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Race and City Planning in Pittsburgh’s Hill District: A Community a Corporation and the Control of Urban Space
“Near the turn of the century the destitute of Europe sprang on the city with tenacious claws and an honest and solid dream.  The city devoured them.  They swelled its belly until it burst into a thousand furnaces and sewing machines, a thousand butchers shops and bakers’ ovens, a thousand churches and hospitals and funeral parlors and money-lenders.  The city grew.  It nourished itself and offered each man a partnership limited only by his talent, his guile, and his willingness and capacity for hard work.  For the immigrants of Europe, a dream dared and won true.  The descendents of African slaves were offered no such welcome or participation.  They came from places called the Carolinas and the Virginias, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  They came strong, eager, searching.  The city rejected them and they fled and scattered along the riverbanks and under bridges in shallow, ramshackle houses made of sticks and tar paper.  They collected rags and wood.  They sold the use of their muscles and their bodies.  They cleaned houses and washed clothes, they shined shoes, and lived in quiet desperation and vengeful pride, they stole and lived in pursuit of their own dream.  That they could breathe free, finally, and stand to meet life with the force of dignity and whatever eloquence the heart could call upon.”
 

This passage appears as a preface to Fences, a play by August Wilson.  Wilson was born in 1945 on Bedford Avenue in the Hill District in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  Although he dropped out high school after a teacher told him that a black kid couldn’t possibly have written the paper he had turned in, August Wilson went on to become a preeminent playwright.  He is most famous for writing a series of ten plays, including Fences, known as the Pittsburgh Cycle.  The Pittsburgh Cycle includes one play for each decade of the twentieth century, and all but one of these plays takes place in Pittsburgh’s Hill District.    
For about the first hundred years after the Revolutionary War, the area now known as the Hill District was settled primarily by Germans and Scotch-Irish immigrants.  By the later nineteenth century the populace had changed to mostly Jewish Eastern and Central European immigrants.  At some point, the Hill District was a stop-over for almost all the ethnic groups in Pittsburgh, including, the Italians, Russians, Slovaks, Armenians, Syrians, Lebanese, Greeks, and Chinese.  Since the 1790s, though, the Hill District has also been home to Pittsburgh’s black community.  A village of runaway slaves established itself there in the early nineteenth century, and the Hill District eventually became a stop along the Underground Railroad.
  

Wilson’s narrative about the expansion of the American urban industrial center and the 

 parallel development of the racial segregation that in many ways facilitated such so-called progress holds true for hundreds of American cities, but is especially pertinent to Pittsburgh and the Hill District.  Because Pittsburgh was one of the most industrialized cities in the nation – boasting over 65% foreign-born or second generation residents by 1890 – economic competition between European immigrants and black Americans was at its zenith

Although the area was still somewhat diverse at the time of Wilson’s birth in the 1940s, by this time the community had become largely black.  As tens of thousands of southern blacks moved North during the Great Migration of the interwar years they swelled the populations of black neighborhoods like the one in the Hill District.  Such an influx of basically impoverished people did not prove desirable to all residents.  As the face of the neighborhood changed, many of the white immigrant groups that had originally settled there, unhampered by discriminatory housing practices such as red-lining, increasingly decided to move elsewhere.   

This white exodus did not mean, however, that the Hill District, often known simply as, ‘the Hill,’ was a struggling community.  In fact the Hill District has been called “Little Harlem” as a testament to the remarkable number of nationally significant musicians, writers and artists that the Hill produced.

The Hill District’s contributions to jazz were especially remarkable.  One club in particular, the Crawford Grill, became a major cultural hotspot.  The Grill showcased the work of Jazz artists Kenny Clark, Stanley Turrentine, Art Blakey, Erroll Garner, Ahmad Jamal, Mary Lou Williams, Billy Ekstine, and Lena Horne among others.  Popular jazz artist George Benson also grew up on the Hill.  Professor of Music at the University of Pittsburgh, Nathan Davis, explains Pittsburgh’s influence on Jazz:
Pittsburgh becomes like a key city as far as contributing great Jazz innovators.  That’s the major point.  Not just a bunch of Jazz musicians, but if you look at Kenny Clarke, he changed the way drums are played.  I mean the way drums are played in Jazz today – Kenny Clarke – that was his way.  If you want to say his invention, that was his style.  Art Blakey became the most popular big band leader, I mean not big band leader, Jazz band leader – it started out as a big band, by the way, but small band – Art Blakey and the Jazz messengers.  And then you get people like Stanley and Tommy Turrentine, the Turrentine brothers.  I mean you could just name a number of people; these are major innovators.  Then you get Earl Father Hines’s big band – he’s from Duquesne out in the Pittsburgh area – his big band gave birth to Billy Ekstine’s big band.  And Billy Ekstine’s big band – I just told you – all these guys, Charlie Parker, Dizzy, everybody was playing in his big band.  So then you got, that’s major.  That’s more than Detroit, more than Cleveland, so Pittsburgh, for a city it’s size, contributed more than any other city its size.
  

