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About SBAN

The Small Business Anti-Displacement Network is a network of organizations across 
the United States and internationally that work to prevent displacement of BIPOC- 
and immigrant-owned small businesses in gentrifying neighborhoods. Housed at the 
University of Maryland’s National Center for Smart Growth Research and Education, 
SBAN includes policymakers, nonprofit advocates, technical assistance providers, 
real estate developers, financial institutions, scholars, and small business owners 
who share knowledge and collaborate to advance innovative policies and practices 
that keep small businesses in place. 
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Executive Summary
Small businesses play a critical role in community 
well-being. They foster social cohesion, create 
jobs, and support local economies. They are 
vital community institutions that provide  
residents with essential goods and services  
and contribute to diverse local economies. 

When neighborhoods gentrify, however, many 
longtime businesses are forced to move or close. 
Some cannot afford rising rents or property taxes. 
Others cannot compete with larger businesses, and 
many see their customer base dwindle or disappear. 
As a result, gentrifying communities often lose 
essential goods and services, employment opportu-
nities, cultural amenities, and vital social connections. 

For businesses whose owners are Black, Indigenous, 
and people of color (BIPOC), gentrification adds to 
existing challenges. Compared to their larger, White-
owned peers, BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses 
have less capital and less access to training, technical 
assistance, and government assistance, which makes 
it difficult for them to adjust to changing social and 
economic conditions. To address these challenges, 
policymakers, community leaders, and other small 
business advocates must employ strategies that 
prioritize racial equity, inclusive economic develop-
ment, community participation, and capacity-building.

This second edition of the Small Business Anti- 
Displacement Toolkit is designed to equip small 
business advocates with tools to address commercial 
gentrification. Since publishing the first edition in 
2021, SBAN has continued to examine how munici-
palities and community-based organizations are 
supporting BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small 
businesses. In this edition, we have added a new 
place-based management strategy area, introduced 
new tax credit and community ownership tools, and 
added new examples of strategies in action. 

This edition also draws on what we have learned from 
our national network over the past three years. SBAN 
is the first national organization to bring together 
small business advocates from various sectors to 
address displacement. Our members have first-hand 

experience with the challenges that commercial 
gentrification poses, and they have provided valuable 
insights about how to support diverse businesses 
that are vulnerable to displacement. 

The toolkit highlights that while there is a pressing 
need for more anti-displacement policies, advocates 
are forging new pathways. By employing strategies 
that promote equitable access to resources and capital, 
reform exclusionary policies, and expand community 
wealth-building and ownership opportunities, they are 
filling a critical policy gap. Their efforts highlight the 
transformative potential of strategies that prioritize 
racial equity and collective community power. 

In the toolkit, we examine how anti-displacement 
strategies work, the tools needed to implement them, 
and how they are being used in diverse neighborhoods. 
We begin with an overview of why small businesses 
are important to neighborhood health and well-being. 
We then discuss the forces that lead to commercial 
gentrification, why BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
small businesses are particularly vulnerable to 
displacement, and how the COVID-19 pandemic  
has disproportionately affected them.

Our seven anti-displacement strategies compose the 
bulk of the toolkit: community ownership, commer-
cial tenant protections, commercial preservation and 
property improvement, local hiring and entrepreneur-
ial support, place-based management, tax credits and 
incentives, and zoning and form-based codes. Each 
strategy provides a range of tools for implementation.

Throughout the toolkit, we offer examples of how 
communities are putting these strategies into action. 
We conclude with recommendations for how small 
business advocates can push policies and practices 
that protect the long-term viability of small businesses, 
particularly those that are BIPOC- and immigrant- 
owned. As gentrification reshapes more cities across 
the United States and internationally, threatening  
the character and identity of longstanding Black and 
Brown communities, the strategies outlined in this 
toolkit can help small businesses stay in place as vital 
community anchors. 
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Introduction 
What is a small business? Why are small businesses important to neighborhoods?

Small businesses are often defined as firms that 
employ up to 500 people. There are approximately 
32 million small businesses in the United States that 
fall under this definition, of which one in five are 
BIPOC-owned.

Among small businesses with employees, 90% have 
fewer than 20 employees and generate almost all  
of the nation’s economic activity.1 Approximately  
four million of those are microbusinesses with fewer 
than 10 employees, making up three-fourths of the 
nation’s private-sector employers and providing 10% 
of private-sector jobs.2 Microbusinesses, also known 
as neighborhood small businesses, are often started 
by BIPOC and immigrant entrepreneurs. They are 
usually independent, family-run, and tend to remain 
smaller than comparable White-owned businesses. 

Neighborhood small businesses—such as bodegas, 
restaurants, and pharmacies—are integral to a 
community’s fabric and economy. They serve as  
local landmarks, giving neighborhoods their distinct 
character and identity.3 They employ 
local residents and provide culturally 
relevant goods and services, as well 
as social capital on which residents 
rely. Many forge transnational eco-
nomic relationships through activi-
ties that cross national borders, such 
as remittance transfers. By providing 
jobs and collaborating with other 
local businesses, they help to sustain 
local economies.4 

Many small businesses also foster 
community cohesion and vitality 
through their contributions to local charities and 
organizations, and they provide third spaces where 
residents can build community. Compared to big-box 
chains, neighborhood small businesses are more 
likely to cultivate relationships among customers, 
employees, and residents.5 Small business owners 
are often strongly committed to the neighborhood 

and frequently help revitalize places that have  
experienced significant disinvestment and neglect.6 

While BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses play 
a critical role in neighborhood health and well-being, 
particularly in low-wealth communities, gentrification 
threatens their sustainability in various ways.

What is gentrification? 

Gentrification is a process by which historically 
disinvested, low-wealth neighborhoods undergo 
significant change following an influx of private and 
public investments. Gentrification is reshaping cities 
across the United States and internationally and 
changing the character of established neighborhoods. 
It is often distinguished by a rapid change in a neigh-
borhood’s physical character and demographics, as 
new higher-end residential and commercial develop-
ment attracts higher-income, more highly educated 
residents and displaces long-term residents and 
small businesses.

Coined by British sociologist  
Ruth Glass in the 1960s, the term 
“gentrification” was first used to 
describe the process of middle- and 
upper-class households moving  
into distressed, working-class 
neighborhoods in London.7 It has 
since come to refer to the rehabili-
tation or upgrading of housing and 
commercial properties in neighbor-
hoods that have suffered from 
population loss, capital disinvestment, 
and neglect.8 Given their long history 

of segregation and disinvestment, urban neighborhoods 
that are home to BIPOC and immigrant residents are 
those most likely to gentrify, while new residents are 
often White. Rapid population changes frequently 
lead to racial, ethnic, and cultural tensions in gentri-
fying neighborhoods.9

While BIPOC- and immi-
grant-owned businesses 

play a critical role in 
neighborhood health and 
well-being, particularly in 
low-wealth communities, 
gentrification threatens 

their sustainability.
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Scholars often explain gentrification as driven by 
production or consumption. From a production 
perspective, as private investment is redirected  
into historically disinvested neighbor-
hoods, new development projects, 
such as condominiums or chain 
stores, cause property values to 
increase. In turn, the supply of afford-
able space available to low-income 
residents and small businesses 
decreases. During this process, 
longtime residents and businesses are 
often displaced because of increasing 
property values and rents. 

From a consumption perspective, 
incoming residents bring with them 
new preferences for housing, goods 
and services, and other amenities.10 Newcomers 
often desire locations near white-collar jobs,  

public transportation, restaurants, and retail  
geared to their needs and tastes. Because they  
can pay more than longtime residents to be close  

to these amenities, new residents 
drive up costs and increase the 
likelihood of residential and  
commercial displacement.11 

Decades of segregation and 
underinvestment in Black and 
Brown communities have concen-
trated disadvantage in certain 
neighborhoods, laying the ground-
work for gentrification. Historically, 
federal urban policies such as 
restrictive real estate covenants, 
redlining, and urban renewal 

segregated these communities, while private and 
public disinvestment drained them of their assets 
and resources.12 

Decades of segregation 
and underinvestment in 
Black and Brown com-
munities have concen-
trated disadvantage in 
certain neighborhoods, 
laying the groundwork 

for gentrification.

Mahogany Books, a Black-owned businesses in Washington, D.C. (Photo: Candace Dane Chambers)
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More recently, government policies and incentives 
have brought new wealth and opportunities to these 
neighborhoods but have often favored high-end 
development that caters to new residents and 
tourists instead of longtime residents and busi-
nesses. Government policies entice investment  
with tax credits and abatements that fuel develop-
ment and property upgrades, pushing up property 
values. When municipalities invest in parks,  
public transportation, and other infrastructure  
and services, it can also encourage large-scale 
redevelopment, raise property values, attract 
higher-income residents, and push out longtime 
residents and small businesses.13 

How does gentrification impact  
small businesses? 

Policy debates and scholarly research on gentrifica-
tion have focused largely on residential gentrification 
and the impacts on long-term residents. Far less 
attention has been paid to commercial gentrification, 
the process by which neighborhood businesses that 
provide products and services to long-term residents 
are forced to move or close and are replaced by 
establishments that cater to new, more affluent 
residents. Like residential displacement, commercial 
displacement is often driven by government policies 
that incentivize commercial development. Municipali-
ties often support economic development strategies 

that maximize their tax base rather than programs 
that support existing small businesses.14 

The impact of gentrification on small businesses is 
complex. For some businesses, new commercial and 
residential development brings new consumers with 
greater purchasing power.15 However, many small 
businesses do not have the resources to pivot rapidly 
to serve new customers. Meanwhile, their traditional 
clientele often dwindles as long-term residents are 
pushed out of the neighborhood. 

Commercial displacement can take many forms. 
Direct displacement occurs when small businesses 
are forced to close, such as when a municipality or 
property owner forces tenants to vacate a property 
by eminent domain or by selling the building.16 To 
capitalize on the changing market and court tenants 
who can pay higher rents,17 landlords may buy out 
existing tenants, refuse to renew their lease, deny 
routine property maintenance, or charge excessive 
fees to force them to move.18 Direct displacement 
can also occur when new transit projects, redevelop-
ment, or rezoning require that commercial properties 
be significantly altered or demolished.19 

Indirect displacement occurs when property values 
increase, causing businesses to relocate or close 
because of rising rents or property taxes.20 Indirect 
displacement can also be caused by construction  
or other disruptions that limit customers’ access  
to the business and cause them to shop elsewhere. 

TYPES OF COMMERCIAL DISPLACEMENT

DIRECT
When small businesses are 

forced to close, such as when a 
municipality or property owner 

forces tenants to vacate a 
property by eminent domain  

or by selling the building.

INDIRECT
When property values increase, 
causing businesses to relocate 

or close because of rising  
rents or property taxes. Can  

also be caused by disruptions 
that limit customer access. 

EXCLUSIONARY
When businesses that  

serve—or would serve— 
long-term or low-income  
residents cannot afford  
to move into gentrifying 

neighborhoods.

NOTICE
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If a new chain store opens nearby, small businesses 
may have a hard time competing with the prices and 
wider selection of goods or services. Exclusionary 
displacement occurs when businesses that serve—
or would serve—long-term or low- 
income residents cannot afford to  
move into gentrifying neighborhoods. 

Gentrification can also cause cultural 
displacement, when the tastes, norms, 
desires of new residents in a neighbor-
hood supplant those of longtime 
residents. This can result in the loss of 
vital community institutions, including 
small businesses that define the 
neighborhood’s social and cultural life. 
As new employment opportunities, businesses,  
and amenities attract young professionals, small 
businesses that are frequented by longtime  
residents—often older and lower-income—suffer.21 

New businesses and developers sometimes leverage 
the “authentic” or “urban” identities and cultures that 
once defined the neighborhood to attract new clients, 
rather than to serve the needs of those who created 
that culture.22 

Why are BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses 
particularly vulnerable to displacement? 

In gentrifying neighborhoods, BIPOC- and immigrant- 
owned small businesses usually lack the same 
resources as incoming businesses, which are often 
larger and White-owned. Given the legacy of racial 
bias in mortgage lending and property sales, BIPOC 
business owners tend to have less personal wealth 
than White business owners to maintain or grow 
their businesses. They also have less access to 
other sources of financial capital, fewer business 
networks, less institutional support, face greater 
lending discrimination, and are more likely to be 
exploited by predatory landlords. 

Because BIPOC- and immigrant-owned business are 
disproportionately concentrated within consumer 
service and retail industries, they tend to have narrow 
operating margins and below-average returns, making 
them more vulnerable to economic downturns.23 

One of the biggest hurdles for BIPOC and immigrant 
business owners is accessing capital. Many use 
personal or family savings and credit cards to start 
their business. They are often denied loans because 

of their low profit margins, neighbor-
hood location, customers, or other 
forms of racial bias. Discrimination 
and low credit scores lead many to 
pay high interest rates when they do 
secure a loan. Many Black and Brown 
business owners do not even apply 
for financing because they fear 
rejection or lack long-term relation-
ships with lenders.24 Small banks that 
serve local businesses have declined 

in recent decades due to bank consolidations.25 This 
has left many BIPOC and immigrant communities 
without community banks, creating even greater 
lending barriers.26 

Black-owned businesses face the greatest difficulty 
accessing capital. They are commonly located in 
low-wealth neighborhoods that banks perceive  
as high-risk. Black-owned businesses are also 
overrepresented in low-revenue industries such as 
food service, personal services, and small retail like 
convenience stores.27 The systemic racial disparities 
that Black communities experience, such overrep-
resentation within the criminal justice system and  
a lack of intergenerational wealth, contribute to 
lenders’ perception of Black entrepreneurs as risky 
borrowers. Black entrepreneurs often must seek 
alternative sources of credit, including predatory 
lenders that charge high interest rates and offer 
unfavorable loan terms. 

Although Black-owned banks help to fill the gap in 
some neighborhoods, few such banks exist and tend  
to have fewer assets than White-owned banks. Instead, 
community development financial institutions (CDFIs) 
have been instrumental in serving Black and Latinx 
business owners.28 CDFIs, which emerged in the 1990s 
after redlining left communities of color underinvested 
by traditional finance, are committed to affordable 
lending in low-wealth neighborhoods. They often bridge 
social, political, and infrastructure gaps that constrain 
economic growth by ensuring low-wealth communities 
have access to affordable and quality services.          

One of the biggest 
hurdles for BIPOC 

and immigrant 
business owners is 
accessing capital.
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Immigrant-owned businesses, especially those run 
by immigrants of color, face particular vulnerabilities. 
In 2019, immigrants made up 21.7% of all business 
owners in the United States, despite making up  
just over 13.6% of the population.29 These statistics 
may not account for the estimated 857,000 undoc-
umented immigrants running businesses.30 Due to 
challenges accessing capital, immigrant business 
owners often use personal and family assets or 
home equity loans as business collateral.31 Some 
take advantage of connections to banks outside  
of the United States. 

Because they lack the resources to keep detailed 
records or open a bank account, many immigrant 
business owners deal in cash, presenting accounting 
challenges and security risks, such as theft. Undocu-
mented immigrant entrepreneurs do not have access 
to traditional bank loans because of their legal 
status, lack of social security number, and limited 
credit history.32 Yet the majority of undocumented 
entrepreneurs pay taxes through an individual 
taxpayer identification number.33 

Beyond these capital constraints, some immigrant 
entrepreneurs also face landlord retaliation based 
on their immigration status and language barriers.34 
They often operate in ethnic enclaves that provide  
a stable customer base and predictable revenue 
streams but can limit growth because entrepreneurs 
are not exposed to broader markets or expansion 
opportunities. Many lack access to business training 
and technical resources and are often unaware  
of or face barriers to accessing municipal grants or 
resources, such as those offered by the U.S. Small 
Business Administration (SBA). They face language 
barriers, lack networks with resource providers,  
or simply do not have the time or documentation 
needed to apply for funding or seek technical 
assistance. As a result, they often miss out on 
financial, organizational, and development opportu-
nities that could help them improve their business, 
such as bookkeeping and marketing training.35

Little Santo Domingo in the Allapattah neighborhood, Miami, Florida.
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How has COVID-19 exacerbated the  
challenges facing small businesses  
in gentrifying neighborhoods?

