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The Heinz Endowments was formed 

from the Howard Heinz Endowment, 

established in 1941, and the Vira I. 

Heinz Endowment, established in 1986. 

It is the product of a deep family 

commitment to community and the 

common good that began with H.J. 

Heinz, and that continues to this day. 

The Endowments is based in 

Pittsburgh, where we use our region 

as a laboratory for the development 

of solutions to challenges that are 

national in scope. Although the majority 

of our giving is concentrated within 

southwestern Pennsylvania, we work 

wherever necessary, including state wide 

and nationally, to fulfi ll our mission. 

That mission is to help our region 

thrive as a whole community — 

economically, ecologically, educationally 

and culturally — while advancing the 

state of knowledge and practice in the 

fi elds in which we work. Our fi elds of 

emphasis include philanthropy in 

general and the disciplines represented 

by our fi ve grant-making programs: 

Arts & Culture; Children, Youth & 

Families; Education; Environment; 

and Innovation Economy.

In life, Howard Heinz and Vira I. 

Heinz set high expectations for their 

philanthropy. Today, the Endowments 

is committed to doing the same. 

Our charge is to be diligent, thoughtful 

and creative in continually working 

to set new standards of philanthropic 

excellence. Recognizing that none 

of our work would be possible without 

a sound fi nancial base, we also are 

committed to  preserving and enhancing 

the Endowments’ assets through 

prudent investment management.

 h magazine is a publication of The Heinz Endowments. At the Endowments, we are 
committed to promoting learning in philanthropy and in the specifi c fi elds represented 
by our grant-making programs. As an expression of that commitment, this publication 
is intended to share information about signifi cant lessons and insights we are deriving 
from our work.
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About the cover A world-record–breaking fl otilla of kayaks and canoes at the 
convergence of Pittsburgh’s three rivers is colorful validation of progress made using 
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“Paddle at the Point” near Point State Park, Downtown, and enabled Pittsburgh to 
take the title previously held by Inlet, N.Y. Photo by Mike Vindler.
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River City
Pittsburgh’s waterfronts have become prime real estate for 

recreation and business development, thanks to Riverlife, 

the nonprofi t now celebrating a decade of re-connecting the 

region to its most precious natural asset.

12
Destination: 
Pittsburgh
Staging the occasional blockbuster 

has been a sure formula for attracting  

tourist dollars, but that strategy is 

hardly enough to achieve the region’s 

marketing dream of visitor critical mass.

24
Life Cycle
It was a spoke-and-wheel revolution that moved Pittsburgh to the 

front ranks of bicycle-friendly cities. Leading that pack has been 

Bike Pittsburgh, a passionate promoter of the good things that 

happen to city dwellers who embrace pedal-powered transportation.
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Jeff Fraser is a Pittsburgh-based freelance writer and frequent contributor to h. His most recent story for the magazine examined 
foundation-supported efforts to make study abroad available to a wider range of students.

AS ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS SPREADS AND THE ECONOMIC POTENTIAL 

OF WATERFRONT ACTIVITY INCREASES, PITTSBURGH’S INDUSTRY-WORN SHORELINES 

HAVE BEEN GETTING A MUCH-NEEDED MAKEOVER. MONITORING EVERY MOVE IS 

RIVERLIFE, AN ENDOWMENTS GRANTEE THAT TRIES TO ENSURE THAT 

THE TRANSFORMATION IS MORE THAN JUST COSMETIC. BY JEFFERY FRASER

  decade ago, Brian Hannan would not 

have been able to hike the route that he takes along and across 

two rivers to his job on Pittsburgh’s South Side. Ralph Falbo 

wouldn’t have been interested in developing 151 First Side, an 

18-story downtown luxury condominium that rises above the 

Monongahela River. The riverside apartment in a former cork 

factory that drew Jeanette Oliver to the banks of the Allegheny 

didn’t exist. And 21 miles of riverfront trails — a key reason 

for the city’s soaring national reputation among cyclists — were 

more concept than reality.

