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INTRODUCTION

Community benefits agreements—legally binding agreements negotiated between developers and 
broad-based coalitions of community and labor organizations—have quickly emerged as a potentially 
powerful strategy for strengthening low-wage work and ensuring social inclusion through the creation 
of good, living wage jobs in communities around the country. While comprehensive community 
benefits agreements (CBAs) incorporate the multiple needs of local low-wage workers and residents 
in development projects, including environmental protections and standards and requirements for 
affordable housing, we focus in this report on one component of CBAs that directly address low-
wage work: job quality standards. Community benefits agreements promote the goals of social and 
economic inclusion in America’s cities by enabling low-wage workers and local residents to exercise 
political voice and become full participants in economic development projects in their neighborhoods 
and communities, while ensuring that they also have access to good jobs that pay a living wage and 
offer benefits. In less than a decade, CBAs have strengthened local labor markets by transforming 
thousands of low-wage jobs into good, living wage and/or union jobs, while providing access to 
jobs and job training for local neighborhood residents most affected by new developments in their 
communities.   

In this report, we define what community benefits agreements are and describe how they work. 
We examine the core components of CBAs that address low-wage work, strengthen local labor 
markets, and advance the goals of inclusion. We offer brief examples of successful community 
benefits agreements campaigns that highlight how and why CBAs are the best approach to consider 
when community resources are at stake.  Finally, we recommend policy initiatives to strengthen and 
increase the opportunities for using these agreements.

LOW-WAGE WORK AND SOCIAL INCLUSION

Low-wage work is one of the defining issues of our time. One in three jobs in the United States pays 
low wages, directly contributing to the lowest rates of economic mobility and the highest rates of 
income inequality in this country since the Great Depression. More than 44 million jobs in the U.S. 
are low-wage jobs, paying less than two-thirds of the median hourly wage for men ($11.11).1 

In addition to earning low wages, workers in low-wage jobs are much less likely, compared to the 
majority of other workers, to receive a range of other benefits such as health insurance or a retirement 
plan, safe working conditions, sick or vacation days, job security, job training and skill development, 
and sufficient enforcement of labor and employment laws.2  The need to improve low-wage jobs is 
therefore important for a healthy overall economy and society—and not just for the workers directly 
affected. Everybody pays for productivity losses or increased use of public health care systems when 
community residents have no health insurance, while everyone benefits from productivity gains, 
broader health insurance coverage, and a stronger economy. A stronger labor market with better local 
jobs benefits the entire community.

1     Heather Boushey, Shawn Fremstad, Rachel Gragg, and Margy Waller (2007), “Social Inclusion for the United States,” 
Center for Economic and Policy Research and Inclusion.
2     ibid.
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COMMUNITY BENEFITS AGREEMENTS AS A TOOL TO TRANSFORM 
LOW-WAGE WORK

While several strategies are available for addressing low-wage work and strengthening local 
labor markets, an emerging and effective approach in the strategic toolkit is a community benefits 
agreement, a legally binding and enforceable agreement between a developer or employer and a 
broad-based coalition of community, labor, and environmental groups. It contains a range of benefits 
the developer agrees to provide to the affected community. These benefits can include living wages, 
local hiring and job training provisions, affordable housing, funds for parks and recreation, and 
green building practices. In exchange for having a voice in how the development will proceed, the 
community groups that are signatories agree to support the development through the political process 
of garnering subsidies and tax breaks, land use/zoning approvals, and other necessary governmental 
support and authorization. While the agreement is private, voluntary, and enforceable by the coalition, 
in some cases CBAs are attached to existing contracts that developers have with local government, 
enabling local officials to have enforcement authority as well.  

Community benefits agreements emerged in a context of increasing economic inequality and 
declining economic mobility. In the shift from a manufacturing-based to a service-based economy 
due to deindustrialization and globalization, and the subsequent proliferation of low-wage jobs in 
metropolitan regions across the country, these agreements have found support at a moment when 
communities are experiencing renewed growth and development. Whether through land use decisions 
or publicly funded subsidies worth billions of dollars nationwide, local governments and metropolitan 
regions are supporting more and more development projects in their jurisdictions, including sports 
stadiums, big-box or other retail stores, and new condominiums. Historically, these have mostly 
been low-road developments, which included low-wage jobs without benefits or opportunity for 
advancement; they have spurred gentrification and the loss of affordable housing; and they have 
created environmental hazards in local communities, despite the promises of the many benefits 
community residents would receive. 

