
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transforming the Steel City: 
Identifying Potential Sites for Amazon’s 

Move to Pittsburgh 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project Group 12 

April 24, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract …………………..……………………………………..........….2 

Introduction …………………………………………….…….….............3 

Data and Methodology ………………………………..……….............4 

Analytical Results …………………………………..............…….…….8 

Concluding Discussion and Recommendations ………...…............12 

References ………………………………….…………………............16 

 

Abstract  

Amazon, a shining example of the successes of entrepreneurship, innovation, and 

capitalism itself, has outgrown its current campus in Seattle, and is looking for a location 

for a second headquarters.  This project assumes that Amazon has selected Pittsburgh 

as its new host city.  What this project seeks to answer is, Where would be the best site 

in Pittsburgh for HQ2?  This analysis considers several characteristics outlined by 

Amazon in its Request for Proposals and uses this information to identify potential areas 

in Pittsburgh where HQ2 could be located.  This report determines that the best sites in 

Pittsburgh for the new headquarters are a 120+ acre site of a former steel mill called 

Hazelwood Green and a 195+ acre proposed development to be called the World Trade 

Center at Pittsburgh International Airport.  Results in the project indicate that firms 

involved in real estate investment should consider large, former industrial sites located 

in urban cores.  This is because their proximity to a city center may mean that such 

sites may very well become targets for mixed-use development, or other types of 

development, in the future. 
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Introduction  

Amazon is looking for a new home.  The tech giant is moving forward with plans of 

building a new headquarters to be named HQ2. This headquarters will serve as an 

equivalent to the current headquarters in Seattle.  HQ2 will eventually employ up to 

50,000 people, earning an average of over $100,000 annually (Amazon, 2017). After 

issuing a request for proposals (RFP) and receiving over 200 applications, Amazon has 

narrowed down its search to 20 urban regions.  The first phase of this project involved 

the creation of a ranking of the top 10 urban regions for Amazon’s new location.  This 

second phase of the project takes a more granular approach.  Instead of identifying the 

best city (or cities) for HQ2, this project will describe the identification of the best 

specific sites within a particular city.  The city to be analyzed is: Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania. 

While Pittsburgh was once the face of steel and manufacturing, the city has been 

a phenomenal example of an economy adapting to the changing world around it.  

Pittsburgh has a strong  dominated by education, finance, and healthcare.  Pittsburgh is 

becoming a hotbed of research and development, as university spending on R&D is 

over 2.5 times the national city average, led by the University of Pittsburgh and 

Carnegie Mellon University (Andes et al., 2017). The goal of this analysis is to evaluate 

the former steel and manufacturing hub in order to identify potential sites for the new 

headquarters location.  The key question to be answered in this analysis is, Where is 

the best site in Pittsburgh for HQ2? Amazon has provided some useful information in its 

RFP concerning preferred geographic and building characteristics.  Specifics will be 

outlined in the ‘data and methodological choices’ section of this paper.   
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 The purpose of this project is not solely to identify a site for HQ2.  Just like the 

first phase of the project, the purpose of the second phase is also to provide knowledge 

and insight for Invesco.  While describing the process of selecting the best sites within 

Pittsburgh, this paper will also provide information regarding the types of properties or 

areas of a city which would best attract a change agent such as Amazon.  The 

remaining portions of this paper will describe data and methodology, analytical results, 

and a discussion of the results, along with a final recommendation of the best sites 

within Pittsburgh for Amazon’s HQ2. 

Data and Methodology  

Amazon’s RFP provides some important details concerning the site of the new 

headquarters location.  These details include that the location of HQ2 should: be 

located within 30 miles of the city center; be located within 45 minutes of an 

international airport; be located less than 1 or 2 miles from major highways; and have 

access to mass transit at the site (Amazon, 2017).  Building requirements include that 

the site must include 500,000 square feet for the first phase of HQ2 implementation with 

room for up to 8 million square feet of future development (Amazon, 2017).  Amazon 

also stated that a greenfield site may be selected instead of an existing built site, and 

that such a greenfield site should of at least 100 acres in size.  The RFP even described 

that greenfield sites would be “prioritized,” as existing buildings may not meet Amazon’s 

needs (Amazon, 2017). 

Data for this analysis came from a few different sources.  Locations of 

Pittsburgh’s city center and airport were extracted from a basemap within ArcMap.  

Highway data was downloaded from the United States Census Bureau’s TIGER/Line 
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Shapefiles webpage.  Transit data were downloaded from the Allegheny (Pittsburgh) 

County website’s GIS data portal.  Property data was scraped from the website 

LoopNet.  This site maintains listings of buildings and tracts of land that are for sale.  

