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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  ð THE CASE AND PRO SPECT FOR A BID IN M ERTHYR TYDFIL TOWN 

CENTRE  

 

There is growing interest internationally in Business Improvement 

Districts (BIDs) as they prove themselves to be a flexible and sustainable 

approach to urban management.  They are an appropriate response both 

in centres facing adversity and those wishing to capitalise on opportunity. 

Their significance is likely to grow further in the next decade as 

government spending is reined in and the balance swings back in favour of 

private spending and investment. Whilst there are important variations in 

the ways that BIDs work, both internationally and intra-nationally the key 

aspect of the model is that it facilitates business occupiers to improve 

conditions in their locales for the benefit of their organisation, employees, 

customers and the local community. Their main aim is to deliver a 

programme that best reflects the needs and aspirations of business and 

the local community. Chapter 3 describes in more detail what BIDs are, 

why they are formed and discusses the national / international context. 

 

What has this got to do with Merthyr Tydfil? 

It is quickly apparent, when reviewing the current ôconditionõ of the town 

centre, that much has been achieved during the last decade despite a 

backdrop of:- 

 difficulties besetting the world economy; 

 the announcement of further job cuts and subsequently the closure of 

the Hoover plant; 

 works undertaken as part of the environmental enhancement of the 

town centre; 

 the centre going through a period of readjustment to the presence of 

Cyfarthfa Retail Park. 

Our research (reported in chapter 4) suggests that what the centre offers 

is òwhat people needó. In the main it focuses on the ômust havesõ rather 

than the ôwantsõ and in this respect the centre may be better positioned 

to withstand the downturn. But given the threats posed by the expansion 

in internet and out of town shopping standing still is not enough to secure 

a sustainable future. To achieve further progress will require a clear and 

shared view of what the town could become and the role it will play in 

the region. This is further complicated by the fact that there are 

significant variations in the condition and trading conditions in different 

parts of the town. Before a sense of direction can be established these 

differences need to be taken into account and the appropriate strategies 

and delivery mechanisms put into place. This report discusses some of 

the issues experienced in the town centre and what role a BID could play, 

as an urban management resource and part of a broader approach to 
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assist recovery and regenerate the centre. The focus of that approach will 

include economic, environmental and social factors. BIDs will bring a 

commercial perspective and realise energies and expertise that are often 

missing in regeneration contexts. 

 

Whether a BID is a feasible and appropriate model for Merthyr Tydfil is 

considered from two main standpoints: 

 Establishing whether businesses themselves have the appetite and 

interest to pursue BID development  

 Applying our own matrix of BID feasibility criteria to assess 

sustainability, viability, marketability, do-ability and social responsibility 

Chapter 5 discusses what the main issues for businesses in Merthyr Tydfil 

town centre are, what is currently being done, what else can be done to 

improve the viability & vitality of the town centre and what role BIDs 

might play. 

 

In the UK, to date, many BID ballots have succeeded on a proposition 

based on making a good area better. This follows on from a decade of 

significant investment in centres against a positive economic background. 

The economic downturn means increasingly that for ballots to be 

successful businesses must see clear value for money in the BID 

proposition. Equally they should only have to pay what they can afford 

(the ôviabilityõ criterion in our assessment matrix). So the BID business 

plan is not just about what programme is required but also what 

programme is affordable.  In addition BIDs must appear lean to their 

constituencies from the outset, finding ways to minimise overhead and 

maximise investment in services. Chapter 6 assesses the spatial and 

financial options in determining the feasibility of a BID in Merthyr Tydfil 

town centre. 

 

We adopted a number of research approaches to develop thinking about 

what a BID programme for Merthyr Tydfil town centre could be formed 

around. These included surveys, interviews, visioning event and desk-

based research. Our conclusions indicate that the programme could be 

organised around four key themes:-    

 Promoting the centre to visitors and capturing more local spend; 

 Increasing the sense of safety and security for centre users; 

 Better communication between businesses and realising cost savings 

through collective purchasing; 

 Improving the town centre environment through further 

development and regular maintenance. 

