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Executive Summary
The Department of Law provides legal advice and serves as in-house counsel to the City of
Pittsburgh, which often involves providing advice to the Mayor, City Directors, City Council,
and various governmental units, as provided for pursuant to the City of Pittsburgh’s Home
Rule Charter. The Department of Law is responsible for all legal affairs for the City of
Pittsburgh. The Department of Law represents the City in all legal aspects of its daily
governmental functions. It also represents the City in high profile cases, significantly
impacting public policy and City residents’ quality of life.
The Solicitor and Assistant Solicitors represent the City of Pittsburgh regarding all civil
litigation, legislative and legal issues, and code enforcement proceedings. In addition to
litigation, solicitors assist in the drafting and review of city legislation, which includes
preparing all contracts for the City of Pittsburgh and providing legal counsel to city officials.
The Law Department is divided into eight general service areas or divisions, as follows:
•

Litigation - The Litigation Division represents the City in lawsuits in which the City is a
party. This includes representing the City at all levels of the Commonwealth and
Federal Court Systems. The primary areas of law involved in these actions are torts,
civil rights, employment, taxation, environmental, and construction. The Litigation
Division also represents the City as a Plaintiff in matters involving non-payment of
amounts owed the City or for collection as the result of damage to City property.

•

Labor and Employment - The Labor and Employment Division is responsible for all
labor negotiations and contract administration for the nine collective bargaining units
representing City employees. They also handle employee grievances and arbitrations
filed against the City and are responsible for all employment legal issues and
compliance advice.

•

General Municipal - The General Municipal Division includes functions such as review
of proposed legislation for constitutionality, review of all City contracts, prosecution of
code enforcement cases, and the handling of real estate matters, environmental
issues (non-litigation), and other proceedings before regulatory agencies. This division
also responds directly to all departments and the City Council for advice and counsel
when needed.
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There are also additional practice areas falling under this division:
•

Tax - Attorneys are responsible for counseling the Department of Finance on issues
relating to City taxation. They also represent the City in assessment hearings.

•

Real Estate - Attorneys handle real estate transactions through the courts for
properties taken at Treasurer’s Sales for delinquent real estate taxes. They handle title
concerns regarding City real estate and work with taxpayers’ redemption of property
in returning property to the tax rolls.

•

Zoning – Attorneys advise the Department of City Planning and respond to the Zoning
Board of Adjustment as required by the Code, and participate in certain zoning
proceedings deemed of vital interest to the City.

•

Claims - The claims division investigates and determines the validity of various claims
against the City.

•

Open Records Officer - The Open Records Officer is responsible for providing access
of public records to the public at large while complying with the Pennsylvania Rightto-Know Law.

In 2019, the Department of Law underwent a performance audit conducted by the City
Controller’s Office (the “2019 Audit”). The 2019 Audit was conducted pursuant to the
Controller’s powers under Section 404(b) of the Pittsburgh Home Rule Charter. The 2019 Audit
assesses the cost effectiveness and efficiency of the Law Department in its daily
responsibilities. There were several findings that emerged from this report that will be critical
to the success of the incoming Administration’s Department of Law. These findings include
the following:
•

Software: The report notes that the Department of Law has long been plagued by
frequent system crashes, slow performance, user interface limitation, and other errors
stemming from a backlog of system upgrades and unclear terms of agreement for
support maintenance. It was recommended and remains a recommendation for the
Department of Law to actively seek a case management system. The Department has
noted that it is in the process of competitively bidding this process. Based on our
interviews with the Department, they are currently converting to a new case
management system.
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•

Claims: The Department of Law investigates all claims for personal injury and property
damage filed against the City to determine the claim’s validity. A prior analysis
revealed that three divisions have consistently showed the most claims filed against
them – Forestry, General DPW, and Environmental Services.

•

Judgments and Settlements: A total of 19 civil rights actions were filed in the calendar
years 2016 and 2017. All 19 civil rights suits named the Bureau of Police as the
defendant. In 2016, there were roughly $161,000.00 in settlements for civil matters. In
2017, there were two (2) judgments for $340,000.00, including attorneys’ fees. There
were also 2 settlements in 2017 – one for false arrest in the amount of $10,000.00 and
another for “other civil rights” in the amount of $5,000.00.

•

Contract Review: The 2019 Audit also revealed that use of the Department’s ATLAS
system, which is a contract review portal, was waning throughout City departments.
The decreased usage can result in inconsistent contract review practices and increase
the City’s exposure to contractual liability. The 2019 Audit notes that the use of ATLAS
should be mandatory.