But emerging out of the accountable development, smart growth, and living wage movements of the 
last couple of decades, local residents are advancing the principles of social inclusion and demanding 
a voice in planning for economic development in their communities. Through strategic research, 
organizing, and mobilization, regionally based 
community and labor coalitions have been able 
to demand equitable, high-road development. 
Using community benefits agreements as a tool, 
local residents have become full participants in 
the political process of economic development, 
which has strengthened local labor markets 
and neighborhoods. In less than a decade, local 
leaders have adopted about 20 such agreements 
across the country.3  While they vary widely 
depending on the nature of the development 

3     P. Salkin and S. Lavine (2008), “Negotiating for Social Justice and the Promise of Community Benefits Agreements: 
Case Studies of Current and Developing Agreements,” Journal of Affordable Housing 17, no. 1-2, 113-114. 

Local residents are...demanding 
a voice in planning for 

economic development in their 
communities.  
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and the local community-labor coalition, the most effective CBAs have been supported at the 
national level by the Partnership for Working Families, a national network of regionally based labor-
community coalitions.4   

Community benefits agreements generally cover three broad issue areas: affordable housing, 
environmental issues, and jobs and employment.

Affordable Housing 
One such issue is affordable housing in local communities, often including a promise for the 
construction of new affordable housing units as part of the new development. In addition, many 
agreements contain related benefits such as the construction of parks and recreational facilities, child-
care centers serving neighborhood residents or workers employed in the development, and residential 
parking programs.

Environment 
Community benefits agreements may also include environmental standards for the new development.  
CBAs often contain provisions for environmental cleanup involving affected neighborhood residents, 
environmentally friendly construction practices and building operation, and the expansion of green 
space in the affected neighborhood. Some CBAs include provisions regulating the traffic patterns and 
routes of trucks used in the construction, as well as specifications about indoor air quality and building 
emissions once the structure is built. 

Jobs and Employment
Our primary focus in this report is utilizing 
community benefits agreements as a strategic 
tool to address low-wage work and strengthen 
local labor markets. CBAs are effective in 
several ways in advancing the goal of social and 
economic inclusion, by including provisions for 
job training, targeted hiring, living wages, and the rights of workers to organize into unions. Each of 
these components of CBAs help ensure that jobs created by the development are living wage jobs and 
that local community residents and those most in need of access to these jobs have a fair opportunity 
to become trained and hired. 

Living Wages
Community benefits agreements usually require developers to pay a living wage to all workers hired 
for the development. A living wage is generally defined as a wage that exceeds a certain minimum 
income threshold; usually this wage level exceeds federal and state minimums. For a family of 
four, a living wage might be above $21,736.5  Over 140 municipal jurisdictions have passed living 
wage ordinances that establish wage floors for a range of jobs, typically for employment with local 

4     See www.communitybenefits.org for more information on the Partnership for Working Families, their network affili-
ates, and their many CBA campaigns and victories.
5     This number is equal to the family poverty level for 2007; U.S. Census Bureau, “Poverty Thresholds for 2007 by Size 
of Family and Number of Related Children Under 18 Years,” 2007. http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/threshld/
thresh07.html.

CBAs are effective in several 
ways in advancing the goal of 

social and economic inclusion.
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government contractors.6 Beyond setting a wage floor, many living wage ordinances index the living 
wage to increases in local costs of living, include provisions for paid sick days, and mandate a higher 
wage for jobs with no health insurance benefits.7 

CBAs negotiated in places with living wage ordinances reference the wage standards within their 
living wage provisions, while those in jurisdictions without a living wage ordinance tend to model 
such ordinances. Yet living wage provisions within CBAs help expand the scope of jobs usually 
covered by municipal living wage ordinances. Most local living wage laws apply only to businesses 
receiving government contracts or subsidies, while CBAs often include living wage requirements for 
all contractors and subsequent tenants in a proposed development, whether or not they do business 
directly with local government.8  Finally, some CBAs include a requirement that the developer hire 
union workers or pay a prevailing wage for construction jobs. 