The listings include the size, address, and property type of each site.  Other websites 

listing commercial properties, which included CBRE and Pennsylvania Site Search were 

also checked for potential sites.  The addresses were geocoded in Maptitude and 

exported as a shapefile before being imported into ArcMap. Potential Amazon sites 

were also identified through a search of media reports in the Pittsburgh area.  An article 

(Belko, 2017) from the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette provided a list of seven sites that 

believed to be most seriously considered for the HQ2 location.    

Concerning methodology, buffers were an important component of this analysis.  

Property sites from LoopNet which lay outside of the buffered characteristics were 

eliminated from consideration for HQ2.  These buffers included 30 miles from 

downtown, 45 minutes from the airport, 2 miles from major roads, and 0.25 miles from 

mass transit (Figure 1).  (The 0.25-mile buffer for transit was selected because it would 

better graphically display areas where HQ2 could be located: for specific site 

consideration, only sites where transit is directly on site were considered.) The 

application of these buffers greatly reduced the amount of potential space for 

development in Pittsburgh (Figure 2, where potential areas are shaded in blue).  All 

buffers were created in ArcMap, with the exception of the airport drive-time buffer, which 

was created in Maptitude and exported in shapefile format to ArcMap.  Remaining sites 

were evaluated based on their size (Amazon specified that an agglomeration of existing 

buildings must total at least 500,000 square feet, and greenfield sites must be at least 
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100 acres).  Potential sites identified in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette were evaluated in 

the same way; properties which lay outside of buffered characteristics or that do not 

meet size requirements were removed from consideration. Walkability was also 

considered in the analysis, which was calculated in the website walkscore.com. 

The method of analysis employed to identify properties is combination of a 

weighted ranking and a rules of thumb approach. Amazon has provided some 

geographic preferences, which included that HQ2 can’t be placed farther than 45 

minutes from an international airport or more than 30 miles from downtown.  Amazon 

also indicated that its new headquarters site may offer easy accessibility and be in an 

urban, downtown setting like the current headquarters, so walk scores are also used.  

Qualified sites were ranked through the use of a simple weighted ranking, based on a 0 

to 100 scale.  Sites nearest to the airport (or downtown) were assigned a value closer to 

100 sites farther from the airport (or downtown) were assigned a value closer to 0.  The 

walk scores of sites were rated from 0 to 100.  Other values were assigned to sites 

based on their distance to the outermost edge of the airport and downtown ranges.  For 

example, a site located 15 miles from downtown, or 22.5 minutes from the airport would 

be assigned a value of 50.  Once each site received its three ratings, the three values 

were averaged, providing a simple suitability value of the site. 
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Figure 1: Buffers used in the site selection process 

Figure 2: Areas of potential consideration for HQ2 
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Analytical Results  

After acquiring data and establishing methodology, the first step was to filter out 

potential sites by location.  This involved both reducing potential areas for HQ2 

surrounding Pittsburgh itself, as well as filtering specific properties based on Amazon’s 

requirements.  The drive-time, downtown proximity, highway proximity, and transit 

availability buffers provided a fairly-concentrated area in which HQ2 could be located.  

This area stretched anywhere from 5 to 15 miles from downtown, depending on 

direction.  Available properties from LoopNet were filtered by location, and only 

locations within the ‘potential land’ buffer remained.  Properties from CBRE and PA Site 

Search were not imported into ArcMap in shapefile format but were examined on their 

websites to see which properties could be considered.  Properties from the three 

websites, unfortunately, yielded few potential sites for HQ2.  There were 15 tracts of 

land for sale within the ‘potential land’ buffer, but the largest tract was only 21 acres, 

and only two other properties were greater than 10 acres in size. (Also, these properties 

were very isolated, eliminating the possibility of Amazon selecting large properties 

adjacent to each other).  The same process was conducted for the available buildings in 

Pittsburgh.  Of the 104 commercial buildings listed for sale on LoopNet, 87 lie within the 

‘potential land’ buffer.  Unfortunately, of these 87 potential properties, only one building 

met Amazon’s size requirement of 500,000 square feet.  The building is found on West 

General Robinston Street, next to PNC Park, the Pittsburgh Pirates ballpark.  This soon-

to-be-built office building will contain 600,000 square feet of leased office space, large 

enough to accommodate the first phase of HQ2.  Between CBRE and the PA Site 

Search, just one property met Amazon’s requirements, which coincidentally also 
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contains 600,000 square feet of office space.  This building is named 525 William Penn 

Place, in the heart of downtown Pittsburgh.  Both the West General Robinston Street 

building and 525 William Penn Place are found near the city center.  Of all other 

buildings for sale, only four were larger than 100,000 square feet, with the largest being 

240,000 square feet, nowhere near Amazon’s preferred size.  Just as with the tracts of 

available land, these buildings for sale are very isolated, eliminating the possibility of 

these structures being part of a shared campus. 

