
P u b l i c  s u b s i d i e s  a n d  i n c e n t i v e s
l i k e  t a x  a b a t e m e n t s ,  z o n i n g
c h a n g e s ,  a n d  p u b l i c  l a n d  b e l o n g  t o
t h e  t a x p a y e r s  a n d  e x i s t  f o r  t h e
p u b l i c  g o o d .  
 
W e  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h i s  k i n d  o f  p u b l i c
i n v e s t m e n t  i n  p r i v a t e  d e v e l o p m e n t
i s  o n l y  w o r t h  i t  i f  t h e  p r o j e c t
b r i n g s  s i g n i f i c a n t  p u b l i c  g o o d  t h a t
i s  o t h e r w i s e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  r e a l i z e .  W e
t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  c a r e f u l ,  s m a r t  u s e  o f
t h e s e  t o o l s  c a n  a i d  C i n c i n n a t i  i n
a d d r e s s i n g  i t s  w e l l - d o c u m e n t e d
e q u i t y  p r o b l e m  a c r o s s  c l a s s  a n d
r a c e .

EQUITABLE DEVELOPMENT

w w w . p e a s l e e c e n t e r . c o m / r u b r i c

that projects meet
neighborhood minimum

Rubric scores in order to
receive substantial tax
breaks, public land, or

zoning changes

R E Q U I R E E N F O R C E

compliance with the
agreed-upon standards
for the full duration of
the subsidies offered

R E - E V A L U A T E

the changing
investment needs of
each neighborhood,

and adjust scores
accordingly

S o l u t i o n s  t o  i n e q u i t i e s  s h o u l d  b e  b a k e d  i n t o
h o w  w e  d o  p u b l i c  b u s i n e s s .  T h e  R u b r i c  p r o v i d e s
a  p a t h  t o  l e v e r a g e  o u r  i n c e n t i v e s  f o r  r e a l
c o m m u n i t y  b e n e f i t s .  I t  o f f e r s :

RUBRIC
RATIONALE

APPROACH

a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  r a i s e  t h e  b a r  c i t y - w i d e ,
w h i l e  a l l o w i n g  f o r  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  s c o r i n g  t o
m e e t  d i f f e r e n t  n e i g h b o r h o o d  n e e d s  a n d
f a c i l i t a t e  m o r e  e v e n  d e v e l o p m e n t  a c r o s s
t h e  c i t y .

a  g r a s s r o o t s  s t r a t e g y  t o  r e a l i z e  c o m m u n i t y
g a i n s  a n d  a  p o l i c y  f r a m e w o r k  t o  d e m a n d
c h a n g e  o f  C i t y  d e c i s i o n - m a k e r s

 a  t r a n s p a r e n t  w a y  t o  e v a l u a t e
d e v e l o p m e n t  p r o j e c t s  i n  a r e a s  l i k e  h o u s i n g
a f f o r d a b i l i t y ,  j o b s  a n d  w a g e s ,  a n d
c o m m u n i t y  i n p u t  t o  h e l p  u s  n e g o t i a t e  t h e
b e s t  r e t u r n  f o r  t h e  c o m m u n i t y

DEMANDS
O u r  i n i t i a t i v e  c a l l s  u p o n  t h e  C i t y  o f
C i n c i n n a t i  t o  t a k e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  a c t i o n s :

For wealthy and quickly
gentrifying neighborhoods,

projects should earn a
minimum score of 75%.

 
For other neighborhoods,
the City should work with
community councils to set
a minimum score between

50% and 75%.

Failure to comply should
result in termination
and/or repayment of

subsidies

This should be done in
collaboration with each

community council on an
annual basis, and should be
informed by relevant data

provided by the City.



EQUITABLE DEVELOPMENT RUBRIC 

INTRODUCTION
In recent years, many Cincinnatians have been noticing development in their
neighborhoods—new apartments, restaurants, condos, etc. These new projects are often
aimed mainly at attracting new residents who can afford to pay high housing and living
costs. This trend usually causes harm to residents who don't make much money, because
it makes neighborhood rents and prices rise. Without offering low price points, this kind of
development leaves lower income folks behind, often forcing them to leave the areas
they have long called home. 

THE WAY IT IS
For decades, private investment neglected many city neighborhoods.

Now, our city government is offering big incentives-- tax abatements,

zoning changes, public land, etc.-- to developers based on the

following assumptions: 

Private development brings jobs, housing, tax base, and
economic opportunity to struggling neighborhoods
Partnering with the private market is the best way for the city
to have enough power to meet its development needs
If we ask too much of private development, it will go
somewhere else, and we will lose out

But we know that new development has come mostly in the form of

gentrification that hasn't helped us solve our city's poverty,

segregation, or inequality. Instead, it has added to our problems by

displacing people, decreasing affordable housing, and privatizing

public space. Also, the resulting development doesn't happen in a

balanced way-- some neighborhoods are still ignored while many

incentives get doled out to projects in hot market areas long after

private investment has come back. A rethinking of our assumptions is

long overdue. 

