5 Land Use 
An inventory of land use within the Study Area was conducted through field survey and a review of 
current Allegheny County property records.  For purposes of this analysis, existing categories of land use 
by parcels within the Study Area were identified through research of Allegheny County property records 
and field confirmation was conducted where discrepancies in that data were revealed.  Categorical land 
uses identified within the Study Area include commercial, government, retail/office, retail/apartments, 
retail alone, residential, office, utility, parking, and vacant land.  Allegheny County also maintains property 
data related to specific parcel usage.  Thirty-nine (39) sub-categories of use were identified for the 
1,042 parcels in the Study Area. 

5.5.1 Current Land Use by Parcel 
Table 2, entitled “Land Use Categories by Number of Parcels,” details current uses for the 40 parcels 
within the Study Area by category based upon Allegheny County real property data and confirmed by 
observed current usage.  The parcels were categorized by use by both the number of parcels and, more 
significantly, the percentage of total parcel acreage.  As the table indicates, the predominant use by 
parcel within the Study Area is residential of all types, including apartment buildings and single-family 
residences.  Residential uses within the Study Area currently account for 50% of the total parcels and 
44% of the parcel acreage.  Commercial/Retail and Mixed Use combined comprise approximately 20% of 
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the parcels and 17% of the parcel acreage.  Vacant land, which includes both residential and commercial 
properties and the former parking lots for Poli’s Restaurant, accounts for over 17% of the parcels and 
23% of the parcel acreage, which is the second highest percentage use by parcel in the Study Area.  
Utility/government parcels make up approximately 0.75% of the parcels and office use alone comprises 
the remaining 0.50%.  
 

Table 2 – Land Use Categories by Number of Parcels 
and Percentage of Parcel Acreage 

 
 

Current Land Use 
 

Number of Parcels 
% of Parcel 

Acreage 
COMMERCIAL/RETAIL 5 2% 

GOVERNMENT 1 0.5% 
MIXED USE 3 17% 

RESIDENTIAL 
OFFICE 

20 
2 

44% 
2.5% 

UTILITY 2 11% 
VACANT LAND 8 23% 

TOTAL 40 100% 
   Source:  Allegheny County Property Records and Observed Use 
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6.0 FINDINGS OF FACT 
The PA URL identifies the following criteria as conditions of blight, the presence of one or more of which 
qualify an area to be certified as blighted and “in need of redevelopment.”  It is herein noted that these 
criteria are reiterated verbatim in the Pennsylvania Tax Increment Financing Act.  The criteria in the PA 
URL include the following seven conditions: 
 

• Inadequate Planning of the Area 
• Excessive Coverage of Land by Buildings 
• Unsafe, Unsanitary, Inadequate, or Overcrowded Conditions 
• Lack of Proper Light, Air, and Open Space 
• Defective Design and Arrangement of Buildings 
• Faulty Street and Lot Layout 
• Economically and Socially Undesirable Land Uses 

 
Based upon fieldwork and background research, the current conditions within the Study Area were 
documented and analyzed as they address the above criteria.  It was determined that there are existing 
conditions within the Study Area that fulfill three of these criteria within the Murray-Forward Study Area.  
Those conditions are hereinafter listed, along with specific existing conditions present in the Study Area 
which address each. 

6.1 Defective Design and Arrangement of Buildings  
The original layout of the commercial buildings on the northern side of Forward Avenue between Murray 
Avenue and Eldridge Street in the “Study Area” renders them unsuitable for conversion or reuse.  These 
buildings were clearly constructed to fit the unusual size and shape of the lots on which they are situated.  
These building conditions represent defective design and arrangement that limit their development and 
use potential.  Sample locations of this condition within the Study Area are depicted in Map 3- A in 
Appendix B. 

6.1.1 5813-5819 Forward Avenue 
The commercial frontage on 5813-5819 Forward Avenue (Parcel 87-G-210) of the L-shaped building on 
this site is trapezoidal in shape with the eastern-most end of the building significantly deeper than the 
western-most end.  This design limits the building’s reuse potential.   

6.1.2 5835 Forward Avenue 
The commercial building on 5835 Forward Avenue (Parcel 87-G-193) is irregularly shaped; and, although 
it has 85 feet of frontage on Forward Avenue, its maximum depth is approximately 24 feet, and the depth 
of the eastern-most end of the building is actually less than 7 feet.  The building was constructed to fit the 
parcel, but its small size and unusual configuration limit its use potential. 
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6.1.3 5824 Forward Ave  
The former Squirrel Hill Theater building (Parcel 87-G-155) was designed in the late 1930s as a small 
neighborhood theater in a single structure.  In an attempt to compete with larger multi-screen theaters in 
the late 1990s, the theater was expanded into adjacent commercial space to develop additional screens. 
A jerry-rigged expansion required major renovations to integrate the original space with the expanded 
space, and as a result, the current design and configuration of the building is not economically or 
physically adaptable to other potential uses.   