Interestingly, the De Facto northern segregation that produced the Hill District as an African American community in the first place also helped to make it a thriving, vibrant neighborhood, where black Americans who were denied well paying jobs in the white business world could aspire to lead lives of middle class comfort. 
The Hill was home to dozens of small businesses.  Doctors and lawyers were based there, as well as restaurants, barbershops, beauty shops, groceries, dry cleaners, jewelers and photography studios, among other establishments.  The neighborhood boasted a cab company, a police force, and even its own baseball team, a Negro League team called the Pittsburgh Crawfords, after its sponsor, the Crawford Grill.  Although the radio station WHOD was based in Homestead, Hill District Deejay Mary Dee commanded several hours of airtime a day, and often brought her microphone into the community itself to do interviews and talk shows.   

Civic engagement was important to many of the leading business and entertainment figures in the Hill, and the Black Professional Association, a Hill District group of businessmen and professionals, often sponsored events like parades and picnics, which were widely attended by the neighborhood’s some 50,000 residents.    

The Pittsburgh Courier was a testament to the Hill’s significance to the larger African American community.  The Courier was the nation’s first major black newspaper.  The Courier had a Pittsburgh City Edition, a national edition, and fourteen regional editions.
  Its chief photographer, Charles “Teenie” Harris, documented life on the Hill for forty years, creating an unusually comprehensive and critically acclaimed photographic collection including over 80,000 images of the neighborhood during its heyday.
   
Peter DiNardo, a high school teacher from the Pittsburgh area, who has done graduate research on the Courier, speaks about the paper’s importance: 

The Pittsburgh Courier in my mind has its influence from mostly in the first half of the twentieth century, I would suggest, and the importance, I would suggest, the Double V Campaign from the Second World War, sponsoring the idea that racism at home and fighting racism abroad were interconnected goals.  Moreover I think that as far as Pittsburgh goes, it offers us actually a great example of a time when Pittsburgh had a vibrant strong politically active black voice and maybe we can recover the same thing.  So the Courier, though I would not say representative of working class black America always, gave a broader voice to Pittsburgh’s black community.
  

Another reason for the Hill’s success was its location just adjacent to downtown Pittsburgh. Although the Hill District’s black residents were not welcome to patronize white businesses, this was still a prime location for the smaller business district in the Hill itself.

The Hill was only a relatively small neighborhood within the city of Pittsburgh, but it became largely self-sufficient.  WHOD Radio personality Mary Dee once famously described the intersection of Fullerton and Wylie, two of the community’s central streets, as “the intersection of the universe.”
  

Civic Arena
Today the intersection of the universe is buried beneath the 400,000 square feet of concrete that make up the largest for-profit surface parking lot in Pennsylvania.
  The lot is adjacent to what is now the Mellon Arena, formerly the Civic Arena.  Originally named for the Civic Light Opera group, for which it was built, the construction of the Civic Arena gutted the Hill District.  In 1956 The Urban Redevelopment Authority began purchasing and demolishing the first of 989 properties that would eventually be razed.  The clearance continued until 1959 and ultimately destroyed 1,324 buildings and displaced 1,551 mostly black families and an additional 413 businesses.
  The Lower Hill, the section of the Hill District closest to downtown, was demolished altogether.
Former City Council representative for the Hill District Sala Udin describes his memories of this period: 

Well I was raised on a street that is now under the parking lot where the civic arena sits.  It was a street called Epiphany Street, and me and all of my neighbors, about 8,000 families and organizations, were relocated.  And we were told that we were going to get brand new apartments.  And we did.  The housing in which we were living in the Lower Hill District at that time was some of the oldest housing stock in the city, because the Hill District was one of the earliest neighborhoods in the city.  The new housing, we found out, was actually public housing – the projects.  And a lot of people were concerned about losing their friends; we didn’t know whether or not we would ever see our friends again.  But once we got to the projects, we found that a lot of the friends we had grown up with in the Lower Hill District with were moved to the projects too.  In addition to that we made some new friends.  I was about nine or ten years old I guess.  That would have been in 1951 or 52’, around that time.
  