•

Professional Services: The selection of outside legal counsel is not subject to
competitive bid. However, the 2019 Audit recommended that a formal oversight and
review process be put in place to ensure that the selection of outside counsel is
aligned with industry best practices.

In addition to the items detailed above detailed in the 2019 Audit, there are several key issues
that the Department of Law is currently managing, namely:
•

Vaccine Mandate: The COVID-19 vaccine mandate currently imposed by the Peduto
Administration goes into full effect on December 22, 2021. This mandate, if enacted, is
expected to be a hot topic issue, particularly for union workers.

•

Police Contract: The Police contract expires at the end of 2022.

•

Fire and EMS: Fire and EMS contracts both expire at the end of 2023.

Findings

Findings
This section summarizes our team’s findings in the Department of Law. These findings have
been validated and, in some instances, include recommendations or decision points for the
incoming administration.

Potential Conflicts
As noted, the Department of Law provides legal advice and serves as in-house counsel to
the City of Pittsburgh, which often involves providing advice to the Mayor, City Directors, City
Council and various governmental units. There is a possibility that a conflict among the
Department’s clients may arise, specifically, the Mayor and Council. The new administration
should explore a new role of Executive Counsel, who will be positioned to represent the
Mayor in the event of a conflict, amongst other roles and responsibilities they might perform
in an advisory capacity. The possibility for conflict could arise with other governmental units
as well as the Council. A thorough risk analysis should be performed, and a written conflict
procedure should be developed in the event that these types of conflicts arise.

Routine Review of Local and State Legislation
The Department of Law should become more proactive and routinely review legislation prior
to its introduction in City Council meetings, in order to determine legality and identify any
legal issues that may arise. While the Solicitor cannot require departments to come to the
Department for legal advice, such a recommendation should be strongly encouraged to
ensure that legislation is equitable.

Routine Examination of All Board and Commission Proceedings
The Department of Law should initiate a routine examination of all board and commission
proceedings prior to the hearing date through the agency's agenda. This would ensure that
the Department of Law is aware of and can proactively deal with issues that could potentially
affect the City.
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Findings
No Records Retention Policy
The Department of Law does not have a formal policy for the retention of physical records.
The Department does not have a written, internal record retention policy, and the informal
rule is to keep everything. The new administration should quickly adopt a record retention
policy, including a litigation hold policy.

Document Management and Case Management Systems
The Department of Law should work with Budget and Innovation (I&P) to procure a document
management system that would allow the department to upload, organize, search, and
access the physical records handled by the department. The document management system
should be compatible with and fully integrated with the case management system, which has
already been procured and will be integrated with ERP. The document management system
will allow document requests (i.e. contracts, CEAs, and related documents) to be tracked. The
document management system will make the department more efficient and allow its clients
to meet their respective needs and established deadlines.

Findings
Budgeting for Judgments and Potential Liabilities
The Department of Law’s last performance audit was performed in 2012 by the City
Controller’s Office. A performance audit has not been conducted by the Controller’s Office
since that time. In that audit, litigation filed against the City in the 2 ½ year (2009 through June
2011) period leading up to the audit yielded $6 million in settlements against the City, with the
largest cause being civil rights (see chart below). Despite fielding $6 million in settlements in
this short period, the City is only budgeting for $1 million to $1.5 million in judgments in its 5year operating budget. It is unknown what the total amount of outstanding settlements is todate.

About the Agency

About the Agency
Contact
City of Pittsburgh
Department of Law
Yvonne Hilton - City Solicitor
Email: yvonne.hilton@pittsburghpa.gov
Physical Address: 313 City-County Building, 414 Grant Street, Pittsburgh, PA 15219
Phone(s): (412) 255-2015

