Essential Information For Downtown Revitalization

Vol. 51, No. 6 ¢ March 15, 2004

DoV R P e

Perspectives
Some BIDs should go back to school

By Robert W. Walsh
New York City Department of
Small Business Services

New York City has the largest,
most diverse network of BIDs in
the nation. The City’s 46 BIDs rep-
resent areas both large and small,
and their annual budgets range from
$53,000 to over $11 million. They
provide the City with over $70 mil-
lion in supplemental services that
typically fall into four main cate-
gories: sanitation, security, capital
improvements, and marketing and
promotion.

Smaller BIDs — those on
“Main Streets” and smaller com-
mercial districts — should stick to
these core services because trying to
do too much too quickly is a recipe
for spreading resources too thin.
However, some BIDs are ready to
go beyond the “bricks and mortar”
of district management to play a
greater role in the community,
specifically when they invest in a
pillar of neighborhood development
often overlooked — public schools.

People might wonder what
BIDs and the schools in their com-
munities have in common. Too
often, the answer is too little. It’s no
secret that public education in inner

cities across the country is hurting.
Over and over again, when neigh-
borhoods improve and attract new
businesses and residents, the stu-
dents and their schools are left out.

I experienced this firsthand
when I worked at the Union Square
Partnership in New York City in
the early 1990s. The atmosphere at
the local high school, Washington
Irving, was typical: little or no after-
school programs, few opportunities
for personal growth, and low expec-
tations of the students. Self-esteem
was difficult to promote among the
2,600 students, 70% of whom came
from low-income families. The per-
spective of residents, businesses,
and property owners — many of
whom viewed the school as an
impediment to economic develop-
ment — didn’t help. Some even
argued that it be shut down.

When the school’s principal
asked local businesses to help, how-
ever, we responded by creating the
Washington High School Business
Advisory Council. Rather than con-
tinuing to allow the business com-
munity and the students to exist in
different worlds, we built a bridge
between the two, infusing a stu-
dent’s high school experience with
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the opportunities available after
graduation. We established a men-
toring and tutoring program, solicit-
ed summer jobs for students, and
secured funding from the AT&T
Foundation to wire classrooms with
high-speed Internet access. Students
interested in journalism worked
with professional publishers. Area
experts provided tours of local land-
marks to art students.

By bringing the local business
community to the school, students
discovered the wealth of resources
at their fingertips and the opportuni-
ties right in their own backyard, and
business leaders learned that they
had both a role to play and a
responsibility to uphold in shaping
the school’s mission.

This partnership continues, and
other organizations have pioneered
similar efforts.

The Lincoln Square BID, locat-
ed on the Upper West Side, began
an after-school program in 1999 to
build a relationship between the
neighborhood’s thousands of stu-
dents and its merchants and cultural
organizations. Today, the program
provides students with critical acad-
emic support, including tutoring,
homework assistance, SAT prep,
computer and writing support, rec-
reational activities, and real career
and job opportunities through valu-
able internships.
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You know you’ve formed a
strong community bond when get-
ting businesses to participate is no
longer a matter of twisting arms.
When one of New York’s favorite
restaurants, the Union Square
Café, had to shut its doors tem-
porarily because of serious water
damage, the owner sent his kitchen
staff to Washington Irving High
School to work in the cafeteria for
the week. Not only did the kids

have a great time but so did the
cooks (needless to say, expecta-
tions in the cafeteria have never
been the same).

Successful community out-
reach, done right and with passion,
can be a critical component for
neighborhood renewal and eco-
nomic development. BIDs through-
out the United States that have
the capacity to take on this level
of commitment should seriously

explore playing a real role in their
community’s education. It’s for the
betterment of not only the busi-
nesses they serve but also our com-
munity as a whole.

Robert W. Walsh is commissioner of the
New York City Department of Small
Business Services. Prior to his appoint-
ment, he was president of Charlotte
Center City Partners in North Carolina
and a former executive director of the
Union Square Partnership. He can be
emailed at: rwalsh@sbs.nyc.gov. @

Downtown Idea Exchange® a publication of the Downtown Research & Development Center

28 West 25th Street — 8th Floor ® New York, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 228-0246 * Fax: (212) 228-0376 ¢ Email: info@DowntownDevelopment.com ® Website: www.DowntownDevelopment.com

Downtown Idea Exchange® is published twice monthly by the Downtown Research & Development Center. The Center provides news, information and analysis for successful downtown revi-

talization through its newsletters, books, reports, and website.

© 2004 Alexander Communications Group, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior written permission of Alexander Communications Group.




