
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Speaking Collaboratively To Power: 
How CDCs Can Help Organize and Implement Community Benefit 

Agreements 
 

By Matt Haber 



The Community Benefit Agreement 
(CBA) process is a relatively new 
sustainable development tool that 
emphasizes community-directed growth 
through cooperation between 
developers and the public at large. 
CBAs are primarily meant to hold these 
developers accountable, by 
guaranteeing that their projects confer 
specific benefits on the communities 
affected, however the process also 
creates an opportunity to forge lasting 
relationships.    
 
Community Development Corporations 
(CDCs) can employ CBAs to: 1) gain 
new resources to support their own 
development efforts, 2) protect the 
interests of vulnerable groups and 
communities, and 3) reframe the local 
government’s economic development 
culture from a purely consumption-
based model to one that accounts for 
longer-term community-building goals.  
 
Two factors make CBAs a particularly 
appealing addition to the community 
economic development tool box: 1) 
reductions in federal aid to cities and 2) 
an increase in the frequency of large-
scale urban development projects.i 
 
This white paper is split into three 
sections. The first section broadly 
outlines a vision of CDCs as forceful 
community advocates. In the second 
section, it summarizes the 
characteristics of CBAs. In the final 
section, it discusses the stages of the 
CBA process, from community outreach 
to implementation, and the potential 
roles that a CDC, fully engaged as a 
community advocate, might fulfill 
throughout this process.  
 

Speak Truth to Power 
 

This phrase first appeared in a pamphlet 
by the American Friends Service 
Committee (AFSC), a Quaker 
organization opposed to the use of 
military force during the Cold War.ii 
Where the AFSC document argued for a 
more sustainable path in international 
relations, this white paper promotes a 
more sustainable and equitable 
approach to domestic economic 
development. Specifically, it asks 
communities to speak truth to power in 
three senses: 
 

1. To those who hold office or wield 
a large degree of influence over 
the social and economic affairs of 
our country, 

2. To the American people, who 
wield the ultimate power in our 
democratic government,  

3. To the use of power itself, and to 
the necessity of properly 
empowered communities for our 
national well-being.iii  

 
Yet this white paper places even more 
emphasis on building relationships than 
the AFSC’s pamphlet. For this reason, 
we ask that communities speak 
collaboratively, and continually, to 
power. That is, communities, and the 
organizations that represent them, must 
engage their governments, developers, 
and other local stakeholders, more 
purposefully as advocates for their 
shared self-interest. To speak truth to 
power is to make certain that the 
diverse, constituent voices of the 
community are heard.  
 
This white paper urges CDCs to enter 
into the CBA process and highlights the 



interplay between law, community 
economic development, and community 
organizing that CDCs may be especially 
well suited to manage. 
 
CDCs and other community groups 
must take up the issue on their own: 
organizing, educating, and representing 
their neighbors through a process that 
protects and promotes the common 
good. Overtime, this work will prove the 
efficacy and the utility of the CBA 
process. 
 
And although it is beyond the scope of 
this whitepaper, the end goal is 
ultimately a transformational one: to 
alter the standard procedure for 
development at the local and statewide 
level.  
 

Overview of CBAs 
 

Purpose 
Patricia Salkin and Amy Lavine, two 
experts on the CBA movement, have 
defined a CBA as: 
 

… a contract negotiated 
between a private developer 
and community 
representatives. In essence, a 
CBA specifies the public 
benefits and amenities that a 
particular developer will 
provide to the impacted 
community in exchange for the 
community’s support of its 
proposed project. Community 
support goes far to ensure that 
the development approval 
process will occur 
expeditiously, and it may be 
especially useful to developers 
seeking government subsidies, 
zoning variances or permits.iv 

 

University expansion projects, sports 
stadiums, even municipal wireless 
Internet programs have all led to CBA 
negotiations between community 
representatives and developers.v These 
agreements add a layer of accountability 
to the development process; both 
keeping development in-line with 
community needs and legitimizing the 
use of taxpayer funds that often 
subsidize large scale projects.vi  
Moreover, they represent an opportunity 
to empower some of the most 
vulnerable members of society. 
 
Done well, CBAs can provide actual 
benchmarks for smart growth, ensuring 
that communities receive concrete and 
measurable benefits in return for the 
many public boons conferred on private 
developers.vii  
 

Circumstances Where CBAs Are 

Effective 
Large-scale, urban projects are the most 
common subjects of CBAs.viii In order for 
the CBA negotiation process to be a 
viable undertaking, the community must 
have a population large enough to 
mobilize public opinion or to attract the 
attention of the local government.ix  
 
Additionally, the process is most 
successful when public support could 
help or prevent the developer from 
obtaining “subsidies, approvals, or 
regulatory variances.”x Other community 
groups have used the possibility of legal 
action to bring developers to the 
negotiating table, promising not to 
initiate litigation that would block or 
delay development in exchange for CBA 
provisions.xi xii xiii 
 

Circumstances Where CBAs May Be 

Less Effective 



Conversely, rural communities may find 
it difficult to attract a population of 
sufficient size to leverage the CBA 
negotiation process in their favor.  
 