 

Figure 3: Potential sites near downtown Pittsburgh 

 

The other potential sites to be considered were those identified by news media in 

the Pittsburgh area.  Such sites were identified by the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette as being 

the most strongly-considered by experts and officials in the Pittsburgh area (Belko, 

2017).  Of the seven sites identified by news media as being the strongest contenders 

for HQ2, few meet requirements outlined by Amazon.  Multiple sites, including the 
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former J. Allan Steel Site, the Esplanade mixed-use development, Riverfront 47, the 

former Civic Arena site, the former Parkway Center Mall site, all fall far short of the 

required land size of 100 acres for greenfield development (none was larger than 30 

acres, except for Riverfront 47, which is nearly 80 acres in size).  However, three sites 

do meet all requirements.  Of the three, one is an existing building.  That building is the 

River Walk Corporate Centre.  This office complex has been converted from a large 

cargo warehouse built in the early twentieth century and will soon expand to hold nearly 

900,000 square feet of office space (Belko, 2017).  The site is adjacent to a bridge that 

crosses the Monongahela River directly into downtown Pittsburgh and is roughly a 26-

minute drive from Pittsburgh International Airport.  Transit, specifically a bus line, is 

available at the site. 

The final two potential sites do not contain existing structures.  They consist of 

open land.  The next site to be discussed is the Hazelwood Green site in the Hazelwood 

neighborhood of Pittsburgh.  This site is large, encompassing nearly 120 acres of space 

along the Monongahela River.  Excluding the 120 acres now available, some of 

riverfront space in Hazelwood has already been redeveloped - Uber has converted 

some space into a miniature road network for the testing of self-driving car technology 

(Federkeil, 2017).  Interestingly, Uber is not the only tech presence to be located at the 

development.  One building on the site is in the process of being converted into a center 

of tech development.  Carnegie Mellon University will use the structure to house its 

Advanced Robotics for Manufacturing Institute and the Manufacturing Futures Initiative 

(Almono LLC, 2018).  These groups are dedicated to the study of automation, robotics, 

artificial intelligence, and other fields of tech research.  The Hazelwood Green site has 
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other advantages besides the presence of tech and the huge space available for 

development.  The property is located along a bus line just 3 miles from downtown, and 

is just 30 minutes from Pittsburgh International Airport, which is well within the 

acceptable range of 45 minutes.  

The final potential site being discussed is the proposed World Trade Center site 

located immediately adjacent to Pittsburgh International Airport.  According to Mark 

Belko of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (2017), the site will contain “more than 1 million 

square feet of office space, research and development facilities, a hotel with convention 

space, and as many as six corporate jet hangars with ramps to nearby runways.” There 

is plenty of space for HQ2 at this site, as over 195 acres of development is planned, 

with over 3000 acres of space surrounding the airport is available for eventual 

development.  A report generated by the Allegheny County Airport Authority described 

that the site has excellent connectivity, with “direct access to airfield, two interstates, 

public transport, and a bike trail system” available.  The authority also described that the 

site contains potential for “solar field development.”  
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Figure 3: Potential Locations in Pittsburgh 

1.  World Trade Center at 
…..Pittsburgh.International Airport 
2.  West General Robinston Street 

3.  Hazelwood Green 
4.  River Walk Corporate Center 
5.  525 William Penn Place 
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Concluding Discussion and Recommendations 

 

Site Name Size Distance to 
CBD (Miles) 

Drive Time to 
Airport 
(Minutes) 

Walk Score 

World Trade 
Center 

195+ acres 17 0 0 

River Walk 
Corporate 
Centre 

800,000+ sq ft;  1 28 69 

Hazelwood 
Green 

120 acres 3 30 34 

W General 
Robinston St 

600,000 sq ft 1 26 70 

525 William 
Penn Place 

600,000 sq ft 0 25 100 

Figure 5: Comparison of suitable sites in Pittsburgh 

 