Enabling Legislation
Title I, Art. III, Chapter 125
§ 125.01 - CITY SOLICITOR AS HEAD.
The Department of Law shall be under the charge of the City Solicitor, who shall be the head
thereof and who shall be appointed in accordance with § 212 of the Charter.
§ 125.02 - POWERS AND DUTIES OF CITY SOLICITOR.
The City Solicitor shall have the powers and duties set forth in the Charter.
Title I, Art. II, Chapter 212
§ 212. - CITY SOLICITOR.
The mayor shall appoint, subject to approval of council, a city solicitor. The solicitor shall be
a major administrative unit head. The City Solicitor shall be an attorney qualified to practice
law before the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania.
§ 213. - DUTIES OF CITY SOLICITOR.
The City Solicitor shall: act as attorney for the City as a municipal corporation, for council, and
for any city unit of government, except when council or a unit of government authorized to
do so by this charter chooses to use its own counsel; b. prepare all contracts to which the City
or any of its units is a party; and, c. audit, in connection with the election of the Controller, the
preliminary account of campaign contributions and expenses required by section 802 of this
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charter, to publish the results of the audit, and to inform the proper authorities of any violation
of law revealed by the audit.
§ 324. – Codification of Ordinances.
Within two years after the effective date of this charter, the City Solicitor shall review all
general ordinances of the City and submit recommendations to council for change or repeal.
The City Solicitor shall also submit a proposed city code to council for adoption based on the
review and recommendations. Following adoption of the code, council shall, with the
assistance of the City Solicitor, classify all proposed ordinances for inclusion in the code.”
Other Law Department duties mandated by the City Code are:
•

Supervise all City Code changes [City Code Chapter 101.06 (a) (2)]

•

Execute all contracts bid and managed through PENNDOT's Engineering &
Construction

•

Management System [City Code Chapter 161.13 (b) (7)]

•

Investigate and authorize settlement for all claims not exceeding $2,500 against the
City upon approval of the City Controller. [City Code Chapter 163.01-.02 (a)(b)]

•

Authorize settlement for all claims over $2,500 upon the approval of City Council. [City
Code Chapter 163.03]

•

Initiate smoke pollution control suits [City Code Chapter 617.99 (e)]

•

Process and approve Freedom of Information request for employee e-mail and
database files [City Code Chapter 691.01].

Mission and Vision
The Department of Law provides legal advice and serves as in-house corporate counsel to
the City of Pittsburgh, which often involves providing advice to the Mayor, City Directors, City
Council, and various governmental units. It represents the City in all legal aspects of its daily
governmental functions.
It also represents the City in high profile cases significantly impacting public policy and City
residents’ quality of life. The Department of Law operates as a quality, proactive, boutique
law firm, attracting talented professionals with impeccable integrity from the public and
private sector.

About the Agency
Organizational Chart

Chief Legal
Officer & City
Solicitor

Claims

Litigation

Labor Law

Municipal

Taxes

Zoning

Open Records

Real Estate

Description of Services
The Department of Law is divided into several general service areas or divisions:
The Litigation Division represents the City in lawsuits in which the City is a party. This includes
representing the City at all levels of the Commonwealth and Federal Court Systems. The
primary areas of law involved in these actions are Torts, Civil Rights, Employment, Taxation,
Environmental, and Construction. It also represents the City as a Plaintiff in matters involving
non-payment of monies owed the City or as the City’s collection agent with respect to
remuneration for damage to City property. The practice areas of the Litigation Division are
General, Federal, Tort, and Appeals, respectively.
•

General Litigation: Attorneys litigate on behalf of the City to obtain compliance with
laws and regulations adopted to promote public health and safety, and to enhance
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the City of Pittsburgh’s quality of life. These attorneys pursue property owners who fail
to comply with the City’s building codes; defend challenges to the City’s Zoning Code;
and initiate condemnation proceedings for the demolition of abandoned property,
including the attachment of liens to recover the cost of these demolitions. Attorneys
also appear in cases involving contractual disputes where the City of Pittsburgh or any
of its departments or bureaus is a party, as well as pursuing other violations of City
ordinances, including violations of tax, vending, peddling codes, and illegal reselling
of event tickets.
•

Federal Litigation: Attorneys defend the City, its elected officials and employees, in
lawsuits filed in the United States District Court for the Western District of
Pennsylvania, where the opposing party contends: a City ordinance violates rights
guaranteed by the United States Constitution; a police officer, in the performance of
his or her duties, and/or the Bureau of Police policies (as to how best to secure public
safety) violated an individual’s or group’s civil rights; a City of Pittsburgh elected official
or employee engaged in an act of discrimination based upon age, gender, physical
disability, or race, or in an act of retaliation; or the City of Pittsburgh failed to comply
with a federal statute such as the Fair Labor Standards Act or the Employment
Retirement Income Security Act.

•

Tort Litigation: Attorneys defend claims where a person alleges they have sustained
bodily injury or property damage as a result of an action or omission of a City of
Pittsburgh elected official or employee. These cases include a wide range of issues,
including, but not limited to, questions of carelessness, breach of a legal duty,
foreseeability, and governmental and qualified immunity. Illustrative examples include
slips, trips and falls upon City of Pittsburgh property, and incidents involving the
operation of City of Pittsburgh motor vehicles.

