
February 2024

Maximizing the value and impact of public investments
with Community Benefits Agreements
Public spending in infrastructure projects can deliver better impact and value
through Community Benefits Agreements.

Summary
The traditional approach of building infrastructure without taking additional social, environmental,
and cultural impacts into consideration is no longer viable in today’s challenging times. Given the
complex issues our province faces, a more efficient use of public spending to simultaneously
achieve multiple policy goals is required.

The 2023 Ontario budget announced $184.4 billion infrastructure expenditure over the next ten
years, including $20.6 billion spending in the immediate 2023/2024 fiscal year, and construction
of 1.5 million homes by 2031. The province will also need an estimated 72,000 additional
construction workers by 2027 to help deliver its ambitious capital plan. At the same time, many
industries, including construction, are facing ongoing recruitment and retention challenges. This
presents a unique opportunity to maximize the returns on public infrastructure investment to
achieve additional social, economic, and environmental goals.

Community Benefits Agreements (CBAs), when strategically embedded in public infrastructure
programs, can do just that. CBAs create targeted employment, training, and apprenticeship
opportunities, set new procurement pathways for local and diverse small businesses, social
enterprises and suppliers, and improve neighbourhood amenities. They also help generate public
support for economic development projects. When designed and implemented well, CBAs can be
mutually beneficial for developers, small businesses, local communities, workers, and
government.

Our recommendation:
● Develop an Ontario Community Benefits Policy in consultation with local community

benefits networks across Ontario. Moving forward, embed Community Benefits
Agreements in all public infrastructure projects to create inclusive and equitable economic
development.

An innovative approach: Community Benefits Agreements
Community Benefits Agreements are project-specific legal agreements or contractual
requirements of construction, infrastructure, and/or development projects negotiated between
communities and public or private developers.
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They are a cost-effective mechanism to leverage existing infrastructure investment to produce
additional socio-economic impacts.They can also facilitate progress in responding to the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Call to Action #92 to “ensure that Aboriginal peoples
have equitable access to jobs, training, and education opportunities in the corporate sector, and
that Aboriginal communities gain long-term sustainable benefits from economic development
projects”. Generally, identified outcomes from CBAs fall into five areas:

1. Good jobs and targeted employment opportunities for equity-deserving groups and/or the
local community in which the development is taking place.

2. Training and apprenticeships for equity-deserving groups and other local community
members in which the development is taking place.

3. Support of local businesses and social value suppliers by purchasing from them or
including them as subcontractors during the construction process, and into the operations
phase.

4. Community infrastructure such as affordable housing, child care, and recreational
facilities.

5. Environmental improvements such as new green spaces.

There is considerable documentation of the positive impact generated by successful applications
of Community Benefits Agreements in infrastructure and development projects, both locally,
provincially, nationally and internationally, and overall, major employers in the construction sector
have reported higher retention rates with employees hired through CBA hiring programs. For
example, the BC Infrastructure Benefits (BCIB), a crown corporation of the BC government,
recruits, supports and supplies skilled workers to public infrastructure projects under the
Community Benefits Agreement to help expand the province’s labour pool. Through their
community benefits agreements, 75% of their workers are local hires (living within 100km of the
jobsite). In 2023, 30% of the hours worked by BCIB employees were worked by Indigenous people
or by members of a traditionally underrepresented group, 15% of BCIB employees identified as
Indigenous, more than double the BC industry average of 5%. In addition, 9% of BCIB employees
were women, double the BC industry average of 4.5%.

In Toronto, the expansion of the Rexdale-Casino Woodbine has a formal CBA signed with the city,
with hard targets such as a $5 million commitment from the casino to build a child care center
that will benefit its employees and local residents having, ensuring 40% of new hires come from
the local community and equity-deserving groups from across the city, and having a minimum
10% of annual operational procurement through local suppliers or diverse suppliers, in order to
support local businesses. As a result of the CBA, by the end of 2022, the project had hired 1,982
new employees, with 48% being social and local hires, and $9.9 million was spent across 27 local
suppliers. A potential location for the child care center has also been identified, and is currently
undergoing a feasibility study.

