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Introduction
Larimer Celebration Hall (LCH)

This project focuses on renovating and repurposing the auditorium and gym of the 
historic Larimer Elementary School to establish a community-controlled and 
managed event and celebration center.  It is a significant part of the $30 million 

Larimer/East Liberty Choice Neighborhoods grant awarded to the City in 2014.  

The URA of Pittsburgh holds the master lease to this portion of the renovated school 
property. They have entered into a long-term lease with Food21 to design and operate a 
unique event center in this space. It will have permitted occupancy of 120 individuals, a 
multi-purpose room with an additional occupancy of 60, and a full-service catering and 
culinary kitchen that community enterprises can use to host events conducting off-site 
catering business in the East End.  When completed, the Larimer Celebration Hall (LCH) 
will be a significant economic catalyst and community asset for the Larimer community.

LCH will specialize in corporate functions, wedding receptions, anniversary parties, 
graduation parties, bridal showers, family reunions and a host of other community and 
family oriented events. LCH will become a destination facility that will serve the Larimer 
community and many of the surrounding communities. It is estimated that the center will 
create upwards of 20 jobs directly and elevate several small family owned catering and 
culinary businesses to assist their growth. 

The development and design of the Celebration Hall have had the step-by-step 
involvement and leadership of several community organizations including the Larimer 
Consensus Group, Six Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church, Flourishing Communities, 
and Steel City Squash.  The role of these partners is highlighted in the Partner section of 
this plan. Food21 has also engaged the professional services of  eHoldings, Inc. and Moss 
Architects to coordinate all design and construction associated with projected tenant 
improvements after the space has been made white-box ready by the URA. Tenant 
improvements are estimated to cost $1,800,000. They are detailed in the Capital Stack 
section of this Business Summary.  An additional $525,000 is required for 
predevelopment funds and operating capital. 

Food21is raising $2.3 million to prepare the facility for use as a unique event center and 
community gathering place. Of that total we have targeted $1.32 million from the local 
foundation community. Financial projections indicate that the facility will be financially 
sustainable within 18 months of launching its services. It is projected that these 
improvements will take 6 months to complete.  A completion date is projected to be Q3 
2024.
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Big Idea
Food21 of Pennsylvania is a nonprofit catalyst for redeveloping communities-in-transition. Our focus is to 
stimulate the local food economies in these communities to serve as a critical component of their 
redevelopment efforts.  This is accomplished by partnering with local stakeholders to design and 
implement food-related ventures that convert undervalued community assets into sustainable sources 
of jobs, economic opportunities, nutritional food sources, and food-centered businesses.  

This business summary outlines Food21’s plans for a venture called Larimer Celebration Hall.  It is 
designed to respond to the needs and opportunities in the Larimer community by creating a unique 
food-related venture specifically designed to improve the quality of life in Larimer.

The role of the food economy is a strategic force for redevelopment in communities in 
transition. Maximizing the development, implementation, and coordination of food-related resources 
is a springboard for job creation, individual wellness, economic vitality, self-reliance, and the attraction 
of new sources of commerce and business.

Investing in the food economy as a catalyst for redevelopment will produce results that impact the 
needs of all stakeholder groups with immediate and long-term benefits. The key to maximizing this 
strategy lies in coordinating the energy, resources, and innovations that exist in the community and 
ensuring access to the capital required to turn ideas into impact.  Food21 is driving this effort in the 
Larimer community.

Larimer is a community in transition. It is located in the heart of the dynamic East Side of 
Pittsburgh, a region on the move. Food21 feels the momentum is shifting in Larimer due to a 
groundswell of community support and the introduction of more than $30 million in redevelopment 
efforts over the last several years. Through the innovative efforts of several strong organizations, 
community revitalization through financially sustainable initiatives is a practical reality.  At the heart of 
these efforts is a common strategy to leverage existing community assets to create new opportunities 
for growth, renewal, and prosperity.  Food21 is involved in three of these initiatives built upon the well-
established principle of stimulating the food economy as a catalyst for redevelopment. 