Lifelong Hill District Resident Brenda Tate has similar memories:

Oh I was in elementary school back then.  School right there at the top of the hill at the crest on Bedford, where most of the construction stopped, right there by Connelly Street, Connelly trade school.  And as a girl I can remember going to school and smelling all the plaster, you know when you tear buildings down, and I could smell that.  And most of my classmates would disappear and I couldn’t understand where they were and then I started noticing all the houses gone.  And nobody ever explained anything.  And then the next thing we knew it was what we used to call – the construction of the Civic Arena came up.  They cut the streets off first of all.  We used to run all the way down the hill into town, and then all of the sudden you couldn’t run down the streets any more.  It was like life was cut in half.  It was two ends now and you couldn’t go past Crawford Street.  Crawford Street was being developed and the top of the Hill was sort of like left alone.  So my memories of that back then as a girl – as I got older – I’m pretty sad.  I was pretty sad about it.

Sala Udin explains the motivations of city officials and describes housing patterns post-Civic Arena:
I think it was a kind of a systemic disregard for the people who lived there by the powerbrokers downtown.  The powerbrokers wanted to take advantage of federal money that was available to build up the cultural center – the symphony, the ballet, the opera, and there wasn’t a lot of space downtown.  And they knew that there was also federal money available to demolish old dilapidated housing, and so they put the two plans together: why don’t we just demolish this old housing and put the people in the projects – at least put the black people in the projects – and put the white people out into suburbs, into home ownership.  Then we’ll take this property and build new cultural venues on this property.  That was the plan.  And the first building they were going to build was a new home for the Civic Light Opera.  And by the time they started building the Civic Arena the resistance of the community was also building at the same time, and the awareness of what was being done to the community began to surface.  So that by the time they finished construction of the Civic Arena, the community had made its voice known: “you are not going to take this land and build your ‘cultural center’ on it when you have scattered the people to the four winds.” And they said “we’re going to build some more public housing and you’ll go live in the public housing,” and white families got loans.  They got low interest bank loans or farmers home administration loans or federal housing finance loans or veterans’ administration loans and that’s how most white suburbs in Pittsburgh got developed.  And that’s how public housing units in Pittsburgh got populated.

Projects like the Civic Arena, generally given the auspicious moniker, “urban renewal” have devastated black communities throughout the United States.  Professor of History at Kenyon College, Glenn McNair explains:
Like much else about government attempts to help blacks that turned out badly, urban renewal started out as a good thing.  The cores of inner cities had been dilapidated and fallen into disrepair over the course of decades, so reformers decided to tear down those areas of cities rebuild them with low cost public housing for residents.  This started out as a good idea but what happened was that businesses bought up the very best land in center cities and not enough public housing was built to accommodate those people who were displaced.  So they had to find housing elsewhere, which was difficult to do in an era of restricted covanance and advancing suburbanization in America. So blacks were left to crowd into other available dilapidated housing.  When public housing was built there was never enough of it built and it was the high rise tower variety that we’ve now come to associate with concentrated poverty crime and the like.  So this effort to do good ended up displacing blacks form their homes getting them out of the best possible lands and creating overcrowding in the existing poor housing that were left.  All of this was made worse in the fifties with the inter-state highway program.  Again this was supposed to be a boon to the cities and the nation as a whole.  Well the highways had to be built with on-ramps and off-ramps into the city somewhere, and these on-ramps and off-ramps ended up being right through black and poor neighborhoods.  So once again the housing that was remaining was torn down, entire neighborhoods were destroyed, people were displaced, and again not enough housing.  So people were left to whatever housing remained, largely this high rise public housing towers.  So this concentration of poverty in inner city areas got worse as the sixties progressed.  White flight occurred from the cities as well as whites fled integration and they fled deteriorating circumstances in cities.  They left taking their tax dollars with them, which of course meant that city services were not available.  Infrastructure couldn’t be maintained and cities continued to decline.  So the present kind of urban malaise that we talk about is largely a product of these government policies that were put in place to do good but were perverted because of business interests and of course the politics of race.
  

The anger that had built up in Pittsburgh’s black community exploded in the Hill District, as it did in many other cities, on April 4th 1968, after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  Professor Nathan Davis speaks about the impact of these riots: 

The big change came about during the sixties riots; that’s where you have the big division.  Not that it was always as good as in the twenties but, you know, there still was a flourishing scene in the forties, fifties.  But when they had the club riots, the Hill District – and Jazz in general –never recovered from that.  And that’s not just in Pittsburgh, but in all areas, major metropolitan areas; and one of the reasons was whites were now afraid to go into the black areas.  Even when I first got here which was in 69’, I met a number of people that who used to ask me – non-blacks – ‘well is it ok if I go into the Hill now to the club?’  I used to be a regular at the Crawford Grill, but things have changed now.

