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Introduction.
Pittsburgh’s Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio Riverfronts reflect a large variety of development forms 

– industrial structures,  open space,  sports arenas, tall downtown office buildings, mixed-use buildings, 

multi-family buildings and single-family homes. The significant land area covered by the rivers means 

that a one-size-fits-all riverfront district will not work for Pittsburgh. Zoning will need to address the 

variety of existing uses and desired development forms for the numerous character areas that constitute 

the riverfront, and the unique situations that relate to land located directly adjacent to a river. In addition, 

the regulations will need to implement key zoning policies within the previous plans adopted by the City.

The boundaries of the area under study in this Assessment Report, and ultimately those that will be 

under a new zoning district, are those of the Riverfront Interim Planning Overlay District (IPOD). IPODs 

are tools that provide “temporary zoning controls in a specific area of the City where existing zoning 

doesn’t provide sufficient standards for the area’s current activities. An IPOD does not replace an area’s 

base zoning, but rather adds appropriate guidelines.” A temporary measure, the City pursued the IPOD 

to provide additional standards while it develops new, permanent riverfront zoning. The Riverfront IPOD 

was approved unanimously by Pittsburgh’s City Council, and adopted in June 2016. 

“The intent of the Riverfront IPOD is to encourage quality development by:

(a) Protecting and preserving existing industrial, residential, commercial and office uses and 
encouraging new development that is complementary to the range of uses of Pittsburgh’s 
riverfronts without creating new use restrictions;

(b) Protecting and enhancing the area’s architecture, which includes building siting, massing, facade 
treatment, materials, proportion, and scale;

(c) Allowing for a thorough and effective community process that encourages quality development 
along the City’s riverfronts;

(d) Providing for a riverfront setback that will benefit bank stabilization, wildlife habitat, water 
temperature modulation, pollution control, flood mitigation, and sediment removal; and will 
create space for a linear, continuous riverfront trail;

(e) Protecting public access to the riverfront at regular intervals; and

(f) Enhancing public safety.”

The Riverfront IPOD standards are applicable only to new development or enlargement of existing 

development, including parking facilities, and are further controlled by location within the overall 

Riverfront IPOD, whether within Zone A (within 200 feet of the riverfront) or Zone B (further than 200 feet 

from the riverfront). The Riverfront IPOD provides the following development controls:

 ӽ Site plan review for developments over a certain size threshold. 

 ӽ A setback of 50 to 95 feet from the riverfront for both public access and/or maintaining the health of the 

river.
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 ӽ Limits on building length – a maximum of 500 feet unless a break or pass-through is provided.

 ӽ Requirements for articulation elements such as setbacks, windows, or doors a minimum of every 70 

feet.

 ӽ A traffic analysis and study of transportation impacts.

 ӽ Design standards for parking lots and structures.

This Report is the first step toward determining what zoning approach is best to create a permanent 

riverfront zoning district. It presents an understanding of the existing conditions and the various 

concerns – the existing land use and zoning patterns along the three rivers, obstacles to physical and 

visual access to the rivers, the City’s previously adopted policies and goals for the riverfront, and current 

stakeholder input on key issues to determine a general course of action. An in-depth analysis of the issues 

and opportunities identified in this report will be undertaken in subsequent analysis papers, to determine 

their impact on and relationship to future zoning regulations for Pittsburgh’s riverfront. These analysis 

papers will be used to create a Zoning Recommendations Report that will provide a critical link to actual 

regulations, connecting issues and policies to specific zoning actions to be taken in crafting the riverfront 

zoning district.



City of Pittsburgh Riverfront Zoning  | Assessment Report  3  

Stakeholder Input. 
One of the first steps in the process of understanding and assessing the existing conditions of Pittsburgh’s 

riverfronts is speaking with stakeholders. More than 100 individuals representing seventy organizations 

were interviewed, including property owners, representatives of community groups and riverfront 

organizations, the Army Corps of Engineers and others involved with the operation and maintenance 

of the rivers, developers, realtors, and various others with interests related to development of, and 

conditions upon, the riverfront.

The following is a representation of stakeholders’ observations and opinions about major issues that 

emerged from these discussions. It is important to note that not all opinions were espoused by all 

stakeholders. 

Land Use

 ӽ A majority of industrially zoned land in the City is located along the riverfront, but current zoning, 

including the IPOD District, does not properly address the needs of the industrial users located on the 

river. These uses are vital contributors to the local economy, and must be accommodated.

 ӽ Balancing of uses is critical. The City’s rivers must be thought of in terms of areas of different character, 

potential sub-districts in the permanent zoning district with different regulations. 

 ӽ A diverse mix of uses can and should be accommodated.

Building Height

 ӽ Height is a critical issue. Some stakeholders want to see heights kept low along the riverfront to 

maintain views. Others argued that it is important to consider site constraints when thinking about 

height, i.e. if increased setbacks are required, more height should be permitted.

 ӽ Consider that there are currently a number of potential developments for riverfront sites in the City 

that would require greater height allowances. 

 ӽ The impact of height restrictions on existing industrial users should be carefully examined. In many 

cases, these types of uses require more height.

Site Development/Design

 ӽ Physical and visual access to the river must be maintained. Ensure that new development does not 

“wall off” neighborhoods.

 ӽ If design guidelines are included, they must be objective and clear, so they can be met easily and not 

interpreted through multiple review processes. They must also be flexible enough to allow for creativity 

in design.
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 ӽ Parking facility requirements along the riverfront require careful consideration. Some stakeholders 

suggest parking maximums should be considered, while others caution that regulations must ensure 

enough parking is available.  Proper parking location should also be considered.

 ӽ Design of structured parking should be considered to ensure requirements are achievable and not 

onerous.

 ӽ Sign regulations need careful examination, and are perhaps too restrictive. Since most sign variances 

are generally granted, consider revising regulations to be more flexible.

 ӽ Development needs to acknowledge that there are two front doors – the river and the street.

 ӽ Ensure that design requirements do not de facto restrict industrial users. 

 ӽ The current 500 foot maximum building length should be reevaluated. 

Environmental

 ӽ A balance needs to be struck between ecological concerns and development potential.

 ӽ Green Infrastructure solutions should be prioritized/incentivized along the river. Stormwater 

management is critical.

 ӽ Allowing for adequate buffers, shoreline restoration, alternatives to traditional paving, etc. should all 

be strongly considered. 

 ӽ Consider allowances for alternative energy uses along the river.

Open Space/Recreation

 ӽ Wherever possible, public access to the riverfront should be increased.

 ӽ If open space/trails or other amenities are required along the riverfront, maintenance of these 

amenities must be considered.

 ӽ More opportunities for water-oriented uses, such as marinas and launches for kayaks/non-motorized 

vessels are needed.

Transportation

 ӽ Connected and safe pedestrian and bicycle transportation networks are needed along the riverfront. 

 ӽ The barge system is the most fuel and traffic efficient way of moving materials in the City. The loss of 

the barge system, or access to the rivers as a means of moving materials, would mean increases in 

truck/freight shipping on Pittsburgh’s roads.

 ӽ Think about the riverfront/trail system as not just recreation, but as a transportation system. Consider 

accommodation for future transportation uses on the water as well, such as a water taxi.

 ӽ River access is complicated by railroad ownership along the river.
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Administration

 ӽ Approval processes must be clear and streamlined wherever possible. 

 ӽ Reduce the need for special approvals and variances.

 ӽ Regulations should encourage meetings with community/constituent groups at the initial stage 

of the development process. The City should consider creating a process that involves community 

representation at a pre-development meeting that puts staff, developers, and community groups in 

one room at the same time.