Job Training 
Job training provisions included in community benefits agreements are designed to ensure that local 
residents have the skills necessary to access new jobs (both construction and post-construction) 
created by the development. CBAs often stipulate that the developer contribute funds to support 
existing job training services or create new training services necessary for the development, to 
which a range of workers have access. In addition to local residents directly affected by the new 
development, low-wage workers in the local labor market or broader metropolitan region and other 
workers (ex-offenders, homeless, and unemployed) also have access to these services.9  Some CBAs 
require developers to fund job training for construction jobs while also providing guarantees for 
increased access to apprenticeships in the building and construction trades for low-wage workers and 
local residents.10   

Targeted Hiring 
Another component of CBAs related to jobs and employment is targeted hiring. Targeted hiring 
provisions included in CBAs ensure that local community residents actually get hired for jobs created 
by the development in their neighborhood.  They aim to provide job opportunities to residents of 
neighborhoods in closest proximity to the development, residents of neighborhoods in the wider 
metropolitan area, individuals referred by locally and community-based job training services, as well 
as those potentially displaced by the project.11  Coupled with living wage requirements, targeted hiring 
components address the issues of both job quality and job access in low-wage occupations. 

CBA targeted hiring provisions have four key components: they 1) define the targeted population, 
2) specify the steps in recruitment and referral for jobs, 3) state performance goals, and 4) outline 
a monitoring and enforcement process. The recruitment and referral mechanisms in CBA targeted 

6     See an updated roster of living wage ordinances in effect across the U.S. at www.livingwagecampaign.org.
7     In Los Angeles, the living wage is currently set at $10 an hour with benefits and $11.25 an hour without benefits, com-
pared to the state minimum wage of $8.
8     See, for instance, the CIM Project CBA, which requires that tenants (retail, hotel, and grocery) sought out by the 
developer pay a living wage. www.communitybenefits.org/article.php?id=568.
9     Julian Gross, Greg LeRoy, and Madeline Janis-Aparicio (2005), “Community Benefits Agreements: Making Devel-
opment Projects Accountable,” Los Angeles, CA: Good Jobs First and the California Partnership for Working Families. 
www.laane.org/docs/research/CBA_Handbook_2005.pdf,  57-58.
10    Oak to 9th CBA. http://www.workingeastbay.org/article.php?list=type&type=14.
11    Gross et. al.
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hiring provisions often include first source hiring and performance requirements. First source hiring 
provisions ensure that the developer and subsequent employers on the project interview potential 
employees referred from certain first sources such as community-based training centers. Performance 
goals, which stipulate what percentage of jobs on the development will be filled with targeted job 
applicants, are an additional mechanism. For example, a performance goal stipulating that 50 percent 
of all posted jobs be filled with targeted hires within a six-month period was included in the First 
Source Hiring Policy in the Staples CBA.12 

Right to Organize 
Finally, community benefits agreements often include right to organize requirements. These 
provisions (often called labor peace agreements, neutrality agreements, and card-check/majority 
sign-up procedures for workers to choose unionization) make it easier for workers employed by the 
development to choose to unionize, thus transforming non-union, low-wage jobs into living wage 
jobs with benefits.13  Workers attempting to organize unions today face increased employer hostility 
in organizing campaigns. Employers illegally fire workers in anywhere from 24 to 32 percent of 
union election campaigns.14  It is in this context of employer opposition to unionization and illegal 
conduct in union organizing campaigns that workers have abandoned National Labor Relations Board 
elections as the dominant mechanism used to determine whether or not they want to be represented by 
a union.15  Instead, right to organize agreements have become much more common.16  

Often negotiated separately from community benefits agreements but simultaneously with them, these 
labor side agreements come in several variants, including neutrality agreements and majority sign-
up procedures.17  Neutrality agreements are agreements between employers and unions in which 
employers agree to remain neutral on the question of unionization during an organizing campaign. 
These types of agreements set restrictions on the kind of conduct in which employers and unions 
can engage during a specified length of time.18  Card check or majority sign-up procedures allow 
workers to decide on union representation by signing a union authorization card. In these cases, an 
employer agrees to recognize a union as the exclusive representative of employees if a majority of 
workers sign authorization cards. Usually, a mutually agreed-upon, neutral third party counts the cards 
and makes a determination as to their legitimacy. Neutrality, card-check, and labor peace agreements 
diminish employer hostility or opposition and enable workers a fair and amicable environment for 
freedom of association. Especially in low-wage occupations, unionized jobs are much more likely 
to provide living wages and benefits, strengthening local labor markets while providing a path to the 