The economic effects of the pandemic on small 
businesses have been staggering. Between February 
and April 2020, the number of business owners  
in operation fell by 21%, but the number of Black 
business owners declined by 40%. In comparison, 
White business owners in operation declined by only 
17%.36 Small businesses have tried desperately to 
adapt. They have adjusted their operating hours and 
menus, reduced employees, and actively contributed 
to local aid initiatives. 

But for businesses concentrated in communities  
of color where infection rates have been high and 
employment losses pronounced, circumstances  
have been especially challenging.37 BIPOC- and 
immigrant-owned businesses are also disproportion-
ately concentrated in sectors hardest hit by the crisis 
and where remote work is infeasible, 
including accommodation and  
food services, personal and laundry 
services, and retail. Among all small 
businesses, Latinx- and Black-owned 
businesses have been hardest hit, 
with many forced to permanently 
close due to declining revenues. 

BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
businesses had trouble accessing 
federal COVID-19 relief, particularly 
the Paycheck Protection Program 
(PPP). For many, the application was 
difficult to complete due to language barriers, lack 
of banking relationships, application restrictions 
related to student loan debt and non-fraud convic-
tions, and unclear loan instructions. The time frame 
to fill out PPP applications was also short. Small 
business owners and organizations heavily criticized 
the first round of PPP for providing most loans to 
large businesses that did not experience major 
revenue losses or closures and those located in 
areas with low Latinx and Black populations. 

Only 15% of businesses in the hardest-hit locations 
received a first-round PPP loan, with microbusi-
nesses, especially BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
businesses, largely excluded.38 While the government 
later made changes to address equity issues, including 
set-asides for community banks, credit unions, and 
CDFIs, success was mixed. PPP lenders did not 
require demographic data from applicants, but those 
that collected demographics from 20% of appli-
cants in the last round of loans reported that 13.6%  
of funds went to White-owned businesses, 2.9%  
to Latinx-owned businesses, 2.4% to Asian-owned 
businesses, and 1.6% to Black-owned businesses.

The pandemic has also presented opportunities to 
support small businesses. Funding from the federal 
American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) is flexible and  
can be used to address revenue declines, mitigate 
COVID-19’s health and economic impacts, or invest in 
infrastructure. Funds are distributed to areas by need 
and can be given to community-based organizations. 

Cities have creatively used ARPA 
funds to support microbusiness and 
help residents “buy back the block” 
by purchasing residential or com-
mercial property in their neighbor-
hood.39 However, ARPA funds can 
only be spent through the end of 
2024, leaving many disadvantaged 
communities with unmet needs.

Some segments of the U.S. economy 
are rebounding, but the recovery  
of BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
businesses lags. Their path to 

recovery has been arduous, characterized by per-
sistent financial strain, reduced consumer demand, 
and restricted capital access. The impact of prolonged 
closures and limited financial support has left many 
grappling with mounting debt, struggling to re-establish 
their customer base, and even permanently closing. 
The disproportionate struggles of these businesses 
expose the deeply entrenched inequities in the U.S. 
economic system and the urgent need to prioritize 
anti-displacement policies and practices. 

Only 15% of businesses 
in locations hardest  
hit by the COVID-19 
pandemic received a 
first-round PPP loan, 
with microbusinesses 

largely excluded.
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Strategies and Tools to Prevent  
Small Business Displacement
There are numerous strategies and tools for preventing commercial gentrification and small business displacement. 
This toolkit shares innovative ways that small businesses and their advocates across the nation and internationally 
are addressing the challenges and vulnerabilities posed by commercial gentrification. It aims to equip small business 
advocates with the tools and knowledge to help BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small businesses stay strong and in 
place. These tools are not one-size-fits-all solutions. They offer lessons that can be customized for the needs and 
challenges of diverse communities. 

We provide an overview of the anti-displacement strategy, then highlight specific tools that can be used to 
advance the strategy. We describe how each tool can be implemented; the stakeholders needed to advance  
the tool; the tool’s strengths and challenges; and examples of how the strategy or tool is being implemented  
in neighborhoods and cities around the United States and internationally.

Our toolkit is informed by the work that our members and other small business advocates are doing on the ground. 
If you are working to prevent small business displacement in your community, we want to hear from you. If you are 
using one of the strategies or tools described here, tell us more about how you’re doing it and how it’s working. If you 
are using an approach you don’t see in this toolkit, we want to hear about that too. Please contact SBAN@umd.edu 
to share your knowledge and experience with us.

Commercial  
Preservation and 

Property Improvement

Local Hiring and  
Entrepreneurial Support

Tax Credits  
and Incentives 

Zoning and  
Form-Based Codes

Now

HIRING

Commercial Tenant  
Protections

Community  
Ownership

Place-Based  
Management

The toolkit is organized around seven small business anti-displacement strategies:
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COMMERCIAL  
PRESERVATION AND  
PROPERTY IMPROVEMENT
Commercial preservation and property improvement 
programs aim to support and preserve small, longtime 
businesses that are invaluable to the social fabric of com-
munities. These programs safeguard a neighborhood’s 
historical elements and help vulnerable businesses sustain 
their cultural role. 

TOOLS

Commercial Façade Improvement Programs
Programs that help small businesses and commercial property 
owners improve their building’s façade or physical appearance

Legacy Business Preservation Programs
Programs designed to preserve small, longtime businesses that 
contribute to a neighborhood’s history, identity, and character.

Heritage Tourism
Programs created by community-based organizations, government 
agencies, or local businesses to preserve a neighborhood’s cultural 
identity by amplifying its history and drawing more customers.

STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

The Anacostia neighborhood in Washington, D.C., where efforts are ongoing to preserve  
Black businesses amidst increased development. (Photo: Candace Dane Chambers)
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Commercial Façade  
Improvement Programs 
Commercial facade improvement programs help small businesses and commercial property 
owners improve their building’s exterior and storefronts through financial incentives, such  
as matching grants and loans, tax abatements, and design assistance. Programs focus on  
properties in both historic and non-historic areas. 

Implementation 
Commercial façade improvement programs are typically administered and staffed by municipal 
planning departments, community or economic development agencies, nonprofit organizations, or 
business improvement districts. Applications are often made available periodically to small business 
and property owners. Funding can be provided as a matching grant or a loan and is allocated from 
various sources, most commonly federal and state community and economic development, housing, 
and revitalization grants. Funding is often paired with design assistance.

Strengths
Commercial façade improvements have the potential to increase sales soon after improvements are 
made, strengthening the local economy. Increased sales may be sustained for several years, outpacing 
increases in local taxes. Nearby property owners and small business tenants may also see increased 
sales and be motivated to make property improvements, resulting in larger-scale street or neighbor-
hood revitalization.

Challenges
Tenants must seek permission from property owners to apply for funding and are sometimes 
required to provide matching funds that many small businesses do not have. Programs commonly 
include a formal planning design review and approval process, and design options may be restricted 
or dictated by a historic district or municipal design standards. Applicants may have to hire design 
professionals to ensure their applications follow these standards. Some program sponsors assist 
with the application process.

    

COMMERCIAL PRESERVATION AND PROPERTY IMPROVEMENT

SMALL BUSINESS ANTI-DISPLACEMENT TOOLKIT	 11



Legacy Business Programs

Legacy business programs are designed to preserve longtime businesses that contribute  
to a neighborhood’s history, identity, and character. Programs are often established by local 
jurisdictions, business associations, or community-based organizations and provide small 
businesses with grants, technical assistance, and marketing and branding services. These 
programs also offer financial incentives, including grants, to commercial landlords to retain 
legacy businesses. The COVID-19 pandemic spurred cities and organizations across the United 
States to develop more legacy business programs. 

Implementation 
Efforts to establish legacy business programs are often spearheaded by neighborhood businesses, 
business improvement districts, or community-based organizations, such as historic preservation 
and main street organizations. To generate the political support needed to create new city-run 
programs, campaigns typically highlight the many contributions that legacy businesses make to the 
community. Program guidelines and eligibility vary by jurisdiction. In some cities, legacy businesses 
are required to apply for funding. In others, they must be nominated by an elected official or small 
business agency. Businesses are often selected based on their tenure, community contribution,  
and size.

Strengths 
Legacy business programs provide economic stability for BIPOC and immigrant entrepreneurs and 
preserve neighborhood culture, identity, and social fabric. Programs support longtime businesses 
that are neighborhood anchors, employ local workers, and provide vital goods and services. Many 
legacy businesses provide an economic foothold for new immigrants and act as community gathering 
spaces. Legacy business programs provide grant or loan funds for activities that promote long-term 
stability, including technical and marketing assistance as well as physical improvements such as 
façade improvements and interior renovations. Program staff often help business owners leverage 
city resources. 

Challenges
Time requirements, staff capacity, and language barriers can reduce small business engagement in 
legacy business programs. A limited number of programs exist, and funding is usually competitive 
and dependent on local government appropriations. Due to budget constraints, programs may only 
select a handful of small businesses who apply. 
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Heritage Tourism Programs

Heritage tourism programs are usually initiated and led by community-based organizations, 
government agencies, or local businesses. Programs aim to preserve a neighborhood’s cultural 
identity by amplifying its history and drawing more customers to the neighborhood. Heritage 
tourism gives visitors the opportunity to experience historic or cultural sites, shop at longtime 
businesses, and attend cultural heritage events led by neighborhood business owners or  
residents. Community-based heritage tourism is designed to benefit rather than displace small 
businesses and residents. 

Implementation 
The organization leading heritage tourism efforts should first study the target area to analyze 
current and future potential heritage activity, then work to encourage small business growth in the 
cultural heritage tourism sector and offer support to existing heritage activities. Initial development 
could include an economic impact analysis, site analysis, survey of small businesses and residents,  
or commercial corridor business inventory. Business owners, community groups, and other local 
stakeholders should be involved in program development to ensure the analysis accurately represents 
the interests and identity of the community. Organizations usually seek state and federal arts and 
culture grants to implement heritage tourism programs. Grants can be used to host events, raise 
further funds, support physical infrastructure, or provide technical assistance to local merchants. 

Strengths 
Heritage tourism programs can help visitors learn about a community’s cultural heritage, resulting  
in greater support for historic preservation efforts. When led by local organizations, programs can 
identify and protect vital cultural resources, including longtime businesses. Heritage tourism programs 
can also create employment opportunities by helping small businesses attract customers and 
increase sales through events and other programming. 

Challenges 
Neighborhood small businesses and residents may not engage in heritage programs if the  
organization leading the effort is not well integrated in the community or trusted. Business owners 
and residents may be fearful of growth that could increase rents and property taxes, leading  
to gentrification and displacement. Without local buy-in and input from diverse residents and 
businesses, heritage tourism may not benefit the community.
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  Strategy in Action

Little Tokyo, Los Angeles. (Photo courtesy Little Tokyo Community Impact Fund)

Los Angeles, California

The city council approved Los Angeles’s Legacy 
Business Program in July 2022, and the program  
began taking applications in February 2024. With key 
recommendations from Little Tokyo Service Center 
and other community stakeholders, the program 
protects small businesses threatened by displacement 
due to rising rents and development and establishes a 
registry of legacy businesses that have been operating 
in the same community for 20 years or more. 

To qualify, businesses must contribute significantly  
to the community’s history or identity; sustain and 
cultivate distinct cultural traditions or practices; not be 
franchised or affiliated with a national corporate chain; 
and provide vital goods and services in a culturally 
accessible language and manner. Small businesses that 
face an imminent threat of displacement are prioritized. 

The city provides technical assistance and marketing 
support to businesses that are selected, as well as 
grants of up to $10,000 for those with 2-5 employees 
and up to $20,000 for those with six or more employees. 
The city used funds from the 2021 American Rescue 
Plan Act to staff and launch the program. 

COMMERCIAL PRESERVATION AND PROPERTY IMPROVEMENT
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Little Mekong, St. Paul, Minnesota

The Asian Economic Development Association 
(AEDA) implemented Arts-Driven Place-Making in 
2012, after light rail construction along the University 
Avenue corridor threatened culturally significant 
small businesses in the neighborhood. With their 
limited profit margins, client base, and access to 
capital, many Asian immigrant businesses lost 
revenue or closed. 

In response, AEDA worked with local artists and small 
business owners to launch the annual Little Mekong 
Night Market in 2015. The market’s goal is to preserve 
cultural arts by providing technical assistance to 
small businesses and using creative arts to draw 

  Strategy in Action

COMMERCIAL PRESERVATION AND PROPERTY IMPROVEMENT

For more examples of strategies in  
action and additional resources, go to  
antidisplacement.org/strategies

visitors to the neighborhood, highlighting its diverse 
communities. Today the market serves 80 Asian- and 
BIPOC-owned small businesses and draws thousands 
of visitors each year.  

Little Tokyo, Los Angeles, California: 

The Little Tokyo Cultural Eco-District plan was 
created in 2013 in response to construction of new 
office buildings and redevelopment projects in Little 
Tokyo that destroyed about 1,000 affordable housing 
units for Japanese American seniors. With a new light 
rail station also planned, the community had concerns 
about the availability of affordable housing, quality of 
life for residents, displacement of local small busi-
nesses, and threats to the cultural character of this 
130-year-old neighborhood.

In response, the Little Tokyo Service Center and the 
Little Tokyo Community Council—made up of more 
than 100 organizations—held a three-day charette 
with over 200 residents to envision the future of 
Little Tokyo. This resulted in the 2013 Sustainable 
Little Tokyo (SLT) vision and plan to ensure the 
neighborhood’s economic, environmental, and 
cultural livelihood. An updated version of the SLT  
in 2020 prioritized supporting small businesses  
by providing rent assistance, creating funds and 
resources to support renovations and improvements, 
and establishing community land trusts with com-
mercial space. 

Washington, D.C. (Photo: Allison Shelley)
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LOCAL HIRING AND  
ENTREPRENEURIAL  
SUPPORT
Neighborhood businesses, particularly BIPOC- and 
immigrant-owned businesses, tend to be small and 
have few employees. Business owners often face 
challenges accessing financial and other resources 
and navigating municipal codes and regulations, 
sometimes because of language barriers. They  
also may not be familiar with support programs  
that help small businesses address challenges and 
grow sustainably.

STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

Boyle Heights, Los Angeles

Now

HIRING

SMALL BUSINESS ANTI-DISPLACEMENT TOOLKIT	 16



TOOLS

Local Hiring Ordinances and 
Purchasing Programs
Policies and programs to ensure that communities 
receive the economic benefits of new development 
by requiring that the development employ local 
residents and/or that governments or other institu-
tions purchase from local businesses.  

Technical Assistance
Support services provided to small businesses,  
such as financial literacy training, mentoring,  
loan application assistance, marketing, and  
language assistance. 

Neighborhood Business Incubators
Programs that help businesses launch and  
grow by providing free or low-cost workspace, 
mentorship, access to investors, and in some  
cases, working capital. 

Construction Disruption Assistance
Programs that provide funds to mitigate the  
impact of increased business costs or challenges 
during major construction, such as loss  
of customers.

LOCAL HIRING AND ENTREPRENEURIAL SUPPORT

Washington, D.C. (Photo: Candace Dane Chambers)
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Local Hiring Ordinances  
and Purchasing Programs
Local hiring ordinances and purchasing programs ensure that economic benefits stay in a community 
and provide opportunities for neighborhood small businesses. Local hiring ordinances require that a 
certain percentage of jobs from a development project—particularly a project funded by a local govern-
ment or receiving government incentives—go to residents, which can in turn increase local spending at 
neighborhood businesses. 

Local purchasing programs encourage businesses and institutions to buy goods and services from local 
suppliers. For example, a program can offer tax breaks to large institutions like universities and hospitals 
who buy goods and services from local small businesses.

Implementation 
Municipalities enact hiring ordinances and purchasing programs, and program regulations range 
from broad to strict. Regulations typically address the needs for specific development projects  
and tracking goals. Nearly all states, as well as the District of Columbia, have procurement and 
contract policies that grant priority to businesses that meet specific characteristics. For example, 
San Francisco’s local hiring ordinance requires that for construction projects of $600,000 or more, 
30% of workers are city residents. In New Orleans, any publicly funded construction project or 
privately funded economic development project that costs more than $150,000 requires 40%  
of work hours to be awarded to residents, and of those, 20% to disadvantaged residents.

