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Neighborhood Funders Group is a membership association of grant-
making institutions. Our mission is to strengthen the capacity of
organized philanthropy to understand and support community-based
efforts to organize and improve the economic and social fabric of low-
income urban neighborhoods and rural communities. We provide
information, learning opportunities and other professional devel-
opment activities to our national membership, and encourage the
support of policies and practices that advance economic and social
justice.

Issue Briefs

Periodically, NFG board and staff members put together issue briefs

to examine emerging issues and strategies of concern to funders These
briefs are written specifically for funders working to expand support of
efforts to strengthen rural and urban communities.
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VI. Funders’ Perspectives:
The Solidago and Rockefeller
Foundations

Diana Cohn, Program Officer of the Solidago Foundation, has sup-
ported both LAANE and Partnership for Working Families as their CBA
work has evolved. She stresses the importance of research and other
long-term capacity-building for grassroots groups. And although she
sees great value in CBAs, she also emphasizes that they are “one impor-
tant tool” toward building a broad base for economic justice in a region.

“When groups seek to become watchdogs on economic develop-
ment, it is important that funders who appreciate the value of research
support that core capacity,” she says. “Funders with a multi-layered
vision of social and economic justice are more likely to appreciate how
important research can be in making organizing more strategic and
effective.” Sometimes groups start by contracting out for research and
gradually develop an internal capacity; others build partnerships with
academic or nonprofit groups and generate work both internally and

externally.”

~Cohn concedes that non-local funders are often the most willing When groups seek to
to invest in accountable development work that may be seen at first as become watchdogs on
controversial. She also acknowledges that national funders are crucial, economic development, it
especially in developing more policy-oriented work. But she points to is important that funders
the ability LAANE has gained over time to raise more of its funding who a"’;gﬁrsg;)aggrtth&;ff;:f
from local sources, including an annual fundraising banquet that most capacity.

recently netted about $200,000.

Cohn also stresses that many groups need to improve their capabili-
ties in areas such as media skills, power analysis and coalition build-
ing. To build those skills, Cohn believes, groups need long-term gen-
eral operating support as well as outside technical assistance. Toward
that end (and in addition to its general support for groups organizing
for CBAs and the Partnership’s technical assistance expansion efforts
described above), the Solidago Foundation has recently begun support-
ing a new effort: the Civic Leadership Alliance for Social Policy, a col-
laboration between SCOPE in Los Angeles, Working Partnerships in San
Jose, and the new Chicago-based Building Partnerships.

Asked about scenarios mentioned in various cities where a
Community Benefits Agreement might be negotiated between a devel-
oper and a single community group—thus excluding unions and/or
other community groups—Cohn said such an agreement “would repre-
sent a missed opportunity. The accountable development debate brings
so many different people into the debate about the future of their com-
munity. It's a very effective frame for stimulating civic engagement, an
early entry point for multiple constituencies.”
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McFate urges local funders
supporting CBA work

to think entrepreneur-
ially—almost as a grantee
would—about how to attract
national funders as part-
ners. “Because this is such
a cross-cutting issue, local
coalitions can draw down
support from national foun-
dations through a range of
specific foundation issue
guidelines,”

The big picture? As noted above, Cohn says that CBAs are “one
important tool” towards building regional power for grassroots groups.
“We are excited by the way CBAs help bring diverse groups together
for serious, long-term work,” she says. “These cross-sector coalitions
have the potential to take on a whole set of economic and social justice
issues.”

Katherine McFate, Deputy Director of Working Communities at
the Rockefeller Foundation, notes that CBAs address three of her foun-
dation’s priority areas: affordable housing, workforce training and the
creation of quality jobs. She sees CBA campaigns as especially valuable
in breaking down issue “silos” among groups working on housing, skills
development and labor market issues.

“We hope that after a CBA campaign is over, the partners will keep
looking up out of their silos and use their newly invigorated relation-
ships to build other regional reform efforts,” she says. “The short-term
payoff is in project benefits won; the long-term dividend is in stronger
regional alliances built upon tangible victories.”

McFate also finds that CBAs can play a critical role in public dis-
course by generating more awareness of the ways government supports
job creation. “CBAs challenge the orthodoxy that the economy is like the
weather, something we must passively accept,” she says. “CBAs demon-
strate that you can use democracy to shape your community’s economy,
a lesson many people have forgotten.”

McFate also urges local funders supporting CBA work to think
entrepreneurially—almost as a grantee would—about how to attract
national funders as partners. “Because this is such a cross-cutting issue,
local coalitions can draw down support from national foundations
through a range of specific foundation issue guidelines,” she suggests.
Possible issue areas include workforce development, smart growth
and regionalism, affordable housing, and community capacity-build-
ing/community development. The work could also draw support from
national foundations that fund community organizing and democratic
participation.