As of now, we're not asking developers for anything in return for public subsidies. We need to create standards for equitable
development and urge our city to apply them. So, we've developed a scoring system. We hope it will be supported and
used by communities across Cincinnati so we can build the collective power needed to make change at City Hall. 

While new developments are mostly private investments, developers in Cincinnati can usually count on tax breaks and
other bonuses from the City, so they are publicly subsidized. If our tax dollars are going to pay for private development,
we want it to make our city better, not just some people wealthier.  

A BETTER WAY
Taxes, zoning, and public land belong to the taxpayers and exist

for the public good; it's our responsibility to make sure that they

benefit us collectively! That means that, if and when public

subsidies are used, we need to carefully evaluate the kind of return

we are getting, and hold to high standards. As citizens, we can

together set the terms for how our resources are used.



RAISING THE BAR
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The Rubric has four main categories for scoring, and five “bonus” categories for projects that score well in all of the main
ones. When possible, projects are scored according to standards for development that already exist and have a system for
reporting. 

The Equitable Development Rubric is designed to score development projects on their contribution to equity across class

and race. By scoring projects, we can figure out if they help us achieve our public goals around equity. If they do, and if a

joint effort can help us achieve better results than what we can do alone, then offering incentives could be a good thing. If

they don't help us achieve our public goals for equity, then offering these incentives is a waste of our resources. The private

market is already able to take care of itself.

POINTS SYSTEM

Public-private partnerships are tricky. Private industry has money that could help our city, but by itself, it has proven that it's

not good at creating communities that are fair, inclusive, or ethical. Whole populations have been left out of the successes

and opportunities of our economy. If we care about the public good, we have to confront and work against inequality and

injustice. Building more equity across class and race in Cincinnati must be the top priority when we think about

collaborating with private development. We can't just assume that this is a shared goal; we have to make it a requirement.

MAIN CATEGORIES

Housing Affordability 
Having a decent place to live is a basic human right, and is a requirement for
financial stability and quality of life. In our city, tens of thousands of households
can't afford the rents that the market demands, and only a small fraction of them
get assistance. There aren't nearly enough affordable units. The scoring system
awards more points to projects that reserve units for residents who qualify for
subsidy based on income. 

Jobs and Labor 
One major reason why people can't afford basic necessities is that the jobs
available to them do not pay a living wage. All development projects involve short-
term construction labor, and some include long-term work opportunities. How
these jobs contribute to equity depends on how well they pay and who they are
available to. The scoring system is based on several existing standards for fair
employment practices and access for local, low-income residents.

Community Input 
Residents who live near a development site—especially those with limited income—feel the most impact from new
development. Many face barriers to civic involvement, and our city offers very few democratic processes within
decision-making on development. The scoring system awards points for engaging community members in a way that
addresses these barriers, and incorporating the input of those without connections to economic and political power. 

Community Footprint 
Those who own land and property have the power to change community landscapes, which can leave a deep impact
on residents’ quality of life. Existing community assets of value to residents are not necessarily valued by developers,
who often dis-place and re-place them, instead of making improvements in place. The scoring system is based on how
existing assets factor into development plans, awarding points for projects that protect and support them.  



LET'S GET TO WORK
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An organized effort to use the Rubric across

neighborhood community councils will create a

powerful demand for change at City Hall. 

Councils can use our Developer Questionnaire to get

information from developers asking for their approval,

and score the projects via the Rubric to inform their

vote. However, these councils are generally only asked

for approval when a zoning variance or liquor license is

sought, so we'd have to flex a bit more muscle to

impact other decisions on incentives. Councils can also

vote to endorse the use of the Rubric at the city level.

As the official democratic bodies of Cincinnati's

neighborhoods, the councils are capable of making a

powerful collective statement. 

This scoring system can also be helpful to other activists

and civic groups. With this common standard, they can

join forces and be better organized to advocate for

social justice in community development. Together,

these groups could drum up the kind of city-wide,

grassroots movement that could change our city's bad

development habits. Organizations that would like to

stand with us in this effort can use our endorsement

form to voice their support!

Peaslee is a community center dedicated to participatory education, civic engagement, and social change. We believe

that equitable development is not only possible; it is necessary! Through collective work, we can move our people, our

government, and our economy forward. If you share our vision for a fair and inclusive Cincinnati, we welcome your

thoughts, insights, and expertise, as well as your energy and commitment to action! 

COMMUNITY COUNCILS OTHER ENDORSEMENTS 

With a shared set of standards, our communities can raise the bar together, even while strategically setting score

requirements in a way that helps to balance development across our neighborhoods. We should require all incentivized

projects to score well, but we can and should require the highest scores in wealthy or gentrifying neighborhoods, because

developers are already looking to build there for profit. Projects in these neighborhoods should score at least a 75% on the

Rubric in order to merit a major public subsidy like a tax abatement. And if we are choosier about how we offer incentives,

the public resources we hold onto can be used for other kinds of creative public investment that our communities

desperately need. 