 ӽ There is a perception that community/advocacy groups are allowed to add requirements outside 

of the defined development process (between meetings, for instance) and that this can result in an 

unpredictable process. 
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Previous Planning Efforts.
The City of Pittsburgh, community development corporations, and nonprofit organizations, such as 

Riverlife, have prepared numerous studies and plans for the riverfront. For the purposes of this Report, 

the following plans have been reviewed:

 ӽ Strip District Riverfront Park Vision Plan (2016) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ P4 Pittsburgh: People, Planet, Place and Performance (2015-2016) – prepared by & for the City of 

Pittsburgh and the Heinz Endowments

 ӽ Three Rivers Park Economic Impact Analysis (2015) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ Three Rivers Heritage Trail User Survey & Economic Impact Analysis (2014) – prepared for the Rails to 

Trails Conservancy

 ӽ A Guide to Riverfront Development (2014) – design recommendations, prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ Pittsburgh Open Space Plan (2013) – a component of Pittsburgh’s Comprehensive Plan, produced and 

adopted by the City of Pittsburgh

 ӽ Allegheny Green Boulevard Plan (2013) – prepared for & adopted by the City of Pittsburgh, the Urban 

Redevelopment Authority & Riverlife

 ӽ Upper Lawrenceville Plan (2013) – prepared for the Lawrenceville Corporation

 ӽ Allegheny Riverfront Vision Plan (2010) – prepared for the City of Pittsburgh, Urban Redevelopment 

Authority, Office of the Mayor and Riverlife

 ӽ Stormwater is the Communicator (2009) – prepared for Riverlife 

 ӽ Three Rivers Park Public Art Strategy (2006) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ Three Rivers Park Landscape Management Guidelines (2006) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ Urban Design Plan for Lower Lawrenceville (2005) – prepared for Lawrenceville Corporation

 ӽ Lawrenceville Community Plan (2005) – prepared for Lawrenceville Corporation

 ӽ Three Rivers Park Lighting Strategy (2004) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ Three Rivers Conservation Plan (2004) – prepared for Pennsylvania Environmental Council

 ӽ Three River Park Connecting the Loop Plan (2003) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ Three Rivers Park Design Guidelines (2002) – prepared for Riverlife

 ӽ A Vision Plan for Pittsburgh’s Riverfronts (2001) – prepared for Riverlife

A review of the existing recommendations for development form, land use, connectivity, and 

transportation issues is provided below. The intent of this Report is not to provide a detailed summary of 

each of these planning documents; each of these plans has a specific focus, so this Report only highlights 

those policies that relate to the riverfront zoning amendment project. It is important to remember that 

the purview of zoning is to regulate how private property is used - what structures and land are used for, 

where a structure may locate on a lot, and the bulk and design of that structure. It also regulates other 

elements of site development, such as accessory structures, parking, signs, and landscape. Additional 
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aspects of development, such as right-of-way and streetscape design, or how public land is used, are 

outside of zoning’s authority to regulate but can be addressed through incentive-based approaches.

Economic Importance. A universal theme throughout all previous planning efforts is the importance 

of the rivers to Pittsburgh’s identity and their role in the economic future of the City. This is looked at 

both from the larger sense of drawing people to the City and more specifically as an asset to assist in the 

redevelopment of neighborhoods. The “Three Rivers Park Economic Impact Analysis” (2015) catalogs the 

positive economic benefits that can return to the City with continued investment in creating parks along 

and connections to the rivers. The report states that: “the impact of park improvements in Pittsburgh and 

other US cities shows public realm investments yield significant return on investment by catalyzing new 

development in adjacent areas and helping to meaningfully increase property values.” 

Connections. The plans speak to the importance of connections to the rivers as well as along the rivers in 

a coordinated trail system. Convenient ways to access the river are key to quality of life for Pittsburghers 

throughout the City as well as for the neighborhoods directly adjacent to the rivers. In addition, the 

“Three Rivers Heritage Trail User Survey & Economic Impact Analysis” (2014) shows an economic benefit 

from these trail connections: “an estimated 622,873 annual user visits, resulting in a total economic 

impact in 2014 of $8,286,026.” However, these reports also acknowledge that the history of riverfront 

development has created obstacles to creating such access, whether it be existing rights-of-way that 

end before reaching the riverfront or the significant holdings of the railroads and other private property 

owners that run along the river. 

Use. The history of riverfront development was one of significant industrial activity. Over time, the 

composition of the riverfronts’ land use has changed, due to a variety of factors including:

 ӽ The changing nature of industrial uses from those reliant on proximity to the rivers to function, to those 

that do not require that proximity to function or thrive.

 ӽ The disappearance or relocation of “typical” riverfront industrial uses to other areas, resulting in large 

swaths of riverfront land available for redevelopment;

 ӽ The increasing market demand for, thus value of, riverfront parcels, rendering them unaffordable for 

historically river-oriented or river-enhanced industrial uses. 

These plans speak to the need to balance the industrial uses still operating along the rivers with the 

desire for the addition of residential and commercial uses. Reuse of older industrial buildings for 

industrial, (higher-density) residential and mixed-use is seen as an asset to the area. The ability to allow 

lower-intensity commercial uses to serve the adjacent existing residential neighborhoods, as well as 

new residential development, is also necessary. Allowing in “new” uses, however, should be done with 

sensitivity, as increased density and a variety of non-residential uses taking place within a limited amount 

of space can lead to changes in parking patterns, increased traffic, and other impacts. Finally, new office 

developments, especially those focused more on research and development, are seen as desirable within 

the study areas. 

Design. Development along the riverfront has a number of distinct design components. One of the larger 

themes throughout the plans is that riverfront development has “two front doors” – one facing the street 



City of Pittsburgh Riverfront Zoning  | Assessment Report  9  

and one facing the river. Design standards need to address both facades. Another key aspect of design 

is to respect the river’s industrial heritage through adaptive reuse of existing buildings. The reports for 

the Lawrenceville neighborhood in particular saw this as a priority. Moving away from the structures 

themselves, aspects of site design and public realm enhancements were also emphasized. View corridors 

that provide a visual link to the river serve to connect the larger City to the rivers. At the riverfront, an 

active streetscape is desired – coordinated lighting, a visual connection between private development 

and the adjacent public realm, and features such as public art, public use amenities (water fountains, 

seating, public restrooms, etc), and viewing areas. 

Water Functions. The rivers serve multiple functions. As the plans describe: 1) recreation by motorized 

boats, kayaks, and canoes; 2) industrial use, in particular barges; 3) tourism, including cruise vessels (such 

as the Gateway Clipper fleet) and amphibious vehicles (such as Just Ducky Tours); and 4) transportation 

– a number of the reports consider the possibility for water taxis. It is important to note that zoning does 

not control how the waters are used. However, certain desired uses and accessory structures, such as 

docks, boat tie-ups, and taxi stations if such business was established, may have zoning implications. 

Green Infrastructure and Environment. Even with all the development along the rivers, all plans 

respect their role as Pittsburgh’s key natural feature. In fact, the Pittsburgh region is under a mandate 

from the federal courts to meet federal water quality standards by 2026 (or 2031, should an extension be 

granted). Restoring the ecology and improving the quality of rivers has numerous benefits. Stormwater 

management emerges as a theme in reports again and again, essential to mitigate flooding, allow for 

groundwater recharge, and prevent water pollution. Therefore, stormwater management does not just 

occur at the riverbank, but rather must be integrated into adjacent development. The value of proper 

landscape standards is also emphasized both to restore native flora (and its companion fauna) and to 

work with streetscape design to create a connected and coordinated appearance in the larger riverfront 

area. Finally, riverbank restoration, in particular in areas where it has been degraded, is essential both for 

the health of the rivers and public safety.



Intentionally Blank.



