
 

The role of Business Improvement Districts in high street regeneration: where next?  
 

Overview  
This paper sets out the proposed approach for the Regeneration Committee’s work on the role 
of Business Improvement Districts in regeneration. The Committee has agreed to use its slots on 
2 September (site visit) and 13 October (meeting) to discuss this topic. 
 
The Committee’s review will focus on the implications of BIDs taking on greater responsibilities 
and, in some cases, assuming a lead role in the regeneration of their area. This work will provide 
a health check of BIDs, and their relationships with local authorities, the Mayor and LEP, and 
Londoners. 

 
Background  
 
Introduction  
 
Business Improvement Districts provide a collective vehicle for businesses in a defined area to 
enhance the local trading environment, with the aim of encouraging vibrant high streets and 
business growth. Their activities must be additional to those provided by local authorities and 
the BID model gives the business community freedom to determine its own priorities. Originally 
focussed on activities such as improving street cleaning, local security, and planting more trees 
and flowers, for example, some BIDs are now playing a more strategic role in managing local 
high streets and town centres. There are signs that this is set to continue as pressure increases 
on local authorities’ budgets. The Committee’s previous work and meetings on high street 
regeneration touched on BIDs’ expanded role, and the Committee has decided to examine the 
types of work BIDs are involved in, how this affects the local environment and communities, 
and their relationship with local authorities and the Mayor. 
 
 
How BIDs are established  
 
 British BIDs, a membership organisation for BIDs in the UK, defines a BID as ‘a business-led 
and business funded body formed to improve a defined commercial area.’1 
 
Local authorities, ratepayers, or landowners can propose a BID be set up in a local area. They 
have to submit a proposal and business plan to the local authority.2 A BID requires the majority 
support of businesses; both by number of businesses and rateable value, established by a ballot 
of all businesses within the defined area. BIDs have a standard term of five years, after which 
businesses can elect to renew the BID, and make changes to its structure, function, or levy.3 
 
BIDs secure income through the business levy and they can attract wider investment to local 
areas. Local businesses pay a levy – typically 1-4 per cent of rateable value4 – which is used to 
fund improvements to the local trading environment. Some of London’s BIDs generate the 
largest levy incomes of BIDs in the UK. This includes the New West End Company, which 
generates almost £3.5 million annually, Inmidtown, which collects just under £2.3 million, and 
Victoria BID, which receives just over £1.5 million. BIDs can also attract additional income, 
directly (received into BID accounts; this could include grants or core funding from local 

                                                 
1 British BIDs 
2 https://www.gov.uk/business-improvement-districts 
3 House of Commons Library (2014) Business Improvement Districts, p. 6 
4 House of Commons Library (2014) Business Improvement Districts, p. 5-6 
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authorities, sponsorship, or payments for revenue-generating activities, such as equipment hire 
or event management, for example), indirectly (attracting additional investment in the area), 
and through match funding.5 
 
History of BIDs and their purpose  
 
The concept of Business Improvement Districts originated in North America – and was adopted 
thirty years later in the UK. The first BID launched in a suburban area of Toronto, Canada, in 
1970, following which they were introduced in other parts of the country. The model spread to 
the USA, with the first BID launching in New Orleans in 1975.6 By 2006, there were an 
estimated 1500 BIDs in the USA and 50 in New York alone. In the US, they have been credited 
with improving the public realm, but some have criticised BIDs for privatising public spaces and 
displacing social challenges such as homelessness.7 
 
BIDs were first introduced in the UK in the early 2000s and their roles have changed since then. 
The Local Government Act 2003 legislated for BIDs, and they were piloted in 22 locations 
between 2002 and2005, with the first ballot held in December 2004.8 There are currently 210 
active BIDs in the UK, 45 of which are in London.9  
 
BIDs have a range of different roles, depending on the nature and needs of the area and local 
businesses. Typically, however, they have focused on improving street cleanliness and 
addressing crime concerns.10 While they are not restricted in the services they provide, their 
activities must be additional to those provided by local authorities.11 This concept of 
‘additionality’ is key; some commentators have expressed concerns about local authorities 
withdrawing services in the face of successful BIDs.   
  
An expanding role in local regeneration for BIDs  
 
In recent years, BIDs have been playing an ever-increasing role in local area management. 
Previously, as noted by British BIDs (an industry membership organisation), BIDs in London 
focused on ‘cleaning up, promoting, and enlivening’ areas. Now their role is changing as they 
move from ‘place management to place shaping; ad hoc marketing to place branding; demand-
led lobbying to strategic voice; and changing expectations of public realm custodianship.’12 In 
short, many are moving into a more strategic and less reactive role.  
 