Chapter 7 discusses these elements and describes the proposed 

programme, making recommendations on how they should be prioritised, 

where should the emphases be placed and what else could to be included. 

 



 

Merthyr Tydfil Busine ss Improvement District  Development Study  
    

   5 

The strength and relevance of the BID programme is a key component in 

building support for a BID in Merthyr Tydfil, but it is not the only one. 

BIDs depend to a far greater extent than other development processes 

on achieving buy-in from local interests. Success will depend on 

identifying, recruiting and convincing local advocates. The BID will need to 

put in place the core elements of partnership building, develop its boardõs 

capacity and apply an appropriate framework for good corporate 

governance. Chapter 8 addresses a range of constitutional issues and 

proposes the most appropriate vehicle for delivering a satisfactory 

outcome. A series of recommendations address: 

 Determining the governance structure 

 Identifying potential candidates for the steering group / board 

 The design of the most appropriate delivery mechanism 

 Outlining a marketing strategy ð how the BID will communicate with 

its members and other stakeholders 

 

Chapter 9 responds directly to the question: Is a BID feasible? How can it 

ôadd valueõ; and what is the most appropriate way forward. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

The Means were appointed in February 2010 to undertake a first phase 

ôdevelopment studyõ in order to provide Merthyr Tydfil County Borough 

Council and its partners an overview of BIDs process, test the reaction of 

local businesses, financial model the costs and income from any BID, and 

draft a development plan and timeline for the BID development process. 

The main objectives include: 

 

 Collection of  data relating to business rates, in such a way that mapping exercises can be undertaken after the Feasibility study has been presented, so that the 

Client can interrogate alternative geographic areas and commercial sectors, when visualising the implementation stage of the BID process. The quotation should 

describe how this is likely to be pursued and what access to Council services/ manpower would be required. 

 Produce a financial modelling tool that would enable the client and eventual steering group to consider and run alternative financial scenarios relevant to the BID. 

 Provide an indication of the likely business objectives that will require financing by a BID and appeal to local business, as well as an indication of how this would be 

achieved. 

 Undertake market and research consultation to build consensus with businesses and begin to hone the original list of projects into a smaller group of projects and 

services which are both viable and representative of business priorities. 

 Investigate what the key priorities for the retailers are that the BID could realistically deliver. While providing a summary of inventive solutions to address their 

needs, bringing together all the elements necessary to produce a deliverable BID proposal which, in future phases, can be further developed and put to local 

businesses for them to vote on. 

 Identify resources and structure. Working within the location to identify a group of private and public sector representatives that are likely to support, co-ordinate 

and champion the BID. 

 Provide guidance to the client on all relevant legal and legislative implications that will be encountered throughout the BID process, such that the client has sufficient 

awareness of any limitations and liabilities and so that an understanding and decision can be reached regarding the form of legal entity that is required to implement 

and control a BID. 

2 



 

Merthyr Tydfil Business Improvement District  Development Study  
 

8  



 

Merthyr Tydfil Busine ss Improvement District  Development Study  
    

   9 

BUSINESS IMPROVEMENT  DISTRICTS (BIDS)  

 

What are t hey and why are they formed?  

As cities and towns become ever more populated consideration of the 

way they are managed takes on an increasing urgency. With so many 

other priorities for the public purse the imperative of identifying other 

income streams is pressing. As a result the BID model is growing 

internationally; both in number and importance.  

The genesis of BIDs is usually associated with North America ð with the 

first sightings in Canada.  The model has since spread to other English-

speaking countries; such as South Africa, Ireland and the UK. There is 

growing interest in mainland Europe ð with Germany and the 

Netherlands in the vanguard.  

 

 

However the adoption of BIDs in the UK should be seen in the wider 

history of town centre management. For over twenty years there has 

been significant and widespread interest in different approaches to town 

centre management. BIDs form part of this growth, though offer a distinct 

and different approach. 

