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20 years ago, organizers and activists 
in Los Angeles developed a tool to 
create binding agreements between 
development projects and community 
coalitions: the Community Benefit 
Agreement, known as a CBA.

What is a Community Benefit Agreement?

Instead of the only legal 
agreement being between 
the city government and 
the developer, with 
everyone else left to 
advocate to the city...

...a coalition of 
organizations comes 
together to negotiate, 
ratify, and monitor a legal 
agreement directly with the 
developer.

City government Developer

CBA changes the game

Business as usual

Diagrams adapted from “Community Benefits Agreements Making Development 
Projects Accountable” by Julian Gross with Greg Leroy & Madeline Janis-Aparicio
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The Coalition
CORE STRATEGIC LEADERS

ORGANIZATIONS AND 
INDIVIDUALS WITH 
CRITICAL CAPACITY

ORGANIZATIONS THAT 
SHARE COALITION’S 
VISION

INDIVIDUALS WHO 
COME TO MEETINGS, 
WRITES LETTERS, 
MAKES PHONE CALLS

Disciplined organizing 
is the heart of a successful CBA. 



What’s in a           ?
CBAs include some elements that are common to 
most agreements, and locally specific elements 
that reflect the immediate needs of the 
neighborhood.  

What kind of 
jobs & who 
gets them? 

CBAs can require local or targeted hiring requirements, with 
preference based on geography, income, or race (in private 
agreements not restricted by law).  Preferences can be set for 
chronically unemployed people, previously incarcerated or 
homeless residents, or any other category the coalition agrees 
on. To be successful, these kinds of provisions need a committed 
agency to lead recruitment, training, and placement of residents. 

CBAS can also set standards for good jobs, often with union 
participation. No point in creating a jobs pipeline to low-wage 
jobs without standard benefits!



What’s in a           ?
CBAs include some elements that are common to 
most agreements, and locally specific elements 
that reflect the immediate needs of the 
neighborhood.  

Who can 
afford to 
live there?

In the face of high housing 
costs, a CBA can mandate 
very specific affordability 
standards, including things 
like percentages for very 
low-income residents, units 
appropriate for the size of 
neighborhood families, and 
including affordable housing 
in initial development phases, 
not an afterthought that may 
later be scrapped.



What’s in a           ?
CBAs include some elements that are common to 
most agreements, and locally specific elements 
that reflect the immediate needs of the 
neighborhood.  

How will 
this impact 
our 
neighborhood?

CBAs have been used to address a wide range of conflicts 
around new development, which begins by understanding 
and addressing how any new development impacts the 
neighborhood and its residents. Throughout a campaign, 
organization partners should use their advocacy experience 
to share information and documentation on needs for good 
jobs, affordable housing, environmental protections, 
community friendly design, and more.

Technical or observational research can strengthen your 
case, maybe photos showing 
+ lack of workforce diversity on similar projects 
+ existing parking and traffic congestion demonstrating that 
a proposed design destroys historic community roots
+ community monitoring of traffic or pollution. 
A resident survey can help identify strongly supported local 
issues. 

What if instead of being left behind we were leading? PRA 
advocates that residents should get to determine what is 
built in their cities as well as their neighborhoods.
 



Across the United States, coalitions use 
Community Benefit Agreements 
to democratize development!

$750M

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

DLBA

DLBA

Delrey, Detroit, Michigan

REPORT

Globeville 
Elyria-Swansea:  
The Peoples’ 
Survey. A Story 
of Displacement 

Colorado Department of Transportation

for: Community Land Trust

to: GES COALITION $2,000,000

Denver, Colorado

Dudley Street 
Neighborhood Initiative



Across the United States, coalitions use 
Community Benefit Agreements 
to democratize development!

$750M

When the 
Penguins 
hockey team 
announced a 
new arena with 
$750 million in 
public funds, 
the Hill District 
quickly 
organized. 

$2 million in incentives for 
a grocery store.  When 
opened, 65% of the 
workers lived in the 
neighborhood.

A new $10.5 million YMCA

The neighbor-
hood remem-
bered broken 
promises when 
the Mellon Arena 
opened in 1961, 
part of an “urban 
renewal plan” 
that displaced 
more than 400 
businesses and 
8,000 African- 
American 
residents.