This is partly in response to the 2011 Portas review of UK high streets which recommended 
enabling successful BIDs to become ‘super-BIDs.’ These would have an expanded role beyond 
reducing ‘grime and crime’, working as strategic partnerships to shape future high street plans. 
Portas recommended that super-BIDs be given the:  
 

 Community Right to Challenge (the ability to run local services); 

 Community Right to Bid (the ability to save community assets); 

 rights to use Compulsory Purchase Orders (as long as they can demonstrate local 
support),  

                                                 
5 British BIDs, Nationwide BID Survey 2014, p. 8 
6 K. Ward and I. Cook (2014) Business Improvement Districts in the UK: Territorialising a ‘global’ model? 
7 A. Minton (March 2006) The privatisation of public space, RICS 
8 House of Commons Library (2014) Business Improvement Districts, p. 4 
9 British BIDs – presentation to NLA BIDs summit, 25 June 2016  
10 Morton, A. and Dericks, G., (2013) 21st Century Retail Policy: Quality, choice, experience and convenience 
11 https://www.gov.uk/business-improvement-districts  
12 British BIDs – presentation to NLA BIDs summit, 25 June 2016 
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 ability to enter and upgrade strategic empty properties; and 

 powers to design neighbourhood plans.13 
 
Portas also recommended introducing legislation to enable landlords to contribute to BIDs.14 
This is something that has also previously been called for by the Assembly’s Economy 
Committee, whose 2013 report on empty shops found that the exclusion of landlords from BIDs 
meant that they did not represent all high street businesses.15 Similarly, the CBI has argued that 
if BIDs are to have a greater role in regeneration strategies, they should involve property 
owners alongside tenants. This model, they claim, enables BIDs to be ‘collective investment 
vehicles, designed to implement a clearly defined strategy for the development of high streets.’16 
 
Since then, two property owner BIDs have been established in London. London is in a unique 
position in that it is the only place in the UK where property owners are formally involved in 
BIDs. Currently, property owners can only be involved in BIDs where a BID already exists, and 
where a Business Rates Supplement is levied (which is only present in London). The 
Government consulted on property owner involvement in July 2013, and published its response 
in March 2014, concluding that it would review how property owners were working together 
with BIDs under the existing legislation, before allowing them to be rolled out more widely.17 
Therefore, the Committee could examine the impact of property owners’ involvement, and any 
implications broadening this policy could have for BIDs in the rest of the UK.  
 
While not adopting the term ‘Super-BIDs’, the Government implemented many of Mary Portas’s 
recommendations.18 In November 2014, it published a review of BIDs and proposed a series of 
new powers. This review formalised the Right to Challenge (recommended by Portas), added 
BIDs to the list of non-statutory bodies local authorities must consult for planning applications, 
and introduced guidance to local authorities on involving BIDs in determining Community 
Infrastructure Levy schemes, and on how local authorities consider BID applications for CPOs.19 
The Government introduced the Community Right to Bid (which came into effect in September 
2012) as part of the Localism Act 2011,20 along with provision for local groups to design 
Neighbourhood Plans; both of which give BIDs opportunities to have a greater role in local 
management and planning.  
 
Central government has also incentivised BIDs by making £500,000 available to areas to 
establish BIDs. This made up to £50,000 available to prospective BIDs to assist with the start-
up costs of setting up a BID.21 
 
  

                                                 
13 Mary Portas (2011) The Portas Review: An independent review into the future of our high streets 
14 Ibid 
15 Economy Committee (2013) Open for Business: Empty Shops on London’s High Streets  
16 CBI (2013) The next regeneration: unlocking growth 
17 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/286412/Property_Owners_an
d_Business_Improvement_Districts_-_Summary_of_consultation_responses.pdf 
18 K. Ward and I. Cook (2014) Business Improvement Districts in the UK: Territorialising a ‘global’ model?  
19 DCLG (2014) Review of Business Improvement Districts 
20 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7525/2120019.pdf  
21 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-support-to-help-communities-re-energise-their-high-streets  
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Issues for consideration 
 
The London picture  
 
Currently, there are 45 Business Improvement Districts in London22 and the Mayor has a target 
for 50 by the end of his mayoral term.23 London BIDs vary in age, size, and scope, and British 
BIDs have identified six different types, as shown in the table below:  
 