Cincinnati aspires to be a fair and equitable place to live. This evaluation tool stems from an effort to make sure this goal is 

at the forefront of our public decisions about development. It is designed to score proposed development projects by their 

contributions toward equity across class and race in our city. 

 

The rubric's 4 main categories form its core. Jobs and Labor and Community Input apply to all projects; Housing Affordability 

and Community Footprint are applied based on certain criteria. Each category is scored on a 4-pt scale. 

 

Any project that scores at least 50% of points across all applicable main categories is eligible to earn Extra Credit points, 

based on the criteria listed. 

 

This tool is intended for use by a number of different folks— citizens, community councils, developers, and city officials. 

Citizens and Community 
 
Use this rubric to learn about and 
impact projects proposed in your 
neighborhood and city. 
 
Get involved! Ask questions, suggest 
solutions, and make informed 
decisions when you are asked for your 
support.  
 
This information is power— use your 
civic voice to steer our city in the right 
direction! 

Developers 
 
Use this rubric to better understand 
how projects fit with necessary 
progress steps toward equity in 
Cincinnati. 
 
Apply it to your own projects. Offer 
communities honest assessments, and 
commit to delivering community 
benefits in return for public subsidies, 
incentives, and support. 

City Officials 
 
Use this rubric to ensure a return for 
our public resources that advances our 
city’s equity. 
 
Incorporate this framework into our 
legislation and public practice, and 
invest in basic structures for 
monitoring and accountability. 



This section is meant to be used for projects that include significant residential development. 

When evaluating a project that does not include residential units, the Score 1 column criteria may be used to award a bonus point. 

 

Project is exclusively 

market rate, and no 

significant contribution 

will be made 

to Affordable Housing 

Trust Fund 

 

Project is exclusively 

market rate, but includes 

significant financial 

contribution (equal to 

10% of project’s tax 

liability on top of 

existing CPS and VTICA 

payment requirements) 

to Affordable Housing 

Trust Fund.  

 

EITHER 

At least 25% of project 

units are affordable at 

60% Area Median 

Income (AMI) or less 

OR 

At least 10% of project 

units are affordable at 

30% AMI or less 

 

EITHER 

At least 35% of project 

units are affordable at 

60% AMI or less 

OR 

At least 15% of project 

units are affordable at 

30% AMI or less 

 

EITHER 

At least 65% of project 

units are affordable at 

60% AMI or less 

OR 

At least 30% of project 

units are affordable at 

30% AMI or less 

*These affordable units must be priced and reserved for income-qualified tenants, using 

HUD calculations and adjustments for the area’s median gross income. 

 

*2 bonus points are awarded if the on-site affordable units are financed without  

the use of dedicated public funding/resources for affordable housing. 



This section is meant to be used for all projects. 

 

A score of 3 or 4 is only attainable for projects that will generate a significant number of new, post-construction jobs. 

 

Project offers no 

commitment to ethical 

labor standards beyond 

basic applicable labor 

laws  

 

BOTH 

Project abides by 

Cincinnati’s Wage Theft 

Ordinance and all other 

applicable labor laws 

AND 

All contractors used 

throughout the 

construction process 

meet Ohio Prevailing 

Wage Contractor 

Responsibilities 

 

BOTH 

Criteria in Score 1 

column are met 

AND 

All contractors used 

throughout the 

construction process 

meet Cincinnati’s 

Responsible Bidder 

criteria and 

requirements 

 

BOTH 

Criteria in Score 1 

column are met 

AND 

Post construction, owner 

of development and all 

commercial tenants pay 

a majority of their 

employees at least the 

local living wage rates 

established by the City 

of Cincinnati, AND meet 

the criteria for federal 

Section 3 Business 

Concerns 

 

BOTH 

Criteria in Score 1 

column are met 

AND 

Post construction, owner 

of development and all 

commercial tenants pay 

all adult employees at 

least the local living 

wage rates established 

by the City of Cincinnati, 

AND meet the criteria 

for federal Section 3 

Business Concerns 



This section is meant to be used for all projects. 

 

Developer does not plan 

to engage local, low-

income residents outside 

of community council 

visit(s) requested/

required by the city  

BOTH 

 In addition to presentation 
at community council, 
developer holds a public 
input session that meets 
the following standards: 

 Held during evening or 
weekend hours 

 Advance notice given to 
community council and other 
community anchor institutions 

 Held at location within walking 
distance of development site 

 Held at  ADA accessible venue 
 

AND 

 Project plans thereafter 
reflect a good faith effort to 
incorporate the resulting 
community input, and are 
re-presented at community 
council 

 

BOTH 

 Criteria in Score 1 

column are met 

AND 

 An alternative input 

mechanism (ex. 

survey) is made easily 

accessible to all 

stakeholders based 

within 5 minutes 

walking distance to 

development site 

 

 

BOTH 

 Criteria in Score 1 

column are met 

AND 

 Secures project 

support from a 

majority of non-

profit organizations 

in the development 

neighborhood (and/

or adjacent 

neighborhoods) that 

primarily serve a low-

income population 

 