City of Pittsburgh Riverfront Zoning  | Assessment Report  11  

Land Use Analysis.
An evaluation of existing land use along Pittsburgh’s riverfronts, specifically within the boundaries of the 

current Riverfront IPOD, is a critical component of developing a comprehensive approach to formulating 

new zoning for the City’s riverfront. Analysis of the current land use within the Riverfront IPOD identifies 

specific categories of uses that are vital to the riverfront, as well as the larger patterns of land use that 

impact and define individual character areas along its course. Examining current land use patterns 

will provide information needed to formulate workable zoning regulations that support and protect 

existing riverfront uses. It also allows for the identification of gaps in the existing land use pattern, where 

permissions for new or additional uses should be considered, in accordance with the City’s previously 

adopted plans and policies for the riverfront.

Land Use Inventory

A general land use inventory was conducted using publicly available datasets obtained from the Western 

Pennsylvania Regional Data Center. Data used to compile the land use inventory includes 2016 Allegheny 

County Parcel Boundaries, joined with Allegheny County Property Assessment Data dated February of 

2017. This data was updated en masse in 2012, and is updated periodically as people apply for building 

permit, revisit by request, or appeal assessments. The purpose of the land use analysis is not to examine 

specific parcels, but rather to paint a general picture of land use patterns along the riverfront, for the 

purposes of a basic analysis of existing conditions. Two attributes included in the assessment data were 

used to identify patterns of use along the City’s riverfronts within the IPOD area: 

 ӽ Class Description: broad, self-explanatory categories for describing the general use of a parcel. 

Class description categories include “residential,” “commercial,” “industrial,” “government,” “utility,” 

“agricultural,” and “other.” There is no land classified “agricultural” within the IPOD area.

 ӽ Use Description: more detailed than class, these categories further describe the primary use of the 

parcel. There are about 200 self-explanatory categories in the data; those found within the Riverfront 

IPOD are detailed in the figure on the following page. 

The largest use category within the current IPOD is commercial (44%), and the largest specific use within 

the commercial category – in fact the largest single categorized use within the Riverfront IPOD – is Vacant 

Commercial Land, composing nearly 14% of the land within the IPOD, excluding rights-of-way. Notably, 

other significant uses within the commercial category include:

 ӽ Office/warehouse: 8.17%

 ӽ Parking garage/lots: 4.63%

 ӽ Commercial auxiliary buildings:  3.39%

 ӽ Office-elevator 3+ stories: 2.88%

It is important to note that the large sports facilities located in the North Shore (Heinz Field, PNC Park) 

are not given a detailed use description in the dataset, and have been included in the “casino” category, 

which composes approximately 2.06% of the land within the riverfront IPOD, excluding rights-of-way.
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Utility uses constitute the second largest category of land within the IPOD, at approximately 24%. 

Railroad property in active use represents both the largest use within the utility category, and the second 

largest individually categorized use within the IPOD, at 13.46% of the IPOD area, excluding rights-of-

way. Approximately 1.4% of land within the IPOD is classified as railroad not in operation, increasing the 

overall percentage of railroad use within the Riverfront IPOD to nearly 15%. When combined, operational 

and non-operational railroad become the biggest single use of land within the Riverfront IPOD. This is 

a critical consideration, as the location of railroad land, and its predominance in terms of the overall 

land-use pattern along the riverfront is likely to present challenges for access to the riverfront. This is a 

stated goal in numerous adopted plans and a concern that emerged among most stakeholders during 

initial interviews. Industrial/utility (7.07%) is the second largest use in the utility category, and represents 

the large swaths of land on the Ohio River operated by the Duquesne Light Company and Orion Power 

(Brunot Island).

Industrial uses make up approximately 12.6% of the Riverfront IPOD, chief among them “warehouse,” 

representing nearly 4% of land in the district, excluding rights-of-way. Also of note is the 1.05% of the 

IPOD categorized as vacant industrial land. As cited in the “Pittsburgh Open Space Plan” (2013), the 

decline of heavy industry has created numerous large, vacant brownfield sites along the riverfront 

that are in need of redevelopment. Per that plan, any future use for these sites should allow the public 

continued access and should serve to implement the larger vision of the City and its neighborhoods. 

Where specific plans exist, such as the “Upper Lawrenceville Plan” (2013), zoning should serve as a tool 

to implement a particular vision. Where detailed plans do not yet exist, zoning should be flexible enough 

to accommodate a wider range of potential redevelopment options. Other significant uses within the 

industrial category include:

 ӽ Light manufacturing: 2.75%

 ӽ Medium manufacturing: 1.59%

 ӽ Other: 1.03%

15% of the land area in the Riverfront IPOD comprises government uses. The government use category 

contains a variety of detailed use categories, including municipal government (4.94%), county 

government (2.93%), and “municipal urban renewal” at just under 2.5% of the IPOD, excluding rights-

of-way. Notably, land classified as public parks represents less than 1% of the parcel area in the IPOD. 

This use, however, is likely underrepresented in the land use data, as significant public open spaces are 

also included in other categories. For instance, Point Park falls into the “state government” specific use 

category, likely due to its status as a state park. Additionally, sections of the Three Rivers Heritage Trail, 

including significant portions such as those in the North Shore adjacent to the stadiums, are included 

in other categories such as “vacant commercial land.” Viewing the discrete parks data available through 

the City’s GIS website presents a more robust picture of publicly accessible open space within the IPOD. 

As indicated by previous plans, there is a strong vision in place for increasing the amount of public open 

space along Pittsburgh’s riverfronts. 

Finally, only 2.77% of parcel area within the Riverfront IPOD is classified as residential use. Additionally, 

the largest specific use within the residential category is vacant land, at just 0.79%. It is important to 

note, however, that residential uses may be under-represented in the residential class description, as 
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condominium units are classified as residential, but apartment buildings with five or more units, or 

mixed-use residential parcels are classified as “commercial” in the class description category, and are 

reflected in detailed uses as part of that category, such as “Apartment: 40+ Units,” or “Office/Retail Over.” 

Adding these specific use descriptions to the residential class, the percentage of residential use within 

the IPOD increases to just under 4%. This is an important consideration, as stakeholder interviews and 

previous plans indicate that there is increased interest in residential redevelopment within the IPOD. 

The “Allegheny Riverfront Vision Plan” (2010) establishes residential development as a high priority, for 

instance, and suggests that reasonable increases in density should be considered to increase the local 

resident population. These considerations will need to be taken into account in crafting any new zoning 

for the riverfront IPOD area.

Aggregating the land use data produces a heterogeneous portrait of the current IPOD area, and makes 

it clear that a “one-size fits all” approach to the creation of new zoning will not be an effective strategy 

for the City’s riverfronts, as each unique area along the three rivers will require special attention and 

consideration with respect to both physical (built and unbuilt) characteristics, and existing development 

patterns.

Land Use Character: What’s Missing

In certain areas along Pittsburgh’s riverfronts, development patterns and character distinctions are clear. 

Policy direction and vision for the future have been well established through previous redevelopment 

or planning efforts, for instance, in Lawrenceville, the Strip District, and the Downtown. Such direction 

presents clear guidance for the creation of future zoning districts to reinforce the character of these areas, 

and to introduce change where needed and desired. For instance, through multiple planning processes 

for the Lawrenceville neighborhood, it has become clear that the existing character – a unique mixture 

of industrial uses, residential, and small-scale commercial – is something that is valued by residents and 

should be strengthened and reinforced through new zoning. It is also established through existing policy 

that maintaining access to the river from adjacent residential areas, ensuring that industrial uses are 

allowed to continue and grow, and establishing transitions between the residential and industrial uses 

are of paramount importance. 