Strengths
Hiring local residents and patronizing local small businesses keeps money circulating in a community, 
which makes small businesses more economically resilient and helps them remain in place. For 
example, in Los Angeles and Seattle, local and targeted hiring programs have added millions of 
dollars in wages and tax revenues to their economies, resulting in more local spending. Hiring 
ordinances and purchasing programs can boost tax revenues and employment opportunities. They 
benefit disadvantaged communities because neighborhood businesses who get contracts can 
expand and hire more local residents. 

Challenges
Critics argue that local hiring requirements reduce the number of bids for government contracts and 
have complex requirements that prevent contractor competition, driving up costs for businesses 
and municipalities. Hiring ordinances and purchasing programs may be less accessible to micro-
businesses with limited capacity, and supply chain barriers can make it difficult for small businesses 
to provide goods at competitive prices. Large companies have commonly raised legal challenges  
to these requirements, arguing that they are discriminatory, and courts have often ruled in their 
favor. In 2023, the Supreme Court’s affirmative action ruling created legal uncertainty for businesses 
that promote diversity in hiring and recruitment. Most recently, the Supreme Court ruled that the 
Minority Business Development Agency, which helped BIPOC-owned businesses gain access to 
capital and government contracts, must serve all business owners regardless of race.             
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Technical Assistance 

Technical assistance (TA) is a fundamental component of equitable economic development that can 
help BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small businesses overcome historic inequities and access critical 
resources. Technical assistance can connect business owners to public and private programs they may 
not otherwise access because of language barriers or lack of trust in or familiarity with institutions. TA 
programs often assist small business owners with business planning, accounting, license application, 
marketing, and tax filing. They may also provide language assistance such as English as a second 
language (ESL) programs or cultural competency training for immigrant entrepreneurs. 

Implementation
Technical assistance programs are often administered by business development organizations such 
as local Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs), which are supported by states and the U.S. 
Small Business Administration; community-based organizations; and lenders that receive government 
funding. TA providers typically work with a small business owner to assess their financial and admin-
istrative needs and identify available resources. Providers often help entrepreneurs create business 
plans and recommend funding opportunities, language assistance resources, credit counseling 
services, and other resources to help them grow their business. BIPOC and immigrant business 
owners are more likely to participate in TA programs if providers work to build trust and relationships 
in the community. 

Strengths
Technical assistance programs can help small business owners overcome barriers to starting or 
sustaining a business. TA programs are a common way that BIPOC and immigrant entrepreneurs 
receive business counseling, access financial assistance, and learn about other resources. TA 
providers can be especially key in helping BIPOC and immigrant business owners access capital,  
as applying for a loan can be difficult due to low credit scores, racial discrimination, and a lack of 
bank relationships. TA providers can build long-term relationships with business owners and assist 
owners at times or in places that are comfortable and accessible to them. 

Challenges
Technical assistance providers often must secure funding from local governments or lenders, such 
as community development financial institutions (CDFIs), community development corporations 
(CDCs), or banks. It may be difficult to secure the funding needed to serve the number of small 
businesses who need help, or assistance providers may not have the capacity to apply available 
funding. To assist small businesses, especially those that may not have formal financial records, staff 
must be able to understand the needs and experiences of diverse business owners and keep up with 
new business regulations and policies. TA providers must understand how business owners operate, 
speak entrepreneurs’ preferred languages, meet them where they are, and be adept at teaching 
|new skills and technology, such as digital accounting and marketing tools. 
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LOCAL HIRING AND ENTREPRENEURIAL SUPPORT

Neighborhood Business Incubators

Neighborhood business incubators help businesses launch and grow by providing free or low-cost 
workspace, mentorship, access to investors, and in some cases, working capital. Incubators are 
designed to address the networking, educational, and capital challenges that entrepreneurs face— 
challenges that are particularly acute for BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small businesses. Incubators 
aim to help entrepreneurs develop sustainable business operations and finances. Incubator staff  
provide business development support and education on effective tools such as e-commerce or other 
technologies to increase sales. Many programs also provide temporary vending opportunities, such as 
space at farmers markets or neighborhood pop-ups. Incubators often target specific industries, such  
as fashion and food, and provide expertise and resources tailored to those industries.

Implementation 
Incubators work best in places where there is community support for start-ups, businesses who are 
ready to collaborate, and physical space for an incubator. While local governments, nonprofits, or 
for-profit organizations can start incubators, a clear steward or leader is needed. Community leaders 
and small business advocates can create an economic development vision for their community that 
includes incubators, then recruit entrepreneurs who historically have had limited access to business 
opportunities. Incubator creators should first assess a community’s needs using economic and 
demographic data, community surveys, focus groups with entrepreneurs, or other methods. Common 
funding sources for business incubators include the U.S. Economic Development Administration, U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Rural Business Development Grants, U.S. Small Business Administration’s 
Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs), community foundations, universities, and local 
chambers of commerce. 

Strengths
Neighborhood business incubators can provide free or low-cost workspace to small businesses and 
reduce their overhead. They can offer diverse types of resources such as commercial kitchen space 
or office space that are costly for individual businesses. Incubators can also help entrepreneurs 
strengthen their business plans and connect them with potential investors. Many incubators,  
particularly those related to food, focus their efforts on supporting immigrants, refugees, and 
women, particularly Black and Brown entrepreneurs. 

Challenges
The application process for small business owners to be part of an incubator tends to be lengthy  
and competitive due to limited space and funding. Once entrepreneurs are selected, they often must 
commit to months or years of training, coaching, and workshops, which can be time consuming and 
difficult to manage during a business start-up phase. In addition, incubators rely heavily on external 
funding sources, such as government grants or philanthropic support, and reliance on grants is not 
always a sustainable model.
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Construction Disruption  
Assistance
Redevelopment construction, such as transit construction, can cause extensive short-term disruption 
and long-term challenges for small businesses. BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small businesses, which 
often operate on slim margins and have fewer resources than larger White-owned firms, are often 
disproportionately affected. Construction disruption assistance can address issues such as noise, loss 
of customers, and reduced business revenues by providing small businesses with technical assistance, 
marketing support, new signage, or grants or forgivable loans. Legal assistance can help businesses 
understand their rights and responsibilities during construction, such as those related to property 
maintenance or lease adjustments.

Implementation 
Businesses need assistance before construction begins to mitigate development disruptions. 
Advocates should develop a framework for involving affected small businesses and providing 
support before, during, and after construction. Municipalities and local organizations leading  
assistance programs should hold regular meetings with business owners and provide updated 
information in their language about applying for and receiving assistance. Community development 
corporations (CDCs) or community development financial institutions (CDFIs) often partner in 
construction disruption assistance programs to provide businesses with marketing and technical 
assistance that addresses lost revenue or customers.

Strengths 
Construction disruption assistance programs help small businesses understand their rights and 
retain their customer base by anticipating and mitigating the impact of new development. They can 
fund signage to advertise that businesses are still open and help customers find parking. They can 
also offer financial assistance, such as funds to make up for lost foot traffic, and marketing assistance 
to reach a wider customer base. Programs may also fund physical improvements or repairs to property 
damaged by construction.  

Challenges 
Construction disruption assistance programs frequently require local businesses to provide  
documentation of lost revenue during construction to receive grants, loans, or other assistance. 
Small businesses often do not have the proper documentation to receive assistance quickly. Helping 
businesses provide the required documentation can be challenging and may require diverse language 
skills and cultural knowledge. Even with assistance programs in place, many businesses are likely  
to lose some revenue or customers during construction. Community organizations working with 
small businesses can find ways to offset these losses, such as encouraging construction workers  
to patronize local businesses. However, few construction assistance programs provide help after 
construction is completed, by which time a business’s clientele may have changed and they may be 
struggling to adjust to a new market.  

LOCAL HIRING AND ENTREPRENEURIAL SUPPORT
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Dulce Hogar is a cleaning cooperative supported by Beloved Community Incubator. (Photo courtesy BCI)

Washington, D.C. 

Beloved Community Incubator (BCI) is a nonprofit 
that provides resources for community-based 
cooperatives and collectives in the D.C. metro area 
through its BCI Network. It incubates new coopera-
tives and collectives, supporting workers during  
the process of creating and launching business 
operations. As an incubator, BCI provides pre-launch 
support, business and leadership development, 
governance, and conflict resolution training, as well 
as legal, bookkeeping, and administrative support, all 
at sliding-scale rates. As of 2024, it has supported 
more than a dozen cooperatives that create living-wage 

jobs and are led by low-income, working-class BIPOC 
owners, including a cleaning company, taxi service, 
grocery co-op, restaurant, and advocacy nonprofit. 

BCI also created a Solidarity Economy Loan Fund  
(DC SELF)  in 2022 for D.C. area co-ops. DC SELF is 
for co-ops led by worker-owners from historically 
underinvested communities who do not qualify for 
loans through traditional lending practices. Loans 
from the fund do not require personal guarantees  
or assets to secure and do not have to be repaid  
until a co-op has enough revenue to do so. DC SELF 
has invested in two local co-ops, Dulce Hogar and 
Throneless Tech.

LOCAL HIRING AND ENTREPRENEURIAL SUPPORT
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Portland, Oregon 

The People’s Market at Rockwood is an incubator 
centering BIPOC farmers and makers, located in an 
ethnically and racially diverse Portland suburb that 
has suffered significant underinvestment in recent 
decades. The neighborhood is a food desert with few 
places to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables. 

The 39,000 square foot indoor Rockwood Market 
includes micro-spaces for restaurants, grocers, and 
retailers, and features local produce and handmade 
items by BIPOC vendors. Its small, affordable com-
mercial spaces give businesses the opportunity to 
start up and grow. The marketplace offers flexible 
lease terms, incentive packages, and technical 
assistance. It also hosts programs that serve the 
surrounding neighborhoods, such as live music 
featuring local artists, panel discussions centered on 
local small business entrepreneurship, and holiday 
and cultural events.

Arcata, California 

The Northern California APEX Accelerator (formerly 
Norcal PTAC) provides services to all small busi-
nesses in the Northern California region but focuses 
particularly on women, BIPOC, LGBTQ+, and veteran 
business owners, as well as businesses located in 
low-wealth, rural, or disaster impacted areas. Norcal 
APEX helps small businesses identify and obtain 
contracts with federal, state, local, and tribal agencies 
through free one-on-one counseling, networking 
opportunities, and other resources. 

Norcal APEX is one of more than 90 APEX accelera-
tors across the country, with more than 300 local 
offices that help local businesses sell their products 
and services to government agencies. In 2019, the 
APEX network served over 54,000 clients and 
assisted them with obtaining over $28 billion in 
government contracts and subcontracts.  

LOCAL HIRING AND ENTREPRENEURIAL SUPPORT
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antidisplacement.org/strategies

Atlanta, Georgia

The Georgia Minority Business Development Agency 
(MBDA) Business Center, affiliated with the Enterprise 
Innovation Institute (EI2), a unit at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology, helps what local, state, and federal 
governments define as “Minority Business Enter-
prises,” or MBEs. The business center helps MBEs 
access capital, increase profitability, and scale  
their businesses. In addition, the center provides  
businesses with technical assistance and one-on- 
one counseling, proposal preparation, mentoring,  
and capacity building to increase business growth 
and profitability. 

The Georgia MBDA is one of 40 similar centers and 
special projects funded by the U.S. Department of 
Commerce’s Minority Business Development Agency, 
which prioritizes serving MBEs whose owners are  
(as categorized by the federal government) African 
American, Asian American, Hasidic Jew, Hispanic 
American, Native American, and Pacific Islander.

  Strategy in Action

Washington, D.C. (Photo: Allison Shelley)
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TAX CREDITS  
AND INCENTIVES
Neighborhood small businesses may be eligible for tax 
credits and incentives to reduce their local, state, or  
federal tax obligations. They may also benefit from credits  
and incentives given to neighborhood property owners  
and developers or from programs funded by tax revenue. 

TOOLS

Property Tax Abatements
Property tax reductions or exemptions offered to small 
businesses at the municipal or state level.

Tax Increment Financing (TIF)
Designated tax districts where future tax revenues are 
diverted to fund a range of neighborhood improvements.

Real Estate Transfer and Vacancy Taxes
A real estate transfer tax is a one-time tax or fee imposed  
by a state or local jurisdiction on the transfer of commercial 
property. A vacancy tax is a tax on property that has been 
vacant for an extended period. 

New Markets Tax Credit (NMTC)
A federal tax credit that can support small businesses in 
low-income areas.

STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

The Union Market area of Washington, D.C., longtime home to many immigrant-owned  
small businesses, has undergone major redevelopment in the last decade. 
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Property Tax Abatements  

Property tax abatements are used to promote economic and community development. They 
eliminate or significantly reduce property taxes for commercial property owners based on 
location, such as historic districts or neighborhoods targeted for revitalization. Abatements 
can be temporary or long-term, lasting a few months to years or even indefinitely.

Implementation Process
A local or state government offers tax abatements to properties in certain areas, particularly historic 
districts or neighborhoods targeted for revitalization. Governments can give tax abatements to 
specific properties, to property owners, or to specific uses, such as mixed-use development, or 
types of projects, such as green energy projects. Programs and their restrictions vary widely. New 
tenants or owners of commercial buildings with pre-existing tax abatements may be required to 
make improvements or maintain their properties to a certain standard to receive an abatement. 

Strengths
Tax abatements help commercial property owners reduce expenses. When used in low-wealth 
communities and paired with other policy tools, such as inclusionary zoning and tax increment 
financing (TIF), tax abatements can help prevent small businesses from being displaced. If business 
owners also own their properties, abatements can reduce or eliminate their property tax burden, 
freeing up capital that they can reinvest in their business. Tax abatements also benefit governments, 
who can use them to subsidize the production of affordable commercial space and attract businesses 
and economic growth that bring more local jobs.

Challenges
If not designed to assist small businesses, tax abatements can accelerate gentrification. Abatements 
are commonly given to larger and new businesses that municipalities expect will produce high tax 
revenue and stimulate redevelopment. For commercial property owners, once an abatement runs 
out, they may face significant tax increases that cause them to raise rents. Most small businesses, 
particularly BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses, rent their spaces and therefore cannot take 
advantage of abatements. 
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Tax Increment Financing

Tax increment financing (TIF) is often used by state and local governments to generate  
funds for housing and economic development. It can stabilize communities and businesses  
in a particular location, or “TIF district,” by using tax revenue generated from existing property 
and new development for specific community needs. TIFs allow governments to divert future 
property tax revenue toward designated economic development projects and small business 
support. For example, municipalities can use TIFs to support small businesses by funding  
technical assistance programs, façade improvements, or commercial space revitalization 
without using general municipal funds or raising taxes. Over time, a TIF district can generate 
significant revenue that can be used to pay for affordable housing, affordable commercial 
spaces, and other neighborhood upgrades and supports that can keep small businesses and 
residents in place. 

Implementation 
State laws determine the criteria for creating a TIF district, and cities or counties are often charged 
with managing districts within their boundaries. Residents, small business owners, and community 
organizations concerned about displacement can form a coalition to draft a community-driven TIF 
district. TIFs are financed by property tax revenues. The “base rate” is the property tax rate when  
the district is created. When property values in a TIF district rise and generate higher tax revenue, 
any revenue received beyond 
the base rate—the “increment 
value”—is considered part of the 
TIF funds. The fund can be used 
to support affordable housing 
and affordable commercial  
space or purchase land for  
future development.
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Strengths
TIFs can help local governments attract development and new businesses while assisting longtime 
businesses. Governments can use TIF revenues to fund projects or programs that support small 
businesses, such as property acquisition assistance, and loans and grants to renovate buildings  
or improve facades. TIFs are often used to preserve historic places, rehab buildings, and clean 
contaminated sites. When TIF districts are community-centered, they can support underserved and 
underrepresented residents and businesses that are most vulnerable to displacement. Residents, 
business and property owners, and local organizations can work together to ensure that a TIF serves 
community needs and incorporates community voices in decision-making, including where the 
district should be located and what should be prioritized for funding.  