•

Appeals: Attorneys appear in state and federal appellate courts and are responsible
for those appeals that arise from cases litigated by attorneys in the General, Federal,
and Tort Litigation practice areas, respectively.

About the Agency

The Labor and Employment Division is responsible for all labor negotiations and contract
administration for the nine collective bargaining units representing City employees. It also
handles employee grievances and arbitrations filed against the City. The Division handles all
employment legal issues and compliance advice.
The Claims Division investigates and assesses the validity of claims against the City.
The General Municipal Division includes review of proposed legislation for constitutionality,
review of all City contracts, and prosecution of code enforcement cases. The Division also
handles real estate matters, environmental issues (non-litigation), and other proceedings
before regulatory agencies. It responds directly to all City departments as well as the City
Council, when called upon for advice and counsel. There are also additional practice areas
falling under this division:
The Tax Subdivision is responsible for counseling the Department of Finance on issues
relating to City taxation. It also represents the City in assessment hearings.
The Real Estate Subdivision handles real estate transactions through the courts for
properties taken at Treasurer’s Sales for delinquent real estate taxes. The Subdivision handles
title concerns regarding City-owned real estate. Additionally, it assists taxpayers’ redemption
of property and the returning of property to the tax rolls.
The Zoning Subdivision advises the Department of City Planning, and also responds to the
Zoning Board of Adjustment as required by the Code. The Subdivision participates in certain
zoning proceedings deemed of vital interest to the City.
The Open Records Officer is responsible for providing access to public records while also
complying with the Pennsylvania Right-to-Know Law.

Agency Goals &
Performance Metrics

Agency Goals & Performance Metrics

Implement a case management system that will be more effective for the Law
Department.
How Success Will Be Measured:
•

Department will onboard a new case management system after a formal competitive
process. All user departments and divisions will be trained on how to utilize the case
management tool to maximize efficiency and effectiveness.

Monitor compliance with applicable law in each department.
How Success Will Be Measured:
•

Department will conduct periodic review of the City Charter to ensure that all City
departments and divisions are in compliance with their enabling legislation, charter
mandates, and aligned with national legal best practices.

Expedite the assessment and disposition of litigation cases.
How Success Will Be Measured:
•

Department will produce a timeline for the expeditious resolution of the City’s
backlog of dated litigation to ensure that matters are resolved within reason.

Update contract templates in line with best practices and updated applicable law.
How Success Will Be Measured:
•

Department will mandate the use of ATLAS or some other contract review tool to
ensure that there is consistent application of contract provisions and principles, in
order to guarantee mitigation of liability on behalf of the City and its various
agencies.
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Expedite the review of contracts.
How Success Will Be Measured:
•

Department will assign a docket to each assistant solicitor, and will also engage
outside counsel as necessary to expedite the review of contracts. The use of the
ATLAS tool and template, going forward, should aid in expediting the review of
contracts.

Research best practices for hiring of outside counsel/consultants.
How Success Will Be Measured:
•

The Department should make every effort to procure a Request for Qualifications in
a number of different legal disciplines to assist the solicitors with contract and
litigation hiring matters in an effective and efficient manner.

Budget
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Budget
Staffing & Salaries
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Budget

21

Budget
Other Operating Funds
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5-Year Forecast
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Budget
Capital Budget – 2022
Not applicable.
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Programs & Projects
Programs & Projects (General)
The Department of Law has three major immediate matters: the vaccine mandate, the Police
contract, and the Fire and EMS contracts. In addition to these three matters, the Department
of Law continues to resolve the recommendations detailed in its 2019 Audit Findings,
specifically those related to its case management system, the process for onboarding outside
counsel, and the costs of judgements and settlements against the City.

2020 Accomplishments
•

Successfully defended the City and/or prosecuted cases before federal, state, and
local courts

•

Continued use of ATLAS online program for an effective workflow for professional
services agreements

•

Continued to revise and update contract language, with a focus of on-call professional
services agreements over the past year

•

Drafted and reviewed hundreds of contracts

•

Assisted with reviewing and/or drafting numerous City Code amendments

•

Continued meeting with department heads to enhance communications with clients

•

Successfully argued cases before the appellate courts

•

Provided legal advice to the Mayor, City Council, and the City's numerous departments

•

Successfully litigated code enforcement cases to reduce blight

•

Successfully represented the City before the Civil Service Commission

•

Successfully represented the City at labor arbitrations

•

Successfully represented the City before the Equal Employment Commission and
Pennsylvania Human Relations Commission

