
The concept of BIDs has

understandably met with much

enthusiasm from retailers and local

authorities alike. The concept, well

established in a few other countries,

allows local people to find local

solutions to local problems. The first

BID was the idea of a Canadian

jeweller who persuaded the

authorities of the City of Toronto that

local businesses should be allowed to

take some control of their local area,

improve it and pay for these

improvements themselves. Created in

1971, the Bloor West Village BID in

Toronto was the forerunner of all of

today’s such schemes.

Bloor West, covering nine city blocks

with 250 retailers and 150 other

offices, focused on streetscape

improvements, changing physical

structures and adding environmental

improvements such as trees and

benches. The motivation for the

businesses of Bloor West was to 

improve their business centre, making

it a more attractive place to work and

visit when compared to competing

centres in the locality. This will be the

overwhelming reason for any BID, but

the problems local businesses face can

vary wildly.

There are hundreds of BID schemes

operating around the world today.

According to the Department of

Urban Studies at Massachusetts

Institute of Technology (MIT), BIDs

exist in Canada (347), New Zealand

(30), South Africa (21) and United

States (429). These are “pure BIDs”

that fulfil very specific criteria: they

must be privately led, approved by

public authorities, provide additional

services, clearly defined and time-

limited, and possess a self-taxing

mechanism.1 Most existing town

centre regeneration schemes in Britain

and abroad will fail at least one of

these criteria, normally that of the

power of self-taxation.

Business
Improvement
Districts: 
Lessons 
from Abroad

Creating a Business
Improvement District

(BID) will be possible
once passage of the

Local Government 
Bill is complete. 

It is likely to pass 
the final stages in

Parliament and gain
royal assent by early

2004 at the latest

(Continued on page 26)
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Wandsworth Town
Centre – The heart of 
a Brighter Borough

Landscaping, decked walkway and tidal planting at the ‘Spit’
at mouth of Wandle. Also site for a public arts project.

Footbridge over the River Wandle helps to
link town centre with riverside.

Wandsworth Town Centre, uniquely positioned between
the Wandle and Thames rivers has, over many centuries,
been a thriving industrial area, a key route into London
and home to rich merchants and landowners.  Today,
investment in the Town Centre is at its highest ever level
– reflecting its superior location and providing an exciting
and prosperous mix of commerce, industry, retail outlets
and much demanded residential development.  

Young’s Brewery – the oldest in England – lies at the
heart of this vibrant community, where Wandsworth Town
Station and an established bus network bring visitors to
the magnificent Riverside Quarter, Southside and the
intimate Old York Road.

Wandsworth Challenge Partnership
In 1993, Wandsworth Challenge Partnership was set up by
local residents, business and community groups,
voluntary groups, Learning and Skills Council,
Wandsworth Chamber of Commerce and Wandsworth
Council.  Its objective is to promote inward investment in
the town centre, to enhance the economy, environment
and quality of life for residents, business owners 
and visitors.

As part of a 9 year £17.5 million SRB programme, the
Wandsworth Challenge Partnership has funded a number
of successful improvements, stylishly restoring and
enhancing the Town Centre.

Southside
In July 2003, Wandsworth Shopping Centre was officially
re-born as Southside, reflecting its status as the major
shopping and leisure destination for the Wandsworth
area, boasting 110 retail units, including Waitrose, Boots,
Argos and All Sports, parking for 1200 cars, a 14 screen
cinema and the Virgin Active Life Centre.  The first stage
will be ready in October 2003, in time for Christmas
Shopping, with final completion in Spring 2004, the
result of three years of planning and hard work. 

Completed developments
The Partnership has aided the following success stories:

● Environmental improvements to the historic 
Huguenot and Garratt Lane Burial Grounds

● Transforming the old County Courthouse in Garratt 
Lane into the Wandsworth Museum  

● New landscaping and exterior cleaning at All Saints 
Church on the High Street

● Town Centre Improvement Scheme aided 
improvements to town centre shop fronts

● Opening up the Wandle Delta, the Wandle Footbridge 
off Smugglers Way and the Thames Path to the public 

● Bringing the extensive works of William and Evelyn 
De Morgan to the De Morgan Centre on West Hill

● Environmental and ecological improvements to ‘The 
Spit’ at the mouth of the River Wandle giving better 
access to the area and a public art feature.  

The Partnership has also helped less visible but equally
important social and educational projects:

● Helping many young people to get ahead and stay 
out of trouble

● Increasing mobility for old and disabled people such 
as Shopmobility

● Providing a community chest to fund worthwhile 
community projects

Housing
The Council and Partnership have committed over £25
million to rejuvenate the Arndale Estate.  The £10.5
million refurbishment of Eliot and Wentworth Courts,
which began in April 2003, is the latest phase in the
radical transformation of the 1960s Arndale Estate into
homes fit for 21st century residents.  Edwyn House and
Sudbury House form an impressive approach to the Town
Centre.  This investment has improved 520 homes and
private sector investment will build many more.  The final
phase begins in 2004 with planned environmental
improvements to the surrounding public areas.  

The Future
The Partnership, whose work will end with the conclusion
of the SRB Programme in March 2004, has set the
precedent for success for the new Town Centre
Partnership Board and plans are already underway to
continue the regeneration of Wandsworth as a vibrant
and prosperous centre.

For further information contact Ian Taitte,Town Centre Manager on 020 8871 8277
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Retailers operate in one of the 

world’s most competitive business

environments. The difference between

gaining or losing competitive edge 

can rest on the management’s ability

to make substantial financial savings

without affecting the customer’s

experience. Effective management 

of the energy needed to light, heat,

cool a store and perhaps chill

products, combined with prudent

technology replacement and

upgrading strategies, are low-risk

routes to long-term profitability.