What is present in current plans for these areas – a desire to increase local resident population, and to 

create new urban centers in the Strip and Lawrenceville, for instance – helps to reveal gaps in the land 

use. Reconciling the vision created in these plans with the existing land use patterns along the riverfront 

shows a need for flexible zoning that can accommodate mixed-use and new, increased residential 

densities, for instance, while ensuring that adaptive reuse is prioritized and established design character 

is maintained. It also confirms the need for zoning that provides for public access points to the river, 

and publicly-available open space. This also shows where there are opportunities for change; high 

concentrations of vacancy, low-density office/warehouse environments, and a predominance of parking 

garages or parking lots highlight areas where new, flexible zoning could allow for a transition to a more 

desirable development pattern.
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Zoning Analysis.
The figure on the following page shows the breakdown of base zoning districts located within the 

Riverfront IPOD. The general zoning categories in the IPOD are as follows, in order of descending amount 

of land area:

 ӽ Industrial (GI, UI, NDI) - 57.25%

 ӽ Specially Planned (SP-1, SP-2, SP-3, SP-4, SP-5, SP-10) - 16.8%

 ӽ Natural (P, H) - 10.79%

 ӽ Downtown (DR-A, DR-B, DR-C) -7.27%

 ӽ Golden Triangle (GT-A, GT-B, GT-C, GT-D) - 5.17%

 ӽ Residential (R1D-H, R2-H, RM-M, R1A-H, R1A-VH) - 0.99%

 ӽ Planned Unit Development (RP, CP, AP) -0.91%

 ӽ Commercial (LNC, UNC) - 0.80%

The variety of districts within the Riverfront IPOD presents a unique challenge in creating a single zoning 

district for the riverfront. It is clear that a one-size-fits-all approach will not work. Input received through 

stakeholder interviews, and observations of existing conditions and zoning both indicate that a sub-

district structure will be needed - where individual sub-districts relate to specific characteristics of use 

and form, such as mixed-use or industrial sub-districts. However, other base districts currently in place 

have a development history and specific approvals that must be respected. These base districts will be 

evaluated as part of this process, and where it is observed that maintaining such districts would have 

continued value, they will be revised to ensure their consistency and coordination with new riverfront 

zoning districts.

More specifically, the following districts are the most established:

 ӽ Specially Planned Districts. The SP Districts are specific to the land areas where they are mapped 

and are exempt from the current Riverfront IPOD. These districts will be evaluated to see if any of their 

specific regulations can be successfully applied to the larger riverfront zoning district, and to ensure 

that the riverfront zoning district aligns with the existing SP Districts. Evaluation of the existing SP 

districts should also explore the possibility of incorporating them into the new base district or districts, 

where appropriate and beneficial for both property owners and the City. 

 ӽ Planned Unit Development. The PUD Districts within the area address residential, commercial, and 

mixed-use development. Established with a special approval process, it is likely that the existing PUDs 

will remain in place. Like the SP Districts, current regulations in the PUD district will be evaluated for 

larger applicability and alignment. Also like the SP districts, evaluation of existing PUD Districts should 

explore the possibility of incorporation of these areas into new base districts, where appropriate and 

beneficial for both property owners and the City.
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 ӽ Downtown. Two sets of districts – the Downtown Riverfront (DR) Districts and the Golden Triangle (GT) 

Districts – present another similar situation. These districts work within the larger context of Downtown 

Pittsburgh, and are specifically designed for a comprehensive approach to the area’s development, 

based upon adopted plans and policies. These districts should be evaluated as part of the riverfront 

zoning amendment process to ensure that they remain applicable and continue to implement the City’s 

desired vision for these areas. Where applicable, current standards may be revised, or incorporated 

into a new riverfront zoning district or districts. It should be noted that Downtown’s development 

influence is not restricted to land currently zoned Downtown (DR) or Golden Triangle (GT), and even if it 

is determined that these existing districts should remain in place, a new riverfront sub-district may be 

needed to support the City’s vision for Downtown in areas surrounding the existing DR and GT districts.  

 ӽ Natural Districts. The P Parks and Open Space District and the H Hillside District are very specific in 

their application, as their names indicate. Due to the physical environment, and the limited nature 

of development currently allowed in these areas, major changes are not anticipated. However, the 

districts will be evaluated to ensure consistency with any proposed regulations, and to explore 

opportunities where their incorporation into a new base district or districts may be appropriate.

The remaining districts are key to the overall character of the riverfront area:

 ӽ Residential. The residential districts vary from medium density to high density, indicating that higher 

density development is preferred. This aligns with the vision of previously adopted plans, as well as 

stakeholder comments received at the outset of this process. Key to facilitating this is an evaluation of 

the allowed height and density. Height brings concerns regarding visual access, and increased density 

brings the impacts associated with more people living along the riverfront – parking, compatibility with 

industrial uses and existing truck traffic, and access to the riverfront when private development abuts 

the river. 

 ӽ Commercial. The commercial base districts are primarily oriented toward residents who may live in 

neighborhoods along or adjacent to the rivers. These districts work to provide services to residents 

and workers in the area, and are a key ingredient in the creation of a “24-hour environment” where 

services, retail, restaurants, employment, and entertainment are provided in a manner that facilitates 

all-day activity. The right mix of businesses can also allow residents the ability to meet their daily 

needs without reliance on a car, reducing vehicle miles traveled, easing traffic congestion, and reducing 

parking pressures.  

 ӽ Industrial. Industrial uses are important economic engines for the City and should be protected. 

Protection should extend both to existing viable industrial users, and to areas where future industrial 

use is anticipated. The existing zoning districts in the IPOD cover a range of intensities from the 

high impact General Industrial District to others that are more compatible with non-industrial uses 

(Urban Industrial and Neighborhood Industrial Districts). Because of the varied nature and intensity 

of existing industrial development along the riverfront, as well as the rapidly changing nature of 

industrial development in general (no longer simply synonymous with manufacturing or warehouse-

style development), its accommodation will likely require multiple sub-districts that acknowledge key 

differentiations in use, form, and impacts. 
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Finally, other overlay districts that address issues applicable to the river, such as the R-O Riverfront 

Overlay District, the SM-O Stormwater Management Overlay District, and the SS-O Steep Slope Overlay 

Districts, will also be evaluated for regulations that can be integrated into the riverfront zoning district. 

Regulatory Elements

In crafting a zoning district, there are a number of regulatory components that are specific to the nature 

of the riverfront. For the purposes of this Assessment Report, the following are the major elements that 

should be addressed within the district: 

 ӽ Mixed-Use. Mixed-use development along the rivers was cited by stakeholders, adopted plans, and 

emerging land use patterns as highly desired. But mixed-use is not one type of zoning. Combining 

residential and commercial uses whether horizontally (within the same block) or vertically (within the 

same building) is the most common, but Pittsburgh’s industrial history also means evaluating levels 

of industrial mixed use. Industrial mixed use is typically targeted at existing industrial areas that are 

transitioning into districts that accommodate more than just manufacturing or warehouse uses. There 

is a range that typically emerges, with areas mixing uses from heavy commercial with industrial uses 

to more local commercial with low impact industry to even higher density housing like lofts mixed with 

commercial and remaining industrial. 

 ӽ Building Design. What is unique about this geographic area is that there are “two front doors” – 

the street and the river. Therefore standards for typical building elements like transparency, public 

entrances, ground floor activation, façade articulation, building materials, and public spaces have to be 

specified for two key facades. This also has to be refined by the nature of the use, whether residential, 

commercial, or industrial. Mixed-use or commercial construction has more flexibility in how the ground 

floor is designed, allowing for more openness, while strictly residential or industrial buildings have 

more concerns regarding security and controlling impacts. 

