
R E A L  E S TAT E  A N D
N E I G H B O R H O O D 
D E V E L O P M E N T
YEAR IN REVIEW

The Pittsburgh region’s appreciating real estate market has not  
benefited many of the low-income people and communities  
disproportionately affected by previous decades of job loss and  
disinvestment – especially people and communities of color. With  
prices continuing to increase and rents on the rise, time is running  
out for nonprofits seeking to stabilize neighborhood markets; for  
developers of color trying to participate in regional prosperity; and for 
neighborhood entrepreneurs hoping to build equity in their business by 
owning its physical location. 

Neighborhood Allies’ comprehensive suite of Real Estate and  
Neighborhood Development services are ensuring that community  
members and organizations understand and are able to realize their  
role in equitable real estate development.

2020-2021
Big Tom’s Barbershop Site/Building

The redevelopment of Big Tom’s Barbershop is one of the projects in our Real Estate and 
Neighborhood Development portfolio. Read on for more details. 



PROJECT SPOTLIGHT: 
Thomas Boyd has rented the location for his barbershop, 
Big Tom’s, at 2042 Centre Ave. for 14 years. He now has 
exclusive negotiating rights with the URA to purchase and 
relocate to a larger space at 2178 Centre Ave. The 
new location is a 4,100 square foot, three-story, brick 
building located at the corner of Centre Ave. and 
Kirkpatrick St. – the eastern gateway to the core of the 
Hill District’s commercial corridor. Mr. Boyd will also own 
and rent the upper-floors as residential apartment units. 
A lifelong Hill District resident and long-time business 
owner, Mr. Boyd is poised to own a key corner parcel in 
his neighborhood and dramatically increase his net worth 
over the coming years.

Big Tom’s has utlilized the full suite of resources  
Neighborhood Allies has to offer. We have provided over 
450 hours of intensive technical assistance to bring Mr. 
Boyd’s project to life. The Accelerator helped with  
budgeting and due diligence,  oversaw the design  
process, and helped Mr. Boyd select a general contractor. 
The Accelerator is also helping Mr. Boyd navigate the URA 
disposition process and complete the fundraising for the 
project, successfully applying for $750,000 in grant funds 
from the  
Pennsylvania 
Housing Finance 
Agency that will 
help to leverage 
enough hard and 
soft debt to com-
plete the $1.75 
million project.

Neighborhood Allies’ Centralized Real Estate Accelerator  
(The Accelerator) empowers early stage for-profit and non-profit 
developers and property owners to achieve their vision by growing 
technical capacity, increasing financial readiness, and building  
professional networks. The Accelerator focuses on community-based 
organizations, resident developers, and small business owners with 
the goal of creating more opportunities for community ownership in 
communities of color, as well as a pipeline of investable projects.
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PROGRESS MADE

IMPACT 
• 45 projects received support
• 11 projects received in-depth support
• 1 million square feet of real estate development
• 51% of project sponsors are nonprofits
• 78% of development firms are Black-owned or Black-led
• 64% of projects are located in Neighborhood Allies focus 
   neighborhoods

The first year of The Accelerator was a success, 
combining project-level support and systems-level 
thinking toward the creation of a more equitable 
community development system. Throughout, the 
needs of residents and communities were prioritized, 
as the Accelerator applied a lens of community  
ownership and wealth building to all of its work. 

We directly supported 45 projects. Engagements 
range from ad hoc consulting to in-depth  
interventions that ostensibly have Neighborhood 
Allies serving as an owner’s representative. 

The 45 projects represent over one million square 
feet of real estate and approximately $116 million 
in total development costs. 51 percent of project 
sponsors are nonprofits and 49 are for-profit; and 
78 percent of development firms are Black-owned 
or Black-led. 64 percent of projects are located in 
Neighborhood Allies’ priority neighborhoods.

Big Tom’s Barbershop Site/Building



Co-created by Neighborhood Allies and Omicelo Cares, the  
Real Estate Co-Powerment Series is an education platform that  
demystifies the real estate development process, explains its  
associated terminology and brings to light the productive role 
community members and organizations play in the real estate and 
economic development inside their neighborhoods. Hosted by our  
partner Omicelo Cares, the education series’ goal is to shrink the 
technical proficiency gap that exists between real estate  
developers and community leaders that are involved in local  
development projects. 

Education Connections Confidence

R E A L  E S TAT E
C O - P O W E R M E N T
SERIES

PROGRESS MADE
Like so many other things, the Real Estate  

Co-Powerment Series looked a little different 
during 2020; yet, that didn’t stop us from  
equipping community members with the  

knowledge and skills to be involved in the  
development happening in their communities. 