Part Three: The Penguins
In the end, the Civic Arena turned out to be a poor venue for the Civic Light Opera.  The building lacked proper acoustics.  For about the past forty years the arena has principally housed the hockey team the Pittsburgh Penguins; but the building was never ideally suited for ice hockey either, and in the spring of 2007 the city signed the Penguins to a thirty year contract, contingent on the construction of a new arena.  This arena would be built almost directly across the street from the old one, in the Lower Hill District.  

Like many lower income neighborhoods in close proximity to major business districts today, the Hill District is struggling with issues of both poverty and gentrification.  Although the Civic Arena cut the neighborhood off from the easy access to downtown Pittsburgh that it once enjoyed, land in the Hill District continues to be prime reality.  The community is located strategically between downtown Pittsburgh and Oakland, the second and third largest business districts in Pennsylvania, and some residents worry that their community could be swallowed up as outside developers buy up cheap property in the area.
  Veteran Hill District Activist Carl Redwood explains these concerns in the context of the Hill District’s history: 

I mean it’s very important; you have to look at the history.  There was a plan a long time ago to get rid of the Hill District, to join up downtown and Oakland.  Some people argue that plan is still in effect and some of what we’re looking at in terms of this 28 acres, which is the Lower Hill, is an attempt by downtown to take over the Hill so it will no longer be the Hill, it will be Uptown, Downtown.  They’re just moving in.  Just like Oakland moved from the East to take over parts of the Hill District up where Sutherland Hall is.  Up where the students are living in Oak Hill at this point.  But we have to make sure that gentrification, as it comes into our neighborhood, does not displace folks, and that new development is beneficial to local residents who live in the Hill.
 

Gentrification is a particularly challenging issue for activists in low-income neighborhoods, who often find themselves in the awkward position of explaining why they don’t want certain kinds of development.  Kimberly Ellis, August Wilson’s niece, and now a Professor of Africana Studies at the University of Pittsburgh describes some of these dilemmas:

There’s always local government, there’s always private developers, there’s always private entities, and then there’s citizens and residents who just sort of want.  What people want – and there have been plans on the books from a long, long time ago and that’s why I said the city engaged in benign neglect – and that was to literally not develop in the Hill.  Don’t do anything and just let the property values drop let the businesses leave.  The Hill District used to be a multi-cultural community and then it became a working class African American community.  And I believe that there are many people who innocently, genuinely simply want to live in the city again.  The Hill District is prime property.  I walk out of my porch and walk downtown.  Many people complain about having to drive from the suburbs and park downtown, the prices are high.  Many people park on my street and they walk downtown from my street.  So I understand it’s very convenient, but the question is where are we supposed to go?  And you can only displace people over and over again.  Mindy Fullerlove talks about uprooting people; she says that people can only stand about two moment or eras of displacement and beyond that they get tired and they sort of wither and die.  And there is definitely a callous calculating move by some people to simply neglect the Hill.  They don’t - they feel that if it is developed it should be developed enough so whites can move in and they can feel comfortable living in the Hill District and they can live close to downtown.  And it requires – gentrification is when the gentry come in and displace people.  And it means that the rent would increase, it means that the poor people would not be able to stay there.  So the question is where are they supposed to go and is that fair and is that right?

After the announcement that a new arena would be built, Hill District residents and others scrambled to prepare a campaign for a Community Benefits Agreement.  A Community Benefits Agreement is a legally enforceable contract stipulating what benefits a developer must provide to neighborhood residents in return for public support.  In response to the bitter lessons of urban redevelopment in the fifties and sixties, movements for Community Benefits Agreements have increasingly taken hold in American cities in recent years.  Proponents of these agreements point out that while major projects are often heavily financed with taxpayer dollars, it is usually corporate sponsors instead of nearby residents or the public at large who reap the benefits of development.  

Tom Hoffman of the advocacy group Pittsburgh United gives some examples of successful Community Benefits Agreements. 