 Another of the concerns for development along the river – building length – is regulated in the current 

Riverfront IPOD. Buildings, with the exception of stadiums, are limited to a maximum length of 500 

feet. Buildings of such length (or greater) can create a wall along the riverfront, both physically and 

visually. A maximum building length is the most direct way to prevent such situations. However, even 

structures under such a maximum can create a similar negative effect. Therefore, the standards can be 

supplemented with a requirement that longer buildings provide a public cut-through. 

 Finally, as emphasized in many of the previous plans, adaptive reuse is a key element to retaining 

the character and identity of the river. In order to facilitate the retention and conversion of existing 

industrial developments that can continue to contribute to this, the regulations should include 

provisions that allow for such reuse without a series of special approvals or variances, whether from 

site elements like parking requirements or exemptions to design standards or setbacks. The goal is to 

move these structures out of nonconforming status to encourage their reuse. 

 ӽ Dimensional. Two key dimensional standards for the proposed district are setback and height. 

Setbacks are currently addressed in the Riverfront IPOD through both reference to the Riverfront 
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Overlay District and the IPOD’s additional 50 to 95 foot setback from the riverfront. A setback from 

the riverfront is essential to create public access to the river, but also to take care of environmental 

issues such as preventing riverbank degradation and pollution. Maintaining a setback from the 

river is essential, though the district should clarify what encroachments are allowed within that 

setback. Related to setback, to address concerns about stormwater management, impervious surface 

limitations for setbacks adjacent to the river should also be considered. 

 With the increased land area used for setback, a number of stakeholders discussed allowing for greater 

height where appropriate to balance the smaller building footprint with the desire for greater density. 

While height can be a concern as the taller structures can block the view, and again create a wall 

blocking the river, techniques that allow a greater height but are tied to view corridors can alleviate 

such concerns. The impact of shadows cast on the river, open space, and neighboring structures should 

be considered when addressing building height along the riverfront.

 ӽ Site Design. Building design and dimensional standards must be complimented by site design 

standards that take into account a variety of zoning regulations: accessory structures, signs, landscape, 

and parking.

 ӽ Current accessory structure allowances are fairly typical of a major city. However, the location along 

the river creates unique circumstances. The district should be clear on what types of water-related 

accessory structures are allowed, such as docks or tie-ups, and should clarify their encroachment, 

particularly on the river side.

 ӽ The current Ordinance allows for outdoor cafés accessory to restaurants, and contains discrete 

sidewalk café standards that apply to outdoor dining in the public right-of-way. The use of outdoor 

dining or outdoor seating areas can contribute to an active, vibrant riverfront; as such, these 

standards should be revisited to ensure their applicability to the specific environment along 

Pittsburgh’s riverfront. 

 ӽ Signs are also subject to the “two front doors” issue. Many buildings along the river want signs on 

both façades. Two key types of signage need to be addressed. The first is wall signs. There is concern 

among stakeholders that, if allowed, large wall signs on river-facing facades will come to dominate 

river views. The second is ground floor signs for areas such as the North Shore, near the athletic 

stadiums. In both cases, it is important that new regulations find a balance between maintaining 

an aesthetically pleasing environment, and allowing businesses an appropriate means by which to 

advertise their presence. 

 ӽ Landscape plays a vital role in any city’s appearance, but along the riverfront it also plays a critical 

ecological role. Development along the riverfront needs to mitigate its impact on the health of the 

rivers; managing stormwater properly can prevent pollution, stop deterioration of the riverbank, 

mitigate flooding impacts, and recharge groundwater. Basic performance standards for stormwater 

management should be part of the landscape requirements. 

 ӽ The district should lay out clear landscape standards for key areas: parking lots, building setbacks, 

riverfront setbacks, and buffer yards for more intense uses. This includes hardscape elements such 
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as paving standards for trails and access points, lighting, and fencing. Each needs to be adjusted 

to the land uses in place. For example, buffer yards for active industrial use might require a solid 

fence, while a residential use along the river should allow only open fencing. In any case, buffer yards 

should be calibrated to ensure adequate screening and transitions between development types, 

while complementing Pittsburgh’s compact urban development pattern.

 ӽ The district should be clear not to require excessive parking along the riverfront, and large parking 

lots should be discouraged as they disrupt the urban fabric in the area. Extending current parking 

reductions, exemptions, and maximums to any new riverfront districts or sub-districts should be 

strongly considered. Shared parking and off-site parking options, as currently permitted, should be 

encouraged along the riverfront, along with additional techniques such as allowing further parking 

reductions when car or bike share is provided on-site. Further, to encourage reuse of existing built 

structures on the riverfront, the City may want to consider exempting such structures from all 

parking requirements where installation of required parking is not possible due to physical site 

constraints.

 ӽ The siting of parking lots and structures should also be regulated, as the “two front doors” scenario 

creates a unique situation - neither the view along the river nor the view from the public right-of-

way should be dominated by parking. The current Riverfront IPOD standards prohibit parking lots 

and structures in Zone A between the river and a structure or public street, whichever is closer. Such 

siting standards should be evaluated and refined as necessary, and the new riverfront zoning should 

make clear that there is a preference for parking structures integrated into a building. The standards 

for parking structures currently in the IPOD should continue and require active uses along the 

ground floor when parking structures are located in certain parts of the riverfront. Another benefit of 

this approach is that integrating parking into buildings can assist in designing structures that meet 

floodplain development requirements.

 ӽ Stakeholders cited that current Riverfront IPOD standards for parking structure design and screening 

can result in practical difficulties, and may be onerous when combined with other standards such as 

building length maximums. Parking structures along the riverfront should be subject to a set of clear 

and defined design and screening standards. However, these standards must be realistic in their 

requirements and application, to ensure that they do discourage structured or integrated parking 

with new development.

Zoning Incentives

Section 915.04 of the current Ordinance contains a “Sustainable Development Bonus” that is permitted in 

all non-residential zoning districts. This bonus for height or FAR is contingent on LEED Silver Certification 

for the structure. While this bonus can be used within the proposed riverfront zoning district, the presence 

of the significant natural asset of the three rivers can leverage development bonuses to assist in more 

comprehensive development of the riverfront. The scale of bonus should be commensurate with the scale 

of additional action taken. Potential additional actions that could qualify for bonuses include:
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The inclusion of stormwater management techniques above those required by the Ordinance. If 

impervious surface requirements are included as part of the riverfront setbacks, additional coverage 

could be granted.

 ӽ Providing public access to trails as well as creating new trails along the rivers. 

 ӽ Providing riverfront amenities, such as public restrooms, seating areas and water fountains.

 ӽ Including public art in new development.

 ӽ Installing publicly-accessible car and bike share facilities. 

 ӽ Undertaking riverbank restoration and stabilization. 

Floodplain Regulations

A significant amount of the Riverfront IPOD is within the floodplain and zoned with the FP-O Flood Plain 

Overlay District. This can create design concerns for residential structures, as they are required to be 

constructed above base flood elevation. It is important that while such buildings are elevated to protect 

against flood damage, their design remains sensitive to context, respecting the surrounding character 

and the structure’s relationship to the public realm. 

Some zoning ordinances have integrated additional building design standards, above the construction-

oriented standards typical to a flood plain ordinance. Primarily these deal with elevated ground floor 

design. Building access is one of the more important elements as it is concerned with how the building 

relates to the street as well as accessibility issues. Stairs and ramps can tend to dominate the façade if 

located outside, in the public realm, but if moved to the interior of the building with at-grade entrances 

outside the desired pedestrian-oriented streetscape is reinforced and compliance with ADA requirements 

can become easier. 