Omicelo Cares taught courses virtually amid 
the pandemic, and thus provided 68 more 

passionate individuals with valuable real 
estate knowledge and a support network that 

enables them to become active and  
meaningful participants in their community’s 

revitalization.

IMPACT
• 68 new graduates
• 13 new and past graduates have 
received membership to the Urban 
Land Institute (ULI) as a result of a 
new partnership  between  
Neighborhood Allies, Omicelo Cares  
and ULI.

Since 2017, the Real Estate Co-Powerment Series has 
graduated 9 cohorts over 5 years, with over 90% of  
participants identifying as African-American and 55% of 
participants identifying as women. During this time, average 
course sign-ups have increased by 300% with a recurring 
waiting list. Over 50 real estate investment properties have 
been purchased by graduates. 

SOME ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF OUR GRADUATES:

Tenika Chavis, a graduate of our first cohort has 
grown her construction business significantly,  
referencing the skills, knowledge and connections 
she acquired in the program. She also has a property 
that she is purchasing under contract and plans to 
purchase another three unit property with the  
intention of rehabbing it and affordably renting to 
veterans.

Billie Vaughn, also a graduation speaker and Spring 
2017 alumni, is now a lease analyst at Jones Lang 
Lasalle and founder of Common Unity PGH, providing a 
landlord liaison service for Section 8 and low-income 
housing.

Tenika Chavis, Real Estate Co-Powerment Grad and small 
business owner speaking at graduation

Billie Vaughn, Co-Powerment Graduate



What began as an impromptu partnership between  
Neighborhood Allies and the Urban Redevelopment  
Authority of Pittsburgh (URA) in response to the  
economic hardships of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
evolved into a full-fledged, sustainable program for our 
organization. We began by serving entrepreneurs in only  
a few neighborhoods but quickly scaled to be able to 
serve all CDBG-eligible areas within Allegheny County  
and, now, all of western Pennsylvania. Thanks to our  
partnerships with the URA, Allegheny County, and  
Bridgeway Capital, we are able to service nearly every 
business that applies to our program. 

PROGRESS MADE

• 86 businesses served
• 2 rounds of support
• Over 86% of business are minorty- or  
   women-owned businesses

G E T  O N L I N E
G R O W  O N L I N E
[GOGO]
The COVID-19 pandemic deeply challenged the future of our  
communities and economy. That’s why we partnered with the 
Urban Redevelopment Authority of Pittsburgh (URA) to launch  
the Get Online Grow Online (GOGO) program, to aid businesses  
in implementing new, creative ways to reach their customers 
through online interaction. The goal of the program is to supply 
small businesses with up to ten hours of pro bono technical  
assistance, focused on personalized e-commerce solutions,  
that will help them enter the digital marketplace.

Marketing 
Support

Website  
Development Media Support

IMPACT

GOGO BUSINESS SPOTLIGHT:

The Covering LLC, established in January 2018 by 
Ameela Boyd, was created to empower and style 
women of color who are still dealing with remnants 
of trauma due to domestic violence. Their holistic 
fashion therapy program allows healing,  
strengthening, and skill-building. Most  
importantly, it focuses on adorning women from 
the inside out by impacting their spiritual, physical, 
and emotional well-being. 

Ameela Boyd was inspired to start the Healing by 
Dezigns program because of her own lived  
experience. She was a domestic violence victim 
and homeless mother with two kids and no  
family or friends to turn to for support. Through 
her struggles, she realized how important  
narratives of strength, resilience, hope and  
encouragement could be to women in the same 
situation. So, she shared her story in the hopes 
of empowering women to “find their own voice.” 
Then, while completing her bachelor’s degree in 
fashion design at the Art Institute of Pittsburgh in 
2017, she decided to combine her expertise and her 
personal testimony to create a program that could 
“adorn women from the inside out.” It took Ameela 
over three years to fine tune, research and seek 
funding for the program, to be able to offer the 
service to those who are eligible for free.

Carmella Jones, Owner of Shirtz and Thangz, Inc., 
a GOGO Recipient

eCommerce
Support



While much of our day-to-day work revolves around individual projects, we remain intentional 
about pursuing change at the systems-level as well. We are working toward a system in which 
shared priorities are established, interdisciplinary partners align their efforts to make changes  
in the community investment system, and contributors understand the unique roles they each  
play in addressing the community challenges. Ultimately, we envision a system that creates safer, 
healthier and better connected neighborhoods that improve lives.

