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can offer some relief. BIDs provide multi-
year funding through an assessment on
properties within the district, which ensures
a predictable revenue stream. Thus, BIDs
can relieve persistent and common financial
problems as well as provide a source of new
energy and funding for implementing down-
town plans.

With these thoughts in mind, the editori-
al team at the Downtown Research & Devel-
opment Center sought to document best
practices in setting up and operating a Busi-
ness Improvement District. We have reported
on BIDs since the early 1970s, when they
were an exotic and seldom used mechanism,
through to today, when — by some esti-
mates — there are as many as 1,500 BIDs in
operation across North America. 

For ease of use, we refer to Business
Improvement Districts or BIDs throughout
the text. However, the name varies by loca-
tion and function; for example, in the United
States there are Business Improvement Dis-
tricts, Special Improvement Districts, and
Special Benefit Districts, while Canada
favors the Business Improvement Area.
There are also several types of special-use
districts which are active in certain parts 
of the United States. These include the
Tourism Improvement District, the Neigh-
borhood Improvement District, and the Park-
ing Improvement District. 

Tight federal, state, and local budgets
continue to challenge the ability of down-
town organizations to fund and implement
needed programs and services. 

As David Downey, president of the
International Downtown Association, noted
in Downtown Idea Exchange newsletter:
“With state budgets in such dire condition,
and the federal budget certainly in dire con-
dition, downtown management organiza-
tions are really wrestling with their
municipal or state governments, which are
looking to that public/private partnership to
do more and more, but not necessarily with
more resources.

“Where downtown organizations may
have been supplementing municipal services
previously, they are being asked to expand
on those services or be the primary provider.

“Communities are still looking for great
service, and vibrant places to live, work and
play, and that is falling squarely on the
shoulders of local municipalities and down-
town organizations.”

With that reality in mind, it may be time
for downtown organizations of all types and
sizes to consider, or reconsider, the benefits
of a Business Improvement District. 

While increased demands and lack of
funds can limit the effectiveness of the
downtown organization and force the staff
into a perpetual state of fund-raising, a BID
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