12     Gross et. al.,  108-112.
13     See, e.g., John Schmitt, Margy Waller, Shawn Fremstad, and Ben Zipperer (2007), “Unions and Upward Mobility for 
Low-Wage Workers,” Center for Economic and Policy Research and Inclusion. 
14     Kate Bronfenbrenner and Tom Juravich (1995), “The Impact of Employer Opposition on Union Certification Win 
Rates: A Private-Public Sector Comparison,” Working Paper No. 113, Economic Policy Institute, Washington, DC, Febru-
ary; John Schmitt and Ben Zipperer (2007), “Dropping the Ax: Illegal Firings During Union Election Campaigns,” http://
www.cepr.net/documents/publications/unions_2007_01.pdf.
15     James J. Brudney (2005), “Neutrality Agreements and Card Check Recognition: Prospects for Changing Paradigms,” 
Iowa Law Review 90, at 824.
16     Benjamin I. Sachs (2007), “Labor Law Renewal,” Harvard Law and Policy Review 1, 378.
17     Congressional Research Service/The Library of Congress (2005), “Labor Union Recognition Procedures: Use of 
Secret Ballots and Card Checks,” CRS Report for Congress; see also Adrienne E. Eaton and Jill Kriesky (2001), “Union 
Organizing Under Neutrality and Card Check Agreements,”  Industrial and Labor Relations Review 55, no. 1 (October).
18     Eaton and Kriesky, 46-48.
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middle class.19  

Thus far, variants of right to organize agreements have been included in dozens of community benefits 
campaigns affecting over 150,000 workers.20  From hotel workers at the Denver Convention Center 
to concessions employees at Los Angeles International Airport, CBAs’ labor side agreements have 
transformed low-wage jobs into good, union jobs with benefits. 

Examples 
Community benefits agreements are an innovative strategy for strengthening local labor markets by 
transforming low-wage jobs into good jobs with living wages and benefits. As illustrated by three 
briefly summarized examples below, these agreements have been most effective in the largest low-
wage occupations, especially those related to the tourist and hospitality sectors: retail sales, food 
preparation, and building services.21  

Staples CBA 
The landmark Staples CBA, negotiated in 2001, covers a large-scale, multiuse development 
project adjacent to the downtown Los Angeles Staples Center arena, and includes a hotel, a 7,000-
seat theater, a convention center expansion, a 
housing complex, and spaces for entertainment, 
restaurant, and retail businesses. In sum, it is 
a development that primarily supports jobs in 
the low-wage sectors of tourism, hospitality, 
and entertainment.22  Through right to organize 
provisions and a living wage mandate, the Staples 
CBA counteracts  sector trends by directly and 
indirectly upgrading development-related jobs.  
Card-check and neutrality agreements covering 
stagehands and hotel, building services, parking, and food service workers resulted in thousands of 
unionized development jobs (pre- and post-construction). The Staples CBA living wage mandate 
stipulates that at least 70 percent of all permanent, non-construction development jobs meet the wage 
and benefit requirements of the city’s living wage ordinance, an estimated 3,500 jobs.  At present, 
these targets are primarily being met by upgrading the development’s lowest paying jobs—janitors, 
hotel housekeepers, and theater attendants.  A transparent monitoring process put into place by 
parties to the Staples CBA has facilitated the continued involvement of the community coalition in 
overseeing the CBA’s implementation and amendment; this aspect of the CBA highlights procedural 
as well as concrete benefits that meet important goals of inclusion. In addition to these employment 
benefits, the Staples CBA includes funds for parks and recreation, development of affordable housing, 
and a residential parking program. 

19     Schmitt, Waller, Fremstad, and Zipperer.
20     Partnership for Working Families, http://www.communitybenefits.org/. 
21     For more detailed and in-depth examples, see Virginia Parks and Dorian Warren (2008/9), “The Politics and Prac-
tice of Economic Justice: Community Benefits Agreements as Tactic and Strategy of the New Accountable Development 
Movement,” forthcoming, Journal of Community Practice. For more information on the community coalition that negoti-
ated the Staples CBA, see http://www.saje.net/site/c.hkLQJcMUKrH/b.2315801/k.9080/Figueroa_Corridor_Coalition.htm.
22     For more details, see http://www.communitybenefits.org/article.php?id=570.