In other cases, development may move 
fast enough to preclude the opportunity 
for negotiations or even organizing a 
coalition. Nevertheless, even if a project 
secures government subsidies or zoning 
variances before a coalition can form, it 
may be possible to create enough 
political pressure to bring developers 
and local officials to the negotiating 
table after the fact. The Pittsburgh 
Penguins arena, discussed below, 
provides a good example of community 
groups exerting this kind of influence on 
the process even after a project’s 
approval.  

 

Community Benefits 
Within a CBA, the benefits promised to 
a community are usually tailored to fit its 
specific needs. Agreements have 
included everything from local hiring 
requirements and job-training programs 
to guarantees regarding the availability 
of affordable housing and funding for 
parks, day care centers, etc.xiv  
 
Other agreements have included 
provisions regarding: 

 Union organizing rights, 
 Environmental restrictions, 
 Living wage requirements, 
 Construction site clean up,  
 Preventing “Big-box” stores from 

participating in redevelopment, 
etc. 

 

CBA Review Checklist 
In an article for the UCLA Journal of 
Environmental Law & Policy, Salkin and 
Lavine provided a thoughtful checklist 
on the use of CBAs. A truncated version 

is reproduced here. For the entire 
checklist, see note 16.  
 

Checklist Of Issues To Review In 

Considering The Use Of CBAsxv xvi 
Parties: 
• Is there more than one developer? 
• How many community groups should/will 
be parties to the agreement?  
• Who has the authority to speak for and/or 
sign for each party? 
 
Developer Benefits: 
• Are the developer's benefits described in 
the CBA in a manner that satisfies the 
consideration requirement of contracts? 
 
Community Benefits: 
• Is a needs assessment or study required 
that will determine the extent of the benefits 
(e.g., the amount of environmental 
remediation may be based on the results of 
a study)? 
• Who will finance the assessment? 
• Who will conduct the assessment? Are 
there safeguards to ensure independence? 
• What is the scope of the developer's 
responsibility or financial obligation? 
• Do the obligations transfer to subsequent 
project owners, or other third parties such 
as tenants, sub-contractors, or on-site 
vendors? 
 
Monitoring: 
• What is the implementation process and 
timeline? 
• How will the process be monitored? 
• How will monitoring reports be made 
available to the community? 
• Is there a process to amend the terms of 
the benefit or program? 
 
Enforcement: 
• Is the CBA incorporated into a 
development agreement? 
• Where development agreements are not 
authorized by law, does the agreement 
contain an indication of who may enforce 
the document on behalf of the community? 
• Has the CBA been signed by each 



individual community group making up the 
coalition? 
• Is there an arbitration or mediation clause? 
• Is there a third-party beneficiary clause? 
 
Remedies: 
• Has breach been defined in the contract? 
• What are the remedies in the event of a 
breach? 
• Is the right to request specific performance 
included? 
• Is equitable relief permitted in the event of 
an irreparable injury? 
• Who is responsible for attorney's fees in 
the event of a court action? 

 

Role of the CDC 
 
CDCs can be leaders, social hubs, and 
resource providers through every stage 
of the CBA negotiation process. They 
regularly leverage diverse resources, 
manage deep networks of likeminded 
social organizations, and are generally 
considered apolitical. These strengths 
serve CDCs well as they move into an 
advocacy space and make them ideal 
leaders for organizing a CBA.  
 

Community Outreach 

 
a.) Education 

While CDCs usually have an inherent 
level of credibility, popular support is the 
primary driver of a CBA’s legitimacy. For 
this reason it is crucial to educate the 
public on the project being proposed, its 
consequences for the community, and 
the development process in general.  
 
Often this interaction is achieved 
through public meetings, flyers, regular 
and electronic mailers, meetings with 
other community groups, or even going 
door-to-door.xvii However, some groups 
have taken a more creative approach. In 
San Francisco, for instance, the local 

planning department organizes walking 
and bus tours of the city to encourage 
discussion while San Jose has 
developed an online wiki site.  
 

b.) Canvassing 
Educating the community is only the first 
step. In order to build real support, 
legitimacy, and recognition, public 
preferences must be taken into account 
when defining goals, building a CBA 
coalition, and later negotiating the actual 
document.  
 
Here, as elsewhere in the organizing 
process, the CDC can exploit its 
reputation, volunteer base, and network 
of partner organizations to gather input 
that accurately represents all of the 
community’s diverse segments. 
 