6.2 Faulty Street and Lot Layout 

6.2.1 Faulty Street Layout 
Conditions typically associated with faulty street layouts include poor vehicular access and/or internal 
circulation; offset or irregular intersections; and substandard pedestrian circulation.  Defective 
intersections, poor circulation, and other faulty street conditions are all present in the Study Area and 
constitute faulty street layouts.  The locations and descriptions of these conditions within the Study Area 
are described as follows, and are depicted in Map 3- B in Appendix B. 
 

6.2.1.1 Five-Point Intersection of Murray Avenue, Forward Avenue, and Pocusset Street 

The complicated five-leg intersection of Murray Avenue, Forward Avenue and Pocusset Street 
characterizes a faulty street layout in the Study Area.  More 
commonly referred to as five-point intersections, they are 
much less common than more conventional types of 
intersections.  Five-point intersections are typically associated 
with non-rectangular city blocks, such as that which exist in 
the Study Area.  Collisions are common at these intersections 
because drivers who are not accustomed to such a 
configuration can get confused and accidents occur.  As was 
previously discussed in Section 5.4.1, this intersection is 
confusing and challenging for pedestrians and bicyclists, as 
well.  

6.2.1.2 Interstate 376 On-Ramp from Forward Avenue 

The Forward Avenue on-ramp to the west-bound Parkway East is not compatible with the commercial and 
residential areas of the Study Area.  As described in Section 5.4.2, this ramp represents a condition that 
characterizes a faulty street layout.   
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6.2.1.3 Forward Avenue between Beechwood Boulevard and 
Murray Avenue 

Forward Avenue in this area carries traffic entering and exiting 
the Parkway East.  The roadway is wide and has four lanes.  
The configuration encourages drivers to accelerate to enter 
the Parkway.  Drivers exiting the Parkway must quickly 
transition from the high speed of the Interstate to an urban 
street which can also lead to conflicts.  

6.2.1.4 Acute and Odd-Angled Intersections 

Several of the intersection configurations require unorthodox traffic movements within the Study Area.  
These faulty movements, described previously in Section 5.4.1, are the result of conditions that are 
representative of faulty street layouts.  
  

6.2.2 Faulty Lot Layout 
There are specific conditions that can be used to determine whether a study area is blighted based on 
faulty lot layout.  The major conditions typically associated with faulty lot layout include irregular lot shape 
and/or layout or insufficient lot size.  On-site investigations and review of lot conditions found that there 
are faulty lot layouts within the Study Area in a number of locations.  The irregular shapes and small sizes 
of some of the lots within the Study Area are largely defined by the convergence of streets.  Examples of 
these conditions within the Study Area include the following and are depicted in Map 3- C in Appendix B. 
: 

6.2.2.1 5725 Forward Avenue - Parcel 87-G-34 

The Squirrel Hill Professional Building is sited on a lot at the intersection of Pocusset Street and Forward 
Avenue.  The obtuse triangular lot required a site design which compromised parking such that exiting the 
spaces requires backing directly on to busy Forward Avenue into the lane approaching the I-376 on-ramp.  
These conditions are consistent with a faulty lot layout.   

6.2.2.2  Small Undevelopable Lots 

Small and irregularly shaped lots under separate ownership characterizes faulty lot layouts in the Study 
Area.  There are two very small parcels, 87-K-33 and 87-F-282, in the Study Area.  Each of these lots is 
triangular in shape and currently vacant.  Parcel 87-K-33 is approximately 1,200 square feet (sf) in size 
and Parcel 87-F-282 is slightly less than 3,000 sf in total area.  Their small size and challenging shape 
will require that they be consolidated with other lots to be usable; and, as currently configured, their 
layouts are considered faulty.  5835 Forward Avenue (Parcel 87-G-193) is irregularly shaped; and, 
although it has 85 feet of frontage on Forward Avenue, its maximum depth is approximately 24 feet, and 
the depth of the eastern-most end of the building is actually less than 7 feet.  This parcel currently has an 
unusually narrow building but is not developable under contemporary standards.  2700 Murray Avenue is 
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a 3,000 sf, irregularly shaped lot that currently contains a small dry cleaning building.  The small size and 
awkward shape of this lot limit replacement uses. 