A unique venture driven by two bottom-lines. Food21’s anchor project in Larimer is called the 
Larimer Celebration Hall. It is a financially self-sustaining event center, community gathering place, and 
commercial kitchen rolled into a single venture.  It will be housed in the 9,500 sf renovated gymnasium 
and auditorium in the Larimer School. It will be operated as a nonprofit social enterprise 
simultaneously generating measurable social impact and a strong financial bottomline. The space is being 
renovated to maintain the historical features and charm of the space while adding the latest technology 
and kitchen equipment to operate an event center to cater to the needs and priorities of the growing 
community. 

Market research confirms the need for and the desirability of such a venue. Events such as wedding 
receptions, anniversaries, family reunions, bridal showers, graduation parties, and other celebrations will 
quickly become a community asset that will serve Larimer as well as adjacent communities.
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Status
Larimer School Renovation
Food21 is a part of a decades-long community-led process in the Larimer community in the East End of 
Pittsburgh to convert a historic neighborhood landmark, the Larimer School, into a vital community asset.  
Community members, particularly the Larimer Consensus Group (LCG), have long advocated for the reuse 
of the building.  Situated at the intersection of Larimer and Winslow Avenues, the formerly abandoned 
Larimer School lays claim to a storied past, a neglected 40-year period after the school closed in1986, and a 
significant future due to the investment of time, money, and community-based partnerships that drive a 
unique redevelopment effort to meet the needs and priorities of the community.  

Breakthrough.The scale of that task made it nearly impossible to accomplish without the concerted 
efforts of many partner organizations.  A breakthrough was achieved in 2014 with the award of a $30 million 
federal grant to the City of Pittsburgh called the Larimer/East Liberty Choice Neighborhoods award (Choice 
Grant).  Phases one and two of this grant encompassed the construction of Cornerstone Village Apartments, 
235 new apartments, and townhouses, the majority of which are affordable, to the corner of East Liberty 
Boulevard and Larimer Avenue directly behind Target. Phases three and four cover, the school 
redevelopment and the construction of an additional 84 mixed-income apartment units. These phases are 
underway. The renovation and repurposing of the Larimer School facility were an integral part of this award.  

McCormack Baron Salazar (MBS), the Housing Authority of Pittsburgh (HACP), and the City of Pittsburgh 
have closed on the financing to redevelop the former Larimer School into 35 high-quality, mixed-income 
housing units. Seven additional units will be located nearby in a garden building (4 units) and a townhome 
building (3 units).  All 42 units are expected to be substantially complete by the fall of 2022,  along with the 
school!s gym and auditorium in Q2 of 2023, which will be renovated for commercial space. This is where 
Food21 became engaged with the project.

Food21’s Role - Commercial Catalyst
Food21 was selected by the LCG and the Urban Redevelopment Authority of Pittsburgh as the tenant for 
the 10,000 square foot auditorium and gymnasium space. Our proposal to convert this space into an 
culinary center, catering kitchen, and event facility was selected because of its consistency with the 
community’s priority to create a gathering place that can be financially sustainable and directly benefits 
community residents.

Larimer Celebration Hall
Food21 has created this business summary to introduce potential funders to the opportunity to help make 
a significant impact on the Larimer School project.  Food21 is seeking $1.32 million to fund the build-out of 
the 9,500-square-foot auditorium and gymnasium space into a thriving event and culinary resource center 
known as Larimer Celebration Hall (LCH).  These funds underwrite the structural and interior design 
renovations, commercial kitchen equipment, event hall furnishings, and professional services required to 
convert this space into a fully functional and financially sustainable event center.  A complete business plan, 
financial pro forma, and market analysis have been completed by Food21.  These documents support the 
feasibility of the proposed use of this space and the consistency with the community’s expectations and 
priorities.

3.
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 Market Opportunity
The Larimer community is an island in the midst of rapid development in all 
directions surrounding its boundaries. Multiple hundreds of millions of dollars have been invested in 
communities immediately adjacent to Larimer including East Liberty, the Bakery Square area, Shadyside, 
Highland Park, and Homewood.  This exceptional development progress is raising the viability of each 
of these communities. However, Larimer, a key entry point for the Gateway to Pittsburgh, is under 
resourced to meet its potential for commercial, residential and business success. 