Despite important variations between countries and states, categorisation 

as a BID implies a specific set of characteristics. A BID: 

 is established through a ballot of those who will be expected to pay 

the levy; 
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 authorises management organisations to carry out a prescribed range 

of projects and services. A board of directors oversees the work and 

is principally composed of private sector people often with some 

government representation; 

 typically is authorised for a maximum of five years and may be 

renewed at the end of the BID term; 

 ôproposalõ is authorised by local governments based on local plans 

reflecting the priorities of those who will be sharing the expenses; 

 typically employs a professional person or a small staff for day to day 

operations and to help businesses.1 

 

The most significant feature of the BID model for the UK is the way that 

it generates reliable revenue. Critically the BID model came at a time 

                                            

1 Definition by Larry Houston: Urban Land Magazine 

when the town centre partnership approach was becoming a victim of its 

own success. Multiple retailers and other centre occupiers had begun to 

flinch at the cumulative costs of supporting partnerships in up to 400 

centres. This inflamed an ongoing grievance against ôfree-loadersõ who 

were receiving benefits but not contributing. 

Since the enactment of the UK BIDs legislation in 2004 the development 

of BIDs has exceeded the expectation of most.  To date there have been 

in excess of 120 ballots resulting in over 100 BIDs.  

The pattern of development has been characterised as ôwavesõ ð with 

commercial and town centres BIDs being supplemented by a growing 

number of industrial estate BIDs. With the more obvious locations 

already developed, a ôthird waveõ of BIDs is now underway, which 

includes more marginal locations where property values are low. 
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Who can benefit and how?  

The benefits of BIDs are not confined to business occupiers. A range of interests can gain from a BIDs activities such as the local community, Public Sector 

(particularly Local Authorities) and landlords. These benefits include: 

 

Businesses 

 
 Vote for action before making 

investment 

 Flexible ð addresses issues of 

different sectors 

 No ôfreeloadingõ ð fairer system, 

those that invest 

 Representative ð gives 

businesses a local voice 

 Better environment for 

employees 

 More control ð can monitor 

results and vote against 

continuation More footfall 

 Fair to smaller businesses 

 Increase in profits ð consumer 

spend and sales 

 Reduces costs ð crime 

reduction, joint activities such as 

promotion, marketing and 

purchasing 

The Community  

 
 Community pride ð positive 

sense of place and enhanced 

feeling of safety & well-being 

 Social well being and quality of 

life 

 Corporate social responsibility 

 Economic well being and 

economic growth 

 Inward investment 

 Partnership between private and 

public sectors 

 Sustainable investment for 

ongoing capital project and 

services 

 Competitive regional advantage 

Local Authorities  

 
 Greater understanding of the 

role of Local Authorities 

 Sustainable investment that 

doesnõt detract from other 

resources 

 Private sector management and 

organisational drive & skill 

 Commercial support 

The Landlord  

 
 More desirable area ð attracts 

occupiers 

 Increase in trade ð affects 

turnover based rents 

 Capital value growth 

 Rental value increases 

 Can help properties that are not 

in core footfall areas 

 PR for companies 

 Positive links with Local 

Authorities 
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The national context and their feasibility in the current economic climate  

Over the past five years there has been a steep growth in the number of 

BIDs. Much of this growth has taken place in relatively benign conditions. 

We are now facing an uncertain economic climate added to a new rates 

revaluation in 2010. Moreover, as the BID industry evolves, expectations 

are growing. Stakeholder organisations like the British Retail Consortium 

(BRC) and the Inter Bank Rating Forum (IBRF) have published far reaching 

criteria on which they base the decision as to whether to support a BID. 

A key aim for the successful development of the Merthyr Tydfil BID will 

be to ensure that those involved in progressing it to ballot are aware of 

these and other criteria and take suitable steps to address them. 

 

BIDs are winning support from businesses on the basis that they can 

improve performance at the firm or location (centre) level.  Whereas 

BIDs share some common features the model is flexible enough to suit 

the specific needs of different areas. BIDs must develop programmes that 

best reflect the needs and aspirations of businesses and the local 

community.  The BID programme is a key component in building support 

for a BID in Merthyr Tydfil, but it is not the only one. The BID will need 

to put in place the core elements of partnership building, develop its 

boardõs capacity and apply an appropriate framework for good corporate 

governance. 

