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Business and neighborhood improvement districts play a significant role in economic development 

efforts in Milwaukee County, but many residents have little knowledge about their existence or 

activities. What exactly are these districts? What is their purpose and how are they contributing to 

the health of our local economy? 

Utilizing operating plans, audits, annual reports, interviews, and studies from other U.S. cities, this 

report explains the role of business and neighborhood improvement districts in Milwaukee County. It 

also suggests policy changes that could enhance the oversight and accountability of those districts. 

“Business improvement district” is a generic term applied to a type of special assessment district 

that involves a group of property owners and/or businesses within a designated area. The members 

of the district enter into an arrangement whereby they pay an additional tax that is used by the 

district to pay for mutually beneficial services or improvements. By pooling their resources in this 

manner, businesses and property owners can supplement the services being provided by their local 

government to meet their specific needs. The New York Department of Business Services describes 

this approach as “self-help through self-taxation.”  

In Wisconsin, there are two types of districts that fit this model: business improvement districts 

(BIDs), which focus on commercial properties; and neighborhood improvement districts (NIDs), which 

are very similar except that they may also include some residential properties.  

BIDs and NIDs are managed by boards chosen from the property owners within the district, which are 

responsible for drafting the districts’ operating plans and determining the formula that will be used 

to assess their properties. The local municipality approves these plans and also is responsible for 

collecting and distributing the districts’ annual assessments.  

B ID s  and  N IDs  in  M ilwaukee  Coun ty  

The legislation that authorized the creation of business improvement districts in Wisconsin was 

adopted in 1984. Today, Milwaukee County houses 45 BIDs and NIDs. The county's oldest BID is the 

Historic Third Ward (BID 2), which was established in 1987. The Brewery (NID 1), which 

encompasses the former Pabst Brewery site, is the oldest neighborhood improvement district and 

was established in 2009.  

Six of Milwaukee County’s 19 municipalities have at least one BID, but most are located in the City of 

Milwaukee. All of the City of Milwaukee’s 15 aldermanic districts contain at least a portion of a BID 

or NID, though they are most heavily clustered around the city’s downtown.  

BIDs/NIDs vary considerably in size, ranging from the single building that makes up BID 9 (735 N. 

Water St.) to 1,403 properties contained within Milwaukee’s Downtown BID. BIDs in Milwaukee 

County also are quite long-lived; 27 of the 45 BIDs/NIDs in Milwaukee County are at least 10 years 

old, and more than a third have been in place for at least 20 years. In the City of Milwaukee, the 

properties contained within BIDs and NIDs have an assessed value of $5.7 billion, which accounts 

for 21% of the city’s total real estate value.  
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Across Milwaukee County, BIDs and NIDs undertake a wide variety of activities that are widely 

acclaimed as adding value to their districts and to the region as a whole. These can range from 

physical improvements to safety initiatives to ambitious public events and festivals.  

While many of these events and activities are well-known to stakeholders, we sought to quantify the 

activities of BIDs and NIDs by examining financial data that we hoped would provide greater insight 

into specific expenditures and revenue streams. Our analysis of 2014 audits (the latest year 

available) for BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County finds that these districts spend a great deal of 

their funds on general and administrative expenses (G&A) and beautification projects, as shown in 

the chart below. Other items that benefit from high levels of spending include events, marketing, and 

safety programs. Programs vary, but most BIDs and NIDs are concerned with creating streets that 

are “safe, clean, and friendly,” which makes them attractive to shoppers and pedestrians.  

BID/NID expenditures in Milwaukee County, 2014 

 

 

On the revenue side, we find that while most of the revenue collected by BIDs and NIDs comes from 

their assessments, they also raise funds through grants, fundraising, and programs/events, as 

shown in the table on the following page. 
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Revenue sources for BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County, 2014 

 

Unfortunately, our ability to assess the effectiveness of BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County is 

severely restricted by lack of available performance data. For example: 

 All BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County must submit an annual operating plan for municipal 

approval. We find, however, that most lack clearly articulated goals and metrics by which 

BIDs/NIDs might be measured.  

 All BIDs and NIDs are required to provide publicly available annual reports, which are supposed 

to detail the activities of the previous year and contain a financial audit. While collection by the 

City of Milwaukee has improved dramatically since 2014, these annual reports fall victim to the 

same lack of quantitative metrics exhibited by operating plans. 