Challenges
Historically, many TIFs have accelerated gentrification and displacement when municipalities use 
them to attract large private developers. When TIFs do not generate the anticipated revenue, 
municipalities have sometimes chosen to raise property taxes or take on additional debt to complete 
projects they intended to be TIF-funded, such as construction or public facilities improvement. 
However, when governments use TIFs alongside other policies and programs with clear goals for 
affordable housing, small business support, and community participation in the process, TIFs can 
serve as an anti-displacement tool. 

TAX CREDITS AND INCENTIVES

Thahn Tran owns Thanh’s Video at the Eden Center Vietnamese shopping center in Falls Church, Virginia. (Photo: Eman Mohammed)
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TAX CREDITS AND INCENTIVES

Real Estate Transfer or Vacancy Tax 

A real estate transfer tax is a one-time tax or fee imposed by a state, county, or city on the 
transfer (sale) of commercial property. This tax can discourage investors from buying and 
reselling property without making improvements. A vacancy tax is imposed on properties that 
have been vacant for an extended time, which penalizes landlords who attempt to hold empty 
property for speculative reasons. Vacancy taxes are not common on commercial properties 
and more commonly used on residential properties. 

Implementation 
State, county, or city governments can implement real estate transfer taxes, which are collected at 
the time the sale closes. Vacancy taxes are levied by municipalities on properties that remain vacant 
for an extended period. Once implemented, funds from both types of taxes can be redirected to 
affordable housing or small business protections, such as funds to rehabilitate and maintain 
commercial buildings that support small businesses. Real estate transfer taxes are common for 
residential and commercial properties, but only a few cities have implemented commercial vacancy 
taxes or are considering similar measures. These cities include Washington, D.C., San Francisco, 
Oakland, New York City, and Philadelphia.

Strengths
Real estate transfer taxes can benefit small businesses by generating municipal revenue that can 
then be used for anti-displacement efforts. For example, revenue can be used to fund programs 
such as business incubators, technical assistance programs, and matching funds for small business 
grants. Vacancy taxes pressure property owners to lease, develop, or sell instead of contributing  
to neighborhood disinvestment. The funds can be used to rehabilitate retail spaces, reinvigorate 
commercial corridors, and stabilize commercial rents. Vacancy taxes can also deter property  
speculation that often increases rents and property values. Vacancy taxes also incentivize property 
owners to activate vacant space, such as leasing to new or temporary businesses.  

Challenges 
Real estate transfer tax rates must be set high enough to be effective in deterring speculation. 
Increased taxes, however, often get passed on from property owners to tenants in the form of higher 
rents. In many BIPOC communities where commercial vacancy rates are already high, vacancy taxes 
can exacerbate existing inequities. A vacancy tax could, for example, negatively impact BIPOC 
property owners who are struggling to maintain their commercial property because of lack of access 
to capital. Because there is often no means of appeal, vacancy taxes can disparately impact property 
owners who do not have the resources to navigate city processes. Vacancy taxes are more effective 
at protecting small businesses in rapidly developing neighborhoods, where speculation is common. 
Both taxes can compound existing barriers to property ownership by BIPOC business owners, 
because they raise upfront and ongoing costs of ownership. 

 

25	 Property Tax Abatements

	 26	 Tax Increment Financing

28 Real Estate Transfer or Vacancy 
Tax
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TAX CREDITS AND INCENTIVES

New Markets Tax Credits (NMTC)

Established in 2000, the federal NMTC program incentivizes community development and economic 
growth through tax credits intended to attract private investment to underinvested communities. The 
program is administered by the U.S. Treasury Department’s Community Development Financial Institutions 
Fund (CDFI Fund) and allocated by local community development entities (CDEs) across the county. CDEs 
are corporations or partnerships that act as intermediaries to provide loans, investments, or financial 
counseling to businesses and projects in low-wealth communities. Community organizations can get 
certified as a CDE. Individuals or corporations who purchase equity in the CDE receive a federal income 
tax credit. Using the capital from investments, CDEs can make loans to small businesses operating in 
low-wealth communities at below-market rates and with more flexible terms and features. 

Implementation Process
To become a certified CDE and participate in the NMTC program, an organization must apply to the 
CDE Certification Application Fund and prove they are a legal entity, have a primary mission to serve 
low-income communities, and are accountable to residents. CDEs must apply annually to the CDFI 
Fund to compete for the NMTC program allocation. NMTC proceeds must be spent within a relatively 
short period of time, generally 12 to 18 months. Most CDEs require NMTC financing to be the final 
piece of funding for a development project, and the project should be “shovel ready,” or ready to 
start construction or implementation by the time they receive funding.

Strengths
NMTCs play an important role in supporting small businesses and entrepreneurs in low-wealth 
communities. CDEs use NMTC funds to provide small businesses access to capital at below-market 
rates and with flexible terms, as well as opportunities to refinance high-interest debt. NMTCs can 
also help small businesses build or upgrade facilities and purchase new equipment. NMTC programs 
fund commercial, office, industrial, and mixed-use developments; property rehabilitation and expan-
sion; the development or renovation of community facilities, such as health clinics and childcare 
centers; nonprofit property acquisition; and working capital access for small businesses. NMTC- 
financed projects can create jobs and spur significant economic growth. NMTCs have also been 
used to subsidize projects like community-owned grocery stores or repurpose aging factories into 
spaces for new retail, green manufacturing, and food production. 

Challenges
Applying to become a CDE can be difficult, costly, and time consuming, particularly for smaller 
community-based organizations that may lack the expertise or resources to use NMTCs effectively. 
The process to become a CDE is competitive and usually benefits larger organizations and developers. 
Organizations and developers may face significant transaction costs, including legal fees, adminis-
trative expenses, and compliance costs, to make use of NMTCs. These costs can especially impact 
smaller developments in neighborhoods where a developer may not see enough potential for return 
on investment. Many organizations, businesses, and investors are not aware of the NMTC program 
and without sufficient outreach and education, low-wealth communities may miss the opportunity 
to leverage NMTCs for community investments. 
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Mamook Tokatee, a new affordable housing development in the Cully neighborhood of Portland, Oregon, is a project of the Native American Youth and Family Center. 
(Photo courtesy Prosper Portland)

Portland, Oregon 

In 2018, a coalition of community-based organizations 
in the Cully neighborhood, a diverse, low-income 
neighborhood in Northeast Portland, approached 
Prosper Portland, the economic and urban develop-
ment agency for the city, to explore the idea of a 
community-centered tax increment financing (TIF) 
district. The proposal was passed unanimously by  
the city council in late 2022 and centers historically 
disadvantaged communities and community voices  
in the TIF design and decision-making process. 

The TIF plan for the Cully neighborhood requires  
that 45% of TIF-funded investments be allocated  
to affordable housing. The remainder must be used 
to support neighborhood businesses, affordable 
commercial space, local job opportunities, and 
property acquisition. It can also be used to support 
development of commercial space for businesses 
and nonprofits that are owned, led by, and/or support 
residents who live within the district and are vulnera-
ble to displacement. 

TAX CREDITS AND INCENTIVES

  Strategy in Action
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Indianapolis, Indiana 

The Grow Indianapolis Fund is a collaborative effort 
between the City of Indianapolis, U.S. Bank, Cambridge 
Capital, First Internet Bank, and Broadstreet Impact 
Services (formerly New Markets Support Company), an 
initiative of the Local Initiative Support Corporation 
(LISC). The fund offers small businesses small- to 
medium-sized loans ranging from $250,000 to  
$2 million and backed by federal New Market Tax 
Credits (NMTCs). 

Specifically tailored to benefit organizations and  
businesses situated in underinvested census tracts, 
the fund supports small businesses with business 
expansion, equipment purchases, construction or 
renovation, job creation, accessing working capital, 
and debt refinancing. By leveraging NMTCs, the fund 
is able to offer small businesses lower loan rates and 
better terms than traditional banks. 

National

The Black Vision Fund (BVF) supports Black-owned 
small businesses nationwide by providing access  
to grants and loans tailored to their needs. Funding 
comes from foundations, corporations, and interme-
diaries that prioritize racial equity and economic 
opportunity. BVF allocates these funds to selected 
community development financial institutions (CDFIs), 
who support lending and business development 
services for Black business owners. 

BVF was developed by the Expanding Black Business 
Credit (EBBC) initiative. EBBC created a CEO Peer 
Learning Network in 2016 for leaders of Black-led and 
Black-focused CDFIs to share best practices in lending 
to Black-owned businesses. In 2022, EBBC raised 
$29 million to launch BVF and distributed the funding 
to six successful CDFIs known for inclusive investing. 

For more examples of strategies in  
action and additional resources, go to  
antidisplacement.org/strategies

TAX CREDITS AND INCENTIVES

  Strategy in Action

Sarvis Café, Riverdale Park, Maryland. (Photo: Sarah Silbiger)
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STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

Small businesses in the Long Branch neighborhood of Silver Spring, Maryland, where  
the new Purple Line light rail is currently under construction to connect Washington,  
D.C., suburbs. 

ZONING AND  
FORM-BASED CODES
Zoning refers to municipal laws or regulations that 
dictate how real property can and cannot be used. For 
small businesses in gentrifying neighborhoods, zoning 
can be used to retain space for businesses, protect 
community-serving retail and services, limit the size 
and type of retail stores, and create and maintain 
affordable commercial space. 

Form-based codes offer an alternative to conventional 
zoning and focus on physical form instead of uses. 
These codes address the relationship between building 
façades and the public realm, promote placemaking, 
encourage public engagement in the process, and 
focus on how buildings relate to the street. 
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TOOLS

Store Size Caps
Caps that limit the physical size of businesses either 
for an entire city or for designated areas.

Neighborhood-Serving Zones
Zones that aim to sustain small, local businesses by 
limiting the size and type of stores in certain districts. 

Formula Business Ordinances
Ordinances that prohibit or limit formula  
businesses, such as big-box stores and retail chains, 
which have standardized services, merchandise,  
and often architecture.

Affordable Workspace Policies
Policies that require new developments to provide 
some affordable workspace at a below-market  
rents to small businesses. 

Streamlined Permitting and Licensing
Processes that aim to eliminate municipal-level 
barriers to new commercial and small business 
construction and redevelopment.

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES

Puerto Rico Town, Chicago.
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Store Size Caps

Store size caps limit the physical size of businesses through zoning ordinances that apply to an 
entire city or to designated areas.

Implementation
Store size caps can be implemented as state-wide, city, or neighborhood ordinances. Ordinances 
specify lot size and building height restrictions. Typical store size caps are around 50,000  
square feet. 

Strengths 
Store size caps have the potential to sustain small-scale, pedestrian-oriented business districts. 
They can prevent the negative impacts of big-box development, such as increased traffic conges-
tion, overburdened public infrastructure, and competition with local businesses. They can protect  
a neighborhood’s character by ensuring that new development is at a scale that keeps with the 
neighborhood.  

Challenges 

Store size caps do not prohibit big-box 
retailers. Instead, they mandate that  
developers can only build according  
to certain size restrictions. Many  
chain stores, such as Starbucks and 
Walmart, can adjust their stores to 
smaller spaces.  

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES

  

Caption: TeaDM at the Eden Center, Falls Church, Virginia.  
(Photo: Eman Mohammed)
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Neighborhood-Serving Zones

Neighborhood-serving zones, also known as town-serving zones, neighborhood retail zones, or 
commercial neighborhood zones, aim to sustain small, local businesses by limiting the size and type 
of stores in certain districts. These zones typically apply to mixed-use neighborhoods of varying 
density and scale in historic commercial corridors or to clusters of commercial activity in residential 
districts. Neighborhood-serving zone laws require new retail stores to demonstrate that a majority 
of their sales come from the surrounding neighborhood. These zones can work as anti-displacement 
tools by preserving neighborhood small businesses and keeping capital circulating locally.

Implementation 
Municipalities adopt and enforce zoning laws. Small business owners who are concerned about 
being displaced by larger big-box retailers or speculative developers may lobby their local govern-
ment, often in collaboration with residents, for zoning changes. Implementation of a neighborhood- 
serving zone often begins with a city or county planning commission or board holding public meetings 
to solicit input on new commercial zoning plans. Ideally, this means developing a shared mission  
and vision for the zone. The board or commission may then recommend zoning amendments to an 
existing master or sector plan, and a municipality’s board of supervisors, council, or other legislative 
body is responsible for creating the zone.  

Neighborhood-serving zones typically enforce limitations on gross leasable floor area (GLA)— 
the total amount of space within a commercial property that is available for lease or rent to  
tenants—and can also include height limitations. Permitted uses are usually limited to those that 
serve the neighborhood, including retail and service establishments, nonprofit organizations,  
offices, banks, and professional and educational institutions. New development must adhere to 
zoning standards or seek a conditional use permit for an exception. 

Strengths
Neighborhood-serving zones benefit long-term residents, businesses, and employees. They limit 
small business displacement through strict limitations on GLAs and types of allowable businesses. 
The scale and design of permitted uses in neighborhood-serving zones typically reflect that of the 
surrounding neighborhood, which helps to maintain a cohesive neighborhood identity and character.

Challenges
To create new neighborhood-serving zones, the types of permitted businesses need to be clearly 
defined. However, neighborhood retail needs often evolve, and zoning codes can be difficult to 
change. Involving residents and business owners in decision-making is key, but the process for 
amending zoning ordinances can be lengthy and complicated. Opposition from developers and 
commercial property owners can delay the process. If not implemented in an equitable way,  
neighborhood-serving zones can make it hard for BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses who  
do not meet the specified criteria to open or stay in place. Retail chains may be able to get around 
zoning laws using tactics such as scaled-down storefront sizes. 

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES
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Formula Business Ordinances

A formula business ordinance limits, restricts, or discourages the number of formula businesses 
in an area to maintain diverse services, décor, methods of operation, and other business features. 
It requires formula businesses to obtain a special use permit to operate, which is reviewed by  
a planning board or local jurisdiction. Formula business ordinances promote independent, 
community-serving small businesses. 

Implementation 
Formula business ordinances must define which businesses are considered formula businesses. 
Ordinances typically dictate the allowable square footage, types of businesses, and retail sectors. 
Communities have been able to restrict formula businesses in various ways, however. Some have 
placed bans on formula businesses, while others have restricted the total number or percentage 
citywide. Some cities have restricted formula businesses to certain areas or commercial districts.

Strengths 
Formula business ordinances discourage or heavily restrict chain stores. They help preserve neigh-
borhood character, support the local economy, and circulate wealth within communities by promoting 
and protecting small businesses. They keep formula businesses, which have the ability to pay 
premium rents, from pushing up an area’s commercial rent rates. Formula business ordinances can 
also mitigate the environmental impacts typically associated with larger businesses, such as traffic 
congestion and air pollution. 

Challenges 
Formula business ordinances do not necessarily 
stop large chains from locating in neighborhoods. 
Many companies have gotten around restric-
tions by minimizing their footprint or contest-
ing local ordinances. Property owners also 
have argued that these restrictions violate 
the U.S. Constitution’s commerce and equal 
protection clauses by discriminating 
against out-of-state companies.

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES

  

TeaDM at the Eden Center, Falls Church, Virginia.  
(Photo: Eman Mohammed)
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Affordable Workspace Policies

Affordable workspace policies are enacted by local governments and provide space in new 
developments at below-market rents to certain types of businesses, including startups and 
small- and medium-sized enterprises. Developers can provide affordable workspace in a  
number of ways. The space can be leased and managed by an affordable workspace provider, 
managed by the owner of the new development, or leased by the property owner to one or 
more businesses. Affordable workspace providers are usually commercial property owners, 
social enterprises, or foundations.

Implementation 
Affordable workspace policies have not been adopted in the United States but exist in various 
boroughs in London, England. There, they are implemented through planning obligations that 
allocate a percentage of new commercial development space over a set size for affordable work-
space. The policy requires developers of residential or mixed-use projects on employment land  
to provide and subsidize affordable workspace. This is funded through the profits on the sale of 
residential housing in the developments. The space is managed by workspace providers who are 
appointed by developers to operate offices, retail, kitchens, studios, and other types of commercial 
spaces. Workspace is typically used by multiple businesses, including startups and early-stage 
businesses; small businesses focused on creative production, such as artists, design makers, and 
musicians; and non-profit and charitable organizations. 