Again, there are many methods through 
which to solicit public opinion, including: 

 Surveys, 
 Door-to-door canvassing, 
 Phone canvassing,  
 Socio-economic studies, 
 Online forums, and 
 Public meetings. 

 
Without this effort, the developer may 
not perceive the CDC, or its coalition, as 
truly representative of the community 
and will have little incentive to 
negotiate.xviii  
 
The CBA negotiations connected to the 
Pittsburgh Penguins’ new hockey arena 
provides an example of how canvassing 
early pays dividends later: 
 

Beginning in the spring and 
summer of 2007, One Hill 
[the community group] began 
holding public meetings and 
canvassing the community to 
determine the CBA's 



priorities. It took the results of 
its community outreach work 
to the negotiating table in the 
fall, and made clear that it 
would not support the 
development unless 
community impacts were 
addressed. In early 2008, 
officials offered One Hill a 
three-page CBA that 
included few specifics and 
mostly vague terms. The 
agreement was resoundingly 
rejected with a copy being 
burned publicly. Although the 
planning commission 
approved the arena's master 
plan despite the CBA's 
rejection, elected officials 
and Penguins 
representatives have stayed 
at the negotiating table—
likely because of the flurry of 
negative publicity following 
the CBA's rejection, and 
possibly in response to One 
Hill's statements that it has 
prepared for “rolling protests” 
and “behind-the-scenes arm-
twisting.”xix 

 
c.) Empowerment 

The organizing associated with a CBA 
can be a long and complicated process. 
It is likely too demanding for even the 
best managed CDCs to handle alone. 
To be successful, CDCs will not only 
need to form a coalition of likeminded 
groups to support their goal, but to 
actually seek out, create, and activate 
community leaders.  
 
Empowerment comes from educating 
and collecting input, but also from 
investments in the skills of other 
community members and including them 
in the decision-making process. These 
individuals may work with labor, 
religious, or environmental 

organizations, or may simply live in the 
neighborhood affected by 
development.xx Ultimately, this provides 
the CDC with more partners who can 
help shoulder the burden of community 
organizing. 
 

Organize and Maintain Support 
 
 a.) Agitation 
As seen above in the Pittsburgh 
Penguins’ arena example above, 
educating and canvassing played a 
crucial role, but were not sufficient to 
keep the developers at the negotiating 
table. The community had to be 
mobilized as well.  
 
Essentially, the CDC must connect the 
dots for its coalition and community 
members. It is a continual process of 
rallying and reminding the public what 
consequences will occur without the 
CBA. This requires the CDC to tailor its 
message to each audience and 
articulate how the project would affect 
each segment of the community.   
 
 b.) Adequate Representation 
It is critical that the coalition advocating 
for the CBA accurately reflect the 
community it purports to represent. 
Achieving adequate and accurate 
representation, while maintaining a 
functional coalition, is one of the most 
difficult tasks of this process.  
 
Opponents of the CBA will absolutely 
question the coalition’s legitimacy and 
the CDC’s motives. In certain instances, 
“astro-turf” community groups and 
coalitions that excluded particular 
stakeholders have derailed negotiations 
and intensified public opposition to 
development.xxi This was particularly the 
case with CBAs related to the Atlantic 



Yards arena in New Jersey and the 
Columbia University expansion.xxii xxiii 
 
 c.) Rules for Coalition Members 
As indicated earlier, holding a coalition 
together is an organizational test. 
Formulating a unified set of priorities 
with different groups, each with distinct 
agendas and internal politics calls for a 
great deal of compromise. If the CDC 
has been around for a while, its 
reputation and long-term relationships 
may ease this process. Furthermore, to 
the extent that enough resources are 
available, additional community surveys 
could be used to help assign tiers of 
importance among the competing 
goals.xxiv  
 
The “Community Benefits Coalition 
Operating Agreement” is another means 
for achieving organizational unity. The 
Public Law Center at Tulane Law 
School created a model agreement as 
well as guidance on tailoring it to 
specific situations.xxv Such a document 
would define membership qualifications, 
outline how collective decisions will be 
made, and detail procedures for 
handling conflicts of interest.xxvi 
 

Negotiation 
As a local institution, the CDC is well 
suited to participate in the CBA 
negotiation process. Through its role as 
a financial intermediary, its familiarity 
with grant writing, and its ability to 
attract pro bono professional services, 
the CDC should be able to marshal the 
kinds of resources to survive prolonged 
negotiations. 
 