 Another issue is the lack of distinction between program expenses, general/administrative 

expenses, and fundraising expenses in BID/NID annual audits. In 2014, the audits for 17 

BIDs/NIDs in Milwaukee County did not break down expenditures into program, 

management/general, and fundraising. Without these figures, BID/NID members have no way of 

knowing whether the district’s management or fundraising expenses are in line with other 

districts or their own expectations.   

Ho w M il waukee  C ompares  w ith  O ther  C i t ies  

With its 32 BIDs and 7 NIDs, the City of Milwaukee has more per capita than any other city in the 

U.S., as shown in the table below.1 In fact, Milwaukee has more than double the number of 

BIDs/NIDs per capita as Minneapolis, which occupies the number two slot, and more than five times 

as many as New York. In terms of absolute numbers of BIDs, Milwaukee is tied for third with Los 

Angeles. The two cities with more BIDs – New York (72) and Chicago (53) – are among the nation’s 

most populated.   

                                                      
1 In the table, "BID” is used to refer to any equivalent special assessment district.  
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Top 10 cities ranked by BIDs per capita  

City State 

2015 

Population 

Number 

of BIDs 

BIDs per  

100,000 people 

Milwaukee Wisconsin 600,155 39 6.5 

Minneapolis Minnesota 410,939 13 3.2 

Oakland California 419,267 10 2.4 

Long Beach California 474,140 11 2.3 

St. Louis Missouri 315,685 7 2.2 

Wichita Kansas 389,965 8 2.1 

Sacramento California 490,712 10 2.0 

Chicago Illinois 2,720,546 53 1.9 

San Francisco California 864,816 15 1.7 

Indianapolis Indiana 853,173 14 1.6 

 

In addition to possessing an unusually high number of BIDs per capita, the City of Milwaukee has a 

number of BIDs and NIDs that overlap with, or exist entirely within, other BIDs or NIDs. For example, 

Milwaukee’s Downtown BID overlaps with at least five other BIDs, which often overlap themselves. 

An even more striking example is Schlitz Park, which is itself a BID, and which also falls within the 

Downtown BID, the Historic Martin Luther King Drive BID, and the Riverwalk BID, creating four total 

BID layers on one site. This overlapping of BIDs and NIDs does not appear to be evident in any other 

city in the U.S. 

Ob servat io ns ,  recommend at ion s ,  and  conclus ion  

Our broad analysis of the use of BIDS in Milwaukee County and across the country – as well as our 

more detailed analysis of the characteristics of BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County – generates 

several observations that have implications for local policymaking.  

Observation #1: The high volume of BIDs in Milwaukee may be linked to Wisconsin's statutory 

approach.   

Milwaukee’s BID (and NID) statutes are notable for the relatively low thresholds they set for district 

creation. In Wisconsin, it takes only one property owner from within the proposed district to propose 

a BID. In many other states this threshold is far higher, often requiring support from owners either of 

a minimum percentage of the total property value of the district, or a minimum percentage of the 

district’s property owners, even to begin the process.  

Perhaps more important is the fact that property values, rather than the number of property owners, 

are a key determinant in the creation of BIDs in Wisconsin. To stop the creation of a BID, opposition 

is required from owners of 40% of the total value of the district (or of the proposed assessment). 

While many states have statutes that link BID creation to property values, most also have some 

provision empowering property owners to have a strong say in number, regardless of the value of 

their property.   

While Wisconsin's legal requirements are unique, it is difficult to determine whether that is a 

strength or a weakness from an economic development perspective. On the one hand, given the 
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substantial contributions that BIDs appear to be making in many parts of the city and county, the 

ease with which they can be created and sustained may be a positive. Yet, on the other hand, 

without strong data and evidence documenting their success, it is difficult to make such a 

determination. 

Consequently, as data collection and reporting is enhanced, State and local elected leaders may 

wish to consider whether the existing statutory framework regarding the initiation and creation of 

BIDs/NIDs is appropriate or whether, conversely, changes should be made. In addition (or instead), 

the following modifications could be considered to enhance participation in BID governance and 

promote accountability for results: 

 Expand BID boards: BIDs could consider expanding their board membership beyond property and 

business owners to include other members of the community, particularly residential tenants 

who may be paying a portion of the annual assessment indirectly through rent, without any 

representation. 