CBAs are...transforming 
low-wage jobs into good jobs 

with living wages and benefits.
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Los Angeles International Airport CBA
Negotiated in 2004 by a broad coalition of community and labor organizations with the governmental 
entity that operates Los Angeles International Airport (LAX), the LAX CBA covers a projected 
20,000 construction jobs and 5,000 permanent airport jobs as part of the airport’s expansion and 
modernization project.23   To date, the LAX CBA is the largest CBA ever negotiated. Its benefits 
are valued at more than half a billion dollars and range from air and noise pollution abatement to 
residential and school soundproofing.  The agreement includes $15 million in job training funds 
and a targeted hiring program to ensure that local residents, low-wage workers, and other specified 
populations have job access. The LAX CBA’s living wage provision is the most extensive of any 
contained within a CBA: all Los Angeles International Airport employees, including employees 
of airport contractors, lessees, and licensees, must be paid in accordance with the city’s living 
wage ordinance.24  An associated project labor agreement stipulates that all construction jobs 
associated with the modernization project be union, and card-check and neutrality agreements enable 
unionization of most security and concourse workers, including employees of concourse restaurant 
and retail establishments.

Pittsburgh One Hill CBA
The first of its kind in Pittsburgh and the state of Pennsylvania, the One Hill Community Benefits 
Agreement was negotiated and signed in August 2008 by a coalition of 45 community and labor 
organizations, the local developer, and local governmental authorities. Covering the Pittsburgh 

Penguins’ new sports arena project in the Hill 
District neighborhood, the One Hill CBA 
guarantees local residents political inclusion 
in the overall master redevelopment plan for 
the sports arena, related developments, and the 
broader neighborhood; living and union wages 
and benefits for all workers building the arena; 
right to organize (card-check and neutrality) 
provisions for all employees of the arena once 
it is built and operating, including employees 
of property services contractors such as janitors 
and security workers; and the creation and 
funding of a first source hiring and referral 

center in the neighborhood to provide job training, preparation, and access to development jobs for 
local community residents.25  In addition, the CBA includes a $2 million guarantee by the city and 
developer to secure a much-needed full-service grocery store with a range of healthy and affordable 
food by the end of 2009; $8 million for various neighborhood improvement efforts; and, in addition 
to living wage and union jobs, the creation of “green jobs,” especially in the construction of the new 
arena and related developments. 

23     For more details, see http://www.communitybenefits.org/article.php?id=565.
24     The Los Angeles Living Wage Ordinance is inflation-adjusted and mandates a higher rate of pay for workers who do 
not receive employer-provided health insurance.
25     For more information on the One Hill CBA, see http://pittsburghunited.org/campaigns/one-hill. See also http://
www.post-gazette.com/pg/08233/905581-53.stm, and  http://newpittsburghcourieronline.com/articlelive/articles/41626/1/
Parties-sign-Hill-CBA/Page1.html.

The One Hill CBA was 
negotiated...by a coalition 

of 45 community and 
labor organizations, the 

local developer, and local 
governmental authorities. 
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Table 1. Comparing Community Benefits Agreements

THE POLITICS OF COMMUNITY BENEFITS AGREEMENTS

Community benefits agreements are a promising tool for addressing low-wage work and advancing 
social and economic inclusion, but there are certain key ingredients necessary for success. The most 
important element of achieving a strong and enforceable CBA is a broad and strong labor-community 
coalition. The most effective community benefits coalitions include labor unions, neighborhood-
based community organizations, and environmental and faith-based organizations. Rooted in local 
communities, these community-labor coalitions engage in benefits campaigns that include strategic 
research, grassroots organizing, and political mobilization. 