Larimer is a community poised to succeed, but strengthening internal community assets is 
required so that Larimer can flourish in a manner that addresses its unique potential viability.  As 
previously mentioned in this report, Larimer has several initiatives underway that have been in 
development for many years. The Larimer School redevelopment initiative is literally taking a community 
deficit and turning it into a community asset. New housing through the Choice Grant has added more 
than 300 affordable residential units. Together these initiatives represent a huge potential for immediate 
growth. Celebration Hall addresses three immediate opportunities with lasting impact:

1. Current new housing developments represent a potential market for new services.

2. Food related services is a common denominator for potential new services in Larimer that can 
produce immediate positive impact.

3. Celebration Hall is a venture that supports the renovation and repurposing of existing 
properties in a manner that provides services that meet community priorities.

The East End of Pittsburgh lacks event facilities that cater to the needs and 
priorities of Larimer residents and other Black and Brown consumers in the 
adjacent areas. This reality is confirmed by multiple anecdotal sources and market research data 
that suggests that there is a market opportunity for an event facility particularly geared to the interests 
and priorities of communities of color.  This is not a strategy that is exclusionary by race, but is instead 
an approach geared to an unmet need. It rests on the market strategy that an event center that has a 
focus market but is expensing equal effort to attract customers outside of its primary market is likely 
to appeal to both markets. Food21 has secured input from it community partners that LCH is a needed 
service that will become a destination for people from surrounding communities who do not have access to 
facilities that address their specific interest or priorities. 

Larimer can become a destination center. The Celebration Hall facility can become a 
destination for the East End as long as it is developed properly.  Marketing efforts must overcome 
perceived issues related to safety and quality that may affect potential customers outside of the area.  
This issue is a factor involved in all commercial ventures in areas once considered undesirable. The 
benefits and level of service for the price charged must be the compelling factors. The onus is on 
making the Celebration Hall a compelling site for special events for our target customers and a viable 
option for customers outside of our targets.

4.



 

Background
In 2018, the URA completed a plan for the Larimer 
commercial district entitled "Larimer Avenue Commercial 
Action Plan”.  For decades, Larimer suffered the erosion of 
business and services along Larimer Avenue resulting in the 
eventual acquisition of much of the commercial real estate by 
the URA in preparation for establishing a new commercial 
corridor.  The plan targeted the intersection of Larimer and 
Meadow as the "gateway” for such a corridor and development 
resources were concentrated  along there to support that 
objective.   This was furthered along when, in 2020, the City of 
Pittsburgh designated Larimer Avenue as a part of the City!s 
Avenues of Hope strategy which targeted specific commercial/
residential corridors in predominantly Black communities for an 
aggressive program of public and private investment.

One of the largest structures on Larimer Avenue is the historic Larimer School.  This architecturally 
important building has been closed and vacant since 1986 but the community has worked relentlessly to 
not only keep the building intact but also to repurpose it – both for rental housing and also for the re-
establishment of a new resource center for the people of Larimer.

In 2019, after extensive effort, the repurposing of the school began.  State and local resources were 
applied to the effort and restoration and construction commenced to convert the main building into 42 
units of affordable rental housing.  The community secured a commitment from the developers and the 
URA to keep the building that served as the school!s auditorium and gym for a future use.  At the 
request of the Larimer Consensus Group,  Food21 agreed to coordinate the planning and commercial 
repurposing of this space around food and culinary applications.  This includes building a sustainable 
business model for the space consistent with the goals and objectives of the community.  The developers 
cooperated and took this badly deteriorating structure and stabilized it and made significant 
improvements which enable the next phase – conversion to a resource center focused on food and 
celebration. (Architect’s renderings below)

5.



 

Create a Unique Event Center and 
Gathering Place.  After a series of planning 
discussions with community leaders and with 
prospective users of this site, the conclusion 
was to convert the 9,500 square feet of the 
former auditorium and gymnasium space into a 
flexible facility that will offer much-needed 
capacity for the community residents. 

It will serve as a gathering spot for celebrations, 
special events, and community educational 
resources that can be used to advance the role 
that food plays revitalizing the community.

The Celebration Hall business model is based 
on three sources of revenue tied to space 
utilization and .