BOTH 

 Criteria in Score 1 

column are met 

AND 

 Local, low-income 

residents hold at 

least 20% of 

positions within the 

project’s governing 

board with decision-

making power over 

project design, siting, 

development, and 

management 



This section is meant to be used if the proposed development site, at the time of the developer’s purchase, included any assets that 

served a public/community need or good. Such assets include, but are not limited to: 

recreation space; green space; social gathering space; small, neighborhood-serving business; social services; housing; trees and vegetation 

 

Project offers no plans 

to preserve or replace 

existing community 

asset(s)  

Project replaces and 

relocates the asset(s), at 

equal or greater value 

IF, AND ONLY IF, BOTH 

 The new location is 
within 5 minutes 
walking distance of site 

AND 

 Robust support for the 
relocation plan is 
secured from residents 
and community 
stakeholders in the 
immediate area 

*In order to earn this point, a 

minimum of Score 3 should be 

earned in the Community Input 

category 

 

Project arranges for the 

continued existence of 

the asset(s), in place and 

at levels of capacity, 

affordability, and 

accessibility comparable 

to, or better than, those 

pre-development  

 

BOTH 

 Project meets criteria 

in Score 2 column 

AND 

 Integrates design 

plans with existing 

asset(s) to support 

and strengthen use 

and quality of 

community benefit 

BOTH 

 Project meets criteria 

in Score 3 column 

AND 

 Developer 
contributes 
significant in-kind or 
financial contribution 
(equal to 10% of 
project’s tax liability 
on top of existing 
CPS and VTICA 
payment 
requirements) to 
further the positive 
community impact of 
the asset(s) 



This section is meant to account for important community benefits not represented in the main 4 sections. Projects that score a minimum 
of 50% in the main 4 sections are eligible to earn Extra Credit points according to the corresponding criteria. Extra Credit points will be 
counted in the project’s total score. 
Each Extra Credit category occupies a row below. Projects may not score points in more than one column per category.  

Diversity and 

Inclusion 

Public Space 

and 

Infrastructure 
*Note: In order to earn 3 or 4 points 

in this category, a project must also 

earn 4 points in the Community 

Footprint category and at least 3 

points in the Community Input 

category 

Owner of development 

and all commercial 

tenants meet the 

contractor requirements 

and criteria in the City of 

Cincinnati’s Equal 

Employment Opportunity 

Program  

BOTH 
 Criterion in Score 1 

column is met 

AND 
 Either the developer 

qualifies, or a majority of 
commercial tenant orgs. 
within the development 
qualify as MBE’s, WBE’s, 
or MWBE’s as defined in 
the Municipal Code 

BOTH 

 Criterion in Score 1 column is 
met 

AND 

 At least 1 commercial tenant org. 
within the development qualifies 
as a Minority Business Enterprise 
(MBE), Women Business 
Enterprise (WBE),  or Minority 
Women Business Enterprise 
(MWBE) as defined in the 
Cincinnati Municipal Code 

ALL OF THE FOLLOWING: 
 Criterion in Score 1 

column is met 
 Project meaningfully 

incorporates the 7 
principles of universal 
design 

 Project provides space 
available for use by 
the general public 

Developer makes a 

significant in-kind or 

financial contribution (equal 

to 10% of project’s tax 

liability on top of existing 

CPS and VTICA payment 

requirements) to the city in 

general support of public 

spaces and amenities 

Developer makes a 
significant in-kind or 

financial contribution (equal 
to 10% of project’s tax 

liability on top of existing 
CPS and VTICA payment 
requirements) in direct 

support of a public space or 
amenity located in a 

primarily low-income area of 
Cincinnati 

 BOTH 

 As its primary purpose, the 
project develops or 
redevelops a public space 
or amenity 

AND 

 The resulting public asset 
remains public in its 
ownership and governance, 
and is accessible, 
affordable, and welcoming 
to people of all income 
levels 

BOTH 

 Criteria in Score 3 

column are met 

AND 

 The resulting public 

asset is located in a 

primarily low-income 

area of Cincinnati 



This section is meant to account for important community benefits not represented in the main 4 sections. 

Any project that meets the criteria below may be awarded the corresponding Extra Credit points, to be counted in its total score. 

Each category occupies a row below. Projects may not score points in more than one column per category.  

Natural 

Environment 

Community 

Organizations 

and Programs 

Project is certified LEED 

Silver 
Project is certified LEED 

Gold or Platinum  

Project is Living 

Building Petal certified 
Project is Living 

Building Full certified 

Developer offers a significant 

financial or in-kind contribution 

to a program, project, or org. 