6.3 Economically and Socially Undesirable Land Uses 
Vacant buildings, under-utilized buildings, and vacant land in the Study Area represent economically and 
socially undesirable land uses.  These properties impact the physical environment in a negative manner; 
diminish property values, and deplete neighborhood vitality.  Low property assessments associated with 
vacant property produce a negative economic impact for the City and the local area.  Vacant buildings 
and land impact adjacent areas socially and increase the potential for vandalism, arson, and other crime.  
Vacant land comprises nearly 23% of the total parcel area within the Study Area.  The key location of 
some of this vacant land represents a blighting condition that discourages investment in the area.  
Specific conditions which evidence economically and socially undesirable land use within the Study Area 
are depicted in Map 3-D in Appendix B, and the conditions are identified and described in the following 
sections. 

6.3.1 Vacant and/or Underutilized Commercial Structures 
Vacant, deteriorating buildings, and buildings not utilized to their greatest potential can limit job growth, 
constrain economic development potential, negatively impact the social environment, degrade 
prospective tax revenue, reduce surrounding property values, and contribute to neighborhood crime.  
There is currently one large vacant commercial structure and one large under-utilized structure in the 
Study Area. 

6.3.1.1 5824 Forward Ave (Parcel 87-G-155)  

The Squirrel Hill Theater was a neighborhood institution and 
asset for many years.  The building that was the Squirrel Hill 
Theater (as described previously in Section 5.4.5) is currently 
vacant and deteriorating.  Its former use as a theater was 
considered a desirable community asset that provided 
entertainment and employment opportunities.  Since its 
closing five years ago, the building is deteriorating and it 
would require major renovations to be reused.  The current 
condition of the building and its single purpose design render 
it economically infeasible to convert to new use, and as such it 
represents an economically and socially undesirable use of 
the land.   

6.3.1.2 5745 Pocusset Street (Parcel 87-G-28)  

The Verizon building is sited on approximately one acre of land at a prime location in the Study Area.  As 
previously described in Section 5.4.6, the bulk of the building is currently not used.  It is a large building 
with an attractive visage; however, deferred maintenance and its under-used state lend the building a 
sense of abandonment.  The current condition and use of this key building is characteristic of an 
economically and socially undesirable land use. 
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6.3.2 Vacant Land 
Vacant unused land where there were once thriving businesses that were integral parts of the community 
represent economically and socially undesirable influences in the community.  Business closures, building 
neglect and abandonment, fires, and demolition of commercial structures have exacted a costly toll in the 
Study Area.  There are currently eight vacant parcels in the Study Area.  These parcels are not only 
visually unappealing, but they contribute relatively little to the tax base and represent potential health and 
safety risks.  Some of these vacant lots have been in that state for some time.  They are overrun with 
weeds and trash and have become an eyesore for the community.  Several key lots were recently added 
to the inventory of vacant land in the area due to a major fire.  The high percentage of vacant land in the 
Study Area characterizes economically and socially undesirable land use.  These properties are identified 
by parcel number, and addresses are included where available.  The vacant and currently unused land in 
the Study Area includes:  

6.3.2.1 Parcel 87-F-215 

This parcel is the only vacant parcel in the Study Area located within a residentially-zoned area.  Zoned 
R2-L, the site fronts on Pocusset Street, but with the existing fencing, the orientation is more toward the 
commercially-zoned Lifetime Auto on Forward Avenue.   

6.3.2.2 Parcel 87-F-218 

This property is one of the former valet parking lots that served Poli’s Restaurant which was previously 
described in Section 5.4.3.  This lot is adjacent to the Forward Avenue on-ramp to the Parkway East. 

6.3.2.3 Parcel 87-F-282 

This property is a small 2,900-sf vacant parcel located at the western limit of the Study Area adjacent to 
the Parkway East and Parcel 87-F-218.  This small parcel is currently owned by the City of Pittsburgh and 
by itself is undevelopable.  

6.3.2.4 2704 Murray Avenue - Parcel 87-F-320 

This vacant property is the site of the former Burton L. Hirsch Funeral Home previously described in 
Section 5.4.7. 

6.3.2.5 Parcel 87-G-46 

This 9,200-sf vacant property is the second of the former valet parking lots for Poli’s Restaurant.  This lot 
is located at the intersection of Murray Avenue and Forward Avenue and was previously described in 
Section 5.4.3. 