The smokestacks of industry that for a century had defi ned 

Pittsburgh’s waterfront may have been extinguished years earlier, 

but vestiges of that era of three hard-working rivers remained. 

Travelers into the city through the Fort Pitt Tunnel saw a 

stunning Downtown skyline radiate before them only to have 

the vista quickly marred by rusting shells of abandoned mills, 

factories and warehouses; retired industrial bridges; and tainted 

brownfi elds. These physical barriers to the public use of the 

city’s waterfront challenged its potential as a catalyst for urban 

revitalization. 

Now, many structural remnants of Pittsburgh’s steel-

producing heyday no longer line its river shores. They have been 

replaced with walkways, grass and trees that create an attractive 

park setting as people stroll, jog and cycle along the water. 

“When you look at Pittsburgh today and think about all of 

the linear feet of riverbank that have been converted to public 

space, recreational space and green space, the transformation has 

been quite substantial and impressive,” says Alex Krieger, chair 

of the Department of Urban Planning and Design at Harvard 

University and principal of Chan Krieger NBBJ. The Cambridge, 

Mass., architecture and urban design fi rm has recent projects that 

include redesigning The Bund in Shanghai and turning former 

docklands along the Huangpu River into a public promenade.

Kreiger came to Pittsburgh in 2000 when his fi rm was hired 

by Riverlife, a public–private nonprofi t established in 1999 to 

develop a vision and master plan for reinventing the city’s 

river fronts. The physical barriers to the riverfronts that were 

imposed by the city’s industrial legacy were diffi cult enough to 

address. But there also was a question of whether public and 

private support could be sustained for a long-term, radical 

CITYR I V E R
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For the Endowments, Riverlife’s goal of developing a grand 

urban-scale waterfront park with an emphasis on quality design 

fi t well with the aesthetic endeavors of the foundation’s Arts & 

Culture Program, the lifestyle goals of its civic design initiative, 

and the smart growth and land-use planning priorities of the 

Environment Program. In fact, while the Environment Program 

staff has recently embarked on an ambitious campaign to remedy 

local industrial pollution and its harmful, though less visible, 

impact on the region’s rivers and air quality, Riverlife’s work still 

complements the program’s efforts to improve the region’s 

natural and built environments. Since 1999, the Endowments has 

awarded the nonprofi t 23 grants totaling nearly $7.2 million to 

help cover operating costs and other expenses. Included has been 

support related to developing the master plan and undertaking 

projects such as the completion of the fountain at Point State 

Park, design advocacy related to the building of the Rivers Casino 

at the headwaters of the Ohio River, and landscape design of the 

park and trail at the Mon Wharf. 

Riverlife was established as part of a growing movement to 

explore ideas for transforming the riverfronts into public spaces 

and creating a centerpiece for revitalization that a few cities 

already practiced. Chattanooga had gained national attention in 

the 1990s for a series of downtown and neighborhood revitali-

zation initiatives, including Tennessee Riverpark, a complex of 

riverfront green spaces with a walking trail extending from 

down town across 11 miles to the Chickamauga Dam. Urban 

renewal in Boston included recovering a substantial portion 

of its historic waterfront, such as renovating the Quincy Market 

at Boston Harbor as the fi rst example of a festival marketplace, 

a concept that involved creating a critical mass of trendy 

restaurants, shops, entertainment and other amenities to draw 

suburban residents and tourists to downtown. 

Craig, who was editor of the Post-Gazette from 1977 to 2003 

and who died a year ago, was an early advocate of a similar 

trans formation in Pittsburgh. He wrote op-ed pieces about the 

issue and challenged property owners and civic leaders alike to 

join a citizen’s coalition to explore the opportunities the city’s 

rivers offered. “John, to me, is who really solidifi ed the idea of 

Riverlife, of a more thoughtful planning organization,” says 

Murphy, Pittsburgh’s mayor from 1994 to 2006 and today the 

Washington, D.C.–based Urban Land Institute’s senior resident 

fellow and ULI / Klingbeil Family Chair for Urban Development. 

