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Social Equity Program Roundtable Report 

On December 19th, 2019 Social Equity LA, a non-profit organization that 

promotes access, inclusion and diversity in L.A.’s booming cannabis industry, 

organized a Social Equity Program Roundtable with several key 

leaders and advocates at the Bloc in Downtown LA.  

As an idea, Social Equity represents an opportunity to right past wrongs and 

liberally integrate black and brown people into national and municipal wealth. 

It was clear from the roundtable discussion, however, that for black and brown 

people themselves, Social Equity is less of an ideal and more of a struggle to 

define what Social Equity means and who should benefit from it.  

The roundtable included invited representatives of Social Equity groups from 

Los Angeles—people who have passed significant cannabis legislation and/or 

moved real money in the cannabis industry—and Social Equity Program 

candidates and applicants seeking to obtain a cannabis license in Phase 3, as 

well as advocates for these applicants.  

The burning topic everyone was there to discuss was what to do 

about L.A.’s Social Equity program, which was instituted to benefit 

specific black and brown communities that were affected disproportionately 

by the War on Drugs. Unfortunately, as all groups agreed, the program was 
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compromised by corruption and loopholes during its first round in the 

cannabis business licensing process. The roundtable had a few main options 

before them: either the Social Equity program would be scrapped completely 

and the application process would start over fairly; or the city would come to a 

compromise to compensate Social Equity communities for the unfair results of 

the application process, but without starting over (i.e., add an additional set of 

licenses as part of Phase 3 round 1, not counted towards the SEP). Most of 

the attendees voted for compromise and moving forward, but the 

discussion revealed deep anger at how the Social Equity program 

has played out so far and disagreements as to how to move 

forward. 

There were some key discussion points during the roundtable that 

are worth calling out.  

- As one attendee reminded the group, everything said at these grassroots 

meetings needs to be placed in the audit where it will be formally recorded and 

received by the city. Otherwise, what’s the point of having these meetings.  

-The sense of solidarity was evident as two people with finalized invoices said 

they still supported starting the process over, just to be fair to everyone else. 

Others preferred to compromise with the city and offered suggestions, such as 

adding 150 people to the next round. 

-Questions about dishonesty and corruption were front and center. If cheaters 

are allowed to keep their licenses in exchange for more licenses, where is the 

justice for the original applicants who got cheated? One person said frankly 
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that the new proposals were just somebody’s attempt to save their job at city 

hall, while another added that “predatory practices” against Social Equity 

applicants is a major problem that needs to be dealt with. 

-Virtually everyone agreed that the behind-the-scenes process needs to be 

exposed because it is covering up money schemes and foreign interests. An 

attorney stated emphatically that crimes were committed and there may be 

grounds for a class-action lawsuit for embezzlement or fraud. Many applicants 

thought they were going to outsmart their own people and do the process 

quicker than everyone else, but the people with money came in and 

outsmarted them and did the job even quicker. 

-If the program is scrapped, some fear that by the time they’re done with it the 

city will change the meaning of Social Equity. In other words, if we go back 

now, do we risk losing everything under a new definition of the program? 

-Getting to the heart of the matter, the applicant vetting process was singled 

out as too broad; it should have been based on arrest rates rather than zip 

codes, because people with Ferraris were qualifying as Social Equity 

applicants. As a general rule, the most disproportionately impacted people 

should also be the most disproportionately benefited. 

-A number of stories were shared based on personal experience, including a 

man who started the Social Equity program with a third party and then 

realized he could go through the city directly. He did his homework, studied 

hundreds of pages of rules and regulations, and now it just doesn’t add up. He 

estimated $50K in his business plan but now he’s realizing that he needs much 
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more. How can the city expect low-income people, who are supposed to be the 

beneficiaries of this program, to become business experts and handle the 

entire process? Is this social equity when a wealthier applicant can just hire a 

consultant to dot all their I’s? 

-The Social Equity movement has built a lot of media clout and needs to use 

that clout effectively. People are angry and have to recognize the power of 

their anger. 2020 is an election year and that means an opportunity to 

mobilize the grassroots, draw up a list of everyone running for office and make 

Social Equity a ballot issue. The focus now has to be on organizing short-term 

and long-term policy goals. Keep talking, keep thinking through what’s 

happening. Nothing is solved all at once, but unless we define our immediate 

priority and exactly what we’re doing in these meetings, we’re wasting our 

time. 

-Ultimately, few people voted for scrapping the program, instead arguing that 

it’s time to move on with our gains and cut our losses. We made our point, 

they’re hearing us, and now we can mobilize forward. As a word of warning, 

however, an activist at the state level cautioned that people are having three 

different discussions—federal/state level, city level and grassroots level. We 

need to organize the discussion and give everyone a voice. This is just the 

beginning. Now is the time for consensus on what we want going forward, one 

voice. The people who can change council member decisions are the 

stakeholders at the grassroots level, the community people. 

-Finally, if the city council won’t compromise on this and take the roundtable’s 

final recommendation, then the next step is immediately to scrap the program 
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and do it over the right way. In other words, no more games, either take our 

recommendation or let’s start over. 

By the end of the meeting, after much heated discussion and expression of 

different interests, the only firm conclusion was that the politics of Social 

Equity requires a united voice and coordinated mobilization at the grassroots 

level around specific policy proposals and demands. In other words, the city 

council has been proven to listen, but only when you speak, act and make 

demands with one voice, one aim and one destiny. 

The immediate concerns expressed at the roundtable had to do with the ins 

and outs of L.A.’s Social Equity program and what the application 

controversies will mean for black and brown people in the city. But beyond the 

process of awarding licenses for cannabis businesses, the Social Equity 

movement represents a moment of tremendous political and historical power 

and significance heading into 2020.  

2020 will see the continued maturation of this new ‘cannabis politics’ that 

speaks for underrepresented communities and builds on Social Equity as a 

political and economic program, not merely a high-minded ideal that gets 

buried under municipal processes and corruption. 

 

 
Luis Rivera, Executive Director 
Social Equity LA 
(818) 438-0840  
Lrivera@collectivestrategiesla.com 
Pacoima Entrepreneur Center  
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13420 Van Nuys Blvd., Suite 111 
Pacoima, CA 91331  
http://socialequityla.org/  
 
Social Equity LA  
Social Equity LA is a is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization dedicated to social 
equity and economic development through Access, Inclusion and Diversity. 
Social Equity LA is committed to promoting fairness, justice, opportunity, and 
equity in the design and implementation of economic and workforce 
development and public policy for key industries in disadvantaged 
communities throughout Greater Los Angeles. 
 