Likewise, its reputation and status as a 
repeat player in the community should 
allow it to ensure transparency in the 
negotiation process. Moreover, it should 

help prevent the balkanization of the 
coalition if the developers attempt to 
“buy off” constituent groups by offering 
benefits that appease only portions of 
the coalition.xxvii 
 
However, succeeding at the negotiating 
table regularly requires a significant 
amount of external marketing on the 
coalition’s part: 
 

This often involves 
emphasizing positive visions 
of the community's future, 
win-win solutions, 
inclusiveness, the grassroots 
character of the campaign 
and the nature of the CBA as 
fostering equitable 
development rather than 
preventing development 
altogether. These positions 
reflect strong social values, 
and they may draw more 
community members to the 
coalition and attract positive 
media attention …. In New 
Haven, Connecticut, for 
example, 800 people 
marched through the 
neighborhood on the first 
anniversary of the coalition's 
formation to demand 

negotiations.
xxviii

 

 

Additionally, the presence of elected 
officials may prove disruptive to the 
process. This could be especially 
problematic if the officials appear to be 
grandstanding, exerting undue influence 
on the negotiations, or representing 
interests other than those of the 
community.xxix 
 

Implementation and Accountability 
Development is not a short process and, 
in the time between a project’s start and 
completion, neighborhoods and 



populations can change, “leading to an 
evolution of the community’s goals and 
development priorities.”xxx Hence, the 
CBA coalition and the developer need to 
engage over the long-term. Similarly, 
benchmarks and other measures of 
progress should be built into those 
communications. 

 
a.) Monitoring 

One way to ensure that the CBA will be 
continually monitored is to have the 
developer set aside seed money for the 
coalition’s maintenance.xxxi The 
monitoring itself can be done through 
annual reports to the coalition, regular 
meetings with the developer, or by 
establishing a special committee.xxxii  
 
No matter the preferred method of 
monitoring, the emphasis should be on 
the relationship being built between the 
developer and the CBA coalition. The 
Staples Center CBA exemplifies this 
point, illustrating the collaborative nature 
of the process: 
 

The CBA included provisions 
for assessment of the 
agreement's implementation 
at five and ten years after its 
completion; if it is found that 
the developer's performance 
of its obligations falls below 
80 percent of the CBA's 
goals for two consecutive 
years, then the developer 
must meet with the coalition 
to formulate a mutually 
accepted plan to reach those 
goals. The parties have also 
modified the CBA at their 
own instance to respond to 
the changing needs of both 
the developer and the 
community.xxxiii 

 
CDCs are able to contribute a great deal 

to this relationship because they endure 
in a way that is uncommon with other 
types of organizations. When a CDC 
lasts, it can last for decades. 
Furthermore, the wide range of activities 
normally undertaken by CDCs mean 
that they should be better equipped to 
fold monitoring and enforcement of the 
CBA into their other competencies.  
 

b.) Implementation  
Implementation requires leadership and 
maintaining the coalition after 
negotiations have been concluded can 
be difficult as well. Moreover, economic 
conditions may change or other events 
could occur that might upset 
expectations.  
 
Like the earlier priority setting process, 
the CDC can help by supplying 
operational bandwidth, sorting through 
community voices, and gathering 
community input and support.  
 
However, at this stage, the CDC can do 
the most good by actively working to 
implement the community benefits that 
were negotiated. For example, if the 
CBA contains a first source hiring 
program, the CDC could facilitate the 
placement and selection of new 
employees. If affordable housing is to be 
built, the CDC may help manage the 
construction process or provide financial 
counseling to potential residents.  
 
 c.) Legal Enforcement and 
Political Accountability  
Because the CDC will be involved in the 
monitoring and implementation of the 
CBA’s provisions, it will also know when 
legal or political action become 
necessary. Again, the goal is to work 
collaboratively to steer development in a 
direction that improves the community 



as whole. Nonetheless, there may be 
occasions that require more adversarial 
tactics. The CDC may have contractual 
remedies available and could sue to 
enforce them. If legal action is unlikely 
to result in the right kind of 
compensation, political appeals may be 
a viable option. As a representative of 
the community, this would call for the 
CDC to make greater appeals to the 
public at large and to elected officials.  

 

Conclusion 
 
Saul Alinsky, the father of modern 
organizing, wrote: 
 

Unlike the chore of the 
mythic Sisyphus, this 
challenge is not an endless 
pushing up of a boulder to 
the top of a hill, only to have 
it roll back again, the chore to 
be repeated eternally. It is 
pushing the boulder up an 

endless mountain, but, unlike 
Sisyphus, we are always 
going further upward. xxxiv 

 
CBAs are an exciting new tool in the 
field of community economic 
development, but they are still private 
agreements and have inherent 
limitations. Eventually, by organizing 
communities around these goals and 
this type of development, by proving the 
concept, by organizing still more people, 
CDCs can form a new consensus.  
 
Hopefully this work will one day create 
an establishment that emphasizes 
sustainable development and that 
accounts for true community building.  
 
In the intermediate term, perhaps the 
best manifestation of this consensus 
would be a CBA undertaken on its own, 
as standard policy, by a local 
government. 
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