An avid runner and cyclist, Murphy helped organize Friends of 

the Riverfront in the late 1980s, an advocacy group for riverfront 

access and recreational trails. “I was more interested in just 

putting the trail down and worrying about design later. But John 

was very focused on quality — that if we’re going to do this, 

we’re going to do it with high-quality design and construction.”

Riverfront trail development has fl ourished in the region 

over the past decade to include 21 miles along the Allegheny, 

Monongahela and Ohio rivers, the majority of which are in the 

city and an integral part of Riverlife’s Three Rivers Park vision. 

It’s not a coincidence that the city’s reputation among cyclists 

has done an about-face since 1990, when Bicycling Magazine 

listed it among the nation’s three worst places to bike. In 2010, 

the magazine ranked Pittsburgh the 28th most bike-friendly city 

in the nation, and the League of American Bicyclists gave the city 

its bronze bike-friendly community award. Bike traffi c also has 

soared, according to U.S. Census Bureau American Community 

Survey data. In 2009, an estimated 1.4 percent of city residents 

identifi ed biking as their primary mode of transportation to 

and from their jobs — a 206 percent increase in bike commuters 

since 2000.

“The trail system is the backbone of what has made bicycling 

a viable option in Pittsburgh,” says Scott Bricker, executive 

director of the nonprofi t bicycling advocacy organization, Bike 

Pittsburgh, whose membership has risen from about 100 to 

nearly 1,500 in the past fi ve years.

Walking is another popular alternative mode of transportation. 

An estimated 12.4 percent of Pittsburgh residents walk to work — 

a rate of pedestrian commuters second only to Boston among 

major U.S. cities, according to the American Community Survey. 

Brian “B-Man” Hannan is one of them. He sold the last car he 

owned 10 years ago in favor of hiking to wherever he needs to go. 

On workdays, that means an hour-long trek from his home on 

Troy Hill across two rivers to his sales job at REI in the SouthSide 

Works, an open-air retail, offi ce, entertainment and residential 

complex built on the site of a former steel mill along the 

Monongahela River. Not only did SouthSide Works not exist a 

decade ago, but Hannan’s route would have been impossible to 

navigate without several trail and bridge projects that were part 

of Riverlife’s plan to improve riverfront access and amenities. 
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wRiverlife is pursuing riverfront revitalization with the support of local civic 
and government leaders such as, starting from left, Allegheny County 
Executive Dan Onorato, Congressman Mike Doyle and Pittsburgh Mayor 
Luke Ravenstahl. The three joined Riverlife President and CEO Lisa 
Schroeder, second from right, at a 2009 ribbon-cutting ceremony that 
marked the opening of the Mon Wharf Landing, a 2,017-foot stretch 
of linear park along the Monongahela River.
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Perhaps the most important to Hannan are the renovations to 

the Hot Metal Bridge, originally built to carry crucibles of molten 

steel across the Monongahela River. Today, separate spans have 

been built for vehicles and pedestrians traveling to and from the 

South Side. “It’s very convenient for me,” says Hannan. “And I 

can say I’m never on the bridge alone. It’s pretty well traveled.”

Over the course of 10 years, Riverlife has tried to persuade 

riverfront property owners to create pieces of Three Rivers Park as 

part of their developments. The organization also has encouraged 

owners to use its set of design guidelines, which include principles 

for landscaping, paving, architectural materials, view corridors, and 

pedestrian connections between the water and the community. 

The process has not always gone smoothly.