with the primary purpose of 

meeting an established 

community need not already 

accounted for in this rubric 

AND 

Low-income Cincinnati 

residents will be directly served 

by this organization 

Project provides full-time space 

for a nonprofit or community-

based org. with the primary 

purpose of meeting an 

established community need 

not already accounted for in 

this rubric 

AND 

Low-income Cincinnati 

residents will be directly served 

by this organization 

At least half of the project is 

utilized full-time by a nonprofit 

or community-based org. with 

the primary purpose of meeting 

an established community need 

not already accounted for in 

this rubric 

AND 

Low-income Cincinnati 

residents will be directly served 

by this organization 

Project is owned and occupied 

by a nonprofit or community-

based org. with the primary 

purpose of meeting an 

established community need 

not already accounted for in 

this rubric 

AND 

Low-income Cincinnati 

residents will be directly served 

by this organization 



Local  

Enterprise 

The project provides 

commercial space to an 

ELBE or SLBE committed to 

significant local sourcing 

and procurement within 

their business model 

No less than 30% of the 

project’s contract work is 

awarded to Emerging Local 

Business Enterprises (ELBE) 

or Small Local Business 

Enterprises (SLBE), as 

defined in the Cincinnati 

Municipal Code 

The developer qualifies as an 

ELBE or SLBE, as defined in 

the Cincinnati Municipal Code 

OR 

The majority of the project’s 

financing comes from a 

lending institution with at 

least a moderate rating by 

Bank Local 

The project provides 

commercial space to a 

worker-owned cooperative 

This section is meant to account for important community benefits not represented in the main 4 sections. 

Any project that meets the criteria below may be awarded the corresponding Extra Credit points, to be counted in its total score. 

Each category occupies a row below. Projects may not score points in more than one column per category.  



PROJECT SCORESHEET

Record and calculate a project's score using this sheet. Use the back of this sheet to convert fractions to percentages. 

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

JOBS AND LABOR

COMMUNITY INPUT

COMMUNITY FOOTPRINT

EXTRA CREDIT
DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 

PUBLIC SPACE AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS AND PROGRAMS 

LOCAL ENTERPRISE 

EXTRA HOUSING POINTS (See Housing Affordability Section) 

out of 4 points 

out of 4 points 

out of 4 points 

out of 4 points 

1. Does this project include housing units? If not, cross out the Housing Affordability category. 

2. Has the proposed development site recently been home to a valuable community asset? If not, cross out the

Community Footprint category. 

3. Look at the remaining main categories, and add their potential points (listed beside each, on the right.) Write the total

potential points in the denominator of the fraction at the bottom of the section.  

Denominator 

4. Record the scores from each main category of the rubric, and write them in the spaces below. Add them up and record

the subtotal. 

out of SUBTOTAL points 

5. Look at the subtotal fraction score. Does it equal at least 50%? If so, record any extra credit points below! 

6. Add these points to the subtotal above, and write your answer in the total below, and carry down the denominator

from above. Extra credit points are counted in the total, but not added to the denominator. 

out of TOTAL points 



POSSIBLE SCORES AND PERCENTAGES
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Because not all rubric categories apply to every project, here's a table of possible scores and their corresponding

percentages, for your reference! 

= ELIGIBLE FOR EXTRA CREDIT POINTS



These notes provide more context and explanation to help us all understand the content of the 4 main 
categories in the Rubric. 

 
 

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY 
 
Where people can afford to live is perhaps the greatest factor to consider when examining equity in our 
city. It has huge implications for our financial stability, economic opportunity, and quality of life. 
 

• Affordability in this rubric is measured by Area Median Income (AMI) for the Cincinnati Metro 
Area, as calculated and adjusted by the Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD). See the included graphics for a better understanding of AMI. 
 
The metro area AMI is much higher than the city’s AMI, because it includes towns and suburbs 
with higher concentrations of wealth. The Rubric uses it because HUD does, and it makes 
sense for the measures to be compatible. 
 

• Requiring that units be reserved for HUD income-qualified residents ensures that this 
investment is making a contribution towards closing our deep gap between need and availability 
of affordable housing. The lower AMI ranges are where the need is the greatest in our 
community. Newly created affordable units could be filled by households who have already 
qualified for housing subsidies, and are on the Cincinnati Metropolitan Housing Authority’s wait 
list. 

 
• Why the preference for on-site affordable units? 

 
o Low-income units are difficult to create due to a large finance gap and very limited public 

resources. With help from the City’s subsidies, large, private projects are able to 
incorporate a percentage of these units, while still remaining profitable for developers, 
without draining the limited public funds. 

 
o It also helps to offset some displacement occurring in gentrifying neighborhoods, as 

housing costs rise and affordable units are lost. The market alone is not equipped to 
create mixed-income communities; tethering affordable units to new development helps 
to ensure more balanced growth and investment. 

 
• The affordability targets are for rental units, not homeownership. Though investment in 

affordable homeownership is very important, we need tools other than the rubric to achieve it. 
There are two main reasons for this: 1) Cincinnati’s greatest housing need is for units affordable 
at very low incomes, and the traditional model of homeownership is generally not possible at 
these price points, and 2) incentives for rental units can be leveraged for long-term affordability; 
other regulations are required to get this kind of control when owner-occupied homes are 
bought and sold. 
 

• Housing affordability is arguably the most challenging public benefit to realize because it is 
costly. This rubric sets lower AMI targets than many other similar public policies. This is 
because they are necessary to for our City to thrive, and because the incentives our city offers 
tend to be far deeper than in most other cities, so they can offset greater costs to developers. 
 