•

Department continued to provide defense of individually named police officers
(absent a conflict with the City) in-house, reducing need for outside counsel

•

Advised clients on a variety of legal emergency and other administrative matters
relating to the pandemic

•

Focused on creating a new on-call professional services template for outside counsel
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2021 Accomplishments
•

Successfully defended the City of Pittsburgh and/or prosecuted cases under
municipal authority in hundreds of active lawsuits before federal, state, and local
courts

•

Helped advise clients on a variety of legal emergency and other administrative
matters relating to the pandemic

•

Drafted and reviewed hundreds of contracts, and focused on creating a new on-call
professional services template for outside counsel

•

Assisted with reviewing and/or drafting numerous City Code amendments

•

Continued to provide defense of individually - named police officers (absent a conflict
with the City) in-house, reducing need for outside counsel

COVID Vaccine Mandate
•

In November 2021, outgoing Mayor Peduto issued a COVID-19 vaccine mandate for all
City employees, which will take effect on December 22, 2021. The Department of Law
of both the incoming and outgoing administration should keep abreast of the
national/federal mandate to determine if a local/city mandate is necessary. It will also
be important for the upcoming administration to connect with thought partners who
can speak to scientific evidence-based findings, and provide advice based on science
and reason. The implementation of this mandate may have a direct impact on the
workforce, particularly the unions. This workforce impact has to be carefully
considered and discussed with the leaders of the unions.

Police Contract Expiring 2022
•

The negotiation of the collective bargaining agreement between the City and the
Fraternal Order of Police will be a critical project in the new administration’s first year.

EMS and Fire Contracts Expiring 2023
•

The negotiations of the collective bargaining agreement between the City and EMS
and Fire, respectively, will also be critical projects in the new administration's first
year.

Opportunities & Risks

Opportunities & Risks
This section is designed to make the incoming administration aware of important
program/project events, as well as important decisions that will need to be made over the
next year.

Risks Ahead:
Police Collective Bargaining Agreement
•

During the Summer of 2019, Pittsburgh erupted into protest in the wake of the
murder of George Floyd. Soon after, a string of violent incidents called into
question the practices of the Pittsburgh police. Mayor Bill Peduto vowed
reform implementation. In turn, the Peduto Administration appointed a task
force and published its findings and recommendations, which, at its core,
highlighted that the crux of police misconduct is rooted in collective bargaining
agreements. Notably, the task force noted that, historically, the collective
bargaining agreements have bargained away the public's health and safety by
including provisions that shield reckless officers from disciplinary actions, limit
investigations, and allow police to escape accountability for their treatment of
citizens, especially of Black and Brown community members.

Vaccine Mandate
•

The COVID-19 vaccine mandate is currently imposed by the Peduto
Administration. The Peduto Administration issued Executive Order No. 7 on
November 1, 2021, requiring the COVID-19 vaccine for all City employees, and
stating that all employees must be vaccinated by December 22, 2021. This
mandate, if enacted, is expected to be a hot topic issue, particularly for union
workers.
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Opportunities & Risks
Performance Audit
•

The Department of Law’s last performance audit was performed in 2012 by the
City Controller’s Office. A performance audit has not been conducted by the
Controller’s Office since that time.

Important Decisions Between 1/6/21 and 12/31/22
1. The incoming Administration will have to determine whether it should uphold
or amend the Peduto executive order regarding the vaccine mandate. The
incoming Administration should consider bringing in health experts to ensure
that the decision is rooted in scientific evidence and the safety of the public.
2. The incoming Administration will be called upon to negotiate the collective
bargaining agreement with the Fraternal Order of Police and to ensure that it
employs provisions and safeguards that will balance the needs for protection
and safety of the Pittsburgh community.
3. The incoming Administration should prioritize outstanding civil judgments and
settlements, especially those resulting from civil rights and tort.

Reports
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Reports
2019 Performance Audit
In 2019, the Department of Law underwent a performance audit conducted by the City
Controller’s Office (the “2019 Audit”). The 2019 Audit was conducted pursuant to the
Controller’s powers under Section 404(b) of the Pittsburgh Home Rule Charter. The 2019 Audit
assesses the cost effectiveness and efficiency of the Law Department in its daily
responsibilities. There were several findings that emerged from this report that will be critical
to the success of the incoming Administration’s Department of Law. A copy of the 2019 Audit
can be found at:
https://apps.pittsburghpa.gov/redtail/images/15639_Law_Audit.pdf
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