A high-profi le example that tested Riverlife’s infl uence and 

yielded mixed success involved efforts to ensure that a proposed 

casino complemented the riverfront landscape. Controversial 

from the start, the casino project generated heated debates about 

the impact of legalized gambling and the competition to award 

the city’s casino license. Yet, preparations for the winning bid, 

which called for building the facility on the North Shore riverfront, 

began without incident. Using Riverlife guidelines, the original 

license owners designed what is today Rivers Casino with a 

broad glass façade, bicycle trails in the landscape on the upper 

promenade that connected to Three Rivers Park trails and an 

amphitheater that also served as a water landing.

Before construction began, however, the design of the 

3,800-space parking garage changed dramatically. Rather than 

hide part of the 10-story garage underground as was originally 

proposed, the entire structure would be built above ground, to 

a height of 119 feet, taller than the casino itself. Riverlife and its 

supporters were alarmed, fearing a negative impact on city skyline 

views and development along the North Shore. After attempts 

at the local level to halt approval of the garage failed, the organi-

zation sued to block the redesigned structure, taking the case to 

the state Supreme Court. It lost. 

But rather than wallow in defeat, Riverlife developed a 

relationship with the new casino owners, an investment group led 

by Chicago developer Neil Bluhm, who agreed to architecturally 

face the garage and worked with the organization on lighting and 

design scenarios to minimize the impact of the 6-acre parking 

deck. Stormwater management infrastructure also was added 

as part of a project promoted by Riverlife to explore ways of 

collecting and cleansing storm water and preventing it from 

entering the city’s overtaxed sewer system, which frequently 

overfl ows during wet weather, driving sewage into the rivers.

“We see the third generation of projects in our next 10 years 

being focused on completing Three Rivers Park,” says Schroeder. 

“And one of the most important things those projects need to 

achieve is to re-create, sometimes mitigate and restore an ecology, 

and add environmental preservation and improvement to the 

list of achievements on our riverfronts.”

Riverlife estimates that $112 million has been spent so far on 

developing Three Rivers Park’s green space and trails. Meanwhile, 

the city’s riverfronts have attracted more than $4 billion in 

development, half of which came from private investments. 

Developer Ralph Falbo says planned and completed river-

front improvements, such as a park and trail extension along 

the Mon Wharf, were critical in deciding to develop the 82-unit 

151 First Side downtown condominium above the Monongahela 

River. “To have the ability to say to a prospective buyer, ‘You will 

be able to walk across the street and down the steps and sit on the 

riverfront and walk or run or bike’ is an added feature to urban 

living and probably the most important thing to a developer from 

a marketing standpoint,” says Falbo, CEO of Ralph Falbo Inc. 

and Riverlife board member. “I certainly wouldn’t have built that 

building if the rivers weren’t going to be cleaned up and the 

riverfronts weren’t going to be accessible.”

When Jeanette Oliver moved into the Cork Factory apartments 

in the city’s Strip District more than three years ago, she liked the 

convenient walk to work — she’s an attorney with a Downtown 

law fi rm — and the fact that the tenants trended younger and 

there was “a neat vibe going on.” But it was its proximity to the 

Allegheny River and easy access to the riverfront that made the 

difference. “It’s fair to say the river was a huge selling point in 

justifying the rent,” says Oliver, who moved to Mount Washington 

late last year after her boyfriend proposed marriage. “I loved to 

sit out there on nice days and evenings and to walk my dog on 

the trail along the river. I even paid extra for a river view.”

Such stories suggest the value of reinventing urban water-

fronts, which more cities are recognizing.

“Everyone is trying to capture their waterways, even if it’s 

just a bayou in Houston,” says Murphy, former Pittsburgh mayor. 