6.3.2.6 2607 Murray Avenue - Parcels 87-G-65 and 87-G-66 

These two parcels comprise vacant lots that were the location of Poli’s Restaurant, the conditions of 
which were described previously in Section 5.4.4. 
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6.3.2.7 The western portion of Parcel 87-G-155  

This vacant lot is the former location of the Tango Café, among other businesses.  The building formerly 
on this site was consumed by fire along with the former Poli’s Restaurant building.  The condition of this 
lot was previously described in Section 5.4.4. 
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7.0 REVIEW OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATION 

7.1 Review of Findings 
Based on the analysis of the existing conditions in Study Area, and the aforementioned findings of fact, 
conditions are present which clearly address three of the seven characteristics of blight outlined in the 
PA URL.  As previously described in detail, conditions outlined in the PA URL which are applicable to the 
Study Area are as follows: 
 

• Defective Design and Arrangement of Buildings 
• Faulty Street and Lot Layout 
• Economically and Socially Undesirable Land Uses  

 

7.2 Recommendation 
The Study Area meets the criteria for designation as an area “in need of redevelopment”, and it is 
recommended that the Study Area be certified under the PA URL. 
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Appendix A 
List of Properties in the Study Area 

 



PARCEL ID AREA SIZE OWNERSHIP STREET # STREET LAND USE
87-F-210 Murray-Forward 0.04 FLYNN ROGER R & IDA M (W) 5706   POCUSSET ST SINGLE FAMILY
87-F-212 Murray-Forward 0.04 MICHAUD JEANNE  &CMICHAUD MATTHEW J 5704 POCUSSET ST SINGLE FAMILY
87-F-214 Murray-Forward 0.07 PEARLSTEIN ESTELLE R. 5702 POCUSSET ST SINGLE FAMILY
87-F-215 Murray-Forward 0.17 COBLITZ PHILIP & SANDRA M (W) POCUSSET ST VACANT COMMERCIAL LAND
87-F-216 Murray-Forward 0.06 BHATT PRAMOD C 5709   FORWARD AVE OTHER RETAIL STRUCTURES
87-F-217 Murray-Forward 0.09 COBLITZ PHILIP & SANDRA M (W) 5711 FORWARD AVE COMMERCIAL GARAGE
87-F-218 Murray-Forward 1.3910 COBLITZ PHILIP & SANDRA (W) 5715 FORWARD AVE VACANT COMMERCIAL LAND
87-F-282 Murray-Forward 0.07 CITY OF PITTSBURGH FORWARD AVE MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT
87-F-310-0-1 Murray-Forward 0.29 DUQUESNE LIGHT COMPANY   POCUSSET ST COMMERCIAL/UTILITY
87-F-320 Murray-Forward 0.29 GMB DEVELOPMENT LP 2704   MURRAY AVE VACANT COMMERCIAL LAND
87-F-324 Murray-Forward 0.11 MULLEN SIDNEY F DEED OF TRUST            <BR>MULLEN BARBARA 5686   FORWARD AVE APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-F-325 Murray-Forward 0.5 ZYTNICK SHELDON F 5660   FORWARD AVE APART:40+ UNITS
87-G-155 Murray-Forward 0.55 ALDERSON-FORWARD PROPERTIES LLC 5800   FORWARD AVE VACANT COMMERCIAL LAND
87-G-160 Murray-Forward 0.92 3 KATZ CREW LP 5824   FORWARD AVE RETL/APT'S OVER
87-G-193 Murray-Forward 0.3 PALKOVITZ ESTHER ET AL 5829 FORWARD AVE RETL/APT'S OVER
87-G-210 Murray-Forward 0.042 FLYNN ROGER R & IDA M (W) 5811 FORWARD AVE NEIGH SHOP CENTER
87-G-28 Murray-Forward 1.06 BELL TELEPHONE COMPANY OF PENNSYLVANIA 5745 POCUSSET ST COMMERCIAL/UTILITY
87-G-34 Murray-Forward 0.2 A & M INVESTMENT COMPANY 5725   FORWARD AVE OFFICE-ELEVATOR -3 + STORIES
87-G-46 Murray-Forward 0.22 POLIS RESTAURANTS INC   MURRAY AVE COMM AUX BUILDING
87-G-50 Murray-Forward 0.06 CAMPIONE ANTHONY F III & SANDRA L MOHN-CAMPIONE 2700   MURRAY AVE DRY CLEANING PLANTS/LAUNDRIES
87-G-64 Murray-Forward 0.87 MORROWFIELD APARTMENTS LP 2715   MURRAY AVE RETL/APT'S OVER
87-G-65 Murray-Forward 0.13 POLIS RESTAURANTS INC 2607   MURRAY AVE VACANT COMMERCIAL LAND
87-G-66 Murray-Forward 0.14 POLI LAWRENCE A & DOLORES M (W) 2607   MURRAY AVE VACANT COMMERCIAL LAND
87-G-72 Murray-Forward 1.35 OVICK NORMAN 5848 ALDERSON ST APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-G-73 Murray-Forward 0.13 OVICK NORMAN 5840 ALDERSON ST APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-G-74 Murray-Forward 0.12 BELLISARIO JOSPEH T FAMILY LIMITED PARTNERSHIP 5838 ALDERSON ST APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-G-75 Murray-Forward 1.14 ALDERSON-FORWARD PROPERTIES LLC 5835 ALDERSON ST APART: 40+ UNITS
87-G-89 Murray-Forward 0.2 ALDERSON-FORWARD PROPERTIES LLC 2628 SHADY AVE SINGLE FAMILY
87-K-29 Murray-Forward 0.46 5640 FORWARD AVE INC 5640   FORWARD AVE APART:20-39 UNITS
87-K-33 Murray-Forward 0.02 MARTIN MEDIA   FORWARD AVE COMM AUX BUILDING
87-K-75 Murray-Forward 0.11 CARE NETWORK 2728   MURRAY AVE OFFICE - 1-2 STORIES
87-L-10 Murray-Forward 0.18 FRED REGINELLA & ROSE M REGINELLA REVOCABLE LIVING TRUST 5858 ALDERSON ST APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-12 Murray-Forward 0.16 KASHI DAVID & ALIZA (W) 5850 ALDERSON ST APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-14 Murray-Forward 0.16 ALDERSON STREET REAL ESTATE LLC 5836 ALDERSON ST APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-16 Murray-Forward 0.13 OVICK NORMAN LESTER 5844 SUNAPEE WAY APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-18 Murray-Forward 0.13 KASHI DAVID & ALIZA (W) 5846 SUNAPEE WAY APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-20 Murray-Forward 0.13 FAVISH GINA ILENE TRUST 5854 SUNAPEE WAY APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-22 Murray-Forward 0.1 MARIA A RIGA REVOCABLE TRUST 5856 SUNAPEE WAY APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-24 Murray-Forward 0.12 S F FAMILY PARTNERSHIP 2714 SHADY AVE APART: 5-19 UNITS
87-L-8 Murray-Forward 0.15 POKOL CLIFFORD A & TERI ELIZABETH (W) 2710 SHADY AVE APART: 5-19 UNITS