When structures built in the floodplain maintain a setback from the lot line, required landscape and 

plantings can serve two purposes. First, they can improve the appearance of blank walls and maintain an 

inviting pedestrian environment. Second, they can assist with stormwater management by slowing down 

and cleaning rainwater. Green infrastructure techniques such as rain gardens or green walls should be 

required where feasible; given the amount of land area within FP-O District in the IPOD, requirements like 

this should be considered district-wide. Further, as many of Pittsburgh’s riverfront parcels are brownfield 

sites, green infrastructure solutions may be preferential, as they can capture, hold back, and clean water, 

reducing runoff and detaining stormwater flow during peak storm events. 

As discussed earlier, building design standards are proposed for the riverfront zoning district. Standards 

that relate to fenestration design, transparency requirements, façade articulation, and limitations on 

blank walls may need to be distinguished for structures in the flood plain that do not maintain active uses 

on the ground floor, such as a strictly residential building, in order to maintain a coordinated and inviting 

streetscape design. 



Intentionally Blank.
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Mobility Patterns.
Much like the rest of its Rust Belt counterparts, Pittsburgh is a city that can credit its initial growth to 

its location along a watercourse. Pittsburgh’s rich industrial history is linked to the Allegheny, Ohio and 

Monongahela Rivers, and the city’s heavy usage of them as working riverfronts. While varying new uses 

continue to shift the way they are used, the riverfronts still contain a large amount of industrial uses and 

therefore feature a significant amount of trucking, rail, and barge infrastructure.

A general assessment of mobility patterns was conducted using publicly available datasets obtained 

from the City of Pittsburgh’s GIS Data Downloads site, Allegheny County GIS Open Data, the Western 

Pennsylvania Regional Data Center, Healthy Ride Pittsburgh, and Zipcar. Data used to compile the 

mobility pattern assessments included Allegheny street centerlines, rail centerlines, trail centerlines, 

and various transit station point and route centerline data, clipped to the Pittsburgh Riverfront IPOD 

boundary. The following analyses reflect data within the Riverfront IPOD boundary only, unless stated 

otherwise. 

Amongst the 75 miles of roadway within the Riverfront IPOD, approximately 48% are classified as 

functional trucking routes. Additionally, there are 98 linear miles of multi-purpose rail right-of-way – not 

all of which contains rail infrastructure – that run parallel to the riverfront’s edge throughout nearly all 

of the Riverfront IPOD. Of the 98 linear miles, over one third (38%) is located within the major rail yard 

located in the Hazelwood neighborhood. It is only in the North Shore and Central Business District where 

this infrastructure is not present, which is likely due to the primarily non-industrial roles these areas play 

within Pittsburgh’s current economy.

Barge activity appears to be primarily concentrated along the Monongahela and Ohio Rivers, and is a 

key component in the success of a number of industrial uses along these riverfronts. Barges are the most 

efficient means of moving raw materials, and the ability for industrial users to leverage the riverfront is 

an important consideration in evaluating overall mobility patterns within the IPOD. For each barge used 

in the shipment of raw materials, approximately 150 dump trucks are kept off of the local roads (the 

equivalent of 58 large semi-trucks). Barges have also been shown to be more fuel efficient, and produce 

a smaller carbon footprint than shipping by rail or by road.  Though Pittsburgh’s riverfronts now exhibit 

a character that is much more mixed than their industrial past, it remains important to carefully consider 

any zoning or related policies that will have an effect on the use of the rivers for industrial purposes such 

as barge traffic.

Approximately 10% of all PAAC Routes in the City of Pittsburgh are within the Riverfront IPOD operated by 

the Port Authority Transit system. Of all 82 bus stops located within the Riverfront IPOD, a majority (59%) 

of the stations are clustered around the City’s core and western (Central Business District, Chateau, North 

Shore, South Shore, Bluff and South Side Flats) neighborhoods. Importantly, this analysis includes only 

bus stops located within the designated IPOD boundary, and is not indicative of general level of service 

in these neighborhoods. Of all neighborhoods, the Central Business District and Chateau Neighborhoods 

contain the most (12 each) PAAC Stops within the IPOD boundary. This majority is then followed by 

the Upper Lawrenceville neighborhood (11 stops), the South Side Flats (10 stops), and the Esplen 
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neighborhood (8 stops). When looking at the presence of bus stops and routes within the Riverfront IPOD, 

it becomes most apparent that there is an absence of stops near the riverfront in eastern Pittsburgh. This 

is an important consideration as there is currently a good deal of new development occurring along the 

riverfront in this area.

Both of the Port Authority Transit light rail lines travel through and make stops in three of the 

neighborhoods within the Riverfront IPOD; the North Shore (North Side, Allegheny), Central Business 

District (First Avenue, Wood Street, Gateway), and South Side Flats (Station Square). Despite the lack of 

light rail in the remainder of the Riverfront IPOD, three park-and-ride garages are located in the previously 

mentioned neighborhoods for commuters looking to use the light rail. These garages are the West General 

Robinson Garage in the North Shore, the First Avenue Garage in the Central Business District and the 

Wabash Garage in the South Side Flats.

As previously mentioned, the Riverfront IPOD contains 75 miles of roads for the operation of motorized 

vehicles. Despite this significant presence of automobile infrastructure, pedestrian infrastructure, such as 

sidewalks, is severely lacking in parts of the Riverfront IPOD area. Complementing the road infrastructure, 

parking takes up a significant amount of space, occupying approximately 430 acres of land within the 

IPOD boundary. A majority of this parking (200 acres) exists along the Allegheny River, which is then 

followed by the Ohio River (130 acres), and the Monongahela River (100 acres). This squares with the 

findings of the Three Rivers Heritage Trail User Survey & Economic Impact Analysis from 2014, which 

found that over 60% of riverfront trail users drove their cars to trail access points.

For residents of Pittsburgh located within the Riverfront IPOD looking for vehicle sharing options, there 

are six Zipcar locations within the IPOD boundary, making up 36% of all locations in the City. While there 

are Zipcar locations to be found elsewhere in the City, the majority of stations appear to be located in 

the Central Business District and other central neighborhoods. When looking at station locations within 

the Riverfront IPOD, the Central Business District contains the majority at four, which is then followed up 

by two in the South Side Flats. Furthermore, there are a handful of Zipcar locations situated just outside 

of the Riverfront IPOD; an additional six in the Central Business District, two in the North Shore at the 

National Aviary and Children’s Museum and one in Lawrenceville at 42nd and Butler.

If someone wanted to partake in active transportation within the Riverfront IPOD, they would be pleased 

to find out that a vast majority of the area contains a cohesive, continuous bike and pedestrian trail 

that travels parallel to the riverfront. In total, there are approximately 31 miles of Three Rivers Heritage 

Trail within the Riverfront IPOD. Numerous challenges, including those related to required setbacks, 

land ownership and liability have complicated the completion of a continuous system on the remaining 

miles of riverfront, but the creation of such as system remains a high priority for the City, and is a critical 

consideration when creating regulations for future development along the riverfronts. 

When considering the harmony between active transportation and motorized transportation within 

the Riverfront IPOD, for the most part bike routes have been carefully placed to minimize interaction 

with heavy auto and trucking use. However, there are small segments of recommended bike routes that 

overlap with the following streets that are also identified as trucking routes: Smallman Street, Carson 

Street, and Butler Street. While such overlap is sometimes unavoidable due to geographic considerations, 

land use and zoning recommendations should, to the extent possible, consider the potential interactions 
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between bicyclists, pedestrians, and vehicles that may be created by future development along the 

riverfronts. 

Healthy Ride Pittsburgh – the City’s bike share provider – has fair coverage within the Riverfront IPOD. 