 Expand the role of Milwaukee's BID Council: Milwaukee should continue to nurture and grow its 

BID Council. This organization provides the best mechanism for promoting collaboration and 

education among the city’s BIDs/NIDs and should look to New York City’s BID Association as a 

model for expanding its role and influence. 

 Renewal clauses: Municipalities could consider requiring clauses that call for periodic renewal of 

BIDs/NIDs as part of their operating plans (as is currently the case for the Downtown BID). These 

clauses would allow the membership of each BID/NID to have the opportunity to actively vote on 

its continuation, rather than relying on highly-motivated individuals pulling together enough votes 

to propose dissolution. 

Observation #2: BID management in the City of Milwaukee has improved significantly and should 

continue to progress. 

Management of the City of Milwaukee’s BIDs and NIDs has improved greatly since 2014. Collection 

of audits and annual reports has increased and the Department of City Development's Commercial 

Corridor Team is working to fill in many of the data gaps identified in this report. Nevertheless, the 

following additional enhancements to administrative procedures should be considered: 

 Consider implementing an annual survey similar to NYC: Every year, New York City sends out a 

survey through Survey Monkey to all of its BIDs requesting information on everything from total 

full time employees, to the amount of trash that was collected that year, to the number of 

storefront vacancies. A similar survey for Milwaukee’s BIDs/NIDs could greatly increase the 

quality of data being given to the City. 

 Break down audits into management/general, program, and fundraising expenses and create 

consistent categories: Audits should consistently break down expenses into 

management/general, program, and fundraising categories. Without this best practice, it is 

impossible to gauge how much is being spent in each category, making it almost impossible to 

evaluate performance.  
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 Create measurable goals and benchmarks: BIDs/NIDs in Milwaukee County should work to 

create concrete, measurable goals. This will provide their membership with a better sense of the 

rationale behind expenditure budgets and provide for greater accountability. These measureable 

goals should be accompanied by benchmarks that will allow BIDs/NIDs to evaluate progress, 

identify any trouble spots, and change course if necessary. 

Observation #3: BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County should collaborate more and look beyond their 

annual assessments for revenue.   

The sheer number of BIDs in Milwaukee when compared to other cities and the significant number of 

overlapping BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee are key findings of this report. Both suggest that there may 

be opportunity for collaboration to reduce costs and improve efficiency: 

 Pursue administrative service sharing: BIDs/NIDs with similar goals should consider sharing 

administrative costs and jointly contracting for services like auditing, street cleaning, or 

insurance so they can negotiate for a lower price. BIDs and NIDs that are close to one another 

also might consider merging their marketing activities.  

 Enhance efforts to leverage assessment funding: Districts should do more to seek existing 

funding sources like grants and to earn extra revenues through their own programs and events. 

Smaller BIDs could consider collaborating with other nearby BIDs on joint events or programs to 

establish the capacity they might otherwise lack on their own to develop and implement such 

initiatives. 

Conclus ion  

Business and neighborhood improvement districts have become more abundant in Milwaukee than 

in any other American city, thus signaling via their popularity that they are perceived by stakeholders 

as valuable economic development tools. Unfortunately, we find that a lack of performance data 

makes it difficult to quantify that value, which leads us to strongly suggest that action be taken to 

enhance the ability of BID and NID members – and the community at large – to assess their 

effectiveness.  

Overall, the unique assortment and volume of BIDs and NIDs in Milwaukee County (and, particularly, 

the City of Milwaukee) is an economic development phenomenon that merits further contemplation. 

For example, is the proliferation of BIDs and NIDs a reflection of their inherent value, or does it 

reflect the inability or unwillingness of local municipal governments to provide services that are 

critical to business and neighborhood improvement? Is the ease with which BIDs can be initiated 

and sustained in Wisconsin a positive attribute that is nurturing the creation of highly effective 

improvement districts, or a negative element that is discouraging appropriate oversight and 

inhibiting the rights of small property owners? 

While our research is unable to answer those questions, it does suggest action to promote the 

improved data collection and reporting that will be critical to doing so. Several such strategies 

already have been initiated by Milwaukee's DCD, and we hope this report will lend support to such 

efforts and promote robust, data-driven consideration of Milwaukee's unique use of business and 

neighborhood improvement districts.   
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