Amazon is faced with a very unique, though very interesting problem.  Not only will the 

tech giant face a difficult decision when selecting a city to host its new headquarters, but 

it will also encounter a very tough decision when finding a specific site within a city for 

HQ2.  The process of selecting potential sites within the city of Pittsburgh began with an 

evaluation Amazon’s locational criteria outlined in its RFP.  This process greatly 

narrowed the amount space under consideration.  Buildings and tracts of land for sale 

were pulled from real estate websites LoopNet, CBRE, and from PA Site Search.  This 

yielded two potential sites. 525 William Penn Place is located within the CBD and 

achieved a perfect walk score.  However, there was little currently-available office space 

surrounding this building, potentially limiting future growth.  W General Robinston St is 

located near the heart of Pittsburgh, but is across the Allegheny River and is 

surrounded by a ballpark and many large parking lots, resulting in a lower walk score of 
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70.  While these office buildings are located in a downtown environment, Amazon stated 

that existing buildings may not meet its requirements, and that greenfield sites would be 

preferred. 

Other potential sites were identified through a search of Pittsburgh news media, 

yielding an additional seven locations to be considered.  Of the seven, three met 

Amazon’s desired characteristics.  These three were the River Walk Centre, Hazelwood 

Green, and the World Trade Center site.  The River Walk Centre contains plenty of 

available office space for Phase 1 of HQ2 and it is a very short distance from the city 

center.  The walk score of the city is 69.  However, the property is somewhat 

constrained regarding future development, potentially limiting HQ2’s future growth.  And 

like 525 William Penn Place and West General Robinston Street, The River Walk 

Centre may not meet Amazon’s requirements. 

Hazelwood Green has much that Amazon is looking for.  The site has well over 

100 acres of buildable space, it is relatively close to the city center, transit is available at 

the site, and there is already a presence of tech research and innovation.  The 

Hazelwood Green website describes a few other features that may be attractive to 

Amazon.  These include that the property is envisioned by its developer as eventually 

containing “a mix of offices, research and development, light manufacturing, housing, 

and retail,” with a goal of the entire development eventually receiving LEED certification 

(Almono LLC, 2018). The final site under consideration, The World Trade Center at 

Pittsburgh International Airport, holds plenty of space for development, transit is 

available at the site, and the site offers direct access to an international airport. The 

area is envisioned as eventually being a large mixed-use development. 
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 After narrowing down potential sites in Pittsburgh for the location of HQ2, it is 

hard to make an exact site recommendation.  The weighted ranking approach listed 525 

William Penn Place as the best location based on distance to the CBD, distance from 

the airport, and walkability, but this ranking leaves out some important, hard-to-quantify 

characteristics.  Amazon stated in its RFP that existing buildings may not meet its 

requirements, and for that reason, greenfield sites would be preferred.   Also, Amazon 

has not stated which variables or characteristics are most important in its decision for 

HQ2’s future location 

Considering all of this, the report recommends that Amazon should select either 

Hazelwood Green or the World Trade Center site.  While each site has more space than 

Amazon requires for development and falls within all locational buffers specified by 

Amazon, each site offers something unique.  Hazelwood Green is in close proximity to 

the city center and the population core of Pittsburgh, and the site will soon hold centers 

of tech research.  The World Trade Center site offers unbeatable international airport 

access and will eventually hold a large mixed-use development, potentially easing the 

issue of the distance from the city center.  As an honorable mention, Amazon should 

also consider 525 William Penn Place.  While there is little room for growth now, space 

in neighboring office buildings could open up in the future.   

 Finally, as was described earlier in the report, Invesco is looking to gain insight 

from the results generated in this report, particularly concerning the types of areas, or 

more specifically, properties, that could attract a major change agent such as Amazon.  

This may not be the case for all cities, but for Pittsburgh, there was one common factor 

that united most potential sites.  What was common among most sites was that they 
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were currently unused land.  In Pittsburgh, previously-developed land from sources 

such as arenas, shopping malls, and steel mills is becoming open and available for 

development.  These tracts of land present such a great opportunity for investment 

because they are often relatively close to the city center, which has long been 

considered a good locational quality.  Pittsburgh has several sites near the city center - 

sites once dominated by heavy industrial applications - that are now in the process of 

being developed into retail, office space, housing, and often, mixed-use properties 

containing a combination of the three (Hazelwood Green, Esplanade Riverfront 47 

being examples).  It would be in Invesco’s best interest to evaluate large, empty sites 

once used for heavy industry, shopping malls, or sports arenas, as their large space 

and relative proximity to a city center may make these sites targets for future 

development. 
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