EMPLOYMENT 
 

• Development projects have the ability to create and/or sustain jobs. Equity in our city is linked to 
what kinds of jobs are available, who gets hired into them, what compensation they offer, and 
how they foster economic mobility. 

 
• This rubric considers jobs on the construction side of development, and also on the side of 

longer term work opportunities created by a development project. Meeting the criteria for longer 
term jobs would require an owner/developer to incorporate restrictions or standards into a lease 
agreement with commercial tenants, and to monitor them accordingly. 

 
• This section of the rubric incorporates several existing standards connected to employment. 

Here’s a quick breakdown in laypeople’s terms: 
 

o Wage Theft Ordinance: Makes sure that business is halted with contractors who have 
outstanding cases of wage theft, which is when an employer illegally underpays workers 
for their labor. 

o Ohio Prevailing Wage: sets industry standards for fair pay and benefits within the trades, 
and holds contractors to those standards. 

o Responsible Bidder: requires contractors in construction trades to actively offer state 
approved apprenticeship programs on the job 

o Section 3: requires that jobs that result from the project prioritize the hiring of local 
residents with low incomes 

o Living Wage: sets a standard for compensation that enables workers to afford the basic 
cost of living in the local area 

 
 

COMMUNITY INPUT 
 

• Since this section does not require construction or heavy funding, it is expected that the score is 
earned before a project is approved for subsidy or endorsed by a community. 
 

• This section sets goals for engaging those most deeply impacted by development—local 
residents with low incomes who live in close proximity to the development site. The logic behind 
the public subsidy of private development often assumes that it will benefit this population; to 
ensure that this is the case, the expertise of residents with low incomes must be made central to 
the process. 

 
• Residents with low incomes depend the most on quality public amenities and resources, yet 

face the greatest structural barriers-- job inflexibility, child care costs, class/race bias and 
prejudice, limited access to technology, voter suppression, exclusion from political/economic 
power, etc.--  to civic participation. Responsible engagement processes strive to address this 
problem. 

 
• People who live near a development site may have a wide array of goals and concerns for their 

community. Some of these concerns are central in fostering equity in our city, some are not, and 
some work directly against equity. This rubric seeks to increase the power of resident voice, as 
long as that power is not used to perpetuate inequalities in access, opportunity, and quality of 
life. 



 
• Currently, most developer requests for community council approval are triggered by zoning 

change requirements. To city officials, the resulting community council response is simply a 
recommendation. This rubric seeks to established a more defined, focused, and powerful role 
for councils and residents. 

 

 
COMMUNITY FOOTPRINT 

 
• Our communities are shaped by the built environment around us. Owners of land and property 

have the power to deeply impact resident quality of life by changing the community landscape. 
The market’s “highest and best use” for a property is typically determined by profit, and is not 
necessarily compatible with the needs and preferences of residents, especially in an economy 
that invests unevenly. 

 
• This section is meant to combat the systematic devaluation of modest, but important, 

community assets. Too often, investment dis-places and re-places, instead of making 
improvements in place. The resulting pattern is capable of erasing whole communities and 
cultural richness, and sending a strong message that the priority is on removing some to make 
way for others. Racism and classism are major forces in how this is done. 

 
• Good neighbor developers understand that their development does not happen in a vacuum; 

they are entering a real community with real people whose lives are impacted by development 
decisions. Taking the time and care to make sure that projects add to, and not detract from, an 
existing community is critical in our effort to build a more equitable Cincinnati.  

 



Household IncomeAffordability Level

Understanding

Measures
Affordable Housing

When our federal government’s Housing and Urban Development (HUD) department measures housing 
affordability, it uses something called Area Median Income (AMI). This is found by arranging all the households in a 
geographic area—usually a county or metro area—from lowest to highest pre-tax income. AMI is the income made by 
the household that falls exactly in the middle. In other words, half of the households make more than the AMI, and half 
make less. With this basic principle, HUD can adjust the scale to account for household size, and measure any income as 
a percentage of AMI, so we can get a sense of where a household falls on the income spectrum. HUD typically catego-
rizes incomes less than 80% AMI in varying degrees of “low income.”

This example shows the figures for a 4-person household in the Cincinnati metro area in 2018.*

30%

50%

60%

80%

120%

150%

200%%

300%

$25,100

$39,150

 $46,980

$62,640

$93,960

$117,450

$156,600

$234,900In the lineup of area households by 
income, AMI is the income exactly in 
the middle. It is not an average.  

Other levels are measured as a 
percentage of this figure.

AMI 78,300



Once we have the AMI scale for reference, we can start to figure out what housing costs 
are “affordable” in that county or metro area. One other measure is key to this question.

HUD determines that housing (including utilities) is affordable when it costs no more than 
30% of household income.

How does this help us understand affordable housing?



Many housing options are available and affordable to households with high incomes, 
since 30% of their income is a higher amount that is likely enough to cover typical hous-
ing costs. However, 30% of a low income doesn’t go as far toward covering market 
rates, so it is difficult for households with low incomes to find housing that is affordable 
to them. Often they spend more than 30%—sometimes much more—limiting their ability 
to meet other needs, save money, or thrive economically.