S Y S T E M S  L E V E L  W O R K

Housing Preservation Group

Beginning in early 2021, Neighborhood Allies began serving as the convening organization for the affordable 
housing Preservation Working Group (PWG). The PWG is a dedicated network of policymakers, community 
stakeholders, and responsible nonprofit and for-profit owners and developers interested in the preservation 
of existing privately-owned affordable housing over the long-term. The goals of the working group are to:
    1. Identify at-risk existing affordable housing through data analysis and the deep community and market    
    knowledge of working group members;
    2. Advocate for local, state, and federal policies and programs that will increase affordable housing  
    preservation in the Pittsburgh region, and for new and flexible capital sources that complement existing  
    affordable housing resources such as LIHTC, AHP, HOF, and ACED; and
    3. Activate opportunities for preservation by attracting responsible, qualified buyers, positioning properties     
    for acquisition and recapitalization, and connecting developers to capital and other resources. This can also  
    include support for existing owners, especially in emergency situations when landlords or residents are in 
    immediate need of assistance.

Equitable Growth Guarantee Fund

The EGG Fund is responsive to a major disfunction in the 
community development system: both community and  
regional leaders extoll the need to increase the role of 
Black Pittsburghers in real estate ownership and  
development, but the conventional sources of subsidy 
needed to complete projects exclude most for-profit Black 
developers. Public sources of funding are often  
reimbursement based and prefer to be the “last money in,” 
creating a poor substitute for the developer equity that  
often needs to be spent up front when project details 
are not fully known. Private, market-oriented sources demand market returns, which community development 
projects in historically disinvested communities cannot support. Philanthropy typically cannot provide grants to 
for-profit entities. The EGG Fund represents a creative solution that we believe is both scalable and sustainable: 
through the Fund, Neighborhood Allies provides loan guarantees to Black developers who face predevelopment 
or appraisal gaps in their projects; as the developer repays the loan, Neighborhood Allies can recycle guarantee 
capital into new projects.

5th and Dinwidde, a project receiving EGG Fund Support



P R O J E C T  S P O T L I G H T S
Much of our day-to-day work revolves around individual, on the ground projects. Some examples 
include working to increase the number of affordable homeownership opportunities to shifting 
the narrative of a community through a positive image campaign. 

SHORE

SHORE is a multi-partner collaborative with a  
goal of creating new affordable home ownership  
opportunities and combatting displacement of 
existing residents. Members include Schenley 
Heights Collaborative, Hill District CDC, Amani  
Christian CDC, Rebuilding Together Pittsburgh,  
and the Neighborhood Resilience Project.

This year, we engaged Studio for Spatial  
Practice to develop a comprehensive housing 
rehabilitation and resident engagement effort  
for the Schenley Heights neighborhood. The study 
helped to identify high-impact projects the  
collaborative could take on in the next three years.  
Projects are oriented along three main corridors in the neighborhood: Camp St., Milwaukee St.,  
and Herron Ave. We expect to receive a Department of Community and Economic Development  
grant to fund the work in the coming months.

The Homewood Experience

The Homewood Experience is a media and  
branding campaign intended to drive a more 
positive public image for Pittsburgh’s Homewood 
neighborhood and to celebrate its history and 
future as a center for Black culture. The project 
is intended to both uplift the voices and spirit of 
Homewood’s residents while also driving visitors 
and positive attention from outside the  
community.

In partnership with the Homewood Community 
Collaborative, we selected Soleil Branding  
Essentials and Pyramid LLC to lead the branding 
and marketing efforts. We have supported the 
completion of three community murals, a youth essay contest, a documentary short  
about the neighborhood, a soundtrack inspired by the neighborhood, and launched  
www.thehomewoodexperience.com as a central branding platform. We have also forged a  
partnership with VisitPittsburgh to help drive more tourist traffic to the neighborhood.

http://www.thehomewoodexperience.com


429 Fourth Avenue, Suite 1900 
Pittsburgh, PA 15219

[p] 412 471 3727
[f] 412 471 3746 

info@neighborhoodallies.org
www.neighborhoodallies.org

@neighborhoodallies

@nhbdalliespgh

@nhbdalliespgh

For more information or to get  
involved, please reach out to  

matt@neighborhoodallies.org

T H A N K  Y O U  F U N D E R S  +  P A R T N E R S
Allegheny County Economic Development
Anonymous 
Bridgeway Capital
Crown Castle
Dollar Bank
First National Bank
The Hillman Foundation
Local Initiatives Support Corporation
McAuley Ministries
Omicelo Cares
Richard King Mellon Foundation
Urban Land Institute
Urban Redevelopment Authority of Pittsburgh

L E T ’ S  B E  S O C I A L