Over 100 community      
groups, led by 
Pittsburgh United 
and the Hill 
Consensus Group, 
formed the One Hill 
CBA coalition to 
negotiate a CBA 
ensuring that the 
local neighborhood 
would benefit from 

$6 million to support 
community & economic 
development, education & 
youth services, 
preservation & green 
spaces & drug, alcohol 
&mental health services 
in the Hill District.

Funding for a First Source 
hiring center for all jobs 
created as a result of the 
Arena & 28-acre 
development.  Employers 
must give first consider-
ation to Hill residents 
referred by the hiring 
center.

Funding for a master 
development planning 
process & establishing a 
steering committee with 
four of the nine seats 
appointed by the One 
Hill coalition.

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania



Across the United States, coalitions use 
Community Benefit Agreements 
to democratize development!

Globeville, Elyria and 
Swansea (GES) are small 
immigrant neighborhoods in 
the midst of Denver’s 
explosive real estate boom.  
The redevelopment of I-70, 
National Western Center, 
Brighton Boulevard, and four 
new rail lines are accelerating 
the gentrification of these 
historically marginalized 
communities.

The GES Coalition 
Organizing for Health and 
Housing Justice, a 
resident-led group, 
started by surveying 500 
families about their 
families, housing costs, 
jobs and transportation 
needs.

The survey was the basis of 
a persuasive report 
confirming urgent need to 
mitigate the displacement of 
families & small businesses. 

In the first year 
aftera publication 
of the report, the 
coalition has: 
Lobbied the Denver 
City Council to 
double the City’s 
annual contribution 
to The Affordable 
Housing Trust Fund 
from $15M to 

Won $2 million in funding from the 
Colorado Department of Transportation 
to start a Community Land Trust that is 
purchasing homes on land that will be 
owned communally and never sold, 
putting a brake on appreciation.

Negotiated to ensure 150 new units of 
“affordable housing” in GES will include 
options for very low-income families 
and maximize two- and three-bedroom 
apartments needed buy the 
community’s larger families.

REPORT

Globeville 
Elyria-Swansea:  
The Peoples’ 
Survey. A Story 
of Displacement 

Colorado Department of Transportation

for: Community Land Trust

to: GES COALITION $2,000,000

Denver, Colorado



Across the United States, coalitions use 
Community Benefit Agreements 
to democratize development!

DLBA

DLBA

Delray in southwest Detroit 
is Michigan's most polluted 
and disinvested 
neighborhood. Ten years 
ago, when a new bridge to 
Canada was proposed to 
be anchored in Delray, 
residents asked what 
would happen to them. 
They knew they would bear 
the brunt of displacement, 
increased automobile 
traffic, pollution, and noise.  

The bridge was expected to contribute 
$2.2 billion annually to the region’s 
economy.  What benefits would residents 
see? The Southwest Detroit Community 
Benefits Coalition (SWDCBC) is a 
determined group of residents. After 
years of community advocacy, hundreds 
of meetings and tours with decision 
makers from two countries, they won a 
series of programs to mitigate the impact.

The initiative's signature 
effort is the home swap 
program. Most residents 
can trade their house for 
one owned by the Detroit 
Land Bank Authority.  
They City will rehab the 
house prior to moving in.

Those that choose to stay 
in Delray are can get 
soundproofed windows, air 
filters, and new heating, 
ventilation, and 
air-conditioning systems.

The Michigan Department 
of Transportation and the 
US Department of 
Transportation are 
offering assistance to 
minority contractors, so 
they can bid on the 
billions of dollars in 
infrastructure 
improvements coming 
to the region.

$10 million has been 
allocated for job 
training and placement. 

There will be little left of 
Delray after construction, 
but residents have won 
real options for the future.  

$2.4 million will go 
towards air monitors 
and a health impact 
study facilitated by the 
University of Michigan.

Delrey, Detroit, Michigan



The most successful CBAs have: 
1. Substantial community involvement 
organized by a strong and broad coalition
2. A range of specific and measurable 
community benefits reflecting documented 
needs of affected residents
3. Clear oversight and monitoringn 
mechanisms to report and enforce CBA 
provisions
4. In exchange for the developer’s agreement 
to the CBA, the coalition agrees to publicly 
support the project.