Type of BID Number 

Town centre  32 

Industrial 6 

Commercial 3 (Baker St, Inmidtown, Victoria) 

Leisure 1 (Heart of London – Leicester Square to Piccadilly Circus) 

Mixed owner 2 (Bankside, Team London Bridge) 

Property owner 2 (Heart of London)24 

 
While BIDs have generally proven popular with local business communities, not all proposals 
have succeeded. Nationally, over the past decade, BID ballots have achieved an 83 per cent 
success rate.25 In some areas, local groups have produced vocal campaigns against the 
establishment of a new BID.26 The Committee will examine reasons for businesses voting against 
BIDs, and ask what other forms of town centre management may be more appropriate in some 
cases. 
 
According to a report the GLA commissioned from ATCM and Shared Intelligence in 2013, BIDs 
had a range of views about whether they should take on a wider range of responsibilities. In a 
survey, 9 out of 22 responding BIDs said they delivered some form of council service, ranging 
from public realm enhancement and regeneration (the most popular), to marketing and cycling 
facilities. Ten out of 20 BIDs reported that they would be receptive to taking responsibility for 
council services, however only two felt that it was ‘strongly desirable’, cautioning that BIDs 
‘should be providing additional value rather than replacing additional services’, and that there 
was a risk of being seen as part of the council.2728 At the time of the report, Victoria and Better 
Bankside BIDs were involved in neighbourhood planning, and a number were engaged less 
formally with landlords and developers on local visions.29 
 
Several London BIDs have played a major role in supporting regeneration strategies, as a 
partner to local authorities. Examples include: 
 

 Camden Town Unlimited, which is a key partner helping manage regeneration support 
through the Mayor’s Regeneration Fund;  

 Waterloo Quarter, which has run an initiative to regenerate ‘everyday’ shops on the 
high street, by introducing an interactive platform for visitors 

                                                 
22 Latest figure from GLA Economic and Business Policy Unit 
23 ATCM and Shared Intelligence (2013) London’s Business Improvement Districts 
24 This district covers the same footprint as the regular BID, and comprises two BIDs: Piccadilly and St James, and 
Leicester Square to Piccadilly Circus  
25 British BIDs – presentation to NLA BIDs summit, 25 June 2016 
26 For some examples, see https://againstbids.wordpress.com/  
27 ATCM and Shared Intelligence (2013) London’s Business Improvement Districts, p. 48 
28 The GLA plans to commission a follow-up review in the early autumn, which is likely to review the GLA’s 
progress on delivering against the recommendations in the 2013 report, and canvass BIDs’ views on their future 
involvement in wider regeneration activities  
29 ATCM and Shared Intelligence (2013) London’s Business Improvement Districts, p. 50 
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 New Addington, which has invested in a range of improved pedestrian infrastructure, a 
community stage and seating to improve community spaces.  

 
BID Governance, and support provided by the Mayor 
 
Where BIDs help design and deliver regeneration plans that may affect the wider community 
(often in place of councils), conflicts of interest could present challenges. Therefore, the 
Committee may wish to examine questions about BIDs’ accountability. For example, in the US 
where the BID model originated, and where they have responsibility for a wider range of local 
services, including maintenance, security, minor building works, and, in some places, 
responsibility for promoting residential development – evidence suggests that any increase in 
power for BIDs should be accompanied with adequate safeguards for residents.30 Given that 
BIDs’ funding comes from levy payers, there could be risks that BIDs choose projects that 
benefit local businesses but which may be at odds with the views of local residential 
communities.  

 
The GLA’s 2013 report made a number of recommendations to the Mayor and GLA. These 
included calls for the Mayor to: develop a baseline agreement with BIDs on the support the 
Mayor and GLA would provide; consider establishing a London loan fund for new BIDs; and 
establish a mayoral grant to support the start-up costs associated with BIDs.31 Following the 
report, a steering group for London BIDs was set up in August 2013 to support the Mayor’s 
target of establishing 50 BIDs by the end of the mayoral term. The LEP has allocated £430 
million in grant funding from its SME budget to support the set-up of BIDs and projects for 
existing BIDs.32 The Committee could examine the effectiveness of the Mayor and GLA’s 
support, the extent to which London BIDs are engaged, and what support BIDs may require in 
the next mayoral term.33 
 
Terms of Reference 
 

 To assess the contribution of BIDs to local regeneration in London; 
 

 To examine whether BIDs should have an expanded and more strategic role in 
regenerating local areas;  
 

 To assess the implications of any expansion of BIDs’ activities  for local accountability 
arrangements; 
  

 To examine the effectiveness of the financial and leadership support that local 
authorities, the Mayor and the LEP provide to BIDs; and  
 

 To make recommendations to the next Mayor about whether to encourage growth in 
the number of BIDs and if so what further support is required to set up and sustain 
them.   