Well I’ll give you two of my favorites.  One of them was when they expanded the LAX airport in Los Angeles and our sister organization the Los Angeles Alliance for New Economy negotiated a huge community benefits agreement.  It had all sorts of clauses for people from the neighborhood should get some preference for some of the jobs.  There was training programs, there was a guarantee that the jobs that were created would be good jobs that could support families and have health care. One of the issues for people in the area was that – it was a poor area around the airport but there were schools there. And so they got soundproofing for the schools so the classes wouldn’t be disrupted.  They got covering over some of the playgrounds because the airline fuel drips down from the planes, and they were trying to protect the kids in the schools.  So that’s one of the exciting thing about CBAs; there are some sort of standard things that are in there but whatever the community’s real need is can be addressed in them.  One of the other ones that’s been my personal favorite is the Yale medial center in New Haven.  They were going to expand their hospital into a low income neighborhood and the Partnership for Working Families affiliate there did a door-to-door canvass.  They went to all the houses in the neighborhood and they said ‘so there’s hospitals coming in going to take some of the neighborhood, what do you think?’ and everybody, almost to a person said, ‘well that’s really great except that don’t have a job that has healthcare and I am in hock up to my ears to the Yale medical center because when I have an emergency I have to go to the emergency to take are of my kid, and I now owe a whole bunch of money to the Yale medical center.’  So part of the CBA was that 18,000 residents in the neighborhood around the hospital had all their medical bills forgiven.  So that’s like a real concrete improvement in peoples lives.  That’s something you can touch that made their lives better.
       

Part Four: One Hill?
In July of 2007 Hill District residents voted to elect representatives to lead and administer an organization called the One Hill Coalition that would be dedicated to securing a Community Benefits Agreement.  Divisiveness, however, complicated this process as multiple factions vied for control of the campaign.  

Some portrayed the division as being one between supporters of former city councilman Sala Udin, and current city councilwoman Tanya Payne, a former Udin aid who unseated her boss in 2005.  This is an overly simplistic analysis, but does partially represent one element of the dilemma.  

In some ways the story of the new Penguin’s arena actually begins in the winter of 2006, when community members were involved in an earlier battle with the Penguins, who were then attempting to gain support not only for a new arena in the Hill District, but also a casino right next door.  The proceeds from the casino would go towards funding the arena.  This arrangement between Don Barden, the owner of the future casino, and the Pittsburgh Penguins is still in place, but the location of the casino has been moved from the Hill District to Pittsburgh’s North Shore.  During the winter of 2006 councilwoman Tanya Payne was a vocal supporter of the Penguins.  She accused a hastily formed grassroots group that had begun to advocate for community investment of “extortion.”
  The members of that group, including Kimberly Ellis, have had strained relationships with the leaders of One Hill, who are perceived to be Payne loyalists.  

In addition, in late August 2007, after the formation of the One Hill Coalition, a group of local ministers, calling themselves simply “The Ministers” began having meetings with city representatives independently of the One Hill Coalition.  The ministers felt that One Hill was not an adequately representative group, while others felt that the ministers were being unduly presumptuous about their supposed right to leadership. 

Finally, some had problems with the constitution of One Hill, which is basically a federation of affiliated organizations rather than being a singular organization.  

Part Five: The Campaign

 Problems aside, One Hill elected a negotiating team, which began to hold meetings with city and Penguins representatives in September of 2007.  By then the group had come up with a platform for a Community Benefits Agreement.  This platform was a list of ten major points for which the group hoped to gain commitment from the city.  Points included a Master Plan for development in the Hill District, first source jobs at the new arena for Hill District Residents, and the construction of a grocery store and community center.  The most controversial of these points was called the Livable Hill Community Improvement Fund.  Essentially this would be funding, from the arena proceeds, for Hill District community groups.  

The city was unresponsive to these kinds of demands and although meetings happened between city representatives and Hill District representatives no agreement had been arrived at by the time the arena plans came before the City Planning Commission for approval on December 11, 2007.  Development in the city limits cannot go ahead without the approval of the City Planning Commission, which holds sessions to hear public concerns about proposed development.  One Hill, along with other activists and residents, aimed to stop the Planning Commission from voting to approve the plans for the new arena until a community benefits agreement had been signed by the city.  Community members, some of whom were old enough to remember the devastation caused by the Civic Arena, signed up to speak against the development.  Not surprisingly, this history was a common theme in their remarks. 

Reverend Glenn Grayson drew a parallel between the arena’s design, – which includes glass walls facing every direction but towards the Hill District – and what the arena represents for residents:
So we come today on behalf of One Hill, on behalf of the faith-based community, on behalf of stakeholders who’ve been residents and citizens, to say no.  We are elated that you’ve taken such intricate care to make sure the one existing church is pretty and right, but fifty years ago our churches was mowed down – destroyed – and our whole community was effected.  And we are concerned it will happen again.  And we want you to look again at your architectural renderings because there is no glass viewing of the Hill.  You talk about how pretty and wonderful and flattering it’s going to be as you look at downtown.  I want y’all to look at the Hill where we live and serve and work, so if the glass is there you can see if you’ve done a good days’ work or nothing at all.  Right now fifty years later if you look you can see the Penguins have done nothing at all.  So I want some glass on that side as you review your renderings.
  