Strategic research is important as a means of gathering critical information and data about the 
proposed development. For instance, several community-labor coalitions26  constantly monitor city 
or regional planning entities and meetings to stay up-to-date on potential new developments. Upon 
learning about proposed new developments in a particular neighborhood, grassroots organizing and 
political mobilization are crucial to building the power and capacity of the coalition to gain necessary 
leverage over the developer in order to negotiate a CBA. Depending on the local context and planning 
processes, CBA campaigns can leverage their local power and influence as residents and citizens to 
slow down, or even block, a development unless the developer comes to the table to negotiate. Time 
is one of the most important factors developers care about and delays in negotiations, approvals, 
and/or construction of a project are very costly. Thus, CBA coalitions can use their ability to slow 
developments and cause delays as leverage in negotiating a good and strong agreement. Developers 
also benefit from the CBA process. In addition to avoiding potential delays or problems, CBAs 
can actually help speed up an already slow political process, limit future delays, and reduce other 
construction risks developers incur. 

26     Such as the Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy, or LAANE, www.laane.org.

 

Example Components Impact 

Staples CBA 

 

• Right to organize 
• Living wage mandate 
• Card check/neutrality agreements 
• Transparent monitoring 
• Job training 

• 70% of permanent, non-construction, jobs 
meet city’s living wage ordinance 

• Includes funds for parks and recreation, 
affordable housing, and residential parking  

  

Los Angeles 

International 

Airport CBA 

• Job training  
• Targeted hiring 
• Living wage provision 
• Card check/neutrality agreements 
• Associated project labor 

agreement 

• Covers 20,000 construction jobs and 5,000 
permanent airport jobs 

• Benefits valued at more than $500 million 
• $15 million in job training and targeted 

hiring 
 

Pittsburgh One 

Hill CBA 

• Living and union wages and 
benefits for all construction jobs 

• Right to organize provision 
• Job training  

• Creation of first source hiring and referral 
center 

• $2 million provision to secure a full-
service grocery store 

• $8 million for neighborhood improvement  
• Creation of “green jobs” 
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In short, CBAs are ultimately won based on the organizing and mobilizing power of the local 
community-labor coalition. They are only as good as the organizing behind them and they benefit 
both local communities and developers. A broad labor-community coalition with strong organizational 
capacity is important at all stages of a CBA campaign, from winning the initial agreement to 
monitoring and enforcing its implementation. 

While the increasing use of community benefits agreements as a tool to transform low-wage work 
and advance inclusion is encouraging, it is worth noting that CBA campaigns are made possible 
when there is an adequate political opportunity to demand and negotiate one. Because they are 
focused on new developments (or redevelopment of existing sites), CBA efforts are most likely 
to emerge when there is very visible proposed economic development in a neighborhood, often 
around what is considered a high-value site, and/or when a local municipality’s or region’s land use, 
planning, or development processes are relatively transparent and accessible. In addition, once a 
CBA is negotiated, it is often incumbent on the 
community-labor coalition to ensure adequate 
monitoring and enforcement of the agreement. 
Another inevitable and emerging challenge 
of CBAs is that employers, developers, and 
politicians are now co-opting the concept to 
dilute demands for community voice in shaping 
who benefits from development projects.27   It 
will be important for advocates and organizers 
interested in pursuing a CBA with developers and 
employers to build strong coalitions, make the 
case to developers about the benefits, and seek out the necessary technical assistance to ensure that 
their campaigns for high-road economic development and good jobs are successful.28 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

There are several principles and provisions of community benefits agreements that can and should be 
extended and deepened as community benefits policies, to further the goals of social and economic 
inclusion: 1) creating incentives in federal policies for advancing community benefits principles; 2) 
extending living and prevailing wage policies; 3) expanding targeted hiring requirements; and 4) 
improving transparency in development decisions and implementation.

 Creating Incentives in Key Federal Policies for Expanding and Implementing               1. 
 Community Benefits Principles 
Federal policies, especially those that provide assistance and promote development in cities, 
should include incentives that advance community benefits principles. This is an especially 
important policy recommendation because CBAs emerged out of a context in which there has 

27     Julian Gross (2007/8), “Community Benefits Agreements: Definitions, Values, and Legal Enforceability,” Journal of 
Affordable Housing and Community Development Law 17, no. 1-2, 35-58.
28     Benjamin S. Beach (2007/8), “Strategies and Lessons from the Los Angeles Community Benefits Experience,” Jour-
nal of Affordable Housing and Community Development Law 17, no. 1-2, 77-112.