Strengths
Affordable workspace policies can provide small businesses with flexible and affordable lease terms 
and coworking space, mobile workspaces, hot desks, or open offices. Spaces are typically offered to 
business types or sectors that are disadvantaged or most at risk for closure or displacement. These 
small businesses can add character and diversity to developments, revitalize buildings, and give 
neighborhood residents the opportunity to start their own business.

Challenges
Developers are often interested in keeping the amount of affordable workspace low to maximize 
profit and may provide only minimum amounts. Affordable workspace policies can deter property 
owners from investing in or renovating existing and especially older buildings. Although affordable 
workspace is defined as a workspace with a rental value below the market rate, typically 80% of the 
market rate or less, this may not be affordable to many small businesses. Municipalities may need to 
evaluate the affordability of workspaces based on their regional context. 

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES

  

SMALL BUSINESS ANTI-DISPLACEMENT TOOLKIT	 37



Streamlined Permitting and Licensing

Municipal permitting processes are often lengthy, expensive, and complex. Streamlined  
permitting and licensing processes can help facilitate new small business start-ups, reduce 
costs for businesses, and support local reinvestment that benefits existing businesses.  
A comprehensive review of all steps in a municipality’s development approval process can 
identify barriers that small businesses face and factors that deter new commercial construction 
and redevelopment. The goal is to create a clearer, simpler process for small businesses.  
Local leaders can work to improve processes, provide faster approval, and stimulate develop-
ment activity.

Implementation 
Efficient permitting should strive to eliminate duplication across jurisdictions and agencies, reduce 
burdensome or unnecessary administrative tasks, and make deadlines for review and approval 
processes clear and easy, such as providing one-stop business permitting centers. These one-stop 
shops are centralized offices where business owners can access multiple government services and 
permits. This simplifies bureaucratic procedures that business owners often face when dealing with 
government regulations. 

Strengths
Many small businesses cannot afford to pay the high fees associated with existing expedited  
permitting processes. Streamlining these processes can save small business applicants time and 
money, decreasing costs associated with paperwork, hiring legal assistance, or allocating staff  
time. For small businesses already burdened by rent, utilities, insurance, and other costs, an easier 
permitting process can help ensure financial sustainability. This is particularly important for small 
businesses that are just starting up and can help foster entrepreneurship among BIPOC- and  
immigrant-owned businesses.

Challenges
Even with streamlined processes in place, it can take months, sometimes years, for permits to move 
from department to department for approval. The task of moderating development and planning in 
most communities falls to a broad and complex array of local regulators. Changing the culture and 
regulations of large bureaucratic institutions and coordinating among institutions is often difficult. 
Many small businesses, particularly BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses, continue to face  
challenges accessing online permitting systems, experience language barriers, or lack the technical 
skills or resources to apply. 

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES
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A Neighborhood Retail Zone in Silver Spring, Montgomery County, Maryland. (Photo: Wanda Hernandez)

Montgomery County, Maryland

In 2014, the Montgomery County Planning Department 
implemented the Neighborhood Retail (NR) Zone for 
commercial areas located within primarily residential 
areas that “have a neighborhood orientation and 
which supply necessities usually requiring frequent 
purchasing and convenient automobile access.”  
The NR Zone integrates retail into residential areas 
that have few mobility options and lack the density 
typically needed for pedestrian activity. This allows 
small businesses to create a loyal customer base and 
build relationships by participating in local events and 
activities. NR Zones typically have lower rental costs 

than prime commercial districts, making them more 
financially feasible for small businesses. 

Fort Collins, Colorado 

In 1994, the City of Fort Collins adopted a six-month 
development moratorium to stem the rush of large 
chain “superstores’’ locating to the area. Superstores 
were defined as any building, or combination of 
buildings, intended to be used for retail sales and 
marketing that exceeded 80,000 square feet for  
a single occupancy tenancy. The community was 
concerned that the size and scale of superstores 
would present problems related to urban design and 

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES

  Strategy in Action
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transportation. During the moratorium, the city 
prioritized reviewing the design, transportation, and 
other planning issues surrounding big-box retailers, 
and modified its planning and zoning rules to better 
manage growth. The ordinance remained in effect 
until January 1995. 

Prince George’s County, Maryland

In April 2022, as part of a zoning rewrite, the Prince 
George’s County Planning Department consolidated 
its previous 11 commercial zones into three zones: the 
Commercial, Neighborhood (CN) Zone; the Commercial, 
Service (CS) Zone; and the Commercial, General and 
Office (CGO) Zone. The Commercial Neighborhood 
(CN) Zone is designed for small-scale, low-intensity 

retail and service development that provides  
goods and services primarily for residents of  
surrounding neighborhoods. 

The CN Zone also ensures that development density 
and form are consistent with a pedestrian-friendly 
and neighborhood-scale, traditional main street 
character, which enhances the shopping experience 
and increases the number of customers. It aims to 
ensure that retail and services are well-connected to 
and compatible with surrounding areas. By restricting 
the types of businesses that can operate in a CN 
Zone to those that serve neighborhood needs, this 
zone supports neighborhood small businesses in 
serving surrounding communities with relevant 
goods and services.

For more examples of strategies in  
action and additional resources, go to  
antidisplacement.org/strategies

ZONING AND FORM-BASED CODES

  Strategy in Action

Mahogany Books in Anacostia, Washington, D.C. (Photo: Candace Dane Chambers)
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COMMERCIAL TENANT 
PROTECTIONS
Small business tenants often lack the same rights and 
protections as residential tenants. Most BIPOC- and immi-
grant-owned businesses rent rather than own their space, 
which means they must negotiate leases and are vulnerable 
to rent increases, landlord harassment, and evictions.  
Commercial tenant protections reduce the risk of small 
business displacement by addressing these challenges. 

TOOLS

Commercial Rent Regulations
Regulations that limit the amount of rent landlords can charge 
businesses for new or renewed leases and how much they can 
increase rent during a specified period of time.

Anti-Displacement Codes of Conduct
Agreements that provide a roadmap for banks and financial 
institutions to practice responsible lending and investment in 
low-income neighborhoods. 

Tenant Harassment Protections
Laws that protect small business owners and other non- 
residential tenants from landlord harassment.

Community Benefits Agreements
Contracts between community groups and developers that 
require developers to provide amenities tailored to local  
community needs. 

STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

Star’s Beauty Salon in Langley Park, Maryland. (Photo: Sarah Silbiger)
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Commercial Rent Regulations 

Commercial rent regulations limit the amount of rent that landlords can charge businesses  
for new or renewed leases and how much they can increase rent. These regulations provide 
stability for small businesses by protecting them from exorbitant rent hikes, unregulated fees, 
and other predatory leasing practices.  

Rent controlled units have fixed rental rates that cannot be raised, regardless of the market 
value, for a specific period of time. Currently, there are no rent control policies for commercial 
units in the United States. New York City and Berkeley, California, had policies in place for 
several years before each state repealed the laws. Rental stabilization helps keep rental rates 
predictable by allowing property owners and managers to raise rates only by a small percent-
age from the base rate. In 2020, Seattle passed a commercial rent stabilization law, but it 
expired in 2022.  

In the wake of the COVID-10 pandemic, there is renewed interest in implementing rent 
stabilization ordinances for commercial units in several cities. A coalition of organizations  
in New York City, for example, is currently pushing the city council to pass a commercial rent 
stabilization bill. As of April 2024, the bill is pending re-introduction. A complementary bill  
in the state assembly (A4255), currently in committee, would establish a commercial rent 
guidelines board that would set annual rent adjustment levels for most commercial spaces  
in New York City.

Implementation 
Local or state governments can institute commercial rent regulations in the form of rent control  
or rent stabilization policies. Regulations require legislative action. Local laws often dictate which 
commercial spaces are subject to regulations and how rental rates are established and adjusted.  
A municipal board or agency is often tasked with developing guidelines, registering properties, 
setting allowable annual rent increases, enforcing the law, and addressing complaints. 

Strengths 
Commercial rent regulations help create a fair and predictable system for rent increases. They offer 
small businesses long-term stability, level the playing field between independent stores and chains, 
and create a clear framework for tenant-landlord relationships. Regulations also can ensure affordable 
leases for low- and moderate-income business owners. Regulations often mandate mediation and 
arbitration to resolve rent disputes and require language in leases to protect commercial tenants 
from excessive or arbitrary charges. 

    

COMMERCIAL TENANT PROTECTIONS
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Challenges 
Commercial rent regulations are controversial. Real estate agents, property owners, and developers 
generally oppose and lobby against regulations, claiming that they disrupt tenant-landlord relation-
ships and alter the “free market.” They also argue that rent regulations deter commercial investors 
because they limit the profit a property can generate. Because little commercial rent regulation 
legislation is written or enacted, there is limited understanding of the impact or challenges. 

COMMERCIAL TENANT PROTECTIONS

Vicky Tu and her husband David Tu own Dupont Central Jewelry, located at the Eden Center, a Vietnamese shopping mall and cultural hub in Falls Church, Virginia. 
(Photo: Eman Mohammed)
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Anti-Displacement  
Codes of Conduct
Anti-displacement codes of conduct provide a roadmap for financial institutions to practice 
responsible lending and investment in low-income neighborhoods. Financial institutions that 
sign an anti-displacement code of conduct pledge to follow best practices, such as lending to 
individuals, affordable housing projects, and small businesses in low- and moderate-income 
areas. Institutions also agree to report annually on their practices. Codes outline how to support 
the financial stability of BIPOC business owners, such as funding technical assistance and 
backing non-traditional business models like cooperatives.  

While codes may not directly address small business displacement, they address predatory 
financial practices and policies that sometimes lead to displacement. Banks are often complicit 
in displacement when they underwrite loans to property owners who have a history of tenant 
harassment and evictions. Under the federal Community Reinvestment Act (CRA), banks 
that are FDIC insured are supposed to help meet low- and moderate-income community  
credit needs. However, CRA regulations do not set any specific benchmarks that banks  
must meet. Advocates are pushing for state and municipal laws that require banks to adopt 
anti-displacement codes of conduct, but no states or municipalities currently have such  
codes in place. 

Implementation 
Anti-displacement codes of conduct can encourage or require banks and other financial institutions 
to review their practices through an anti-displacement lens and adopt or improve procedures that 
increase lending to historically marginalized groups. Grassroots advocates, nonprofit organizations, 
and community development financial institutions (CDFIs) often draft anti-displacement codes  
of conduct and lobby banks to sign on. Private foundations and impact investors that partner with 
nonprofit organizations to support commercial property ownership and small businesses can also 
help convince banks to adopt codes of conduct. For example, Rise Economy in California has written 
a code of conduct that has been endorsed by nearly 100 organizations (read more on p. 49).

         

COMMERCIAL TENANT PROTECTIONS
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Strengths 
Anti-displacement codes of conduct can push lenders to work with small businesses, community- 
based organizations, and other neighborhood stakeholders and stop financing problematic developers 
and landlords. Codes of conduct can encourage banks to fund small business technical assistance, 
legal services to help businesses negotiate leases and avoid eviction, and microenterprises. Codes 
create shared expectations between banks and communities, including to minimize displacement, 
and they clearly outline policies and practices that banks should promote or avoid. Codes can 
encourage lenders to adopt best practices such as meeting with landlords to ensure fair policies  
for tenant evictions and code violations. Ideally, banks will strive to align their reinvestment activities 
with the principles outlined in a code of conduct. Additionally, when banks sign on to a code, they 
agree to share data on how they are promoting financial equity.

Challenges 
Anti-displacement codes of conduct are relatively new and currently not enforceable by law in any 
state. They rely on good faith commitments by banks and agreement from endorsees not to do 
business with non-participating banks. Generating buy-in from financial institutions is often chal-
lenging because of their close relationship with property owners and developers. 

COMMERCIAL TENANT PROTECTIONS

Glenmont, Maryland.
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Tenant Harassment Protections

Commercial tenant harassment protections are laws that protect small business owners and 
other non-residential tenants from landlord harassment. Such harassment can include pressur-
ing tenants to vacate the premises, forcing tenants to give up their lease before the term ends, 
or denying tenants essential services such as electricity, hot water, or access to a storage 
space. Landlords may also harass a tenant based on their race, ethnicity, gender, or citizenship 
status. During the COVID-19 pandemic, there was an increase in tenant harassment, such as 
landlords forcing tenants to vacate or waive lease rights due to their inability to pay rent. In 
response, commercial tenant protections were enacted in several U.S. cities, including legal 
assistance to combat unlawful evictions. Some municipalities have since extended these  
protections, while others have codified commercial tenant protections, including in New York 
and California. 

Implementation 
Local jurisdictions must pass legislation to create and enforce tenant protections. Community 
organizations, business associations, and commercial tenants can pressure policymakers to pass 
anti-harassment legislation. Protections should clearly define tenant harassment, including the 
landlord actions that constitute harassment, such as forcing tenants to vacate the premises or give 
up their lease, changing locks, interfering with a tenant’s ability to operate, and forcing eviction.  

Strengths 
Harassment protections provide small business owners with legal tools to protect themselves. 
Anti-harassment laws often impose a mandatory civil penalty, offering financial compensation  
to commercial tenants who can prove landlord harassment.  

Challenges
To be effective, anti-harassment laws must include funding for small business legal services and 
clearly define the scope of tenant protections. Tenants are often not aware of their rights and may 
fear retaliation. Anti-harassment laws should be paired with education efforts and technical assis-
tance to help tenants negotiate fair lease terms and ensure that they understand their obligations. 
Legal representation is critical to stopping or delaying evictions and ensuring a fair outcome. While 
landlords often have access to counsel, tenants do not. 
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Community Benefits Agreements 

Community benefits agreements (CBAs) are legally binding contracts between community 
groups or local governments and developers that require developers to provide specific  
amenities tailored to local needs. Communities typically request benefits such as affordable 
housing, local hiring, living wages, types of retail, funding for community services and programs, 
and prioritizing and preserving neighborhood-serving businesses. The purpose of a CBA is  
to ensure that the community impacted by new development will benefit directly from the 
project’s development. 

Implementation 
To create a CBA, advocates should first identify community stakeholders who will be impacted  
by development, such as residents, business owners, community-based organizations, and local  
government entities. Next, advocates should create a coalition or organization to represent the 
community members and stakeholders during negotiations with the developer. The coalition should 
strive to have consecutive meetings to discuss goals and priorities, such as commercial tenant 
protections, local hiring, and requiring certain uses of land and building space. CBAs should be 
executed before development plans are finalized. They are typically drawn up by lawyers and specify 
the roles and responsibilities of each party, what constitutes a community benefit, and time frames 
for delivering benefits. 

Strengths 
CBAs can ensure that projects address neighborhood small business needs and goals. Agreements 
can require business apprenticeship programs for local entrepreneurs, local and minority hiring 
requirements, job training, legacy business programs, or construction disruption mitigation, among 
other benefits. Commercial tenants involved in CBA negotiations can propose strategies to limit 
negative impacts on small businesses. For example, a CBA agreement for the Kingsbridge National 
Ice Center in the Bronx, New York, included a small business grant program and a requirement to 
provide technical assistance to businesses with fewer than five employees.

Challenges
Once a CBA is in place, developers may feel they have fulfilled their community obligation and cease 
to be good neighbors, or they may not fulfill all requirements of the agreement. Although CBAs are 
legally binding, they are difficult to enforce because community groups often have little capacity to 
sue developers who do not abide by the agreement.  
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Rent stabilization advocates from the NYC Artist Coalition and United for Small Business NYC. (Photo: Paula Segal)

New York, New York 

The Commercial Rent Stabilization Act is a proposed 
law in New York City aimed at stabilizing commercial 
rents and protecting commercial tenants. The  
legislation would establish a system of commercial 
rent registration and regulation for retailers that  
are 10,000 square feet or less, manufacturing estab-
lishments that are 25,000 square feet or less, and 
professional services spaces or other offices that  
are 10,000 square feet or less. The mayor would 
appoint a nine-member Commercial Rent Guidelines 

Board responsible for establishing guidelines  
and a rent adjustment rate annually for eligible 
commercial spaces. 