Most large national foundations do not enter a community without
a local funding partner, McFate notes, so local funders have a special
role in helping CBA campaigns identify and reach out to large funders,
some of whom will have multiple entry points for such proposals.
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VII. Opportunities and Challenges for
Funders

ommunity Benefit Agreements deserve broad attention because

they serve the missions of many NFG member foundations. They

relate directly to community organizing and grassroots empow-
erment, low-wage workers’ needs, labor-community coalitions, afford-
able housing, living wages and workforce development.

However, several strategic questions remain about CBAs and their
broader applicability. We summarize the questions here briefly:

What is the best way to diffuse the expertise in CBA research and coali-
tion building? CBAs involve specialized skills such as research (espe-
cially the early-warning research needed to identify projects in time to
intervene effectively) and coalition building (holding diverse groups
of unions and community groups together when some are invariably
tempted to break off). Media skills and power analysis are also critical to
the work. Technical assistance efforts to spread these skills are underway,
but existing organizing networks may see them as duplicative. Funders,
therefore, should consider opportunities to support research, commu-
nity organizing, media campaigns and the like.

Will CBAs mutate and vary by region and situation? Given the dif-
ferent landscapes that prevail in various cities, it seems inevitable that
CBAs will not all look alike. Developer interests have enormous political
influence in many cities. Unions in 22 states, including several with high
population growth and lots of redevelopment activity, are weakened by
“right to work” laws. Some cities lack a tradition of robust community
organizing. Given these power dynamics, it seems inevitable that some
coalitions seeking to win CBAs will look different and have different
outcomes than those we have profiled. For this reason, funders should
be aware of the local stakeholder landscape and seek to play to the
region’s strengths.

How can more local funders be brought on board? Because they
involve a process that is initially adversarial with developers, CBAs can
be controversial at the local level. As a result, initial support for CBA
campaigns often comes from national, or at least out-of-town, sources.
(The same has long been true of economic development accountability
efforts in general, whether local or state-based.) As CBAs prove their
value in addressing the missions of many kinds of funders, it remains
to be seen if they will succeed in attracting support from more local
funders. To address this issue, funders supporting CBA efforts with gen-
eral support should consider seeking out local funding partners with a
history of support for issues related to CBAs such as affordable housing,
workforce development or environmental improvements.

How many cities can realistically support a CBA organizing infrastruc-
ture? Aren’t places like Los Angeles and San Jose exceptional? Those cities
have comparatively high union density and large, growing membership

Funders should consider
opportunities to support
research, community orga-
nizing, media campaigns and
the like.
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For those who seek to break
down programmatic silos,
which tend to fragment
efforts for urban revitalization
and poverty reduction, CBAs
are especially promising as
an organizing framework.
The results to date strongly
suggest that funders should
invest more in CBAs, and
that they should educate
fellow funders—and their
grantees—about this power-
ful new tool.

numbers, exceptional leadership in both the labor and nonprofit sectors,
and a state blessed with large philanthropic resources, including some
funders who were willing to take a chance on new approaches. If these
are essential ingredients, it is legitimate to ask whether many more cit-
ies can support CBA work. On the other hand, the Colorado example
makes it clear that even places with very low union density can sustain
strong CBA work. Funders should not assume that there are any set for-
mulas about what makes for a feasible CBA environment. Remember
what Margaret Mead said about small bands of determined people!

Will there be enough resources to organize “back to the future”? Despite
all their challenges and complexities, CBAs really do embody the best
emerging practices in labor and community organizing. They can prop-
erly be viewed as a return to those movements’ respective roots, of com-
munity-based unionism. Trends in urban development will surely make
them more necessary but, absent sufficient resources, there is no guar-
antee that grassroots groups will be able to mobilize sufficient power
to win CBAs and influence major redevelopment projects. Only with
active cooperation and networking can we build upon the promising
precedents that have been set. By staying abreast of these exciting new
practices, funders can maximize the impact of their resources and help
ensure that urban residents really do benefit from redevelopment.

Do Promising Results Merit More Support? Community Benefits
Agreements have already proved to have terrific value in both the sub-
stance of benefits delivered and in long-term relationship-building for
stronger regional grassroots networks. For those who seek to break
down programmatic silos, which tend to fragment efforts for urban
revitalization and poverty reduction, CBAs are especially promising
as an organizing framework. The results to date strongly suggest that
funders should invest more in CBAs, and that they should educate fel-
low funders—and their grantees—about this powerful new tool.

Resources

For more information about the basics of CBAs: LAANE has formed
the Partnership for Working Families (PWF), together with three

other groups—the Center on Policy Initiatives in San Diego; the East
Bay Alliance for a Sustainable Economy in Oakland; and Working
Partnerships USA in San Jose. Jointly with Good Jobs First, PWF pub-
lished a handbook about CBAs in 2002 and issued an updated ver-
sion in 2005. The primary writer is San Francisco-based attorney Julian
Gross, who has assisted LAANE in its CBA negotiations. The hand-
book, Community Benefits Agreements: Making Development Projects
Accountable, is available free of charge online at
www.californiapartnership.org or www.goodjobsfirst.org.
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