1. Event Space Rental

2. Shared Use Kitchen Rental

3. Catering Kitchen

Revenue derived from usage of the building as 
an event center and the rental of the kitchen 
will be augmented by corporate partnerships 
tied to tax credit programs. The event center 
space will be supported by an adjoining 
catering kitchen which will be outfitted and 
capable of supporting seated banquets of up to 
150 individuals. 

The space will be flexible and accessible and 
can also be programmed to host indoor events 
such as food and craft fairs, community 
meetings, and arts events.  The immediate on-
site parking consists of 18 spaces, and at 
present, the development team is working with 
the URA to secure additional surface parking 
immediately next to the building.  

Response

6.



 

Services
Based on market research, the business model anticipates establishing a multi-revenue approach to 
ensure the sustainability of the LCH.

• Formal catered events – these are events that typically require a sit-down dining 
experience and an on-site food preparation program.  The business model anticipates that the 
annual number of such events will be between 50 and 100.  Such events include family reunions, 
anniversary dinners, wedding receptions, and bridal and baby showers.  Expected attendance at 
such events would be between 50 and 150.  The event estimate is based on discussions with 
event planners and catering companies and looking at what other locations are available.  It is 
noteworthy that the wedding and event industry, locally and nationally, has experienced a 
material increase since 202, as many groups have postponed in-person gatherings.  As 
conditions continue to improve, numbers are expected to continue to increase.

• Contract feeding – these services occur on a fixed time for a client and over time.  
Examples would include school lunch preparation for charter and private schools; after-school 
programs; in-building catering for populations with limited mobility, such as seniors.  Contract 
feeding programs generally occur at times that do not conflict with formal events (typically 
evenings and weekends).

• Community programs – with the addition of the “demonstration kitchen,” the LCH will 
have some real advantages in programming unique, food-focused events and programs.  
Working with area organizations with a shared interest, LCH will design and develop 
programming that increases awareness around healthy eating and doing it with a culinary twist.  
Organizations like Flourishing Communities, the Urban Academy, Kingsley Center, and others 
are interested in this approach.

• Shared Kitchen Support – a key finding from the recent Catapult Culinary initiative 
demonstrates that many home-based caterers are severely limited in their ability to grow sales 
and their business because they lack a “step up” kitchen location for larger projects.  LCH will 
work with a select number of these catering entrepreneurs in cooperation with Catapult 
Culinary’s Catering program to offer times they can come in and schedule time.  In addition, 
the LCH team will encourage bringing in specialty catering to fill out an event plan.  A good 
example would be when working with a wedding planner to identify exceptional bakers or 
dessert businesses. Hence, to the extent it can be done, the vendors reflect the broader 
community around LCH whenever possible.

• Seasonal Events – the event center offers the opportunity to establish this location for 
year-round community events with a food theme.  Examples include a local “harvest festival” 
that brings together food makers, urban farms, and restaurants.  The hall can be readily set up 
to accommodate a “trade show” format.  With off-street parking and ADA accessibility, this is 
an ideal location for these events.  Food truck gatherings can also be managed, with the LCH 
being the on-site support space.  With off-street parking and access to utilities and wash-up 
areas, the site can accommodate as many as 12 trucks at any time.
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The following chart provides preliminary financial and social impact projections for three and one half 
years of operation.  The revenue mix by 2027 projects that LCH will generate 66% of its gross revenue 
from earned income and 34% from contributed corporate sources. Gross revenue for the total 
projection period breaks down to 61% earned and 39% contributed.  We project that LCH will host 
more than 1,000 events in this time period serving more than 70,000 attendees. Detailed and itemized 
pro forma assumptions, calculations, and monthly figures are available for years 2024-2027.

Projections
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Cashflow

9.

Positive cash flow will be managed by meeting sales projections for paid events and generating annual 
funds to provide for unpaid events geared toward community services.  We plan to apply for and 
receive a DCED Neighborhood Partnership Program (NPP) grant in the amount of $175,000 per year 
for six years.  This is a tax credit program that enables corporate partners to join forces with nonprofit 

organizations and 
receive an 80% tax 
credit in exchange 
for a minimum 
annual $50K 
commitment for a 
6-year period. The 
majority of 
cashflow will come 

from paid events and kitchen rental, however an annual $175,000 corporate contribution will provide 
revenue to underwrite non-paid services. This chart summarizes 2024-2027 sales projections by 
service type.