As commissioners repeatedly reminded community members, however, the Commission technically only makes decisions based on guidelines such as ordinances, and zoning codes.  Residents had prepared for this. It has been a source of resentment in the Hill District that the 2400 space surface parking lot that once made up the Lower Hill is now a significant source of revenue for the Penguins.  Parking spots cost a minimum of $6, with all profit going to the Penguins.
  Carl Redwood, who was elected as the chairman of One Hill, focused his comments on parking: 

A third reason we’re asking you to postpone the vote is because the current plan is attempting to avoid the zoning requirement that development in this district contain no more than 150 surface parking spaces.  This zoning requirement exists to limit surface parking and encourage structured parking.  The current Penguins plan proposes a 150 space surface parking lot on Callwell Street.  This is in addition to the 2400 surface parking spaces that the Penguins already control.  They’re taking a use that is not allowed under zoning and they’re adding surface parking spaces.  This new parking lot should not be allowed.  There is an attempt to pretend that the current 2400 parking spaces are not principal or accessory off-street parking for the new arena. There is already more surface parking in the Hill District than in any other neighborhood in the entire city of Pittsburgh.  We cannot allow another surface parking lot to be built into our neighborhood.
 

Don Carter, The President of the Urban Design Associates, the architectural group responsible for the Arena Plans, was present at all Planning Commission meetings.  When asked about the Community Benefits Agreement, he indicated that the agreement was not a part of his firm’s planning process:
Well I’m not sure what they’ve said because I wasn’t part of any discussions that they had with you today, but my understanding is that the One Hill negotiating team is working with the Penguins and the county and the city to come up with a community benefits agreement.  It’s kind of happening at the same time all this is happening.  I’m not sure when that would be finished but we’re going on our schedule which is that we really  need to have approval in January in order to make our schedule.

By the end of this session, because not everyone who signed up to speak had been able to, the Commission decided to have a continuation at its next session on January 15th.  The Commission’s vote on whether or not to approve the plans for the arena was delayed for another month.  

The next evening, on December 12, 2007, Mayor Luke Ravenstahl held a public meeting in the Hill District.  Residents who attended were asked to envision their neighborhood in ten years.  One woman focused on the exodus of young people from the city.  
What I would really like to see would be a strong infrastructure where our young children are not confronted with situations that are not healthy for them.  Where they can stay in their community and feel good about being in their community and that we can see them having hope and opportunity for working for the city of Pittsburgh and not having to leave the city of Pittsburgh.  And that takes commitment, putting our kids in a pipeline where they can see they have possibilities here in the city.  It’s really disturbing to me to see so many talented African Americans leaving this city because they’ve tried to get jobs with the city of Pittsburgh, and they’ve tried to get jobs with other companies and they can’t.  So why can’t we build an infrastructure?  We have a talented youth coming up; we can save them now for the future.
    

Whereas in 1950 the Hill district had 50,000 residents, by 1970 the number had fallen to 28,000.  By 1990 only 15,000 people lived in the Hill District.
  

Another gentleman, a small business owner in the Hill District, provided this metaphor for development:

And you’re saying ten years and I like looking down the road like that because when you build this new arena, and that 28 acres, we’re probably talking ten years and what not.  But I kind of look at this community as being like a lifesaver candy.  You ever notice all around the lifesaver there’s always a hole in the middle of it? This is our community.  We are the hole that’s been created, because we’ve seen so many different things happening North, South, East, West, downtown; nobody’s putting any money into our community like has been done all over.  So I would like to see, like the lifesaver candy did, they ended up filling the hole up.  That meant that they dumped a bunch of money into that hole to make it happen.   I would like for the Penguins and them, this new arena, our tax dollars that’s going to support this situation, I would like for them to have a ten-year decade plan that’s going to fill this hole up.
   

When asked to focus on challenges facing the community, residents responded almost to a person that the Community Benefits Agreement was the most important thing.  The mediator, however, tried to steer people away from this topic: 

Mediator: Do we have any more comments, and I would like to put something out here, because we’ve heard the comments surrounding the arena development and the CBA and the mayor is going to address that.  But I’d like to hear some other things coming from the community, some other concerns some other comments, yes ma’am?

Bonnie: I’m sorry to disappoint but the CBA is kind of critical.  I’m wondering why after the CBA has been basically presented to the city for more than two months, why we still don’t have an answer.   And I’d also like to point out exactly why it’s important.  I think many people saw the kids across the street playing football up on the open field.  We need to have things in our community so our kids can do constructive things and not need to create spaces. And that’s part of the CBA.