 
  

                                                 
30 Morton, A. and Dericks, G., (2013) 21st Century Retail Policy: Quality, choice, experience and convenience 
31 ATCM and Shared Intelligence (2013) London’s Business Improvement Districts, p. 53 
32 LEP SME Working Group, 14 May 2015, London Business Improvement Districts 
33 The GLA is currently commissioning research to update its 2013 report, which will examine the economic value 
of BIDs to local areas (measuring their impact on employment growth), how BIDs quantify success, the changing 
relationships between BIDs and local authorities, and the impact of national policies on BIDs, GLA - London 
Business Improvement District (BIDs) - Specification for Works 
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http://www.london.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/s46318/Item%206b%20-%20LEP%20Report%20BIDs.pdf


 

Approach  
 
Evidence gathering for this review will take a 3-fold approach: 
 

Activity  Purpose Engaging with When 

Call for 
evidence 

To give BIDs an opportunity to set 
out the activities they are involved 
in and any intentions to take a 
greater role in regeneration. 

45 BIDs  September – 
October  

Short 
literature 
review  

To critically review evidence on the 
contribution of BIDs, including the 
role they may have in the 
regeneration of local high streets, 
and any challenges that BIDs 
taking on greater responsibilities 
may raise. 

(Desk-based review) September – 
October  

Site visit  To receive briefings from two 
contrasting BIDs about their 
activities and to view local 
regeneration projects they are 
engaged in. 

A Central London BID (Baker 
St Quarter) and a smaller, 
local BID (Brixton BID) 

2 September  

Committee 
meeting 

To hold a discussion on the 
strategic priorities and challenges 
for London BIDs, and to identify 
what levels of support they may 
require from local authorities, the 
Mayor and LEP.  

Dr Julie Grail, British BIDs;  
Debbie Jackson, GLA;  
Anna Minton, UEL;  
Ros Morgan, Kingston BID; 
Dianna Neal, London 
Councils 

13 October 

 
Specific questions 
 
The Committee’s meeting on 13 October will cover the following issues: 
 
Evolving role of BIDs 
 

 What functions/ range of services do BIDs provide (e.g. some Central London BIDs may 
play a role in supporting tourism, while others may be targeted at regeneration/ 
economic development), and how do they impact on regeneration? 

 Where have BIDs taken more of a lead in local regeneration? Where is there a good case 
for them doing so?  

 What appetite is there among BIDs to take a larger role in regeneration? 

 Are BIDs more suited to particular areas of London? 

 When are BIDs not appropriate, and what other forms of town centre management may 
be more appropriate to support the regeneration on high streets and local areas? 

 
Interaction with local government, the LEP and mayoral support  
 

 How do BIDs work with local authorities?  
o Is there effective cooperation between the two?  
o What happens where local authorities are not willing to support BIDs?  
o What do local authority budget pressures mean for relations between BIDs and 

local authorities? 



 

 How do BIDs interact with the planning system?  
o Can they effectively influence local spatial strategies? 
o Are BIDs getting involved in Neighbourhood Plans?  
o How does this work where BID areas are not analogous with local authority 

boundaries? 

 What support does the LEP provide to BIDs?  

 Are there cases of the Mayor and BIDs working well together to drive regeneration? 

 How could the Mayor and GLA support BIDs better? 
 
Governance  
 

 Is greater BID involvement in regeneration supported by member businesses? 

 Are councils discharging their regeneration responsibilities to BIDs? 

 Currently, how do BIDs make decisions, and how are they governed? 

 What implications would BIDs having a greater role in regeneration have for local 
accountability? 

 
Output  
 
The Committee will produce a short report containing a ‘health check’ on BIDs in London. The 
health check will provide an overview of the activities in which BIDs are currently engaged, their 
plans for expanding their role in local regeneration, and their relationship with strategic partners 
including boroughs, the Mayor and LEP. 
 
The report will make recommendations to the Mayor about whether there should be a target for 
the number of BIDs in the next mayoralty, and what, if any, support the Mayor should provide. 
The report could also focus on ensuring effective accountability for BIDs as business-led 
organisations taking on some regeneration functions that have typically been discharged by 
boroughs. 