30% of household 
income



NEIGHBORHOODS AND SCORES

Check patterns of investment.

NEIGHBORHOODS

Three of the biggest and most valuable kinds of assets our

city offers to developers are: 

The Rubric is designed to raise the bar city-wide, because every neighborhood deserves development that offers real

community benefits. All deeply subsidized projects should be able to earn a solid, passing grade. That being said, it is

also important to understand that different neighborhoods are in different stages of development, because the private

market does not treat them fairly. Cincinnati suffers from deep economic and racial segregation caused by a history of

uneven development and discrimination in investment.  

 

If we believe that the private market has a role to play in the development of a better Cincinnati, then our incentives

must be used to make it act more fairly. This means that we should require the highest Rubric scores in neighborhoods

where the market is already going strong. These include our wealthiest areas, and those that are gentrifying quickly.

Using the Rubric's current standards, projects in these neighborhoods should score a 75% or higher to earn any of the

major public subsidies. 

 

We can set the minimum scores slightly lower for other neighborhoods based on circumstance, but we have to carefully

assess changes and transitions on an ongoing basis to make sure the system doesn't end up harming vulnerable

communities. So how do we figure this out? We propose using a combination of available city data and the knowledge of

local residents.

Tax Subsidies-- Abatements and TIF benefits 

Public Land 

Zoning changes-- bonus density or other valuable adjustments 

Minimum rubric scores should be required for the use of any of these.  

We believe that public land-- whether or not it is

sold at market value-- should be reserved for

development that contributes to equity in our city.

As the market controls private property all around

us, this finite resource must be used to bring the

kind of investment that the market will not bring

on its own. This means that land transferred or

sold by the city or the Greater Cincinnati

Redevelopment Authority must go to

development projects that meet the appropriate

minimum scores.

STEP 1
Apply the following checklist to your neighborhood. Helpful sources of city data include neighborhood breakdowns of:

median household income, property value (by type), home ownership rates, racial demographics, and registered

businesses.

Higher housing costs—for years, rent and home prices in my neighborhood have tended to be higher than

in most other city neighborhoods 

High home ownership—many people in my neighborhood own their homes 

Valuable amenities—for many years, my neighborhood has had some of the best schools, libraries, parks,

and other public spaces in the city 

Majority white/higher wealth—most of my long-time neighbors are white and middle or upper class 

Business—there are a variety of businesses in my neighborhood that meet my needs, i.e., I can buy food,

clothing, household items, health services, and basic entertainment in my neighborhood 

If you can answer yes to most of these, you are likely living in an area of concentrated wealth and investment. Because

the market is strong where you are, your neighborhood should raise the bar high, to the 75% mark, for new projects.



NEIGHBORHOODS AND SCORES, CONT.

Peaslee Neighborhood Center • 513-621-5514 

215 E 14th Street, 45202 • jennifer.arens@peasleecenter.org

Rise in housing costs—rent and home prices in my neighborhood have recently gotten much higher 

Significant resident displacement—neighbors of mine have been getting priced out of the neighborhood 

Surge in development projects—there’s a lot more construction, renovation, or business growth happening

in my neighborhood recently 

Influx of amenities serving high-incomes—there are many new shops, restaurants, and other businesses

that are mostly too expensive for my long-time neighbors 

Race/class shift—most of my long-time neighbors are working class folks and/or people of color, but the

new folks moving in are mostly white, and seem to have more money 

Speculation—real estate businesses are heavily advertising my neighborhood, and people describe it as

“revitalized” 

If most of these descriptions fit your neighborhood, you're likely in a hot, gentrifying market, and you also need to be

at the 75% score level. More investment is coming, and we need to make sure it doesn't leave vulnerable folks behind.

Even if there's lots of low-income affordable housing now, market forces will make it extremely difficult to keep. And

new economic opportunities will have to be targeted specifically where they are most needed. 

Diagnose and resist gentrification.

More moderate change—similar changes to the ones described above are happening in my neighborhood,

but not quite as dramatically 

Proximity to downtown—from my neighborhood, you can drive quickly and easily to downtown Cincinnati 

Renter occupancy—most of my neighbors are renters 

Adjacent investment—at least one of the neighborhoods that border mine is either quite wealthy or

gentrifying quickly 

Historic designation—my neighborhood is home to a local or national historic district 

Prepare for what's coming.

STEP 2

STEP 3

If your neighborhood is described by some combination in this list, it is likely starting to transition or in the early stages

of gentrification. We need to watch closely and have a plan to increase your minimum scores as change comes.

STEP 4 Consider special circumstances.

Your neighborhood might be a special case. Maybe one huge project is on it's way, and you know it's about to change

the game for investment and development. In order to lay the groundwork for a healthy community and equitable city

future, adjustments to the scoring system may have to be made accordingly.

Apply this next checklist to your neighborhood. Helpful sources of city data include neighborhood breakdowns of:

change in property value (by type), change in racial demographics, change in construction permits issued, change in

liquor license requests.