The law would give commercial tenants more cer-
tainty in their leases and protect them from unfair 
rent increases and evictions. However, the act has 
faced stiff opposition from landlords and real estate 
groups who argue it could harm the city’s economy 
and discourage new business start-ups. As of June 
2024, the bill is pending re-introduction. A comple-
mentary bill in the state assembly (A4255), currently 
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in committee, would establish a commercial  
rent guidelines board that would set annual rent 
adjustment levels for most commercial spaces in 
New York City.

San Francisco, California

The Anti-Displacement Code of Conduct was devel-
oped in 2018 by Rise Economy (formerly the California 
Reinvestment Coalition) and its allies to provide  
a roadmap for banks to responsibly infuse capital  
into low-income neighborhoods. It asks financial  
institutions—including banks, charitable foundations, 
investors, and non-profit lenders—to commit to fund 
anti-displacement efforts in vulnerable communities. 

Banks who sign on agree to follow certain underwriting 
and reporting requirements to deter discriminatory 
lending practices. Organizations and foundations can 
refuse to do business with banks who do not commit 
to following the code’s best practices.

The code directs banks to finance and invest in 
economic development initiatives in ways that keep 
tenants, homeowners, small businesses, and commu-
nity institutions in place, such as financing community 
land trusts. It also outlines how to reinvest with an 
anti-displacement lens by targeting loans and invest-
ments to neighborhood residents and businesses so 
they can build wealth. The code includes policies and 
practices that banks should avoid, such as financing 
property owners who engage in regular evictions. 

More than 100 organizations have endorsed the 
Anti-Displacement Code of Conduct. The Silicon 
Valley Community Foundation was the first founda-
tion to sign on in 2018. It leveraged its own financial 
relationships, agreeing to hold $8 million at the 
Community Bank of the Bay, California’s first CDFI,  
if it agreed to sign on to the code of conduct, which  
it did.

Los Angeles, California

In 2022, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors 
made permanent commercial tenant protections  
it enacted during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
Commercial Tenant Protections (CTP) Ordinance 
applies to commercial tenants with nine or fewer 
employees in the unincorporated areas of Los Angeles 
County, where there are approximately 33,000  
small businesses. 

The ordinance aims to deter landlord harassment, 
provide tenants with safe and suitable commercial 
rental properties, and provide an avenue for tenants 
to take legal action when subjected to harassment. 
Ninety percent of small businesses in the county  
are small enough to benefit from the ordinance, and 
the county’s outreach and education is focusing on 
immigrant-owned businesses. 

For more examples of strategies in  
action and additional resources, go to  
antidisplacement.org/strategies
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COMMUNITY  
OWNERSHIP
Community ownership is a long-term solution that 
allows community members and stakeholders to  
control commercial assets, land, and enterprises.  
It provides stability for small businesses and helps 
avoid commercial gentrification pressures, including 
rapid rent increases. Community ownership can be a 
catalyst for asset- and wealth-building in low-wealth 
communities, helping to ensure community control  
and self-determination. 

Community ownership models support both individual 
and collective ownership. Collective ownership means 
that community members or groups collectively own 
space and manage resources and assets connected to 
that space. Community control can also be achieved 
through individual ownership, such as when individual 
business owners who live in or have a stake in a neigh-
borhood purchase commercial space. 

STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

Malinalli Superfoods in East Lost Angeles rents space in a Community Owned Real 
Estate (CORE) program building. 
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Local governments, community development 
financial institutions (CDFIs), or community- 
based organizations can initiate or manage 
individual ownership of commercial space. 
These organizations may also provide grants  
or low/no-interest loans to individual entre-
preneurs to help them purchase commercial 
property through tools like commercial  
property acquisition fund programs.  

TOOLS

Commercial Cooperatives
A cooperative allows workers, business owners, 
or neighborhood residents to jointly buy a  
business or property, share ownership, and 
govern the business or property democratically. 
Some models divide the property and assign 
ownership to individuals. Co-ops can provide 
small businesses with shared and affordable 
workspaces or opportunities in cooperatively 
owned marketplaces. 

Community Land Trusts
Land owned by a nonprofit or community  
organization that sells or rents space to residents 
or small businesses with the goal of long-term 
affordability and stability. 

Community Investment Trusts
Financial tools that allow neighborhood residents 
or other stakeholders to pool resources to 
purchase community-owned real estate, providing 
opportunities for low-wealth residents to build 
equity in neighborhood commercial property. 

Commercial Property Acquisition Funds
Real estate acquisition programs that help small 
businesses overcome barriers to commercial 
property ownership by providing low- or no- 
interest loans or grants. 

COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

Falls Church, Virginia. (Photo: Eman Mohammed)
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Commercial Cooperatives 

Cooperatives are member-owned and democratically governed enterprises in which people or 
businesses come together for mutual benefit. Cooperatives typically operate with the shared 
values of their members and respond to community needs. There are several types of commercial 
co-ops, including worker, consumer, and producer co-ops. They play a vital role in strengthening 
and diversifying neighborhoods by promoting local ownership, fostering business and leadership 
development, and keeping resources and jobs local. Since most commercial cooperative  
members are local residents, business profits remain and circulate in the community. 

Implementation 
The basic steps to start a commercial co-op include establishing a committee that represents co-op 
members, developing a business plan with the mission and core values, and writing by-laws. Co-op 
members should be committed to long-term membership. The committee should identify which 
products and services the co-op will supply—or what economic need it will meet —and account for 
operating costs and financial resources. All co-ops need to be incorporated under the state statutes 
and often seek legal counsel to write or review by-laws. The initial source of funding for cooperatives 
is often capital contributions provided by founding members, known as member shares or equity 
capital, or from traditional bank loans. In some cases, local municipal governments may offer business 
planning, legal, or financial support. 

Strengths
Commercial co-ops help residents and business owners invest in their neighborhoods, support the 
local economy, and provide employment. In consumer cooperatives, members often receive patron-
age dividends, which are determined by the amount they spend on co-op products, and also often 
qualify for merchandise discounts. Worker cooperatives create quality jobs for residents where the 
workload is equitably distributed. Small businesses cooperatives can support members through 
group purchasing and collaborative marketing and sales. Co-ops also often provide business training 
for their members. Neighborhood anchor businesses like pharmacies, hardware stores, and cafes 
can be challenging to run independently but may thrive as part of a community-owned commercial 
cooperative that helps them stay in place. 

Challenges
When starting a co-op, it takes time to build trust and educate business owners about new organiza-
tional structures and required time commitments. Commercial cooperatives often have slow decision- 
making processes and lack robust financing. As democratically run institutions that often work on  
a consensus model, decisions may take a long time, but the process facilitates member buy-in and 
satisfaction. Co-ops can be complicated to implement, and securing capital can be challenging. 
Financial institutions and investors are not always familiar with the co-op structure and are hesitant 
to underwrite loans. The Small Business Administration’s 7(a) loan program does not apply to  
cooperatives because of a personal guaranteed requirement, which stipulates that anyone owning 
more than 20% of a business must guarantee a loan with personal assets. This requirement is not 
practical for co-ops with many owners.

COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP
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Community Land Trusts

Community land trusts (CLTs) are nonprofit organizations that steward communally owned 
land. CLTs acquire land and maintain long-term ownership. CLTs have historically been used to 
promote housing affordability by retaining ownership of land and selling housing built on that 
land at below-market prices, typically with a 99-year ground lease. However, CLTs can also be 
used to support small businesses. In neighborhoods experiencing gentrification, commercial 
CLTs can ensure more affordable rents, support BIPOC and immigrant business owners 
through technical and counseling assistance, and preserve neighborhood businesses that 
reflect the cultural character of a community. 

Implementation 
A CLT acquires land and maintains long-term ownership. Commercial CLT structures can include 
lease models, ownership models, or other models, such as cooperatives or co-working spaces. With 
a lease model, the CLT owns both the land and building and leases both to commercial tenants. An 
ownership model allows tenants to purchase their commercial space through various mechanisms, 
such as a long-term ground lease or lease-to-own option. A ground lease typically includes provisions 
that restrict the building’s sale price so it remains affordable. In a cooperative structure, business 
owners buy shares that entitle them to partial ownership with variable stakes of a property. With  
a co-working model, members pay to use shared space provided by the CLT. 

Because it takes a considerable amount of capital to purchase 
land, many CLTs partner with established nonprofits and 
public entities to fund their purchase. CLTs must incor-
porate as nonprofits, a process that includes filing 
articles for incorporation and adopting by-laws. To 
plan for commercial CLT development, the lead 
organization should engage business owners and 
residents to determine their retail needs and 
preferences. The CLT’s mission and goals should 
respond to what commercial activities the commu-
nity says it wants but also ensure long-term legal 
and financial sustainability.

COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

            

Langley Park, Maryland. (Photo: Sarah Silbiger).
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COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

Strengths
Commercial CLTs can secure land for long-term affordable small business space by constructing  
or rehabilitating commercial buildings. They can attract public and private investment and direct it 
toward local needs while supporting comprehensive community development, including revitalizing 
disinvested commercial corridors. Commercial CLTs can stimulate economic development by 
creating local jobs, supporting BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses, and retaining neighborhood 
small businesses. CLTs can be stewards for both the property and commercial tenants by providing 
business assistance, connecting them with community-based organizations, and supporting their 
marketing and development efforts.

Challenges
Commercial CLTs require significant capital to acquire, build and maintain properties. Commercial 
buildings often have higher property values than residential properties, and acquisition of commercial 
land in cities with strong markets requires staff capacity, real estate knowledge and speed. If capital 
is not raised quickly, the land becomes too expensive. Compared to affordable housing, there are 
few dedicated funds available for affordable commercial land acquisition and development. However, 
some organizations have been able to tap funding options such as the federal New Markets Tax 
Credit program and other public and philanthropic grants. 

Hoang Tho barbershop at the Eden Center in Falls Church, Virginia. (Photo: Eman Mohammed)
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COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

Community Investment Trusts

Community investment trusts allow neighborhood residents or other stakeholders to pool 
resources to purchase community-owned real estate. Community investment trusts are  
for-profit entities that help communities invest in themselves and secure space for small  
businesses and other cooperatively controlled uses. Investment trusts and cooperatives  
can help residents build equity and wealth while also providing small business owners with 
affordable space and opportunities to remain in place.

Implementation 
To set up an investment trust or cooperative, community members or other stakeholders must 
purchase shares in a commercial real estate property. A board of directors often determines  
member rates and other terms and works with attorneys and real estate brokers to purchase the 
property. Initially, a nonprofit may create and manage the trust. Eventually, the trust can become  
a corporation owned entirely by shareholders, overseen by aboard that includes community  
members, and managed by a property management firm. 

Strengths
Investment trusts or cooperatives are locally owned and operated. They can provide long-term 
stability for commercial tenants and build assets for low-wealth investors, who also benefit from 
development in their neighborhood. Community residents can sit on the board that oversees the 
investment. Investment trusts or cooperatives help shareholders become more financially stable. 
They also increase neighborhood economic development as investors are also more likely to shop  
in businesses in which they have invested.

Challenges 
Investment trusts or cooperatives are limited by state regulations. While some states facilitate 
incorporation, others are more restrictive. Investors are often subject to financial scrutiny, making  
it challenging for low-wealth residents or businesses to buy and sell shares. If shareholders default 
on their payments, it can affect the long-term viability of the trust. Because community investment 
trusts or real estate cooperatives are relatively new, there is limited funding for such projects. Some 
support themselves through investment proceeds. Funding can come from a mix of grants, program 
related investments, and other public and philanthropic funds. Greater state and federal support is 
needed, such as tax credits for residents who invest in community-owned real estate.  

          

SMALL BUSINESS ANTI-DISPLACEMENT TOOLKIT	 55



COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

Commercial Property  
Acquisition Funds 
Historic and systemic barriers have made it difficult for BIPOC and immigrant business owners 
to build wealth through commercial property ownership. Recently, a number of municipalities 
and organizations have established funds to support small business owners and developers  
in acquiring commercial property. Many of these real estate acquisition programs aim to help 
BIPOC and immigrant entrepreneurs overcome common barriers to commercial property 
ownership such as mortgage access.

Implementation 
Commercial property acquisition funds are often administered, managed, and funded by munici-
palities, CDFIs, private foundations, or nonprofit organizations. Programs vary, but recipients are 
typically either awarded a low- or no-interest loan or a grant that provides up to a certain amount,  
or a percentage of the acquisition cost. Applicants are usually restricted to BIPOC, immigrant, or 
women business owners or developers who are local and independent, face barriers in acquiring 
property, employ a small number of workers, or have small profit margins. Properties must be 
located within a qualifying municipality or neighborhood and zoned for commercial use. 

Strengths
BIPOC and immigrant business owners often have trouble securing the same capital type, amount, 
and terms as their White peers. Commercial property acquisition funds offer BIPOC entrepreneurs 
the opportunity to own property and build generational wealth. Owning property can also help 
businesses withstand threats such as gentrification or a pandemic, or to stay afloat during major 
construction disruption or a shift in client base. Commercial property acquisition funds are a long-term 
anti-displacement strategy because they allow communities to control the direction of economic 
development. Often, small businesses who receive these funds help meet community needs and 
serve as neighborhood advocates.

Challenges 
BIPOC and immigrant small businesses owners may not have the documents, time, or knowledge 
required to submit funding applications for commercial property acquisition. To address these 
challenges, fund program managers should connect applicants to community-based organizations 
that offer technical assistance. Commercial property acquisition funds are relatively new and may 
have limited resources. Many select only a handful of applicants.  
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Andi Xoch’s small business Latinx With Plants is a Community Owned Real Estate tenant.

Los Angeles, California 

CORE (Community Owned Real Estate) is a collabora-
tive effort by community-based organizations to 
preserve small businesses in gentrifying neighbor-
hoods by acquiring commercial real estate. CORE  
is a partnership between Inclusive Action, East LA 
Community Corporation, Little Tokyo Service Center, 
and their lender, Genesis LA. Through this strategic 
partnership, CORE has acquired five commercial 
buildings on the Eastside of Los Angeles that offer 
commercial spaces to longtime neighborhood 
businesses and newer entrepreneurs. As of 2023,  
the five commercial buildings are home to 21  
businesses and nonprofit organizations. 

Minneapolis, Minnesota 

The Northside Commercial Real Estate Revolving 
Loan Fund was developed through a partnership 
between the Northside Economic Opportunity 
Network (NEON) and Local Initiative Support  
Corporation. It is designed to support and increase 
BIPOC-led commercial real estate development in 

Read a case study about CORE in the SBAN  
publication Keeping Small Businesses In Place: 
Voices From the Field. View the SBAN film  
We’re Still Here, which visits CORE businesses. 
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North Minneapolis by providing financial support  
for BIPOC-controlled development firms who build 
affordable commercial spaces.

Developers are eligible to receive loans ranging from 
$25,000 to $200,000 for the predevelopment and 
construction stages of a project. These short-term 
loans are intended to help build wealth for entrepre-
neurs who often struggle to access financial support 
and to help keep neighborhood small businesses in 
place. NEON also provides technical assistance in 
assembling the development team, preparing forms, 
and navigating the development process.

Oakland, California 

The East Bay Permanent Real Estate Cooperative  
(EB PREC) is a community-centered development 
co-op run and led by people of color. It supports 
BIPOC and allied communities in cooperatively 
organizing, financing, purchasing, and stewarding 
mixed-use and residential property in the East Bay. 

The cooperative takes property off the speculative 
market to create community-controlled assets.  
While EB PREC has generally focused its efforts  
on preserving affordable housing for long-term 
residents, the new 7th Street Cultural Cooperative 
Corridor project along the historic corridor in West 
Oakland aims to create a cultural and economic 
resource for Oakland and the Black Arts Community.

