Business Improvement Districts (BID) 


Background to BIDS

A Business Improvement District is a precisely defined geographical area within which the businesses have voted to invest collectively in local improvements to enhance their trading environment.

BIDs do not affect the level or quality of service provided by the local authority to the area. A BID is initiated, financed and led by the commercial sector, providing additional or improved services as identified and requested by local businesses, to the baseline services provided by the local authority in that area. 

BIDs were started in Toronto, Canada in the 1970s and there are now over 1000 BIDs in the US and Canada. Of established BIDs, fewer than 1% have not been renewed once the initial BID period came to an end. In the UK, Legislation for UK BIDs received Royal Assent in September 2003 and 22 pilots have been appointed by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, of which Reading is one.

Reading: A Pilot for the BID scheme

Reading was chosen by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister as one of 22 pilots for the BIDs scheme, to determine if there is a need or an advantage to businesses to establish one or several BIDs within Reading long term. In 2004, a steering committee was created to explain the BIDS concept and to determine whether local businesses support the implementation of a BID in their area. This steering committee has and continues to inform the business community through a series of meetings, ongoing press coverage and leaflets which all contribute to allowing businesses to make an informed choice as to the relevance and benefit of a BID to them. By Christmas 2004, when the regulations pertaining to BIDs will have received Royal Assent, it will be legal for groups of businesses in Reading to set about establishing their own BIDs.

Establishing a BID

A BID has no limitations on size and can be as small as two businesses which agree that they want to contribute a percentage of their business rates in order to benefit from enhanced services. It is likely that a BID be a street or a section of a street where the issues facing the businesses are common. Ultimately, the establishment of a BID will be determined by ballot, but if, as a business, you are interested in forming a BID, you should express your interest to the steering group. If there are several businesses in your area which are interested in establishing a BID, a business plan will be established, defining the geographical scope of the BID, the rate of contribution by the participating businesses and the way in which the funds would be spent to enhance the local area. The business plan should have a clear and limited focus.

Once the business plan is established, the BID will be put to ballot. In order to be successful, the results most adhere to two conditions.

1. More than 50% of businesses balloted must support the BID’s business plan

2. More than 50% of total business rates for that area must be paid for by businesses supporting the BID.

If successful, the BID will be established as a legal company and a management committee from within the participating businesses will be elected to monitor progress against the business plan. 
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The Impact of BIDs for Reading

The impact of BIDs on Reading will be entirely determined by the local businesses. Before the BID is established, a business plan will be drawn up, identifying the key issues for that particular area and it is towards these issues that funds from the BID will be directed. This may vary from cleaning up chewing gum from streets, to more frequent rubbish collection, to increased security or police presence to Christmas lights. A BID can also provide services which are not generally provided by local authorities such as marketing, promotion, security and specialised business support. A BID may also be an appropriate avenue for raising the finance for capital improvements to create more attractive streetscapes that encourage visitors, with the guarantee that the money raised will go directly to the specified projects

Different areas within Reading will have quite distinct needs. The Reading Borough Council Best Value Review has been instrumental in identifying the issues that affect Reading residents as a whole. BIDs will be even more specific in addressing issues in clearly defined areas as identified by the businesses which operate within them. 
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Running the BID

It is fundamental to the BID concept that it be led by local business, at initiation as throughout its duration. However, the day to day administration and management of the BID will require the appointment of a member of staff. Funding is currently being sought by the steering committee to finance the appointment of such a staff member. Ultimately, the cost of any staff member, as with any services or consultancy, will be covered from the BIDs levy. 

Reviewing the BID

A BID is established for a minimum of 1 year to a maximum of 5 years. At the time of the expiration date a new ballot will be undertaken as to whether the BID must continue and a new business plan implemented. Any change to the business plan must be passed through a ballot and the results must respect the same conditions as at the initial ballot.


FAQs

What happens if my business rates go up? Would my BID levy rate also increase?

The rate of the BID levy is determined at the initial implementation of the BID and will not change until the BID is next returned to the ballot at the end of the first year or at any time after that.

Why pay more? I already pay my council rates.

The BID will not in any way affect the quality or level of service you receive through your council rates. BIDs allow businesses to choose to have a level of service which goes beyond the baseline services offered by the council, and they also allow the businesses to choose how they want to see their money invested in that area.

I have an apartment in an area that may become a BID. Will my residential rates be affected?

BIDs are an initiative to improve the environment for local businesses and as such, they only affect businesses. Residents will not be asked to pay anything more.

When will the first BID be established?

The date for the first BID has not yet been established but it will be legally possible for the first BID to begin by Christmas 2004.

What if I want a BID but the other businesses in my area don’t?

It is necessary that over 50% of businesses in a specific area support a BID in order for it to be implemented. If you feel strongly that a BID could benefit your area, perhaps you could speak to members of the BIDs steering committee to determine what other interest has been expressed in the scheme in your area. Remember, a BID can be as small as two businesses!

How do I go about expressing my support or reservations for BIDs?

The BIDs steering committee is conducting ongoing consultations with the business community to determine the level of interest amongst businesses in different areas. We are also holding a series of open meetings to encourage local businesses to ask questions and to engage with the process to ensure they have the knowledge to make an informed choice, when and if they are asked to participate in a ballot.


Having your say

The consultation and debate about BIDs is relevant to every business, whether you support or oppose it. The Reading Chamber of Commerce is working with its membership and other local businesses to ensure that all businesses understand what a BID is and its possible impact for the town. If you are interested in finding out more about BIDs or in expressing your opinion, please contact one of the members of the BID steering group:

