
COMMUNITY BENEFITS AGREEMENT: A PROVEN 
TOOL FOR ADVANCING THE CITY'S COMMITMENT TO 
WORKFORCE EQUITY, DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION.
 
Portland's CBA is a powerful tool to overcome the historical under representation of minorities 

and women in the construction industry, both at the worker and contractor levels.  It is a proven, 

effective instrument to help create a more livable and inclusive community for all by facilitating 

the City's diversity, equity, and inclusion goals.  The development of the CBA has forged a powerful 

political coalition, with the ability to advance policies, processes, and strategies that promote and 

foster diversity, equity, and inclusion.  However, the work of the CBA has only begun.  In order to 

realize its promise, the CBA must be extended to additional projects – such as the Washington Park 

Improvements Project – in order to realize the City's commitment to achieving economic equity in 

both the construction trades and the larger economy.  



Portland’s Community Benefits Agreement: A Proven Tool for Advancing the City’s Commitment to Workforce Equity 2

I. INTRODUCTION.

On September 5, 2012, the Portland City Council 
unanimously approved the passage of Resolution 
No. 36954, enacting a model Community Benefits 
Agreement (“CBA”) for use on City-owned construction 
projects.  In doing so, the City recognized the CBA’s 
promise as a powerful tool to overcome the historical 
underrepresentation of minorities and women in the 
construction industry, both at the worker and contractor 
levels.  

The CBA was initially applied to two pilot projects:  the 
Kelly Butte Reservoir and the Interstate Maintenance 
Facility Renovation.  As those two projects draw to a 
close, it is time to acknowledge the success of Portland’s 
CBA in not only achieving (and exceeding) nearly 
all of its immediate target goals for the inclusion of 
women and minorities, but also its promise in the long-
term process of reversing those disparities.  It is also 
important to examine some of the reasons for those 
successes and to applaud the City of Portland and all of 
the CBA participants for these achievements.  

However, the work of the CBA has only begun.  In order 
to realize the promise of the CBA, it must be extended 
to additional projects as a tool to realize Portland’s 
commitment to achieving economic equity in both the 
construction trades and the larger economy.  As Mayor 
Charlie Hales recently recognized in his January 30, 2015 
State of the City address, equal economic opportunity 
is an issue of racial justice.1  To his credit, Mayor 
Hales has committed to correcting the historically 
disproportionate impact that poverty and a lack of 
economic opportunities have had on communities of 
color.2   

The CBA provides a proven, effective tool to aid the 
City in realizing that commitment.  It has not only been 
effective in creating opportunity, it has forged a political 
coalition that has the stamina and ability to carry its 
initial successes through the long-term.  In short, the 
use of the CBA on future City projects – such as the 
upcoming Washington Park Reservoir Improvements 
Project – is a no-brainer.  The success of the pilot CBAs 
gives the City every reason to do so, and there are no 
countervailing reasons not to.  This will not only fulfill 
the initial promise of the CBA as a tool for workforce 
and contractor diversity on City-owned construction 

projects, it will also help the City to meet its broader 
economic equity goals that ultimately will make 
Portland a more livable and inclusive community for all 
of its citizens.      

II. THE SUCCESS OF PORTLAND’S CBA.

The success of the CBA in increasing the representation 
of minorities and women in the workforce and 
contractor pool on the Kelly Butte/Interstate projects 
cannot be overstated.  For example, the CBA set an 
overall apprenticeship goal of 20% of all covered work 
hours, with an 18% target for minority apprentices 
and 9% target for women apprentices.3   As of January 
2015, the total number of hours worked by apprentices 
on the Kelly Butte/Interstate projects was a little over 
22% of total hours worked, with 54% of those hours 
going to minority apprentices and 29% going to female 
apprentices.4   On the journey-level, the CBA set 
workforce diversity targets of 18% of total project hours 
for minority journey-level workers.5  As of January 
2015, minority journey-level workers accounted for 
29% of total project hours on Kelly Butte, and 28% of 
total project hours on the Interstate Renovation.6   