A successful CBA requires communication, co-creation and collaboration between three major
key stakeholders in the design, implementation, monitoring, and reporting processes:
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● Community-based networks and organizations: Community-based networks and
organizations are responsive to the interests of local residents, and help organize and
facilitate local communities’ engagement in the consultation processes when public
infrastructure and construction projects take place in their neighborhoods. As every
community’s needs are different, local networks and community organizations must be
brought to the table as early as possible in the planning stages to inform planning and
investment decisions, identify measures to mitigate impacts associated with project
construction on local communities, and to promote additional positive outcomes.
Examples of existing community-based networks in Ontario include Toronto, Hamilton,
Peel, Ottawa, and Niagara.

● Governments: Governments play a central role in funding and approving large
infrastructure projects - roads, highways, bridges, hospitals, universities, long-term care
homes, child care centres.

● Construction/development sector: There is a growing support of CBAs within the
construction sector as well.

The missing piece: an enabling policy environment in Ontario for CBAs
Despite proven successes where Community Benefits Agreements have achieved additional
economic and social goals when embedded in infrastructure projects in Ontario, the current
ad-hoc approach limits the ability of CBAs to be applied more broadly, and thus be more effective
and implemented with adequate accountability. With the current ad hoc approach, communities
have to advocate and negotiate for CBAs on an individual project basis, if there is capacity to do
so through a local network or community organization. In addition, developers often look to the
government for guidance, requirements, and targets for CBAs while communities could also use
more guidance and support from the government during the negotiation processes.

In order for Community Benefits Agreements to be successfully designed and implemented in
public infrastructure projects at the provincial level, there are certain conditions that must be met:

1. Policy that includes mandatory language, early setting of targets to ensure expectations
and costs are clear to all parties involved, and accountability measures.

2. Effective leadership to drive processes inside and outside of government, including
well-resourced community groups responsive to the interests of local residents, and
champions inside the government.

3. Develop robust monitoring, accountability, and evaluation mechanisms.

The missing piece is strong leadership from the provincial government through a policy
framework. A provincial Community Benefits Policy would ensure CBAs are coordinated, strategic,
enforceable, and embedded in all publicly-funded infrastructure projects. At the very minimum a
policy could ensure CBAs are considered in every publicly-funded infrastructure project. The
Ontario government has a responsibility to ensure infrastructure projects are done in a way that
benefits both current and future generations, keeps jobs in Ontario, trains the next generation of
skilled trades workers, and benefits local businesses, organizations, and communities.
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https://www.communitybenefits.ca/
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https://niagarabenefits.ca/#:~:text=Examples%20of%20benefits%20achieved%20from,and%20sustainable%20transportation%20and%20energy.
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Recommendation
Develop an Ontario Community Benefits Policy in consultation with local community benefits
networks across Ontario. Moving forward, embed Community Benefits Agreements in all
public infrastructure projects to create inclusive and equitable economic development.

The policy can include:
● Appointment of a coordination role within government (such as the Ministry of

Infrastructure) to bring together ministries whose policy objectives (such as poverty
reduction, environment, economic development, health) require action across a broad
range of portfolios.

● A province-wide community benefits framework for all public infrastructure projects that is
legally binding and transparent, with minimum hard targets that are measurable through
agreed-upon tracking, monitoring, and evaluation processes. Under the Community
benefits framework, development and operations permits should be tied to the developer’s
best efforts to comply with the CBA Policy.

● Provide support, including funding, to build and sustain community benefits coalitions and
networks who play an important role in the successful implementation of Community
Benefits Agreements.

Conclusion
Carefully negotiated and well-deployed Community Benefits Agreements generate a stream of
social and economic benefits through employment, trades training and apprenticeships, supply
chain purchasing, and local economic development. Integrated into and core to their purpose is
achieving these outcomes with a lens of social inclusion, diversity, and equity. While CBAs are
already being used in Ontario, an Ontario Community Benefits Policy is the missing piece to
leverage opportunities across infrastructure projects.

About ONN
ONN is the independent nonprofit network for the 58,000 nonprofits in Ontario, focused on policy,
advocacy and services to strengthen the sector as a key pillar of our society and economy. We
work to create a public policy environment that allows nonprofits to thrive. We engage our
network of diverse nonprofit organizations across Ontario to work together on issues affecting
the sector and channel the voices of our network to government, funders, and other stakeholders.

For more information:
Candice Zhang
Policy Advisor
Email: candice@theonn.ca

4

mailto:candice@theonn.ca