11.01 acres

FORWARD-MURRAY STUDY AREA PARCEL DETAIL
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Map 1 
Study Area Boundary Map 
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Map 2 
City of Pittsburgh Zoning Map – Squirrel Hill South 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map Section 3 
Condition Locations Maps 

 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 3 - A 
Defective Design and Arrangement of Buildings 
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Map 3 - B 
Faulty Street Layout 
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Map 3 - C 
Faulty Lot Layouts 
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Map 3 - D 
Economically and Socially Undesirable Land Use  

Conditions Location Map 
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Appendix C 
Study Area Photographs 

 



Lifetime Auto Center on Forward Avenue Lifetime Auto Center on Forward Avenue 

Former Poli’s Restaurant Parking Lot at intersec-
tion of Forward Avenue and Murray Avenue 

Former Poli’s Restaurant Parking Lot at intersec-
tion of Forward Avenue and Murray Avenue 

Murray-Forward Study Area  



Duquesne Light property on Forward Avenue Former Burton L. Hirsch Funeral Home Property 

Murray Avenue looking north toward five point in-
tersection with Forward Avenue and Pocusset 
Street 

Site of the “Q”  proposed by Landmark Properties 
Group  

Murray-Forward Study Area  



Murray Avenue looking north toward five point in-
tersection with Forward Avenue and Pocusset 
Street 

Five point intersection from Murray Avenue looking 
north 

Former Squirrel Hill Theater building on Forward 
Avenue. 

Southeast corner where Murray Avenue and For-
ward Avenue intersect prior to the May, 2015 fire. 

Murray-Forward Study Area  



Vacant land between Phineas Street and Guckert 
Way 

Former Squirrel Hill Theater Marquee.  

Former Poli Restaurant prior to the May, 2015 fire. Former Squirrel Hill Theater Marquee.  

Murray-Forward Study Area  



Former Poli Restaurant prior to the May, 2015 fire. Five-point intersection from former Poli Restaurant 
parking lot.  

Poli Restaurant Parking Lot Forward Avenue looking southwest from former 
Poli Restaurant Parking Lot.  

Murray-Forward Study Area  



Post fire demolition of Poli Restaurant building Post fire demolition  

Post fire demolition  Post fire demolition  

Murray-Forward Study Area  



Post fire demolition   
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