 

Information is growing on the level of funding that BIDs are able to lever 

in to supplement the BID levy. BIDs are also illustrating how, through 

their strong relationships with businesses, they can act as conduits for 

delivering outcomes which require public/private co-operation. 

 

The BID industry, even internationally, is still relatively young. It is too 

soon to be authoritative about what will be the effects of this first 

recession in any depth. What we do know is that BIDs have been a 

response to both adversity and opportunity. Several BIDs in larger cities 

like New York were almost a last-gasp attempt to reverse urban decay. 

Similarly many of the small town American BIDs rose to counter the 

Wal-Mart effect on Main Street. In Cape Town the BID sought to instil 
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more civil authority in to the Central Business Districts. So we see that 

time and again businesses prove their willingness to invest, through BIDs, 

in difficult circumstances, in order to improve conditions for their 

organisations, employees and customers. 

    

In discussing the prospects for UK BIDs with international counterparts 

in the lead up to the British legislation in 2004, there was a great deal of 

scepticism that the UK funding mechanism targeted at occupiers, as 

opposed to property owners, would have the same appeal in these 

circumstances. It was argued that in difficult times landowners were likely 

to be the best supporters as they sought ways to protect their 

investments and raise the value of their property holdings. However 

British experience has uncovered significant interest and enthusiasm from 

occupiers. 

 

In the UK, to date, many BID ballots have succeeded on a proposition 

based on making a good area better. This follows on from a decade of 

significant investment in centres against a positive economic background. 

Often BIDs have been built on existing partnership structures, where a 

proven track record and recognisable organisation has made it easier to 

make the case. However the immediate outlook presents a somewhat 

different and more challenging prospect:- 

 How much harder will the position become when companies are 

looking to conserve cash?  

 Many BID proposals are in town centres. Given the levels of personal 

indebtedness, it is forecast that the consumer, and the retail sector, 

are in for a particularly hard time. 

 Will the BIDs growth curve flatten out as the stock of locations with 

existing mature partnership structures, on which a BID can be based, 

lessen? 

 

We believe that there are a number of reasons to be optimistic that a 

pace, close to the current one, can be maintained. Some of these are 

listed below:- 

 While many BIDs have been established in town centres and 

concerned with customer experience and increasing footfall, a 

significant number of others have arisen in mixed or 

commercial/office locations. 

 In addition the bulge in the number of industrial BIDs lends added 

weight to the applicability of the model to different circumstances. 
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 As a result of the first wave there is much more understanding of the 

model and the role that BIDs can play, and many more examples of 

good practice too. 

 Importantly the level of interest in the potential of BIDs, and 

expertise in BID promotion and delivery, is rapidly increasing 

internally within boards and staff teams, and externally in councils and 

agencies whose support is critical to BID success. 

 Last but by no means least the public sector is now much more aware 

of how BIDs can fit into comprehensive area regeneration strategies. 

Government at a number of levels is developing techniques which aim 

to facilitate and support BID development without detracting from 

the fundamental requirement that they be business led. At the recent 

world congress of BIDs, held in London ð the first time it has been 

outside North America ð it was interesting to note that whilst some 

countries (e.g. Singapore and Japan) continue to see urban 

management as an exclusively state responsibility, others including 

Australia are beginning to consider what advantages more private 

sector involvement could bring. 

 

 

The response from the BID industry will need to be imaginative, 

innovative and tailored to local circumstances. It is significant that of the 

100+ BIDs that have been formed in the UK only one is in Wales; at 

Swansea where the BID has operated very successfully for the past 5 

years. The Welsh Assembly Government through the Heads of the 

Valleys programme is supportive of BIDs; recognising the role they can 

play as part of more sustainable approach to management of urban areas. 

