Design Guidelines:

Brownsville Rd Façade
Improvement Program

Thank you for your interest in the
Brownsville Rd Façade Improvement Program
These Design Guidelines were prepared by Design Center Pittsburgh (DCP) for Economic
Development South (EDS).
Rene Cuenca, Community Programs Manager
Anushree Nallapaneni, Community Design Associate
The program is administered by the Brownsville Rd Design Review Committee, which
includes volunteers representatives from the EDS Board and Design Center Pittsburgh.
Different Parts of the program have been generously funded by the Urban Redevelopment
Authority, Mount Oliver Borough, Brentwood Borough, and the Birmingham Foundation.

Design Guidelines Overview
Brownsville Rd has long been considered the backbone of neighborhoods like Mount Oliver,
Brentwood, and Knoxville as an important business corridor filled with local shops, rich
architectural details, and important community assets. The main goal of this grant program
is to make Brownsville Rd more inviting and accommodating, enhance building facades to
complement the character of the neighborhood, and create a more vibrant commercial district.
The Design Review Committee will oversee proposed projects and encourage enhancements
to buildings that are related to the program-eligible design elements provided in this document.
The main goal of this program is to revitalize Brownsville Rd by improving storefronts so that
they draw people into its businesses. These design guidelines do not recommend cosmetic
“face-lifts” which cover the original architectural character of a facade. Instead, the Brownsville
Rd Design Review Committee will value projects that renovate storefronts and consider facade
improvements that enhance the character of their building like lighting, signage and paint.
None of the options highlighted on this document are prescriptive. The Design Review
Committee will use these design guidelines as a guide to approve facade improvement projects
that enhance and activate Brownsville Rd. Your location determines the financial resources
available for your building’s facade improvement project.
These guidelines articulate standards for design elements typical for active, urban, pedestrianfriendly streetscapes. However, the program guidelines intend to complement, and not
replace, existing codes and ordinances that exist in the City of Pittsburgh, Mount Oliver
Borough, or Brentwood Borough. Guidelines should be referenced by the applicants and by
individuals tasked with reviewing program-related design proposals.
Thank you for taking your time reviewing this application. Questions and completed materials
can be submitted to:
		Jason Tigano
		
Director of Real Estate
		
Economic Development South
		jtigano@economicdevelopmentsouth.org
		

Facade Restorations

Facade restoration strategies for commercial storefronts can be
useful tools for creating a streetscape in Brownsville Rd that is more
inviting and fits within the existing identity of the neighborhoods.
All historically significant buildings and architectural elements within
the commercial district should be considered as part of the facade
improvement. Some of the modifications to consider are the use
color, an emphasis on appropriate details and architectural motifs,
updating the proportions of the facade elements, and windows and
doors that fit the character of the building. The Brownsville Rd Design
Review Committee supports façade improvements that repair and/
or maintain architecturally-significant, exterior building materials,
when such enhancements are part of a broader effort to make a
storefront more inviting to pedestrians and patrons.
The program may support the removal of paint from exterior brick
façade, using appropriate methods, along with repairs to masonry
elements and details (as necessary).
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Paint Colors

Paint is the cheapest and easiest way to improve the look of a commercial building. The design
committee encourages the use of original and historic color schemes in the painting of wooden
and metal facade elements. Extreme colors and color combinations, which are designated
simply to attract attention, should not be used. Instead, facades should be painted with bold
color schemes that complement the rest of the street.

DO

DONT
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Windows and Doors
Original windows and doors can greatly enhance the architectural features of the building. Often
times completed renovations cover original windows or change them to new shapes and sizes.
This grant prioritizes projects that upgrade windows and doors to enhance the commercial
district’s personality. Some of these option include investing in new energy efficient windows,
changing the shape of windows and doors to match the original openings, reestablishing
appropriate proportions in commercial facades, reinstall window openings that have been
covered, and reintroducing window and door details back into the facade.

DO

Reestablish and
enhance original
window openings.

Avoid covering up
facade elements that
change the proportions
of the building.
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Architectural Character
By taking advantage of the quality in the original building materials, design, and proportions,
the life of a building can be indefinitely prolonged and its commercial value increased. Some
options that can be useful for commercial property owners, and covered as part of this grant,
are enhancement projects that upgrade the architectural character of the building. These
include: cleaning of original brickwork and masonry, repairing decorative brickwork and
masonry where they are missing or deteriorated, and re-establishing architectural details that
make the facade more inviting.