St. Paul, Minnesota

The Rondo Community Land Trust (CLT) is the first 
commercial land trust in the Twin Cities and serves 
the City of St. Paul and suburban Ramsey County.  
The CLT honors Rondo Avenue, a commercial corri-
dor renamed during the construction of Interstate  
94, which displaced Black families and thriving 
Black-owned businesses. 

In 2015, Rondo CLT and its partner Trellis Co., a local 
nonprofit housing developer, built the Selby Milton 
Victoria Project, two mixed-use buildings that provide 
9,300 square feet of affordable commercial space 
along with affordable senior housing. The land trust 
owns the commercial space and leases it to small, 
local and BIPOC-owned businesses, including six 
Black-owned businesses, at below-market rates of 
around $7 per square foot.

For more examples of strategies in  
action and additional resources, go to  
antidisplacement.org/strategies

COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP

  Strategy in Action

Washington, D.C. (Photo: Allison Shelley)
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PLACE-BASED  
MANAGEMENT
Place-based management models encourage  
collaborative, holistic, and integrated approaches to 
preserving a neighborhood’s physical, cultural, and 
social environment. In contrast to traditional top-down 
redevelopment approaches led by local governments 
or developers, place-based approaches are often 
spearheaded by community-based organizations that 
use bottom-up strategies to understand and address 
the needs of residents and small businesses. 

Place-based initiatives can transform underinvested 
areas by implementing development that is guided 
by neighborhood small businesses, residents, and 
other stakeholders. These initiatives often tailor 
services to the needs of small businesses and provide 
comprehensive support programs for entrepreneurs  
of color. Place-based models upgrade the physical 
infrastructure of commercial corridors through  
placemaking and beautification projects. 

STAKEHOLDERS 

	
Government or Public Agency 

	
Small Business

	
Community-based or  
Nonprofit Organization

	
Community Residents

	
Bank or Lending Institution

	
Technical Assistance Provider

	
Real Estate Firm or Developer

Chicago’s Puerto Rico Town, where the Puerto Rican Cultural Center was instrumental  
in passing state legislation to designate state cultural districts and slow gentrification. 
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TOOLS

Commercial Corridor Organizations
Organizations that support commercial corridors, 
often in historic downtowns, through economic  
and community development programs. 

Small Business Associations
Nonprofit or for-profit organizations that support 
business owners and business-serving organizations 
through mentorship, educational programs, and 
relationships with local policymakers.

Vendor Coalitions
Coalitions led by street vendors and local advocates 
that help vendors understand their rights, push  
for more vendor-friendly laws, and navigate permit-
ting processes.

Business or Community Improvement 
Districts (BIDs or CIDs)
Commercial corridor districts where businesses  
pay a tax to an organization that manages the  
corridor and provides services to business tenants 
and property owners.  

PLACE-BASED MANAGEMENT

Puerto Rico Town, Chicago.
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Commercial Corridor  
Organizations
Commercial corridor organizations support the development and revitalization of commercial 
corridors, often in historic downtowns. Many commercial corridors have struggled for decades 
because of deindustrialization, the rise in e-commerce, expansion of big-box stores, and global 
competition. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these issues. Commercial corridor organi-
zations support small businesses through economic and community development programs 
that attract investment, customers, and other resources to underinvested areas. 

Implementation 
Commercial corridor organizations are often set up as nonprofits led by a board of directors, local 
volunteers, and community development professionals. Operating structures and goals are typically 
defined in an organization’s by-laws. These organizations offer a range of small business programs 
and services, including marketing and branding assistance; loans or grants for streetscape and 
façade improvements or property rehabilitation; financial and technical assistance; and business 
retention and expansion consulting.  

Strengths
Commercial corridor organizations support the revitalization of small businesses and neighbor-
hoods. They build on local strengths and offer community residents the opportunity to build and 
support a strong network of neighborhood businesses through placemaking initiatives, events and 
festivals, and beautification projects. Organizations can help small businesses obtain public and 
private funding for neighborhood events, capacity-building programs, infrastructure upgrades,  
and other needs. They can assist business start-ups and stabilize established small businesses in 
underinvested neighborhoods. 

Challenges 
Sustaining commercial corridor organizations can be challenging, as they often rely on multiple, 
limited sources of funding such as government grants, membership dues, and fundraising events. 
This can make financial planning difficult. A commercial corridor organization needs to build trust 
with residents and small businesses to be successful, which can take time and staff capacity. Yet 
corridor organizations often have few staff or volunteers, which can limit their ability to expand 
programs and engage with community members. When pursuing major, long-term investment 
projects such as street redesigns or parks, organizations often must contend with complex municipal 
regulations, zoning, and permitting, which requires navigating bureaucracy and managing delays. 
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Small Business  
Associations 
A small business association or alliance is a nonprofit or for-profit organization that represents 
its members and their interests. These groups range in purpose and by industry, but they are 
usually organized to serve businesses in a particular neighborhood or city. To influence policy, 
associations often work to connect small business owners, entrepreneurs, and business-serving 
organizations with government agencies and policymakers. Business and property owners who 
are part of the association or alliance pay an annual fee.

Implementation
Small business associations are typically collaborative efforts that can involve multiple stakeholders 
who share the goal of supporting small businesses. Stakeholders can include small business owners 
and entrepreneurs, trade and industry leaders, or local economic development agencies. The lead 
organization can incorporate as a nonprofit or for-profit. They typically operate according to the 
by-laws created by members. If an association chooses to be a nonprofit, it can be eligible for tax- 
exempt status and grants. Association members are small business owners, contractors, and entre-
preneurs who join to gain access to resources such as workshops, seminars, funding opportunities, 
and business tools. Members can also network with other business owners in similar industries, 
share experiences, and collaborate.

Strengths 
Small business associations host events, promote collective member interests, market commercial 
corridors, and provide members opportunities to get to know each other and work together on 
common issues, such as public and pedestrian safety. Associations also act as advocates for the 
corridor on important policy and development issues. 

Challenges 
Small business associations often charge membership fees, which can prohibit low-wealth business 
owners from participating. Small business owners may also not have the time to participate in meetings 
or networking events, which can hinder momentum for association initiatives. 
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         Vendor Coalitions  

Vendor coalitions help street vendors understand their rights and navigate permitting processes. 
They are usually led by vendors and local organizations who advocate for pro-vendor policies.  

Street vending businesses are often run by BIPOC and immigrant women, who contribute to a 
neighborhood’s economy and cultural landscape. They are an integral part of urban economies 
around the world, providing a range of affordable goods and services and adding vibrancy 
to neighborhoods. Many vendors generate revenue for cities through license and permitting 
fees and taxes. Yet street vendors often face harassment and are forced out of their vending 
spaces by residents, brick-and-mortar businesses, and local police. Local economic develop-
ment policies often overlook vendors’ safety concerns and livelihoods. 

Implementation 
Vendor coalitions are often started by community-based advocates, including workers’ rights and 
immigrant rights organizations. Coalitions can also be started and run by vendors themselves. 
Coalitions often provide vendors with resources and training in legal compliance and food safety and 
connect them with local officials who can support vending through legislative reforms. Coalitions are 
typically funded by member dues, donors, or philanthropic support. 

Strengths
Vendor coalitions can lead campaigns to decriminalize street vending and promote equitable 
vending rules. Campaigns often focus on issues such as modernizing retail codes to make them 
more equitable for street vendors or creating fair and accessible permitting processes. Coalitions 
also often organize workshops on issues like workers’ rights and provide technical assistance, 
business counseling, and financial support. Local coalitions have successfully gotten street vendors 
access to local, state, and federal COVID-19 assistance and grants to upgrade their vending and 
business equipment. Coalitions have also improved vendor health and safety conditions, helped 
vendors access permits, and helped decriminalize and legalize vending.

Challenges
Street vendor coalitions take significant capacity and political will. It takes time for local organiza-
tions to build trust with street vendors, who might be reluctant to participate in a coalition because 
of lack of time and resources. Coalitions also face many legal and regulatory challenges, including 
assisting vendors in navigating complex licensing and permitting processes and ensuring vendor 
compliance with existing regulations. While coalitions often advocate for more supportive vendor 
policies, local governments often resist changes to existing policies. Many U.S. cities have either 
banned or strictly regulated street vending. State public health laws may also make it difficult for street 
vendors, particularly food vendors, to get permits because of expensive equipment requirements.

PLACE-BASED MANAGEMENT
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Business or Community  
Improvement Districts 
A business improvement district (BID) is a special self-taxing district that collects revenue 
within its boundaries for the benefit of small businesses in the district. Funds are often used  
to pay for public facilities, improvements, or services, including district upgrades, security, 
marketing, public space management, and social services. There are approximately 1,000 BIDs 
in the United States. A community improvement district (CID) is a type of BID that tends to be 
more autonomous than other types of BIDs and provide a wider scope of services and facilities. 
As a form of local government, CIDs are also often involved in larger capital improvements  
such as road or sidewalk building or repair.  

BIDs and CIDs are often responsible for transforming streetscapes and central business 
districts. While their activities have the potential to accelerate gentrification or displace 
small businesses, BIDs and CIDs can also support BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses 
by creating local hiring and purchasing programs, equitably distributing public services, and 
promoting commercial corridors that are home to these businesses. To do so, BIDs or CIDs 
should have diverse boards of directors that are representative of neighborhood small busi-
ness owners and residents. 

      

PLACE-BASED MANAGEMENT

Puerto Rico Town, Chicago.
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Implementation
Most BIDs and CIDs operate as nonprofit, quasi-public, or mixed public-private entities. Commercial 
property owners and neighborhood business owners typically vote to establish a BID or CID within  
a proposed boundary, then petition their local municipality or state legislature to create the district 
and approve their ability to tax businesses. CIDs are approved by local municipalities. They often act 
as separate, self-governing political entities with the power to collect property and sales taxes as 
well as special tax assessments to fund local projects, such as road maintenance. 

Strengths 
BIDs and CIDs provide small businesses with economic support and funding through grants or 
low-interest loans. They can advocate for policies that protect and promote small businesses 
through equitable land use policies and can ensure businesses have a voice in decision-making 
processes. BIDS and CIDS also promote commercial activity through marketing campaigns to 
highlight local businesses, streetscape improvements, and technical assistance for businesses  
on topics such as financial management. When BID or CID leadership is representative of the 
community and equity is an explicit goal, these organizations can help BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
small businesses remain in place, attract customers, create jobs, and grow.

Challenges 
BIDs and CIDs require consent from the majority of commercial tenants and property owners in a 
designated area. Some business owners may not support a BID or CID because they do not believe 
they will benefit them or have decision-making power. While BIDs and CIDs can bring new develop-
ment and customers to an area, they can also contribute to raised rents that disproportionately 
affect BIPOC- and immigrant-owned small businesses and can lead to displacement. Additional 
anti-displacement protections should be created in collaboration with residents and small businesses. 
BIDs have sometimes lobbied for policies that exclude street vendors, buskers, and unhoused people 
from public spaces.

Street vendors in Los Angeles.
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Johanna Alvarez is owner of Ivany Store in London’s Elephant and Castle neighborhood.

London, England 

The Latin Elephant Charity is a small business  
advocacy organization that promotes alternative  
and innovative ways of engaging and incorporating 
London’s migrant and ethnic communities, including 
street vendors, in urban regeneration processes. 
They work with Latin American retailers, organiza-
tions, and residents to generate ideas for improving 
public spaces and facilitate communication between 
retailers, councils, local organizations, developers, 
and other stakeholders. 

Latin Elephant organizes workshops, activities, and 
projects with stakeholders to inform and advance 

their collective visions for improving public spaces. 
The organization has worked with small businesses 
and traders threatened by displacement in the 
Elephant and Castle neighborhood to advocate for 
their right to remain. The neighborhood is known as 
the center of the Latin American community in the 
United Kingdom, with around 150 Latin American  
and minority ethnic businesses. 

PLACE-BASED MANAGEMENT

  Strategy in Action

Read a case study about Latin Elephant’s  
work in the SBAN publication Keeping Small 
Businesses In Place: Voices From the Field.
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National

The Main Street model is a national commercial 
corridor program that utilizes a strategy-driven 
framework to guide community-based revitalization. 
It was developed by the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation and is run by the nonprofit National 
Main Street Center. 

The model supports new and existing small business 
owners by emphasizing the value of place and central-
ity of the physical environment in growing successful 
businesses. To foster a corridor’s entrepreneurial 
ecosystem, the framework focuses on the economic 
vitality of a corridor, physical design, promotion, and 
organization that promotes partnerships, involves the 
community, and garners resources. 

Main Street organizations exist in communities across 
the country and are supported by the national center. 
Most receive programmatic and financial support from 
public and private sector organizations and are managed 
by a board of directors that includes diverse stakehold-
ers, including property and business owners, as well 
as government agency and nonprofit representatives. 

Minneapolis, Minnesota

The Black Women’s Wealth Alliance (BWWA) is a Black-
owned and led small business alliance that provides 
wealth education and services, technical support, 
professional development, and financial assistance  
to Black women business owners. Since 2014, BWWA 
has served over 4,000 women, provided over $1.3 
million in grants, and facilitated $780,000 in lending. 

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
41% of Black businesses in the United States closed 
and more than 130,000 Black women were fired or 
furloughed, BWWA piloted the BEE Marketplace.  
The program is an online cultural marketplace that 
showcases the talents, products, and services of 
Black women-owned businesses and Black women 
entrepreneurs, including those impacted by the 

uprisings following the police killing of George Floyd in 
2020. In 2021, 35 Black women business owners and 
entrepreneurs participated in the BEE Marketplace. 

Los Angeles, California 

The LA Street Vendor Campaign (LASVC) was an 
effort to create a permitting system for street vendors 
that resulted in the legalization of street vending in 
Los Angeles in 2018, and a statewide policy that 
decriminalized street vending throughout California. 

In 2008, residents of Boyle Heights, a diverse immi-
grant neighborhood, collaborated with two community- 
based organizations and the co-founder of LASVC to 
advocate for street vendors who were being harassed 
by police. Four years later, activists officially launched 
LASVC. The campaign later expanded beyond Boyle 
Heights in resident forums on how vendors could be  
a part of a more inclusive local economy. 

In part due to advocacy by LASVC and other coalition 
members, the City of Los Angeles decriminalized 
sidewalk vending in 2017, which allows police to levy 
only administrative fines for sidewalk vending viola-
tions. In 2020, the city issued its first permit to legally 
sell goods on the streets of Los Angeles.

At the state level, the California Street Vendor Campaign 
worked with attorneys, advocates, and nonprofits to 
pass Senate Bill 972 in 2022, which amends the state 
retail food code to make it easier for sidewalk food 
vendors to obtain health permits.

For more examples of strategies in  
action and additional resources, go to  
antidisplacement.org/strategies

PLACE-BASED MANAGEMENT

  Strategy in Action

Read a case study about District Bridges, which 
manages multiple Main Streets in Washington, 
D.C., in the SBAN publication Keeping Small 
Businesses In Place: Voices From the Field. 
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Leveraging the Toolkit to Keep  
Small Businesses in Place
The Small Business Anti-Displacement Toolkit was created to provide advocates  
with tools to help small businesses in gentrifying neighborhoods stay in place. These 
businesses face pressing concerns, from rising rents and increased competition to 
displacement of their longtime customers. These tools are meant to be particularly 
helpful for BIPOC- and immigrant-owned businesses, which are most vulnerable to 
displacement and closure when communities gentrify.

The economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
continues to amplify vulnerabilities and poses  
ongoing threats to BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
businesses. In addition, federal and state programs  
to support historically disadvantaged 
groups are under attack, and recent 
court rulings roll back federal pro-
grams that provide opportunities for 
BIPOC business owners. The outcome 
of the 2024 presidential election will 
also influence whether policies and 
programs designed to support small 
businesses are prioritized, imple-
mented, or dismantled.

There is an urgent need to deploy effective anti- 
displacement policies and practices. The political 
climate and ongoing effects of the pandemic threaten 
the sustainability of BIPOC- and immigrant-owned 
businesses in their longtime neighborhoods. As 
communities return to the “new normal,” policy-
makers, community leaders, and other small business 
advocates must do more to support the long-term 
success of small neighborhood businesses. 