“It’s because waterfronts are magical places. They create a place 

of peace and excitement. In Pittsburgh, they’re a celebration 

of our success story — and that’s an important story for us, one 

that we need to continue to celebrate.” h

One of Riverlife’s important achievements has been persuading business 
and government leaders to have construction and renovation projects 
complement and connect to Three Rivers Park. The Hot Metal Bridge, 
originally built to carry crucibles of molten steel, was converted into two 
separate spans, one for vehicles, the other for bicycles and pedestrians. 
Improvements at Station Square, below left, a riverfront retail and 
entertainment complex, include better pedestrian connections to the rivers. 
And the Mon Wharf Landing, below right, was converted from a deteriorating, 
fi ve-acre parking lot to a linear park and trail that retains some parking 
spaces but features steps that descend to the river and increase appeal 
to people who enjoy water activities such as fi shing.
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Pittsburgh was the place to be for 
hockey fans on New Year’s Day this 
year. The 30,000 visitors who fi lled 
Downtown hotels during the National 
Hockey League’s Winter Classic 
included those rooting for the 
Washington Capitals, the Pittsburgh 
Penguins’ opponents for the game.
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DESTINATION
P I T T S BU R G H

When Pittsburgh hosts major events, visitors pour in. 
For the long stretches between, it’s more of a trickle. A report on the region’s many marketers 

and their struggle to fi nd year-round tourist love. by Christine H. O’Toole
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That momentum had peaked in September 

2009, when international leaders descended on the 

city for a two-day visit. The G-20 Summit generated 

more than $34 million in direct spending, booked 

26,000 hotel room-nights and generated inter-

national media coverage, which marketing experts 

say would have been worth $12 million if purchased 

as ad space. 

City leaders were ecstatic. The story of 

Pittsburgh’s transformation in bioscience research 

and development, arts and culture, and green 

building had sparked the interest of a vast global 

audience, despite funding cuts that halved the 2009 

marketing budget of the local convention and 

visitors’ bureau. But the question that followed the 

afterglow persists: Why hasn’t Pittsburgh kept the 

spotlight and translated the exposure into more 

visitors to the city?

Like the old adage of the blind men and the 

elephant, the answer to that question depends on 

whom you ask. 

The cooperation that produced the economic 

and promotional successes heralded during the G-20 

has been curiously missing in nurturing tourism 

long term. Without a defi ned local brand or national 

ad campaign, business and civic groups continue to 

segment their marketing message into categories: 

tourists, talent and business. VisitPittsburgh handles 

the fi rst; colleges and other nonprofi ts address the 

second. The Allegheny Conference on Community 

Development, the strongest public voice on regional 

economic growth, embraces the third. The different 

emphases have made it diffi cult to establish a 

collaborative and integrated approach to promoting 

the region, a task already bedeviled by a lack of 

consistent fi nancial support. 

There have been a few examples of sector 

cooperation on a limited scale, and hosting the 

G-20 Summit did inspire the groups to coordinate 

their messages about the city — temporarily. But 

21 months later, some Pittsburghers worry that the 

attention is fading, while tourism budgets remain 

critically low. Without a more focused effort to 

attract visitors to Pittsburgh, the region could miss 

the full potential of this revenue generator.

“We know opinions about the city have been 

changed. Writers from all over the world now have 

Pittsburgh on the radar. Our mayor was invited to 

speak about our success in China. Four national 

conventions came to Pittsburgh as a direct result. 

Business site visits have increased. But as good as 

the results of the G-20 have been, we have squan-

dered a tremendous opportunity, in my view,” says 

Joe McGrath, VisitPittsburgh’s CEO. “Not totally 

and not for lack of trying, but for lack of resources. 

We should have been all over it, [with] a separate 

war chest. What happens next? Unless we can keep 

up the drive, we’re yesterday’s news.”

Allegheny Conference spokesman Bill Flanagan 

agrees. “There’s pent-up demand. People want to 

see the region promoted,” he says. But while there’s 

no shortage of groups to shoulder the task, from 

the Butler County Visitors Bureau to the Allegheny 

Conference, there’s no consensus on a brand that 

fi ts all needs, or even if one is necessary. 