CBAs are ultimately won 
based on the organizing and 
mobilizing power of the local 
community-labor coalition.
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been a lack of federal action to improve low-wage work, strengthen local labor markets, or 
advance the inclusion of local communities in economic development decisions.29  

a. Include incentives for incorporating community benefits principles (such as living       
 wage requirements, targeted hiring provisions, and local resident participation in          
        economic development decisions) in efforts funded by Community Development         
   Block Grants. (State and local government officials use this annual $4 billion federal   
 block grant for local community development initiatives.) 
b. Raise the minimum wage and index it to cost of living increases every year. 
c. Pass the Employee Free Choice Act, which would make it easier for workers to choose  
 union representation via card-check or majority sign-up procedures, and increase   
 penalties on employers who break the law. 
d. Enforce, to the fullest extent, already existing federal statutes that embody community  
 benefits principles (such as Davis-Bacon).30  

 Extending Living and Prevailing Wage Policies2. 
Enacting local living and prevailing wage policies is the most common way in which CBA goals 
of transforming low-wage jobs into good jobs should be extended as policy. In some cases, CBA 
campaigns have been extended into living wage campaigns. 

a. For instance, as part of its New Century campaign, Los Angeles Alliance for a   
 New Economy was able to institutionalize the living wage provision included in the  
 Los Angeles Airport CBA by getting the Los Angeles City Council to pass a living  
 wage ordinance covering the entire airport-related hotel industry (13 hotels total).31   
b. In Denver, the Gates-Cherokee CBA was able to ensure that all project-related   
        construction jobs were covered by the local prevailing wage, while non-construction  
 jobs such as janitors and parking attendants were covered by the city’s living wage  
 ordinance.32  

Promoting prevailing and living wage ordinances that apply to all publicly subsidized 
developments or built on public land should be a major policy goal to raise the floor of local 
labor markets.  

Expanding Targeted Hiring Requirements3. 
Targeted hiring provisions included in CBAs should be promoted as policy at the local level. 
These provisions are often and best included in local living wage ordinances in order to identify 
and prioritize the local residents who should benefit from public investment in the local labor 
market. 

Improving Transparency in Development Decisions and Implementation4. 
Local government officials should standardize the high level of transparency that CBAs provide 
in the development process. Utilizing community impact ordinances creates a process for 
local government leaders to assess the community benefits of a proposed development. They 
can also adopt responsible contracting and responsible bidder policies, in which developers 

29     For example, while inflation continued to rise, Congress failed to raise the minimum wage for over a decade.
30     Davis-Bacon is the federal statute mandating that workers on all federally related construction projects receive a 
prevailing wage (usually significantly higher than the federal minimum wage). 
31     See http://laanenetwork.laane.org/laane/projects/new_century/index.html.
32     See http://www.fresc.org/article.php?id=59.
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must include their community benefits goals (number of living wage jobs and jobs with health 
care benefits, number of affordable housing units, etc.) in the bidding process. These policies 
enable local residents and community organizations to monitor the bidding or review process 
to assess proposed developers’ goals and subsequently to advocate for community benefits with 
the power of local government behind them. Responsible contracting and bidder policies could 
also be included in federal grants, such as 
the Community Development Block Grant 
program discussed above. 

Both community impact ordinances and 
responsible contracting policies advance 
social and economic inclusion by creating 
transparency and information access for 
local residents and community organizations, 
enabling them to hold developers accountable while ensuring that they have a voice in the 
development process.  

CONCLUSION

Community benefits agreements are an innovative tool that local leaders are using to address low-
wage work and advance the goals of inclusion, particularly at the neighborhood, municipal, and 
regional level. Community benefits agreements improve the chances that all people share in the 
benefit of new development. By doing so, CBAs translate economic growth into increased community 
stability and capacity, an important foundation for civic engagement and a primary means by which to 
achieve meaningful inclusion of all community residents.

CBAs improve the chances 
that all people share in the 

benefit of new development.
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RESOURCES

FRESC: Good Jobs-Strong Communities
www.fresc.org

Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy
www.laane.org

Partnership for Working Families
www.communitybenefits.org

Pittsburgh UNITED (Unions and Neighborhoods Invested in Transforming Economic 
Development)
www.pittsburghunited.org

Strategic Action for a Just Economy
www.saje.net
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