Mediator: Thank you.
  

Shortly before leaving, Mayor Luke Ravenstahl explained his position on the Hill Community Improvement Fund:  

I do not support cash payments to any organization or individual in the Hill District.  I want to be clear with that.  I do not support for example – Marimba – the cash payment to you to do the master plan.  I do support investment and programs and initiatives in our community and I think there’s a tremendous amount of opportunity to do that.  So that’s where I stand on the community benefits agreement, and in terms of time frame, I think we can very realistically do so between now and when the master plan goes before the planning commission.  I think we’re ready to put this all in writing.  Again we’re not going to agree on everything, but I can guarantee you we will have a presentation to you all before that goes to the master plan approval process.

The mayor’s insistence on referring to requests for funding as “cash donations” – even going so far as to single out a woman in the audience, Marimba Milliones of the Hill Development Corporation – is a significant rhetorical choice. 

Kimberly Ellis sees this as a form of race-bating: 

The mayor definitely knows what he’s doing.  I believe he’s gotten word from his publicist or press-persons to keep repeating the phrase “cash payments” knowing good and well that that were not talking about cash payments, not in that way.  Obviously when you talk about financing, you’re talking about money, but I think that he’s trying to make other people throughout the city of Pittsburgh – and I have to say I think it’s a very finessed way to race-bate.  I think that’s what he’s doing.  I think he’s drawing on stereotypes and fears that people have of the black community.  You know it’s like, ‘are they going to give the drug dealers $100 to enact their drug schemes?’ as though that’s what our community is filled with.  And I think that he’s being extremely irresponsible and disrespectful to the community members, but it’s a purposeful misrepresentation of what we’re doing and where we’re at.

After the mayor’s public meeting Brenda Tate felt that the city was not genuinely interested in the Hill District:

Brenda Tate: I kind of think the city’s going to do what they’re going to do, however I don’t think they’ll be as bold to do what they did back then.  But I think they have pretty much made up their mind as to what they’re going to do.  There are a lot of stakeholders in this.  This isn’t about the arena.  It’s a jumpstart really for development in and around Pittsburgh.  Unfortunately we are the ones that are going to suffer because when they jumpstart a project usually we are left out.  So that’s what concerns me most.  And I just don’t feel that – It’s like déjà vu – and the people and the powers that be concern me, because they don’t feel, and I don’t expect them to – because they don’t know.  But it concerns me.
Ellen: Do you see the potential for people being displaced again?
Brenda: Oh definitely.  Most of the people will not be able to afford – they can’t afford to be here.
    

The mayor’s remarks to reporters after the meeting seem to confirm Ms. Tate’s feelings that the city plans to proceed regardless of resistance in the Hill District: 

Ravenstahl: You know I think it’s safe to say the county executive and I and the Penguins are on the same page, and it’s my hope that the residents of the Hill District also understand the great potential community benefits with a grocery store with a community center with a job center with a Hill District master plan.  There are some significant, significant things we’re talking about here.  

Chris Potter: And if this doesn’t happen before the planning commission what happens then?

Ravenstahl: Well the planning commission has the opportunity to act independently of this process, and as long as I feel comfortable that we’ve negotiated in good faith as a government entity I will not discourage the planning commission on acting before a CBA is signed.
  

Several weeks later, the mayor released what he called a Community Benefits Agreement to the media before releasing it to the One Hill Coalition.  The mayor’s Community Benefits Agreement, however, included only vague declarations of support for services, which, in many cases are already in place in the Hill District.  It did not offer anything new or substantial and was not legally binding. 
Part 6: The Vote
On January 15, 2008 after another long and emotional session, the City Planning Commission voted to allow the development to go ahead.  One commissioner, Barbara Mistick, explained her position shortly before the vote:

I think what’s really frustrating for the community and we’ve been in this position not just this time but many other times in the last several years is that you go to one political body – be it city council – and you get a sense that that’s not the right place for this conversation, and then you go to the next political body – be it the planning commission or the zoning commission or the contextual design commission – and you get a sense that that’s not the right place either.  This difficulty for us is that as sympathetic as we are to everything that we hear, and to your great concern about the Hill District and making it a really viable community, a community that has benefits, like a grocery store.  We hear all of that.  I just have to tell that you we hear all of that; and we appreciate that you’ve been here, as we have, since 1:00 p.m. to express that opinion.  But I have to tell you that its not in our master plan approval and its not something we can make a decision about on your behalf that doesn’t mean though that you shouldn’t continue to be vigilant on what you care about because it’s really communities and their ability to continue to be vigilant that makes for change.  So I just want to say that although we can’t address the issue of the CBA that you should stay committed to the CBA agreement.
  