Janet Sarbaugh, director of the Endowments 

Arts & Culture Program, puts the problem bluntly: 

“Who decides what gets promoted? There were 

and still are too many people involved. There hasn’t 

been one place where informed leaders decide, 

‘This is Pittsburgh’s big story for a year or two.’ ” 

Across the country, many cities, including 

Pittsburgh, are eyeing leisure tourism as an 

economic driver. The sector already contributes 

$4.7 billion annually and 61,700 jobs to the region. 

Hotel guests pay taxes that fund county programs, 

including convention center costs and tourism. 

Investment in an asset that will never leave 

town makes sense. But the economic argument for 

boosting tourism has gained little traction. 

“I’m not sure the business community ever 

sees itself as part of the tourism effort,” says Linda 

Dickerson, who chaired VisitPittsburgh’s board 

of directors from 2001 to 2003. “They see that as a 

government purview —‘not our job.’ And it’s 

complicated by the fact that a segment of for-profi t 

enterprises benefi ts, and some nonprofi ts benefi t.”

Meanwhile, public funding for tourism, in the 

form of state grants, has been deeply slashed. 

Philanthropies might once again be expected to 

step into the breach. Local foundations, including 

Richard King Mellon, Benedum, Grable, Alcoa, 

Christine O’Toole is a Pittsburgh-based freelance writer and frequent contributor to h. 
Her most recent story for the magazine was about how out-of-school programs are partnering with parents, 

school offi cials and funders to increase student academic performance.
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Flanagan says, however, that pushing for such 

a change would have to be led by hotels, not the 

Allegheny Conference — “It’s not on our agenda,” 

he contends — while VisitPittsburgh’s McGrath 

believes that Allegheny County’s controversial 

alcohol tax has made the hotel industry wary of 

new levies. 

Even Pennsylvania’s former deputy secretary 

for tourism won’t bank on the prospect. “I don’t see 

that deal today,” Mickey Rowley says frankly. Any 

regional hike would have to be approved by the 

state legislature, now preoccupied with an overall 

revenue crisis. 

Events and Messages

Individuals with marketing expertise would 

argue that another essential ingredient for 

boosting tourism is defi ning a coordinated 

message. “You need a single message that’s clear 

and concise and applicable to all audiences,” says 

Reynolds Clark, vice chancellor at the University 

of Pittsburgh and a former VisitPittsburgh board 

member. “There’s a mystique to it, but if you pull 

that off, you have success.”

But the Pittsburgh region falls short in this 

area as well. Efforts to create the region’s magic 

message go back at least a decade. In 2003, a 

blue-ribbon local panel with representatives from 

120 fi rms deliberated for months on a branding 

statement for the region. The resulting declaration, 

praising “connected individuality,” was widely 

derided. “Brand balderdash,” thundered a Post-

Gazette editorial. The $200,000 project failed to 

resolve the so-called “image gap” between outsiders’ 

perceptions of Pittsburgh and its reality. 

By contrast, Cleveland’s community effort to 

defi ne its brand, launched three years later, moved 

beyond research to action. With seed money from 

the Cleveland, Gund, and other local foundations, 

the Cleveland Plus Marketing Alliance debuted in 

2007. Three organizations — the Greater Cleveland 

Partnership, the regional chamber of commerce; 

Team NEO, a business attraction effort; and 

Positively Cleveland, the region’s tourism agency — 

pooled funds with corporate sponsors to fuel the 

project, with a $1.7 million annual budget.

Rick Batyko, who directs the regional marketing 

project, says that the “Cleveland Plus” brand 

benefi ts all three outreach efforts.

“It’s a global economy. Cleveland alone, or one 

entity’s talent or tourism effort, isn’t enough any 

more,” he says. Batyko reports to the directors of 

the three founding organizations, guiding internal 

efforts and the work of outside agencies. The 

alliance has helped boost positive national media 

coverage and employment. With dedicated ongoing 

funding, it also has given northeast Ohio the 

lion’s share of the state’s total tourism revenue: 

36 percent.