 On the contracting side, the CBA targeted 22% 
of hard construction costs for certified M/W/DBE/
ESB firms, with a 12% goal for M/W/DBE firms.7    As 
of November 2014, M/W/DBE/ESB contractors had 
received a total of 38% of hard construction costs, 
with 34% of those contracts awarded to M/W/DBE 
contractors and 15% going to Minority- and Women-
owned contractors.8  
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Importantly, the success of the CBA goes beyond 
meeting the immediate project targets.  As Gerry Hein 
– the Operations Manager for Hoffman Construction 
– noted, the strength and success of Portland’s CBA 
are not just a matter of hitting its target numbers.9   
Rather, a significant measure of the CBA’s success is 
the fact that it supports the long-term development 
of the individuals and businesses who are the subjects 
of the workforce and contracting goals.  It does so by 
providing critical funding for outreach, recruitment, 
training, mentoring, and technical assistance.10  This, 
in turn, allows those individuals and businesses the 
opportunity to develop long-term, sustainable careers 
and successful contracting practices in the construction 
industry.11   Those aspects of the CBA make it unique 
in Mr. Hein’s 20-plus years’ experience working with 
targeted workforce and contracting efforts.12  They 
are also recognized in the academic literature as an 
important component of what makes the CBA an 
effective tool for the development of workforce equity 
in Portland.13

III. THE REASONS FOR THE CBA’S SUCCESS.

One of the central reasons for the success of the CBA 
is the commitment of all the stakeholders involved.  
The City of Portland and its Water Bureau initially 
demonstrated that commitment by enacting the 
CBA and implementing it on the Kelly Butte and 
Interstate projects.     Likewise, Hoffman Construction 
demonstrated its commitment to the CBA by its 
willingness to adopt the CBA, to further refine it in 
conjunction with the City and other stakeholders, and 
to ensure its continued implementation in real time.  
The continued commitment of the City and Hoffman 
(and future GCs) is central to the CBA’s continued and 
long-term success.   

In addition to the City and Hoffman, the commitment 
of the various stakeholders who initially conceived 
and developed the CBA is vital to its success.  Those 
stakeholders overcame long-held political differences to 
form the Metropolitan Alliance for Workforce Equity 
(“MAWE”), a historic coalition of community-based 
organizations, pre-apprenticeship programs, minority 
contractor representatives, and labor unions.14   MAWE 
includes business and community leaders representing 
a broad array of constituents in the construction 
industry.  In terms of sheer numbers, on the labor union 
side alone, coalition members represent approximately 
13,400 workers in Oregon and Southwest Washington, 
with a significant number of them living in the greater 
Portland Metro area.15   MAWE’s ability to mobilize 
substantial and sustained resources behind the CBA, 
its ability to facilitate the on-the-ground work of the 
CBA, and its commitment to securing the principles 
and values expressed in the CBA are another critical 
component to ensuring its long-term success. 

Structurally, the CBA has a number of components 
that help to ensure it meets its goals.  One is the Labor-
Management-Community Oversight Committee, 
which complements the City’s oversight as owner in 
ensuring compliance with the CBA and determining 
priorities for allocation of CBA resource funds.  The 
Oversight Committee includes all of the stakeholders, 
sets clear expectations for compliance, and supports 
entities’ efforts to meet their targets with real resources 
that develop the capacity of minority- and women- 
owned businesses, as well as the skills of minority and 
women workers.  It also helps to ensure that compliance 
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funds are used for innovations – such as the “Green 
Dot” program, which will help to eliminate less-
obvious barriers to participation by improving worksite 
conditions for worker retention.  As an additional 
benefit, the Oversight Committee is an effective tool 
to prevent pass through abuses that have occurred on 
other targeted hire and contracting programs because 
the stakeholders are on the ground monitoring the 
projects in real time.16    