One more checklist. Helpful sources of city data include those already listed, as well as maps and historic designations.



HOW INDIV IDUALS  AND OR GANIZAT IONS 
CAN TAKE  ACT ION

It's on us to build the kind of grassroots power that 
will motivate decision-makers at City Hall to enact 
policies for equitable development. There are action 
steps that each of us can take to make the Rubric 
the new order of business in our City. Check the 
actions that you have the power to take! 

Read all about the Rubric and share it with 
people I know. 
 

I  CAN:

Introduce the Rubric to a nonprofit, business, 
or community group I work with. 
 
Join steering committee meetings the 1st 
Thursday of every month at Peaslee, 6 - 7:30 
pm. 
 
Bring the Rubric to my neighborhood 
community council for a vote. 

MY OR GANIZATION OR  GR OUP CAN:

Complete an endorsement form and send it to 
Peaslee. 

Contact Peaslee to find out how we can learn 
more or support the effort. 

EQUITABLE  DEVELOPMENT  RUBRIC  



HOW COMMUNITY  COUNCILS  CAN TAKE  ACT ION

Though our City currently makes big development 
deals without much community input, developers 
must get community council approval for things like 
zoning changes. So we've created a way for councils 
to make the most of these opportunities by using 
the Rubric to inform their votes and negotiate 
terms. 
 
We've created 5-step guides-- one for councils and 
one for developers-- laying out a reasonable, 
transparent evaluation process that includes a 
Developer Questionnaire and Rubric scoring. 

Require developers who seek their approval to 
complete the Rubric forms. The results will 
create greater transparency and encourage 
developers to include community benefits. 

 

COUNCILS  CAN:

Commit to a minimum score for projects in your 
neighborhood to receive council support.

 
We suggest taking care of the first 2 actions ASAP, 
and working to advance the 3rd. As multiple 
community councils take these steps together, we 
can create a unique kind of pressure on City Hall to 
change the way it does business with developers.

Issue a letter of support for the Rubric to be 
built into City practice and policy. Join other 
councils and orgs in making a strong case to the 
City.



PEASLEE  SUPPORT

TOOLS  &  RESOURCES  
WE CAN SHARE  WITH YOU:

The  R ubr i c  
Sc oresheet  

Notes  on  c a tegor ies  and  s tandards  
Area  Median  Inc ome Hous ing  Char t  

Ne ighborhoods  and  Sc ores  Gu ide  
Communi ty  Counc i l  Gu ide  

Deve loper  Gu ide  
Deve loper  Quest ionna i re  

Inc lus ionary  Hous ing  Ca lc u la tor  
Communi ty  Counc i l  Endorsement  Le t ter  

Organ iza t ion  Endorsement  Form 
 

CONTACT US!
Peas lee  Ne ighborhood Center ,  513-621-5514  

Contac t :  J enn  Arens ,  j enn i fer .arens@peas leecenter .org

TOOLS  AND RESOURCES  
WE 'RE  WORKING ON:

Communi ty  Counc i l /Deve loper  MOU 
Guide l ines  for  Communi ty  Input  

We'd love to support you in your action efforts inside 
and outside your community council. The materials 
listed below can be found at peasleecenter.org/rubric, 
and we can provide additional education on their use. 
Please let us know how we can help!



Peaslee Neighborhood Center’s 

Equitable Development Rubric 
Organization Endorsement 

 

The dream for an inclusive and diverse Cincinnati that offers a fair distribution of resources, opportunities, and quality of 

life is one that is shared city-wide. And yet racial and class segregation, inequality, and poverty persist. There is ample 

data and analysis to show that our city is in desperate need of affordable housing, jobs that pay a living wage, processes 

that meaningfully engage our citizens, and development that values our communities first. If these goals are a true 

priority for Cincinnati, we must commit to policies and practices that advance them. Implementing the Equitable 

Development Rubric is an important step for our city government to take in this commitment. 

 

The Equitable Development Rubric lays out a plan for the City of Cincinnati to make sure that public development 

incentives and subsidies are only granted to projects that help to advance justice and fairness in our communities. 

 

To do this, the Equitable Development Rubric will: 

 

Create equity standards 

Transparently evaluate projects based on measurable actions and commitments, with an emphasis on housing 

affordability, jobs and labor, and community quality of life. 

 

Require equity standards 

Grant subsidies and incentives only to projects that earn high equity scores. 

 

Enforce equity standards 

Monitor compliance with projects awarded subsidies and ensure that incentivized projects are held accountable. 

 

 

Name of Organization: ______________________________________________________________ 

 

Director or Board Representative: _____________________________________________________ 

 

Address: _________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Phone: __________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_____ Yes, my organization endorses the Equitable Development Rubric. 

 

_____ Yes, we want to receive action alerts and campaign updates. 

 

_____ We will take action to promote the Equitable Development Rubric. (Letters, phone calls, 

demonstrations, etc.) 

 

I hereby endorse the Equitable Development Rubric. 

 

 

Signature: ___________________________________________________________ Date: _____________________ 
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