Meanwhile, though the regional branding 

effort in southwestern Pennsylvania stalled, a string 

of high-profi le events kept Pittsburgh in national 

headlines. From 2005 through 2009, the Bassmaster 

Classic pro fi shing tournament, Major League 

Baseball’s All-Star Game, the “Glass!” blockbuster 

art show, national Steelers and Penguins champion-

ships, golf ’s U.S. Open, the city’s 250th anniversary 

and the G-20 Summit built the region’s tourism 

revenue, briefl y, to the highest in the state. 

Bill Flanagan, who served as chair of a 

 cooperative marketing effort dubbed Events 

Pittsburgh, still believes in the power of one-off 

national events to create a positive image for the 

city. He took the helm of the new effort in 2005, 

drawing support from the Allegheny Conference, 

the state and foundations. 

“I’m biased, but look at those fi ve years,” 

Flanagan says. “I’m a believer that big events 

equal national television coverage.” He credits 

collaboration among the Allegheny Conference, 

VisitPittsburgh and other partners as helping to 

refi ne key messages about the region. The high-

profi le activities also drew willing corporate 

sponsors. “An annual event platform can give value 

to the sponsor, more so than [giving money to 

fund] an ad campaign,” he says. “There’s less 

interest in a brand and more interest in strategically 

targeting companies that are good matches” for 

individual projects.

Pitt’s Clark agrees. “Over time, corporate 

giving has gotten more targeted. In the past, 

corporations had deep roots; their leadership grew 

up here. Newer Pittsburgh is more diversifi ed.” 

In 2009, Events Pittsburgh went dormant, 

succumbing to the same root problem frustrating 

VisitPittsburgh: a lack of ongoing funding. “You 

need core operating support, but government 

doesn’t support that function. It’s a conundrum,” 

Flanagan sighs. 
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THE PASSION AND ENERGY OF BIKE PITTSBURGH — ALONG WITH SUPPORT FROM PHILANTHROPIC 

BELIEVERS — HAVE HELPED PROPEL THE CITY FROM THE BOTTOM RUNGS OF CYCLING CIRCLES 

TO THE TOP TIER OF BIKE-FRIENDLY COMMUNITIES. AND THE MOMENTUM DOES NOT APPEAR TO BE WANING. 

BY CRISTINA ROUVALIS  PHOTOGRAPHY BY JOSHUA FRANZOS
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Bike Pittsburgh Executive Director 
Scott Bricker practices what he 
promotes. He commutes to work 
on his bicycle, traveling through 
Pittsburgh neighborhoods on 
dedicated bike lanes and “sharrows,” 
lanes marked to indicate that they 
can be used by both motorists 
and cyclists.
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his blog. The handbook, festival and other advocacy efforts were 

funded by a grant from the Sprout Fund. 

The organization’s efforts also were honored in March by the 

Alliance for Biking and Walking, which presented Bike Pittsburgh 

with its 2011 Advocacy Organization of the Year Award. The 

alliance is the coalition of more than 170 state and local bicycle 

and pedestrian organizations that promote bicycling and 

walking in North American communities.

Despite the recent accolades, Bricker didn’t set out to become 

a bike activist. He graduated from Carnegie Mellon University 

in 1999 with a degree in public policy and management and a 

concentration in environmental policy. After graduation, he 

worked for Verde Media in San Francisco, where he fell in love 

with bike commuting. He fi gured that the city had installed 

bike lanes and other amenities, unaware of the behind-the-scenes 

advocacy of the San Francisco Bike Coalition. He wasn’t even a 

member. “I was young and oblivious,” he says.

After the dot.com bust cost him his job, Bricker moved back 

to Pittsburgh. Spoiled by San Francisco, he was shocked by the 

rude reception he and his bike received from Pittsburgh drivers. 

“Every three seconds, we were beeped at,” he says.

In 2002, Bricker agreed to work for his friend as a carpenter 

and general contractor. He enjoyed using his hands to re-create a 

room, much the way he would later use his mind to re-envision 

city streets. He chanced upon Hoffman’s Bike Pittsburgh website 

and photos detailing the damage to his face, limbs and wrist after 

the hit-and-run accident. Bricker was appalled, but not surprised. 