With six stations located in the Central Business District, South Side Flats, and North Shore, bike share 

stations in the IPOD account for 12% of the entire system’s coverage. During Quarter 3 (July-September) 

of 2016, 27% of all trip destinations and 24% of all trip origins were to stations located within the IPOD. 

Such statistics serve to illustrate the popularity of the City’s riverfront trails for both recreation and 

transportation. Of all Healthy Ride stations within the Riverfront IPOD, Sidney Street (Southside Works) 

was the most popular, representing 7% of trip destinations and 6% of trip origins system-wide for Q3, 

2016.



Intentionally Blank.
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Next Steps.
This Assessment Report is intended to lay the foundation for specific zoning approaches by analyzing the 

input received, existing land use and zoning, and transportation patterns. It begins to provide an overall 

direction for proposed zoning approaches and therefore is general in nature, as the details of the specific 

regulations will be determined in the subsequent step of creating analysis papers. These analysis papers 

are the foundation for the subsequent Zoning Recommendations Report, which describes specific zoning 

actions that will be taken in crafting the riverfront zoning district. 



Intentionally Blank.



City of Pittsburgh Riverfront Zoning  | Assessment Report  35  

Appendix: Best Practices Case 
Studies.
Camiros conducted best practices research by reviewing the way other cities regulate their waterfronts. 

This Appendix provides an overview of each of these cities on the pages that follow:

Anacostia, Washington DC ......................................................................................................................36

Baltimore, Maryland ................................................................................................................................37

Boston, Massachusetts ............................................................................................................................37

Brooklyn, New York ..................................................................................................................................38

Cincinnati, Ohio ........................................................................................................................................39

Chattanooga, Tennessee .........................................................................................................................40

Milwaukee, Wisconsin ..............................................................................................................................40

New Orleans, Louisiana ...........................................................................................................................41

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania .....................................................................................................................41

Providence, Rhode Island ........................................................................................................................42

Toronto, Ontario ......................................................................................................................................43



Assessment Report  |  City of Pittsburgh Riverfront Zoning36  

Anacostia, Washington DC

SUMMARY

DC implemented a form-based code for managing development along the Anacostia riverfront, de-

emphasizing use in favor of building design that preserves vistas and encourages development that 

complements water uses. They also catalyzed development through partnerships with private developers 

and creating a business improvement district, which has been instrumental in planning a green space 

network that connects areas and residents to the waterfront.

NOTES

 ӽ “Innovative zoning: The District adopted a first-of-its-kind form-based code for Hill East Waterfront in 

2006 to respond to untested market demand in the area.”

 ӽ “The District has partnered with at least eight nationally-recognized private partners to deliver highly 

complex projects and utilize innovative public financing tools to catalyze development.”

 ӽ “In 2009, the District authorized the creation of the Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement District.”

 ӽ “Orient buildings perpendicular to the water to enhance pedestrian access to the water and improve 

view corridors”

 ӽ “District Zoning Commission approved new form-based codes specific to the future Hill East 

development. The purpose of the form-based codes is to avoid prescribing uses for each building, and 

instead prescribe density and aesthetic requirements.”

 ӽ Doesn’t limit uses, only sets regulations for density and bulk

 ӽ http://handbook.dcoz.dc.gov/zones/special-purpose-zones/hill-east/

 ӽ Ensuring public access by the establishment of zone to

 ӽ Connect “the city at large to the waterfront via tree-lined public streets, recreational trails, and 

increased access to waterfront parklands”

 ӽ “Demonstrate environmental stewardship through environmentally sensitive design, ample open 

spaces, and a waterfront park that serve as public amenities and benefit the neighborhood and 

the city”

 ӽ Create “a grand public waterfront park incorporating monumental places and quiet natural 

retreats accessed by a meandering park drive set back from the Anacostia River”

 ӽ Emphasizes the scenic value of the waterfront and encourages development that complements 

waterfront uses
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Baltimore, Maryland

SUMMARY

Baltimore’s Waterfront Overlay District is intended to preserve, create, and enhance public views of 

and access to the waterfront and creatively encourage use of the waterfront by providing a waterfront 

promenade, including connections to nearby public right-of-way, open space, and other public amenities. 

It serves to establish a process to encourage new waterfront development to occur in a manner that seeks 

to minimize substantial change to existing public views of the waterfront from adjacent public streets and 

neighborhoods, and enhance the existing waterfront promenade by further create a continuous public 

access via a promenade along non-industrial portions of the City’s waterfront. The waterfront regulations 

also contain design standards for non-industrial areas to create an attractive mixed-use environment, 

with standards that require orientation to both the waterfront and the abutting neighborhoods.

NOTES

 ӽ Waterfront Overlay District 

 ӽ Public views of & access to waterfront 

 ӽ Waterfront promenade, connected to rights-of-way & open space

 ӽ Continuous public access 

 ӽ Mixed-use, multi-use environment – orient to waterfront & neighborhoods

 ӽ Working waterfront district: 

 ӽ Maritime Industrial District 

 ӽ Downtown waterfront district: 

 ӽ Inner Harbor – Downtown

 ӽ Downtown charrette

Boston, Massachusetts

SUMMARY

Boston is pursuing a planning framework for its waterfront, seeking to better understand and plan for 

the waterfront’s development potential and establishing green connections between the river and the 

broader urban area.

NOTES

 ӽ Downtown Waterfront Planning Initiative

 ӽ  “Next step in the implementation of the Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy Greenway District Use and 

Development Guidelines”
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 ӽ Preserves and activates “the Greenway’s open space resources and enhance connections between 

the Downtown’s neighborhood districts and waterfront”

 ӽ “Serve as the master planning framework for the development of a new Downtown Waterfront 

Municipal Harbor Plan (MHP)”

 ӽ “Harmonize the Guideline’s recommendations with the state’s Waterways Regulations”

 ӽ “Guidelines provide the necessary analysis of the built environment and potential densities that 

are required for the development of a MHP”

 ӽ Involves “the development of a Waterfront Activation and Public Realm Plan, and zoning 

recommendations for the Greenway District corridor”

 ӽ “Waterfront parcels within the Greenway District are subject to Massachusetts Waterways Regulations”

 ӽ “Establishes specific building design and use requirements to ensure new waterfront projects 

serve a proper public purpose and support water-dependent uses”

 ӽ Carves out provisions for municipalities to deviate from some standards to serve local objectives

Brooklyn, New York

SUMMARY

Like the rest of New York’s waterfront, Brooklyn’s is subject to zoning regulations that manage 

development through form-based controls and specify other requirements, such as public access and 

visual corridors. Development of the shoreline has depended heavily on the collaboration of numerous 

public agencies, private partners, and nonprofit organizations.

NOTES

 ӽ Vision 2020: NYC Comprehensive Waterfront Plan

 ӽ Update of 1992 waterfront plan

 ӽ Plans established for all designated reaches along Brooklyn waterfront area

 ӽ From New York Bay to Newtown Creek north of the borough

 ӽ NYCEDC: Waterfront Vision and Enhancement Strategy (WAVES)

 ӽ WAVES Action Agenda

 ӽ Three-year implementation component of Vision 2020

 ӽ 130 actions organized under 8 specific goals

 ӽ Identifies cost, project lead, and date of implementation

 ӽ Consistent with the sustainable vision of PlaNYC 2030

 ӽ Created through collaboration with other City departments

 ӽ Parks & Recreation, Department of Environmental Protection, Office of Emergency 

Management, and Department of Housing Preservation and Development
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 ӽ Waterfront Management Advisory Board

 ӽ Creates forum for all interested parties to cooperate on advancing the vision and initiatives of 

waterfront and waterways

 ӽ NYC Waterfront zoning

 ӽ Revised in 2009

 ӽ Addresses the form, size and location of new development, and the amount and quality of 

required waterfront public access areas

 ӽ Mandates waterfront public access along the shoreline

 ӽ Regulations allow for the site-specific modification of public access requirements through 

Waterfront Access Plans

 ӽ Requires visual corridors, which are open areas that provide an unobstructed view from upland 

streets through a waterfront zoning lot to the shoreline

 
Cincinnati, Ohio

SUMMARY

Cincinnati has three riverfront sub-districts to regulate riverfront development, one of each addressing, 

recreation, commercial, or industrial uses.