Part 7: Conclusion

Mayor Ravenstahl and the Pittsburgh City Planning Commission can brush the One Hill Coalition aside so easily because it is asking for a kind of subsidy that Americans are not prepared to accept.  Unacknowledged public subsidy, however, has been and continues to be omni-present in American Society.  As Sala Udin explained, when white families moved out to the suburbs in the fifties and sixties, they were enabled by loans from the federal government.  They even traveled to and from work on highways that were built with taxpayer dollars. 

Particularly since the 1950s, though, this kind of federal funding has increasingly been funneled into private corporations.  Whereas federal loans and grants were once distributed only to projects of a predominately residential character, federal housing legislation in 1954 lifted these restrictions, and allocated 400 million dollars for commercial construction.
   This legislation allowed downtown developers and their political allies to use federal money as they saw fit, and by the mid 1950s many U.S. cities had initiated major commercial urban renewal programs.
  

By 1955 the Urban Redevelopment Authority in Pittsburgh had submitted all the necessary paperwork to receive federal subsidies for the Civic Arena project.  The federal agency granted the city 17.4 million dollars in loans as well as a capital grant of 8 million dollars.
  

This time around the Penguins have also been heavily subsidized by both government entities and corporate interests.  The land that the new arena will be built on was public land ceded by the Sports and Exhibition Authority, and the Penguins are given $2 million in state funds exclusively to market the new arena, as well as a $15 million dollar tax credit which serves as a bond guarantee.  The Penguins have also been given development rights to land surrounding the arena sight.  Additionally, Don Barden, the owner of the Casino that is planned for Pittsburgh’s North Shore is obliged to pay 7.5 million dollars a year for thirty years towards the arena as a part of his bid contract.  

Although the public is willing to accept this degree of corporate welfare, many are still incredulous at the idea of a Community Benefits Agreement.  The idea of substantial investment into struggling areas, though, is not new, and it is one that people have accepted in other contexts.  
Professor of History at the University of Pittsburgh, Marcus Rediker, who has written on the topic of slavery and reparations, encourages community benefits agreement skeptics to take another look at the famous Marshall Plan, instituted after WWII by the U.S. government to provide massive funding to war-torn Europe: 

The first thing is that the idea of a Marshall plan for American cities is not new.  In fact I am quite sure that the issue was raised by the Urban League in the early seventies.  I want to say maybe around 1973.  The idea being, then as now, that a tremendous investment in the poorer parts of American society and the poorer neighborhoods in American cities would be a tremendously valuable thing, not only for the people who live there, but for the society as a whole.  I originally raised the idea in the context of a discussion about reparations for slavery and the slave trade.  People ask me when I speak about this, ‘well what could we do?’  My attitude is that justice, which is the object of repair or redress, is not reducible to money, but that material compensation, in addition to moral acknowledgment, must be part of the story.  So one of the things I suggested was that we could be really imaginative about what to do about those people who continue to suffer the racism and inequality that has passed down from the era of slavery to the present.  We could acknowledge and repair that by a Marshall Plan for the American cities.
  

The Marshall Plan model is not an exact parallel, and, as other major government endeavors have proven, throwing money at a problem by no means guarantees a solution.  Nevertheless, the fact remains that fifty years after the first wave of destructive urban renewal efforts, the supposed march of progress in urban America continues to displace and disregard American citizens whose interests are perceived to be less important than the interests of corporations in league with municipal governments. 
Planning Commissioner Tod Reidbord actually left the January 15th hearings to watch a college basketball game, returning only to vote in favor of the arena.
   

Since his death in 2005 August Wilson’s work is being performed more and more.  His plays appear frequently on Broadway, in local theatres, and in colleges.  On September 18th 2007 the same City Planning Commission that four months later voted to allow the arena development to go foreword in the Hill District voted to designate August Wilson’s former home a historical landmark.  City Council approved the nomination in late February.  In this post Civil Rights Era the pattern of valorizing African American figures of the past, while allowing the structural racism of the present to maintain the status quo seems to predominate.  
The Hill District’s future is uncertain.  The fact that there is no Community Benefits Agreement at present does not preclude activists in the Hill from continuing to insist that redevelopment in the Hill District be focused on community needs rather than corporate agendas.  It is clear, though, that wrenching control from urban space from private developers assisted by the state will be a protracted and complex struggle.  
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