He and current program manager Lou Fineberg quickly joined 

Hoffman’s cause. 

Hoffman remembers meeting Bricker, a young “in-your-face 

activist who wanted to put up billboards that make people’s 

temples throb. He had the fi re in his belly that all activists have. 

We had to rein him in a little. He has mellowed.”

For its fi rst two years, the group operated on a shoestring 

budget and met in Hoffman’s living room. As membership grew, 

Bike Pittsburgh shared offi ce space with Venture Outdoors, a 

nonprofi t that promotes outdoor activity, before moving into 

its South Side offi ces in 2004 and then to Lawrenceville. 
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When Bricker was planning to attend the University of 

Michigan in 2005 to pursue a master’s degree in urban planning, 

Hoffman decided to head out to California to continue his bike 

advocacy work. Wanting to leave Bike Pittsburgh in capable 

hands, Hoffman asked Bricker to become his successor. 

Bricker agonized over the decision. He was set on grad school, 

but he didn’t want to pass up this opportunity. So he deferred 

his acceptance for a year. He caught the bike advocacy bug, and 

“I deferred it forever,” he quips.

“I just wanted to have fun and ride my bike,” Bricker says. 

“I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want my friends to get hurt. 

This is the way you have to do it. You don’t change it by being 

silent and hoping and praying that things change.”

With his laptop sometimes tucked into his saddlebag, he 

 commutes from his Garfi eld home to the Lawrenceville offi ce 

and meetings Downtown, rain, shine or snow.

“I love seeing [bicycle] tire tracks on freshly laid snow,” 

he says. “People say it’s dangerous. I don’t see it. You have to 

go slowly. It’s the same law of physics as any moving vehicle.”

Unlike some hard-core outdoor enthusiasts, Bricker doesn’t 

condescend to the less hearty. He tells people to ride to work 

when it’s comfortable and fun. Those who love to bike but are 

skittish about traffi c can read Bike Pittsburgh’s handbook and 

its lively online board for tips and route information.

The group also offers support when a rider is hit or attacked.

Justin Checile, 31, of Lawrenceville, was riding his bike 

through the East Liberty neighborhood on Memorial Day last 

year when a youth heaved another bike at him, sending him 

crashing to the ground. Checile broke his collar bone and was 

so rattled he stayed off his bike for a few months. But he was 

heartened when Pittsburgh bikers came to rallies to support 

him and another victim of bike violence.

He is happily back in the saddle of his one-speed Charger, 

zipping between home and his North Side offi ce. “I love riding 

in traffi c. It’s fun. I like watching traffi c happen, how people 

and cars and bikes interact,” he says. “It feels like a living thing.”

Of course, not all motorists enjoy driving behind or alongside 

a cyclist. Dan Thompson, a 54-year-old accountant who commutes 

by car from Wilkins to Downtown, says he has no problem with 

law-abiding cyclists, but too many fl out the rules.

“They think they don’t have to stop for a stop sign,” 

Thompson says. “They weave between lanes of traffi c. They 

get mad when you don’t see them.”

Some cyclists do need a refresher course on sharing the road, 

Bricker says. “But so do some motorists.” He argues that a cyclist 

whose face is visible is an easy target for rage, while a speeding 

motorist is anonymous behind a “faceless box of glass and metal.”

Mary Franzen gets frustrated when friends mention reckless 

cyclists. The 44-year-old marketing professional, who commutes 

by bike from her home in Regent Square to South Side, says she 

doesn’t blame all motorists when she sees a reckless driver. Why 

should she be blamed for the sins of a few cyclists?

Despite recent progress, Franzen says many Pittsburghers still 

look down on bike commuters. “There is a prejudice,” she says. 

“Grown-ups ride in cars. Kids ride bikes.”
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