NOTES

 ӽ Small Riverfront Park

 ӽ “Intended to reconnect downtown to the river and to link with the existing riverfront parks to the 

east”

 ӽ “Cincinnati has created three separate riverfront subdistricts to regulate riverfront development”

 ӽ “Promote residential and river‐related recreational commercial and manufacturing activities 

along the Ohio and Little Miami Rivers”

 ӽ “Riverfront Residential/Recreational (RF‐R) district prohibits all but public uses within 200 feet of 

the Little Miami River”

 ӽ “Riverfront Commercial District (RF‐C) is set up to act as a buffer between the residential and high 

intensity industrial areas of the riverfront, is limited to certain types of commercial usage (such as 

offices, day care centers, marinas, and ports), and has a maximum building height of 100 feet”

 ӽ  “Riverfront Manufacturing District (RF‐M) is set up for heavy industrial uses that require river 

access, such as boat and ship yards, and does not have a maximum building height”

 ӽ “Establish a 50 feet setback on the entirety of Ohio River, stating that existing tree cover and 

vegetation must be preserved”
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Chattanooga, Tennessee

SUMMARY

Management by a private non-profit body and strong public investment has catalyzed cleanup and 

redevelopment of Chattanooga’s waterfront, opening up the river to more visitors through built 

attractions and stronger connections to downtown Chattanooga.

NOTES

 ӽ 21st Century Waterfront

 ӽ Managed by River City Company, a private non-profit that works in partnership with local 

government, the private sector, and the philanthropic sector to support Downtown Chattanooga

 ӽ Involved developing “nearly 130 acres on both sides of the Tennessee River and connected 

all downtown redevelopment into a seamless network of attractions, commerce housing and 

entertainment”

 ӽ Created Renaissance Park

 ӽ 22-acre urban brownfield redevelopment project

 ӽ “Commitment from the City to create this park leveraged private development in the 

neighborhood”

 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

SUMMARY

The City of Milwaukee has been developing a river walk, working with developers through public-private 

partnerships and employing an overlay district to ensure public access to the river walk and regulating 

building forms and landscape design.

NOTES

 ӽ Milwaukee’s Riverwalk System

 ӽ Open to public

 ӽ Offers public access to Milwaukee River

 ӽ When complete, 3.1-mile system

 ӽ “Public-private partnership between riverfront property owners and the City”

 ӽ “In exchange for permanent public access, the City provides financial assistance for the 

construction of the private Riverwalk improvements”

 ӽ Riverwalk Site Plan Review Overlay District

 ӽ All projects located within 50 feet landward of the existing dock wall must be approved by City 
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Plan Commission

 ӽ Regulates building design, interface of private development along river, landscape design, 

provision of public amenities, automobile parking, and river access for the public

 ӽ Riverfront Comprehensive Plan

 
New Orleans, Louisiana

SUMMARY

The New Orleans Zoning Ordinance includes the RIV Riverfront Design Overlay District, which is intended 

to preserve, create, and enhance public views of the Mississippi River and to promote the development 

of a riverfront promenade, including connections to nearby public rights-of-way, open space, and other 

public amenities. The RIV Overlay District crosses several zoning districts and is intended to unify the 

entire riverfront by promoting public access between neighborhoods and orientation of mixed-use 

development to the river. Site plan and design review is required for development and redevelopment.

NOTES

 ӽ RIV Riverfront Design Overlay 

 ӽ Place-based ordinance

 ӽ Public views of the Mississippi River

 ӽ Promote development of riverfront promenade

 ӽ Crosses several districts--intended to unify riverfront 

 ӽ Ensure public access to/from neighborhoods

 ӽ Orient development to the river

 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

SUMMARY

Philadelphia regulates its waterfronts along the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers through a Waterfront 

Redevelopment District, which was designed to encourage redevelopment of former industrial and 

commercial sites.

NOTES

 ӽ Waterfront Redevelopment District (WRD) approved in 2005

 ӽ Designed to encourage development along Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers

 ӽ Optional for landowners
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 ӽ Must apply for its designation

 ӽ Intended to foster mixed-use communities from former industrial and commercial sites along or 

near the rivers

 ӽ Development must be handled through master planning process

 ӽ Offers flexibility to development and planning of large sites

 ӽ Removes the planning process from the Zoning Board of Adjustment process

 ӽ Waives most of the setbacks and general area requirements of the prescriptive zones in favor of 

the plan

 ӽ Regulates use, area, parking, loading and signage

 ӽ Supports the incremental development of a continuous river front recreational right of way, by 

requiring the dedication of a waterfront setback including a minimum 30’ wide public open space 

and a 20’ minimum wide right-of-way dedicated for pedestrian, bicycle an/or vehicular traffic

 ӽ Central Delaware Riverfront Overlay District

 ӽ Intended to connect the public and neighborhoods to the waterfront; promote sound economic 

development; preserve and create jobs; support diverse, walkable neighborhoods; and preserve 

and renew historic and natural resources

 
Providence, Rhode Island

SUMMARY

As part of Providence’s ordinance update, two waterfront districts were included. The first, the W-2 Mixed 

Use Waterfront District, is intended to promote a balance among appropriately scaled residential and 

commercial development. The W-2 District encourages compatible development with adjacent areas 

and surrounding residential neighborhoods and enhances and creates public access to the waterfront 

as a public resource. The other, the W-3 Port/Maritime Industrial Waterfront District, is intended to 

promote maritime industrial and commercial uses within the areas of Providence’s waterfront, protect 

the waterfront as a resource for water-dependent industrial uses, and facilitate the renewed use of a vital 

waterfront.

NOTES

 ӽ W-2 Mixed Use Waterfront

 ӽ Balance residential & commercial

 ӽ Compatible with adjacent areas & neighborhoods 

 ӽ Enhances & creates public access to waterfront

 ӽ W-3 Port/Maritime Industrial Waterfront

 ӽ Maritime industrial & commercial uses 
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 ӽ Protect waterfront as resource for water-dependent industrial uses

 ӽ Facilitate renewed use of a vital waterfront

Toronto, Ontario

SUMMARY

With about $1.5 billion in funding from three levels of government, Toronto is encouraging revitalization 

of its waterfront through investment in hard and soft infrastructure and brownfield remediation.

NOTES

 ӽ Waterfront Toronto

 ӽ Public advocate and steward of waterfront revitalization

 ӽ Mandated to revitalize the waterfront

 ӽ “A primary objective of waterfront revitalization is to leverage the infrastructure project to deliver 

key economic and social benefits that enable Toronto to compete aggressively with other top tier 

global cities for investment, jobs and people”

 ӽ Waterfront Renewal

 ӽ Plan for environmental improvements, economic activity and overall enhancement of quality of 

life through development of a designated waterfront area (DWA)

 ӽ Managed by the Waterfront Secretariat

 ӽ Work with Waterfront Toronto and other stakeholders to implement projects

 ӽ City and the federal and provincial governments established the Waterfront Revitalization Task 

Force to create a development and business strategy for renewal

 ӽ Three orders of governments make significant financial contributions towards new hard and soft 

infrastructure and the provision of public land for renewal

 ӽ Directs development and growth away from greenspace to areas that can accommodate 

significant change
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