 

Capital Budget

NOTE: Detailed and itemized cost estimates are available for each 
item contained in the capital budget.

10.

Food21 has included five specific items in the capital budget that will be used to implement the Larimer 
Celebration Hall Business Plan. These items are listed in the chart below, with cost estimates included for 
each item. The details used to create the construction and build-out estimates were provided by 
eHoldings, Inc. and Moss Architects in coordination with the URA and Food21’s analysts. The kitchen 
equipment estimates were supplied by McFarland Kistler & Associates, Inc. and cover the shared-use and 
catering kitchen requirements. The build-out and kitchen equipment costs comprise 77% of the Capital 
Budget.

Operating capital of $250,000 covers start-up costs to operationalize revenue-producing services at 
LCH. Our projections indicate that LCH will be cashflow positive from its services within 12 months of 
starting operations. The following section (Capital Stack) provides Food21’s plan for raising the necessary 
capital to fund this budget. 

All cost estimates were recently updated (12/9/2022) by the individual consultants working with Food21 on 
this project. In addition, Food21 continues to invest in pre-development tasks centered on working with our 
various community partners, the URA, and multiple potential funders, including local foundations, governmental 
agencies such as the PA Department of Community and Economic Development (DCED), and corporate 
donors.   



 

Capital Stack

11.

Food21 is pursuing a multi-faceted funding strategy combining several sources with a strong interest in unique 
community development initiatives. The following chart illustrates this approach. It combines debt, foundation 
grants, government grants, and corporate support in this mix. Bridgeway Capital has already been approached 
for equipment financing while we explore Neighborhood Assistance Program (NAP) support from DCED. 
Food21 is hopeful that several foundations may combine support for that portion of our capital raise.



 

Operations and Management
Food21 is leading the business planning efforts for the Celebration Hall. It also has entered into a ten-year 

lease to operate the facility when it opens for business, projected to be in Q2 2023.  As the facility 
manager, Food21 will coordinate all activities associated with the operation of the LCH. The business 
model relies on contracting the services of an on-site management group that will coordinate space 
rental, event planning, catering, and customer support. This group will be an established catering and 
event-organizing firm familiar with the Larimer Community.

Staffing for LCH and related personnel costs comprise only 25% of operating expenses. This lean 
approach to operating the facility works because of a strong network of contractors managed by 
competent and experienced individuals.  Food21 is currently working with an advisory team that has the 
opportunity to transition to an on-site management role for the LCH. The current members of the group 
include:

• Roxanne Easley

• Pamela Witherspoon

• Community Kitchen of Pittsburgh

• Catapult Culinary

The business model anticipates that the operating team will provide on-site coordination and supervision 
of the LCH and an incentive-based opportunity to perform the work and share in the top-line revenue. 

Food21 will continue to manage the renovation work, buildout of the facility, and coordination of 
fundraising efforts. 

Larimer School is owned by a partnership of Larimer-East Liberty Phase IV, and the Housing Authority of 
the City of Pittsburgh.  They lease to the URA the building where LCH is located, who in turn has a lease 
with Food21 to operate the space and be responsible for completing the fit-out of the area for the above 
mentioned purposes.  The lease to Food21 is for a period of ten years.

12.






 

Sustainability

13.

LCH will be operated as a financially sustainable social enterprise with an equal emphasis on achieving 
social impact goals and its financial projections.  As detailed in the PROJECTION section of this plan, you 
will note that social impact and financial KPIs have been included in our multi-year projections.

When many budget allocations for social impact services are being cut, funders and donors are attracted to 
nonprofits that can generate a healthy portion of their annual budgets through earned income. LCH’s 
financial projections are based on operating a social enterprise that produces 80% of its yearly revenue 
from unique services provided by LCH.  The additional revenue will come from contracts with various 
governmental agencies and corporate sponsors with a vested interest in strengthening the Larimer 
Community. 