In addition to a strong oversight committee, the CBA 
provides dedicated funds for recruitment and retention 
strategies for apprentices and journey-level workers, as 
well as technical assistance to M/W/DBE contractors.17   
Those funds have significantly driven the success 
of the CBA, particularly in its commitment to pre-
apprenticeship and ongoing worker training.18   As 
Gerry Hein put it, the City of Portland really “put its 
money where its mouth is” by funding these programs, 
and they distinguish the CBA from other targeted-
hire initiatives by promoting the long-term success of 
women and minorities in the construction industry, 
both as workers and contractors.19   

Finally, another hallmark of the CBA’s success is 
flexibility.  That starts with the flexibility of all of the 
parties to the CBA, as exemplified by the development 
process through which all of the stakeholders had to be 
flexible in their goals and focus on the larger goal.  In 
real-time, it is exemplified in numerous ways, such as 
the flexibility that the Labor-Management-Community 
Oversight Committee exercises in tailoring compliance 
remedies and strategies.  It is also exemplified by the 

flexibility of all parties in tailoring the model CBA 
to future projects.  As one example, the model CBA 
originally dedicated 1.5% of total project costs to the 
various training, outreach, and subcontractor funds.  
However, the parties determined that 1.5% was more 
than necessary, and agreed to reduce that figure to 
1% of project costs on Kelly Butte and Interstate.  As 
recognized, the 1.5% is more funding than would be 
necessary to support those initiatives on larger projects, 
and nobody expects that the City would be held to that 
percentage on appropriate sized projects.  One of the 
hallmarks of the CBA is that it may be appropriately 
tailored to each future project to maximize the likelihood 
of success for all concerned.

These aspects of the CBA are recognized in the 
academic literature as important components of any 
policy designed to increase long-term diversity within 
the trades and promote economic opportunity for 
traditionally underserved populations.20   As the UCLA 
Labor Center recently noted, the best practices of 
successful targeted-hire policies such as the CBA contain 
many of these components, including the engagement 
of all stakeholders, developing contractor engagement, 
investing in outreach and recruitment of workers 
and apprentices, developing comprehensive training 
programs, and creating an active, engaged compliance 
system that includes all of the stakeholders.21   The City 
of Portland was cited by the UCLA Labor Center for its 
successful implementation of the CBA, and the City’s use 
of these and other tools were held out as best-practice 
examples of successful targeted-hire programs.22   
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IV. OVERCOMING LINGERING CHALLENGES.

While the successes of the CBA are impressive, there 
remain some lingering challenges to the full realization 
of its potential.  For example, one area where the CBA 
has not yet met its targets is with female journey-level 
workers.  The CBA set a target of 9% of total project 
hours for journey-level tradeswomen.23   However, 
as of January, 2015, the realized rates on Kelly Butte 
and Interstate were 6% and 3% respectively.24   While 
disappointing, the failure to meet those targets should 
not be taken as a failure of the CBA.  The relatively low 
level of journey-level hours is an unfortunate reflection 
of the relatively modest number of journey-level 
tradeswomen in the construction trades and continued 
challenges to the acceptance and corresponding 
utilization of women on the job-site.

If anything, these numbers demonstrate the continued 
need for the CBA.  As shown by the high levels of female 
apprenticeship hours under the CBA, it has the potential 
to significantly correct the historical disparity for 
women in the construction trades by developing a pool 
of skilled female journey-level workers and promoting 
the broader acceptance of women in the construction 
trades.  Those conclusions are reinforced by the statistic 
for women journey-level workers on the Swan Island 
Trade Center, a project with no CBA in place.  On 
that project, zero percent (0%) of hours worked went 
to journey-level tradeswomen.25   Importantly, it was 
the CBA’s transparency and compliance process that 
brought this issue to light, and the Oversight Committee 
is committed to correcting it by continued tracking and 
developing additional retention strategies.