DONT

DO

DONT

4

Storefront Elements

A good façade critically increases a commercial property’s value
and improves the streetscape of a business district. There are big
and small enhancements focusing on opening up storefronts that
can improve both the value and the identity of the communities
along Brownsville Rd.
The Design Review Committee encourages building enhancements
that can visually activate Brownville Rd’s pedestrian streetscape.
Such design elements may include the addition of storefront awnings
and canopies or the use of operable façades to create indoor/
outdoor space. The program also supports building enhancements
that increase façade transparency and/or remove existing roll-down
security doors.

5

Design Guidelines

Awnings

Decorative and functional elements such as awnings and canopies should be used to
create a human scale on building façades. The Brownsville Rd Design Review Committee
recommends retractable awnings and canopies made of canvas or a canvas-like material.
These enhancements should not cause irreversible damage to the building structure or obscure
architectural details. Instead, awnings and canopy designs can complement the architectural
character of commercial buildings. However, because they project into the public right-ofway, they must be reviewed and approved by the City of Pittsburgh’s Planning and Public
Works Departments, if your property is within city limits. Property owners in Mount Oliver or
Brentwood Boroughs should also review the code specifications required by each of their
respecting governing bodies.
DO

DONT

Awnings make businesses more
inviting from the sidewalk. They
can also increase the energy
efficiency of your building.
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Operable Facades
The Brownsville Rd Facade Improvement Program supports façade modifications that enhance
a storefront’s ability to support indoor/outdoor spaces. This can be accomplished by using
sliding or folding panel doors, French doors, or attractive, partially transparent overhead-door
systems. Some operable façades can also be used to improve building accessibility as they
create a new storefront entrance. A variety of commercial-grade, operable wall systems are
available which can transform storefronts into active and vibrant components of the business
district.

DO

Operable storefront designs can
open up businesses directly to the
outside and immediately expand
available commercial space.
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Transparency
The Brownsville Rd Design Review Committee strongly recommends façade improvements
that update the transparency of existing storefronts. The program encourages retail-storefront
programming along the ground floor of buildings within the Brownsville Rd commercial district.
Storefronts should be visually-transparent to the interior, with large areas of window display
in both their principal and secondary façade. Display windows should be lit at night to provide
ambient street illumination, thereby contributing to a lively and safe pedestrian environment.
Things to avoid should include covering over storefront windows with boards and signage,
cluttered displays, and non-transparent security gates.

DO

DONT

Transparent storefronts
welcome customers inside,
discourages crime with more
“eyes on the street,” and
enhances the curb appeal of the
entire neighborhood.
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Window Displays
When people walk or drive by a commercial building, the first impression they get is what they
see in the display windows. The Brownsville Rd Facade Improvement Program discourages
commercial business owners to cover storefront windows with fliers. Instead, the grant
prioritizes projects that decorate, clean, and enhance storefront display windows. Display
windows should be maximized in order to make businesses and their products appealing
to customers. They are a cost-effective way to promote products and market services while
enhancing the appearance of the street.

DO

DONT

If used effectively, this key space
can enhance the image and
personality of commercial buildings,
bring in new customers, and can
be a major tool in creating a more
inviting and welcoming street.
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Hanging Baskets and Movable Flower Beds
Landscape elements improve the quality of the pedestrian environment in urban areas. The
Brownsville Rd Design Review Committee supports efforts to green Brownsville Rd by using
hanging baskets, movable flower boxes and planters. Baskets and flower planters should
not be permanently anchored to building surfaces. They should be attractive and made of
safe, sturdy, durable materials such as wrought iron, wood, steel or cast aluminum. They
can be a great opportunity to add color and life into the street. However, they require a good
deal of maintenance and upkeep. Applicants can submit a maintenance plan along with their
proposals.
DO

Lush planter boxes with a variety of
colors and textures creates a place
where patrons will want to linger.
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Accessibility Improvements

