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Developing Green Space Assets to Leverage 
Housing Stabilization and Real Estate Reinvestment 

Structure of Hilltop Alliance, an umbrella community development corporation for south 
Pittsburgh neighborhoods 

o Member organizations structure, including Mount Washington CDC (MWCDC) 
o Between 2005-2015, MW CDC led formal creation of Emerald View Trail Park 

• Trail development, signage, maintenance 
• Properties on streets with a trail entrance saw values increase 15% compared 

with values of like properties 

Meanwhile ... other Hilltop neighborhoods have seen only decades of decline 
o Median values of homes in the Hilltop are approximately 1/3 of the City's median 

home value, ranging from $25-75K median (depending on the neighborhood), 
compared with $ l 50K as the City median. 

o Green space asset development was prioritized by the Hilltop Alliance, to be 
measured as a way to restore homeowner equity. Why is this important? 

• Restored home equity provides ability to finance long deferred home 
improvements and maintenance 

• Controlled growth of value increase, through green space assets as a market
based benefit for buyers 

• Also, added equity prevents longtime homeowner displacement through 
ability to safely stay in their home by borrowing against higher appraisals in 
the event of a major renovation need. 

As a strategy for building community through quality of life and facilitating economic 
development through housing values, Hilltop Alliance began its line of work in "Green space 
asset development" 

o Reinvestments in greenspace assets can be both large and small. 
o However, reinvestments should be strategic and should know what additional value is 

being leveraged, beyond the green space project. 
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Our Strategies for Green Space Asset Development include: 
o Adjacent, unbuildable vacant lots 

• Historic Knoxville Incline Greenway, site of only curved incline ever in the City 
• Additional value: Many rundown houses' back yards abut the greenway. 

Greenway now acts as a defined and maintained transportation asset, safely 
connecting two different neighborhoods and their business districts. Recent 
property sales abutting the greenway are selling for 30-40% higher than the 
year prior to the greenway development. 

o Individual vacant lots 
• Started the Lots of Fl.owers program. After site access is secured (often through 

City adopt-a-lot), HA pays for a contractor to mow, till and plant worms and 
wildflower seeds. A nearby resident agrees to steward the site, watering, 
picking up litter, etc. Signage shows pictures of the types of flowers seeded. 
Kids love it and pick the flowers . 

• Additional value: Too early to tell about effect on sale prices, but the 
immediate value is in the cost savings of maintenance. These installations 
require mowing only once per year (by the contractor). Compare that with 
the City's ongoing maintenance contract that mows it throughout the 
growing season. For a one time installation cost of approximately $3K, City 
pays approximately half that per year's growing season, to maintain. Would 
repay itself in two years, and then save $1.SK every year thereafter. 

o Neglected parks 
• Worked with partners such as Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy to complete 

master plans for the parks with the respective community. Led to successful 
capital grant applications from national philanthropy. 

• Additional value: Telling the story of this $700K capital reinvestment was 
able to leverage an additional $SOK for low-income home owner fa\:ade 
improvements, targeted for homes that are on the three blocks that face the 
park entrance where the capital improvement project is occurring. And over 
the next 2-3 years, we will have site control of approximately 6 vacant, tax 
delinquent homes on the same streets. This fa\:ade investment will enhance 
the appraisals and therefore ability to access development financing to 
renovate the vacant homes. 

o Large vacant land 
• Through community planning, identified a large vacant property owned by 

the City's housing authority. It was formerly a barracks-style apartment 
community, built at a time when the City's population was at its peak 
(double that of today). 

• By HUD definition, the site actually ranks very low for affordable housing 
with limited public transportation and not in walking distance to a business 
district or job centers. 
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• Agreeing that some of site should still be held for future housing opportunity, 
affordable and market-rate, we sought to do something transformative to a 
large portion of the site. 

• This became the Hilltop Urban Farm project, on approximately 20 acres of the 
site. By having such significant acreage, urban agriculture can be done at a 
scale that makes it financially more viable than smaller scale urban 
agriculture projects. 

• Over the course of community planning and site assessment, the final plan 
includes a youth farm, a production farm, and on-site markets, an events 
barn, community farm and garden plots, and a farmer development program. 

• This farmer development program will serve a much needed workforce 
development gap in the local food production economy. It will train 
interested growers on not only enhanced growing but also the business of 
farming or making value-added products, and at the end of a couple years, 
will connect them with opportunities to lease rural farm land in Allegheny 
County. 

• Such land is currently being acquired by local land stewards such as 
Allegheny Land Trust and the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy. 

• Although very early in the development, this regional identifier - which will 
be the largest truly urban farm in the country - will be within steps of a 
residential neighborhood that has seen its home values decrease over the past 
5 decades from once being at the City's median in value. 

412-586-5807 x 5 
aaron@pghhilltopalliance.org 
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