Another area that remains a challenge is in the continued 
twin misperceptions among certain constituents 
that the CBA is biased in favor of unions resulting in 
added barriers to women and people of color.  First, 
the CBA is not biased in favor of the unions.  Union 
and non-union contractors are treated equally in the 
selection process.  Additionally, the benefits of the CBA 
are available to all contractors, regardless of union or 
open-shop status.  For example, the use of union hiring 
halls for the referral of much of the workforce benefits 
non-union contractors by providing a highly skilled 
and dependable labor supply.  When appropriate there 
are significant exceptions to the hiring-hall process 

for core employees, DBE contractors, and specialty 
contractors.26   In some instances, the CBA has provided 
greater benefits to non-union contractors than to union 
shops.  For example, the majority of firms benefitting 
from the technical assistance funding – 15 out of 22 
firms – are open-shop contractors.27   

As for the view that union participation creates 
barriers for women and people of color, that is simply a 
lingering misperception.  The numbers show that union 
involvement in the CBA has expanded the opportunities 
for women and minorities in the construction trades, not 
hindered them.  For example, Oregon Tradeswomen, 
Inc., recently analyzed the apprenticeship utilization 
rates of the contractors on the CBA and found that union 
apprentice programs generally had between 2-17% 
women apprentices, with only 3 of the 19 programs on 
the CBA having no women apprentices.28   These 19 
union programs alone accounted for more than 68% 
of female apprentices statewide, and their recruitment 
accounted for a 1.2% increase in statewide female 
apprentices over the year prior to enactment of the 
CBA.29   As for minority participation, the CBA union 
contractors all had minority participants, with between 
7% and 41% utilization rates depending on trade.30   
This accounted for 56% of all minority apprentices  
state-wide, and is a 1.6% increase in minority apprentice 
rates since before enactment of the CBA.31   Similarly, a 
review of the type of work assigned to minority apprentice 
and journey-level workers on projects governed by the 
CBA shows that it is widely distributed among all the 
trades, not simply concentrated in relatively low-paying 
jobs.32   While there may be historical reasons for the 
continuing misperception that union involvement 
equates with barriers to entry for women and people of 
color, the unions involved in the CBA are committed to 
diversifying their ranks and the construction industry 
and they have backed up that expressed commitment 
with significant resources.
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V. TO ENSURE ITS LONG-TERM SUCCESS, THE 
CITY NEEDS TO IMPLEMENT THE CBA ON FUTURE 
CONSTRUCTION PROJECTS.

While the proven success of the CBA on the Kelly Butte 
and Interstate projects is laudable, it is only the beginning.  
Developing the capacity of M/W/DBE firms is a  
long-term process that will require years to complete.  The 
same is true for developing journey-level tradespeople; 
depending on the trade, it typically takes as many as 
five years for an apprentice to develop the skills and 
experience necessary to earn journey certification.33   
Likewise, continuing the recruitment of historically 
underrepresented people of color and women into 
the construction industry through apprenticeship 
opportunities takes time and commitment.  This should 
be no surprise.  Simply put, the success of the City’s 
efforts to achieve its economic equity goals will require 
a long-term commitment, regardless of the particular 
policy tool.  

The CBA provides a proven, effective tool to help the  
City fulfill its long-term commitment to economic 
equity.  As originally enacted, the model CBA was 
intended as a template for City projects in excess 
of $15 million.34   Upcoming projects – such as the 
Washington Park Reservoir – are prime candidates 
for the CBA.  Given its ability to advance the City’s 
economic equity goals as shown by its proven success 
at meeting workforce and contracting goals, its ability 
to develop a self-sufficient workforce in traditionally 
underrepresented communities, and the commitment 
of MAWE and other stakeholders to the long-term 
success of the CBA, reaffirming the City’s commitment 
to the CBA is easy.  Doing so will provide City residents 
with expanded economic opportunities.  It will also 
provide City officials with concrete examples of 
success in meeting their economic equity goals along 
with a motivated body of stakeholders who have the 
demonstrated commitment and ability to mobilize in 
support of the CBA and to make it work on the ground.  
For all of these reasons, it is time for the City to renew 
its commitment to the CBA by implementing it on 
additional projects.
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