A focus on increasing the accessibility of storefronts in Brownsville Rd
can stimulate commercial activity by making it easier for all community
members to shop locally, and contributes to the overall livability
and vibrancy of the neighborhood. Building entries in Brownsville
Rd should be generously proportioned, with direct entry from the
sidewalk, to encourage connections to the public realm. The Design
Review Committee supports efforts to improve building accessibility
through: the installation of ADA-compliant access ramps, a removal
of architectural barriers that impede access to stores, and the use of
operable façades. Some of the accessibility improvement projects
that are prioritized include an emphasis on the business’s entrance
and can be used for ramps, lifts, door’s hardware and automatic
openers, and signage.
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Ramps, Railings, and Steps
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) targets the elimination of barriers to access in public
accommodations and commercial facilities when it is readily achievable to do so. When stairs
comprise part of a main building entry sequence, accessibility may be achieved through building
a ramp in the public right-of-way, improving access for business patrons as well as employees.
Proposals for ramps in the public right-of-way must be reviewed by the Department of Public
Works, City Council and the Department of City Planning, if you are within city limits, and either
the Mount Oliver Borough or Brentwood Borough depending on where your building is located.

Barrier Free Access
People with disabilities continue to face architectural barriers that limit or make it impossible
to access the goods or services offered by businesses. While adding elements like ramps and
railings can make your storefront more accessible to people with disabilities, the program can
also be used to remove barriers in storefront entrances that are readily achievable. Readily
achievable barrier removal may include installing an entrance ramp, widening the doorway,
repositioning shelves and street furniture, or leveling the entrance to the sidewalk.

DO

DONT
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Signage and Lighting

Signs and lighting can greatly contribute to or detract from the overall
aesthetics of a business or building. In addition, these elements can
greatly impact the safety, well-being, and comfort of pedestrians in
the commercial district. It is important that signs and lighting be
well crafted and appropriately scaled to the building and storefront.
It is encouraged and recommended to use signs and lighting that
are simple, suitably sized, attractively designed, constructed using
appropriate materials, and properly located to enhance the image
of a business and the overall aesthetics of the commercial district.
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Signage

The Design Review Committee recommends that signage be used as a decorative and
functional element on building façades. Well-designed signs attract patrons and contribute to
the vitality of streetscapes through the use of color, illumination and even animation. When well
designed and properly maintained, signs enhance the unique image of a neighborhood. The
committee will piroritize signs that take into account the architectural character of the building,
that it reflects the image of the business, that it could be seen at night, and that it reflects
permanence. Consult the City of Pittsburgh’s Zoning Ordinance or the existing regulations for
the Mount Oliver and Bretwood Boroughs depending on where your building is for more details
regarding the size, location, content, installation, and character of building signage.
DO

DONT

Signs are a powerful graphic
tool. However, “Bigger and
more” is not always the best
strategy. Small blade signs are
most effective for pedestrians
on the sidewalk.
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Lighting Conditions
Lighting is an important component of the pedestrian streetscape environment. It provides
atmosphere, enables navigation and contributes towards a perceived sense of safety. Exterior
light fixtures in Brownsville Rd must be contextually-appropriate in their design, and should
provide light levels consistent with the character of the district in which they are located. For
example, light levels in residential district should not be the same as those in Brownsville Rd.
The committee will review applications of lighting upgrades that include storefront lighting,
building mounted lighting, and illuminated signage.

DO

Good lighting enhances the mood
and desirability of commercial
spaces. It contributes greatly to
people’s sense of well-being and
safety as it attracts people to
commercial areas after dark.

Additional Resources

City of Pittsburgh

Department of Public Works

Design Center Pittsburgh

pittsburghpa.gov/dpw/
412-255-8850

designcenterpgh.org
307 Fourth Ave, 15th Floor
412-255-2175

City of Pittsburgh

Economic Development South

Department of City Planning
pittsburghpa.gov/dcp/
412-255-2200

economicdevelopmentsouth.org
4127 Brownsville Rd, Suite 209
412-884-1400

City of Pittsburgh

Department of Permits,
Licenses and Inspections
pittsburghpa.gov/pli/
412-255-2175
City of Pittsburgh

Urban Redevelopment
Authority
ura.org

Mount Oliver Borough

Brentwood Borough

StreetDept@MountOliver.us
412-431-8107 ext: 111

412-884-1500 x113
brentwoodboro.com/public-works

Street Department

Department of Public Works

Mount Oliver Borough

Brentwood Borough

CED@MountOliver.us

412-884-1500 x117
brentwoodboro.com/building-inspectioncode-enforcement

Code Enforcement
Department
412-431-8107 ext: 102

Department of Building Inspection
& Code Enforcement