Small businesses require solutions tailored to  
their individual needs and challenges. The anti- 
displacement strategies in this toolkit can be imple-
mented by a range of stakeholders to address a 
variety of challenges and conditions. Toolkit users 
should consider several factors when deciding  
which strategies to implement, including their own 
organizational capacity and expertise; their ability to 

collaborate with other stakeholders; the challenges 
facing small businesses in their area; and existing 
small business supports, such as access to financial, 
technical, and other resources.

Toolkit users can also access  
SBAN’s online interactive toolkit 
(antidisplacement.org/toolkit),  
which contains the same tools  
and strategies but can help  
customize solutions for specific  
small business challenges and  
neighborhood conditions.

Our concluding recommendations 
offer guidance to small business advocates as they 
develop anti-displacement strategies to keep busi-
nesses in their communities in place and thriving. 

Amplify the Voices of Small Businesses

To address the challenges faced by BIPOC- and 
immigrant-owned small businesses and craft  
effective anti-displacement initiatives, it is important 
to gather information directly from businesses and 
the people and organizations that support them. It 
also requires a clear geographical focus. This can  
be a commercial corridor, neighborhood, or an entire 
region. Advocates can find opportunities to engage 
small businesses and other stakeholders by connect-
ing with local organizations, such as faith-based and 
community development groups. They can exchange 
information in working sessions to gather small 

There is an urgent need 
to deploy effective 
anti-displacement 

policies and practices.
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business data or host gatherings to listen to the 
stories of small businesses. 

The following questions for business owners and 
community members can help advocates understand 
and amplify the concerns, needs, and contributions  
of small businesses:  

•	 Business characteristics: How long has your 
business operated? How many employees do y 
ou have? Why is this business important to you? 

•	 Community contributions: Do you employ residents? 
Do you live in the neighborhood? What products or 
services do you offer the neighborhood? How does 
your business contribute to this community?

•	 Challenges of neighborhood change: What are 
your main concerns regarding the changes happen-
ing in the neighborhood? Have changes happened 
as the neighborhood population has shifted? Has 
your business been disrupted by construction? Do 
you compete with newer businesses? Have your 
clients changed? Has your rent increased?

•	 Policy opportunities and program gaps: Are you 
aware of resources to address these challenges? 
Have any organizations, institutions, or public 
agencies provided support? What hurdles have  
you faced in accessing private or public assistance 
to maintain your business? 

Strengthen and Leverage Community Assets  
and Resources

Effective anti-displacement strategies rely on an 
assessment of available assets, capacity, and social 
capital within a community, including small business 
associations, local organizations who offer technical 
support to small businesses, and supportive political 
leaders. Leveraging these assets helps ensure the 
feasibility and sustainability of anti-displacement 
plans and elevates the skills, talents, and trust of 
residents and business owners. Mobilizing existing 
capacities also strengthens a community’s collective 
will and power, while also exposing critical gaps and 
challenges. Small business advocates can help to 
identify and map a community’s assets at local events 
and other engagement activities.

Possible questions for small businesses and advocates 
in this phase include: 

•	 Identify community leaders: Who are the business 
and community leaders in this neighborhood? How 
would they define or describe themselves? 

•	 Community resources and assets: What charac-
teristics define this community? What attracted 
you to locate your business here? Are there organi-
zations, groups, or individuals who have supported 
your business growth or development? 

Small business advocates in Washington, D.C., during the 2023 SBAN conference. (Photo: Allison Shelley)
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•	 Small business organizations and connections: 
Are you connected with other small businesses in 
your area? Do you actively engage with a business 
association or community-based organization  
that represents the needs of business owners?  
Are there opportunities for collaboration or 
partnerships that would help to address common 
challenges of small businesses?

Foster Strong Community Leaders  
and Representation

Strong leaders and representatives from within a 
neighborhood play a critical role in amplifying com-
munity voices and influencing policy. Their presence 
on key public bodies and decision-making boards that 
address redevelopment and small business support 
is critical to bridge the gap between residents, 
businesses, developers, and public officials. 

To foster small business leadership that is accountable 
to the communities they serve, advocates can:

•	 Create leadership development programs: 
Empower small business owners to take on leader-
ship roles by providing training, mentorship, and 
resources to develop their skills and knowledge 
about redevelopment and policy advocacy.

•	 Encourage engagement and collaborative  
decision-making: Emphasize the importance of 
small business participation in decision-making 
processes, such as attendance at public meetings. 
Create spaces for dialogue and collaboration 
among community leaders, businesses, developers, 
and public officials to foster open channels for 
collective problem-solving. 

•	 Demand transparency and accountability:  
Ensure that the selection processes for small 
business representatives on key public bodies are 
diverse and inclusive. Demand transparent and 
regular communication about outcomes, progress, 
and next steps.

Partner with Community Organizations  
and Local Governments

While growing community-based leadership is 
critical, small business advocates often need to 
partner with other organizations and agencies that 
work in and beyond their neighborhood. For example, 
nonprofit service providers often provide critical 
resources to small businesses and have strong 
connections with them. When small business advo-
cates partner with government agencies or founda-
tions, they are often better able to leverage existing 
and new financial, technical, and other support.  

Building connections and partnerships among 
grassroots and grasstops leaders is critical to  
successful implementation of anti-displacement 
strategies. Partners can generate community buy-in, 
ensure that small businesses have knowledge about 
and access to existing resources, data, and funding, 
and build community capacity and political will for 
addressing critical gaps. 

To build strong partnerships, advocates can: 

•	 Identify potential partners: Identify community 
organizations and local government agencies  
that support advocates’ economic development, 
entrepreneurship, and anti-displacement goals. 

•	 Clarify needs and priorities: Define partnership 
goals and desired outcomes. How will partnerships 
with different organizations and agencies be 
important to supporting small businesses and  
align with community needs? 

•	 Build trust and identify opportunities for collabo-
ration: Meet with potential partners and discuss 
how a collaboration can benefit the local economy 
and community. Maintain regular communication 
around potential or ongoing areas of collaboration. 

•	 Implement and maintain strong partnership: 
Create plans that clearly outline each partner’s 
roles, expectations, responsibilities, and timelines. 
Each partner should be transparent about their 
capabilities, resources, and limitations. Cultivate 
relationships and seek opportunities for continuous 
collaboration and growth beyond the project period. 
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Generate New Policy Solutions and Resources

While communities can push for new policies, policy-
makers ultimately shape and enact anti-displacement 
policies and fund many of the critical resources that 
support small businesses. Engaging policymakers 
early in anti-displacement efforts allows policies to 
be in place when small businesses need them most. 
Whether at the city, county, state, or federal level,  
policymakers can propose new 
regulations, create new business 
programs, introduce tighter  
commercial tenant protections,  
or help to close funding gaps  
for disadvantaged businesses. 

Policymakers and small business 
advocates should consider the 
following when developing new 
anti-displacement strategies  
and resources: 

•	 Community responsiveness: 
How will the policies or programs 
benefit small businesses, particularly those most 
vulnerable to displacement? Do they have buy-in 
from local organizations, residents, and businesses? 
Is the proposed program addressing a need 
expressed by the community?  

•	 Implementation and sustainability: Are there 
adequate funds and other resources to ensure that 
a policy is effectively implemented? Are there local 
organizations that can partner in program imple-
mentation? What education or outreach is needed 
to ensure that small businesses are aware of and 
can use the program or resource effectively? 

•	 Measuring impact: What metrics can be used  
to measure the program’s impact on small busi-
nesses? What data sources are available? How 
often should these measures be collected or 
analyzed? What systems are in place to ensure that 
adjustments and improvements to the program 
can be made over time? 

•	 Equity: Has the program been vetted by and 
received significant input from those most 
affected? What structures are in place to ensure 
that marginalized groups and those most in need 
of the resource are prioritized?

Advancing equitable policies and programs to fight 
commercial gentrification requires community 
engagement and commitments from diverse stake-
holders to shape comprehensive approaches. The 
examples offered in this toolkit have relied on part-
nerships across sectors, agencies, and jurisdictions. 

COVID-19 exposed the profound inequities in cities 
and neighborhoods, highlighting long-term and 

layered challenges for BIPOC-  
and immigrant-owned businesses. 
The pandemic also provided an 
opportunity to implement anti- 
displacement solutions that  
many thought were impossible 
pre-pandemic, such as rent  
stabilization ordinances and  
more flexible permitting.  

Taking advantage of this moment, 
small business advocates can 
simultaneously combat gentrifica-
tion and comprehensively reimagine 
communities in ways that prioritize 

long-term and vulnerable residents, community 
institutions, and small businesses. They can rethink 
how to build more equitable, inclusive, and vibrant 
neighborhoods that stand together to keep small 
businesses and the communities they serve in place.

Small business advocates 
can simultaneously  

combat gentrification and 
comprehensively reimagine 

communities in ways that 
prioritize long-term  

and vulnerable residents, 
community institutions,  

and small businesses.

Street vendors in Langley Park, Maryland.
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Glossary
Capacity building: The process of developing  
an organization’s strength, effectiveness, and  
future sustainability.  

Community development corporation (CDC): 
Nonprofit organizations that support and revitalize 
communities, especially underserved and disadvan-
taged communities. They provide various programs 
and services such as job training, economic develop-
ment, affordable housing, and social programs. 

Community development entities (CDE): Corpora-
tions or partnerships that act as intermediaries 
between banks, municipalities, or nonprofits and 
low-wealth communities and are key decision- 
makers in the implementation of the New Market  
Tax Credit program. CDEs provide loans, investment 
capital, or financial counseling to small businesses 
and community development projects. CDEs are 
certified by the U.S. Department of Treasury’s  
Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI) 
Fund and are charged with evaluating potential New 
Market Tax Credit transactions.

Community Reinvestment Act (CRA): A federal  
law passed in 1977 to encourage banks to meet  
the credit needs of the neighborhoods in which  
they operate, including low- and moderate-income 
communities. The CRA aims to ensure that financial 
institutions are providing fair access to credit and 
banking services regardless of clients’ economic 
status. Not all financial institutions are subject to the 
CRA. The law has compelled banks to make more 
loans to small businesses and to support affordable 
housing projects. 

Community development financial institutions 
(CDFIs): Private financial institutions that are  
dedicated to delivering responsible and affordable 
lending to low-wealth residents and entrepreneurs. 
CDFIs often serve communities that would not 
otherwise have access to credit and capital, providing 
financing for small businesses, nonprofits, affordable 
housing, and community programs.

Commercial gentrification: The process by which 
neighborhood businesses that provide products and 
services to long-term residents are forced to move or 
close and are replaced by establishments that cater 
to new, more affluent residents. 

Conditional use: A type of permit for development or 
use of land that requires discretionary approval from 
a city or other municipality because it falls outside 
the established regulations. 

Cultural displacement: One of several types of 
displacement caused by gentrification. Cultural 
displacement happens when the tastes, norms, 
desires of new residents in a neighborhood supplant 
those of longtime residents. This can result in the 
loss of important neighborhood institutions, cultural 
practices, and norms.

Direct displacement: Residents and businesses  
are directly displaced when they are forced to move 
without their consent. This can happen when a 
municipality forces tenants to vacate the property  
by eminent domain or a landlord evicts a tenant. 

Disinvestment (or underinvestment): Purposeful 
reduction or elimination of neighborhood capital 
investments, such as private development, public 
infrastructure, or goods and services such as banks 
and grocery stores, usually in communities of color. 
Historically, tactics used to disinvest in low-wealth 
communities and communities of color have included 
urban renewal, slum clearance, and redlining to 
restrict property ownership. (For a definition of 
redlining, see page 76.)

Employment land: A legal definition used in  
the United Kingdom and Canada that refers to  
zones designated for warehouses, offices, and  
retail businesses. 

Formula business: Any type of commercial  
establishment that uses a trademark, logo, service 
mark, or mutually identifying name. The term is 
commonly used to identify chain stores. 
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Gentrification: A process by which historically 
disinvested, low-wealth neighborhoods undergo 
rapid change following an influx of private and  
public investments and higher-income, more highly 
educated residents.

Gross leasable floor area (GLA): The total amount of 
space within a commercial property that is available 
for lease or rent to tenants. In commercial real estate, 
GLA helps determine the rental income potential of  
a property and is used for calculating property value 
and occupancy rates. 

Grasstops: Grasstops (as opposed to grassroots) 
organizations and individuals are in a position of 
power or influence at a local level, particularly related 
to policy making.

Inclusionary zoning: Planning policies, usually at the 
city or county level, that incentivize or mandate that 
new development include a certain number of afford-
able housing units, with the goal of maintaining a 
mixed-income neighborhood. 

Indirect displacement: Residents and businesses are 
indirectly displaced when they can no longer afford 
rising rents or property taxes—or their customers 
base dwindles or disappears—and must move out  
of the area or close.

Legacy business: A longtime business that contributes 
to a neighborhood’s history, identity, and character. 
Legacy business programs typically target businesses 
with fewer than 10 employees that are independently 
owned and often part of the retail or food service sector. 

Botanica Victoria in Puerto Rico Town, Chicago.
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Pop-up retail: A temporary storefront open for a 
short period of time that can introduce a new product 
or service to the neighborhood or respond to seasonal 
demand. Pop-ups are often used to activate under
utilized spaces or give new businesses sales opportu-
nities and visibility. 

Planning obligations: A legal agreement in the 
United Kingdom between a local planning authority 
and developer, in which the developer agrees to 
comply with local planning policies and to provide 
infrastructure and services such as community 
facilities, public spaces, or affordable housing. 
Sometimes referred to as a Section 106 agreement, 
planning obligations are attached to land and transfer 
with the land to future owners.

Predatory landlords: Landlords who neglect build-
ings, fail to make improvements, or do not submit to 
inspections, often because they are not held account-
able by their municipalities. Predatory landlords also 
often intimidate commercial tenants, charge high rents, 
include lease terms that make tenants responsible 
for basic property maintenance, change locks, cut 
utilities, or refuse to make repairs in an effort to push 
tenants out. 

Redlining: A discriminatory practice by financial 
institutions that systematically denies and excludes 
access to credit, loans, and insurance for certain 
geographical areas or residents primarily based on 
their demographic composition. The term is often 
used to refer to the practice popularized in the 1930s 
by the federal Homeowner’s Loan Corporation, and 
later taken up by the U.S. Federal Housing Administra-
tion (FHA), which assessed and ranked neighborhoods 
primarily based on their racial composition and loan 
“risk.” Black and Brown communities were often 
labeled as “risky” or “hazardous” and marked with red 
on loan maps, disqualifying residents from federal 
support to purchase or repair homes. Redlining was 
banned by the Fair Housing Act of 1968, but the 
impacts of the FHA policies and discriminatory 
lending continue, significantly reducing the ability  
to accumulate wealth in communities of color.

Revitalization: The process of enhancing the physical, 
economic, or social components of a neighborhood 
through public or private sector efforts. 

Social capital: The ability to mobilize resources 
gained from interpersonal relationships to facilitate 
social and economic mobility. Social capital is based 
on a shared sense of identity, norms, and values. 

Speculative development (or speculation):  
A real estate practice where a developer purchases  
a property or vacant land and holds it for an indefinite 
amount of time in hopes of reselling it at a higher 
price, often without making improvements or plans 
for redevelopment. Speculative developers typically 
profit from carefully timing when to buy or sell the land 
or property. Speculation can drive up housing costs, 
evictions, and vacancy rates, and encourage practices 
such as predatory lending and fraudulent appraisals.  

Technical assistance: Non-financial assistance 
provided to businesses by individuals and organiza-
tions who provide services and information to 
improve or support their business. This can include 
expertise, instruction, skill development, and consult-
ing services related to financial planning, marketing 
and branding, and permitting and licensing. 

Third spaces: Spaces that are not home or work-
spaces where people can connect with each other, 
exchange ideas, and build relationships. These  
can be coffee shops, churches, parks, community 
centers, hairdressers, gyms, or other community 
gathering places.  

Zoning: A tool for land use planning. Zoning laws 
regulate how land in specific areas or zones can be 
used and the type of operations allowed on a site. 
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