Take one of the country’s leading retail

chains. In a broad review of energy

management, cost savings of

approximately 25% were identified

with payback periods acceptable to the

financial management team. This

saving is equivalent to the net profit

produced by an increase in sales

volume for this particular chain of

nearly £320 m!

However, the business case for better

environmental practice is about more

than just bottom-line savings. There

are other, less tangible benefits that are

equally important to the success of a

retail outlet to be gained from

proactive energy management

programmes. These include better

employee motivation, improved

customer loyalty and an enhanced

relationship with the local

community. For sustained

improvements, nearly everyone

involved in service delivery must feel

the urge to serve both the customers

and the environment.

Retail Sparks
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Burning fossil fuels releases 
carbon dioxide (C02) and other pollutants
into the atmosphere. The environmental

consequences in terms of global warming
should be of concern to all of us

Commercial benefits

For retailers the key benefit from

successful BIDs would be

improvements to the “bottom line”

through higher footfall and sales. The

drivers for this commercial change

will vary from location to location and

even country to country, but several

key priorities are clear.

Security

Greater footfall and sales could be

accompanied by reduced costs from

crime. In Britain, a key problem in

maintaining anti-crime measures 

has been the inability to generate

sustainable funding at local level.

The BRC views BIDs as an important

tool for tackling retail crime and 

crime more generally, and as an

excellent opportunity for local

businesses, in partnership with 

the police and other stakeholders,

to invest in local anti-crime initiatives.

Street wardens (aka “ambassadors”),

new and improved street lighting,

and measures to tackle graffiti and

vandalism could all be the initial focus

of the first wave of British BIDs. Clean

and safe streets and neighbourhoods

are in everyone’s interests.

Cleanliness

A second element of improving the

public realm and the retail offer is the

standard of cleanliness and the quality

of the environment. In our view BIDs

should, once baseline service delivery

has been agreed with a local authority,

aim to improve cleanliness as a priority.

Capital expenditure

Investments in the physical

environment (including flower baskets,

litter bins etc.) may also be important,

depending on the location. The simple

act of agreeing and auditing what a

local authority should already be

delivering could markedly improve 

the retail trading environment.

Marketing

Once improvements have begun to

take effect, attention is likely to turn 

to making existing and potential

customers aware of improvements to

the centre’s retail environment. Some

BIDs may even be almost entirely

publicity-driven, increasing footfall

through innovative events and

marketing messages.

Local government

For retailers another benefit 

of a successful BID could be the

opportunity to have effective dialogue

with local government across a range 

of issues. BIDs could improve the

relationship between businesses and

local government, by creating feelings

of trust and shared aims and objectives.

Priorities

BIDs in other countries all hold these

priorities to varying degrees. In South

Africa, where BIDs are a relatively new

addition, the top priorities are crime

and cleanliness. Managers must make

their centres clean and safe before they

can do anything else. In contrast,

surveys by MIT of the priorities of the

managers of North American BIDs

reveal that capital investments and

promotional activity have a higher

emphasis. This is probably in part due

to the national economic and social

state of each country, but is

undoubtedly also a reflection of the

relative maturity of BIDs in North

America and their youthfulness in

South Africa. In short, the North

Americans have completed the basics

of cleanliness and safety. They are now

adding value to the consumer’s

experience and competing with other

centres, whereas South Africans still

have some way to go.

The varying sizes of many overseas

BIDs highlight the versatility of the

concept. In Canada, the smallest BID

(Grand Valley Ontario) has just 30

members and a budget of $8,700. This

contrasts drastically with a BID of

7,000 members and $2 m budget in

Montreal.2 In the US, budgets range

from $8,000 for one city block to

$10 m for 30.3 The Philadelphia

Center City District BID has a budget

in excess of $12 m. It is involved in

schemes from street cleaning to night-

time events and even securing

incentives for the conversion of

redundant office space into residential

dwellings. Single BIDs on the scale of

Philadelphia are will not be common

in Britain. The diverse approach of

New York is more probable. The city

has 44 separate BIDs within its

boundaries, commanding a combined

budget of $70 m.

British development

In Britain,we all watch the pilot projects

with interest.The initial 22

ATCM/ODPM pilot BIDs are now

complemented by approximately 70

other unofficial projects.This

enthusiasm for the concept within both

the private and public sectors is clear.

The Government’s draft guidance on

BIDs is currently undergoing

consultation and regulations will be

drafted later in the year.The BRC will

play a crucial and influential part in this

process.The BRC will continue to push

for the inclusion of property owners

within BIDs; every other country that

has embarked on BIDs so far has

understood this to be vital and is a

feature of their schemes. It is also

essential that BIDs are not overly

bureaucratic; they are about local

people solving local problems.National

guidance must ensure a framework that

enables and does not unnecessarily

hinder. It is also important that the key

ethos of BIDs filters down to local

authority level: services must be truly

additional and in response to the needs

of the private sector.

Toronto’s Bloor West is now a

“mature”BID, having completed

many of its capital improvements and

contracted out maintenances and

planting. As a result, it no longer has

any permanent members of staff,

relying on contractors and volunteers.

Its successes will of course bring about

new problems, such as traffic

congestion, limited parking, the threat

of more effective competition from

nearby centres and possibly such

constant “thorns”as increased levels of

retail crime brought about through

higher levels of footfall. It is probable

that in time the Board of the Bloor

West BID will have to respond to new

problems with renewed enthusiasm

and investment. Herein lies the

versatility of the BID concept: local

people can respond quickly and

effectively to local problems, whatever

they may be. In this respect, the work

never ends.

Nick James,

Policy Executive,

BRC, Property,

Planning and

Regeneration

More information 

on international 

BIDs can be found 

at www.urban

revitalization.net
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