This ratio roughly breaks down into all operational expenses covered by the 80% earned income and the 
20% covering service enhancements, outcome measurement, and funds to enhance the service provided at 
LCH.  This model underscores LCH’s priority to be financially self-sustaining as well as a strong supporter 
of community-based self-determination. 

Food21 uses an outcome management strategy to identify, implement, measure, and improve its services. 
This dynamic process uses many forms of feedback and information-gathering techniques to continuously 
improve our ability to meet stakeholder expectations and to guide the distribution of our resources (time, 
money, and effort) to achieve our highest priorities.  Food21 follows a strategic plan to positively impact 
the creation and operation of food-related community development initiatives. LCH has been added to that 
plan as a top priority to create a lasting impact in this dynamic community.

 A common thread in the operation of these initiatives is our commitment to clearly defining our priorities, 
the outcomes we intend to achieve, and a rigorous method for assessing our progress in achieving those 
outcomes. Outcome progress will be monitored with two overriding goals: (1) documenting the social 
impact LCH can influence; and (2) ensuring LCH’s overall financial sustainability so its work can be 
expanded and social impact can be maximized.



 

14.

Partners

▪ Larimer Consensus Group
▪ Flourishing Communities, Inc 
▪ Six Mount Zion Baptist Church
▪ Steel City Squash 
▪ KEEL Housing 
▪ Avenues of Hope participants
▪ URA of Pittsburgh 
▪ Food21 
▪ Bidwell Training 
▪ Community Kitchen of Pittsburgh 
▪ Urban Academy 
▪ Scholar’s House 
▪ Numerous Local Food businesses
▪ eHoldings, Inc
▪ Moss Architects
▪ Ground Floor Solutions
▪ Henry S. Simonds Foundation
▪ Larimer Choice Program 

Participants

Impact

▪ 10-15 new direct jobs 
▪ 100 new indirect jobs (vendors, suppliers, caterers) 
▪ Project catered events by year three to exceed 100, 

with100 participants for each event (10,000) 
▪ Impacting over ten independent East End catering 

companies 
▪ On-going school lunch program for Urban Academy 
▪ On-going food support for the Steel City Squash Center 
▪ Direct purchasing program of local produce 
▪ Year-round purchasing from Larimer Fresh 
▪ In-season purchasing from area gardens and farms 
▪ Organized events for seniors and families, including 

programs emphasizing health and wellness and good 
eating; a cooking demonstration center will be opened by 
year two.  

▪ Hosting community trade shows, job fairs 
▪ Opportunities for corporate sponsorships 
▪ Total estimated investment $2.5 million.  The annual 

direct and indirect financial benefits to the greater 
Larimer community and businesses will exceed 
$500,000. 

Partner Impact
Larimer Celebration Hall is a critical component in a community-wide effort to build upon the foundation 
created over the years by dedicated individuals, organizations, government agencies, developers, and faith-
based organizations. Food21 joined that effort several years ago and is pleased to participate in creating a 
unique event center venue at the former Larimer Elementary School site. Food21 recognizes the power of 
community renewal through solid partnerships. We are pleased to be working with many long-time Larimer 
change agents to create a positive social impact through the operation of the Larimer Celebration Hall. 



Next Steps/Timeline

15.

Food21 is prepared to share with all potential funders the detailed work plans, assumptions, business 
projections, cost estimates, architects’ designs, and partner input used to create this Business Summary.  
We are eager to proceed with presentations and discussions with all interested parties. Our financial pro 
forma is available online for review and analysis.

Significant pre-development work has been accomplished, but more is needed to move the project 
forward.  In anticipation of 3-4 months of fundraising activities, we would like to begin that process during 
the first few weeks of January 2023. Our goal is to have our capital stack completed or committed by the 
beginning of Q2 2023, construction completed by Q2 2024 and the grand opening at the end of Q2 2024.

Here is our projected timetable with milestones and target dates.

Here is a link to our online performa.

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1UBtzJuDbtt1yrEwne4Vv3z5PtgxDQ36WCoT3TL4pOxQ/edit?
usp=sharing

I appreciate your consideration.

Please direct questions and comments to:
Joe Bute
President
Food21, Inc.

joe@Food21.org
412.612.0890

mailto:joe@Food21.org