However the number of towns expressing an active interest in BID 

development, even as a means to sustain town centre management 

provision, is worryingly low. It contrasts very unfavourably with the 

enthusiasm that has greeted BIDs in Scotland. Hence the work in Merthyr 

Tydfil is of regional and national interest in addition to having local 

significance. 
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A PROFILE OF MERTHYR  TYDFIL  

 

Location and context  

Located within the County Borough of Merthyr Tydfil in the South Wales 

Valleys the town of Merthyr Tydfil is well positioned on the strategic road 

network; the A470 linking it to Cardiff & the M4 to the south and the 

Brecon Beacons to the north while the A465 (Heads of the Valleys road) 

runs east / North to Hereford and west to Neath & the M4. Over the 

past several years these links have been improved with a new bypass 

forming connections to the A470. The area is served by a single line 

railway station and numerous bus routes serving local and regional 

requirements. 

 

The town centre represents one of Merthyr Tydfilõs key assets acting as 

the commercial, social and retail epicentre of the County Borough. It is 

considered an important economic hub within the Heads of the Valleys 

area with a role as a growing tourist destination. But during the last 

century the area has suffered from severe economic decline caused by 

significant job losses as a result of the closure of mines and other large 

industries. This has resulted in a range of economic and social pressures 

which have been addressed through the development of a town centre 

strategy in 2002 (The Big Heart of Merthyr Tydfil), the implementation of 

a programme of works and subsequent review in 2009. 
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Over the last 7 years regeneration efforts have concentrated on creating 

a more attractive and safer town. These efforts are most visually apparent 

along the High Street which has provision of high quality granite 

floorscape, street signage, seating, planting, public art and the creation and 

enhancement of public open spaces. And along the River Taff with public 

art, railings, lighting, furniture, enhancing the physical appearance of 

bridges and improved access to the river corridor. 

 

The townõs location and development is a result of the areas industrial 

past (once the iron capital of the world) and the constraints offered by 

the valley location have resulted in a linear town centre with ribbon 

housing development along historically important roadways. The River 

Taff (which passes through the western edge of the town centre) and its 

plain have had a significant influence upon this uneven development. The 

town centre, as a result, is not central to the rest of the conurbation. 

Main commercial development and industry were attracted to the 

plateaus whereas housing has predominantly occupied the valley sides 

where it is not too steep. 

 

Economic, environmental and social factors  

The Wales Spatial Plan and its updates (2008, 2010) locate Merthyr Tydfil 

in the ôSouth East Wales Capital Networkõ region. This region is divided 

into three sub-areas: City and Coast; Heads of the Valleys Plus (which 

encompasses Merthyr Tydfil); and Connections Corridor. 

 

Cardiff (City and Coast area) is seen as the key economic driver for the 

region providing higher level services, focusing on innovation and higher 

value-added knowledge sectors. Whereas the priority in the Heads of the 

Valleys and Connections Corridor is to develop a greater mix and balance 

of types of housing, linked to public transport nodes. 

 

More specifically, the Heads of the Valleys Plus area is described as ôAn 

area set in superb natural surroundings, comprising the upper valleys of the 

Capital region facing very considerable social challenges created by economic 
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restructuring of the late 20th century.õ Regeneration efforts have combined 

physical development, social and environmental action to alter 

perceptions of communities and encourage greater inclusivity in further 

development of the Capital region. 

This is illustrated through work by the Department for Work and 

Pensions (DWP) and Jobcentre Plus which identified the Heads of the 

Valleys as a pilot area for their Cities Strategy which seeks to address 

above average economic inactivity in city regions.  

 

Merthyr Tydfil is one of fourteen key settlements that have been agreed, 

and independently validated, as having a critical role to play in the success 

of the Capital region. The strategy recommends that high capacity 

sustainable transport links should be developed around a central 

framework provided by the key settlements. In conjunction with this, 

facilities and services ought to be delivered locally to lessen the need to 

travel while also adding to employment opportunities. The identified key 

settlements, where possible, should act as service and employment hubs 

for smaller settlements. The creation of affordable and attractive places 

to work, live and visit will be the main focus. 

 

The importance of the area is borne out in other strategies such as the 

ôHeads of the Valleys ð Spatial Strategy 2006-2021õ (February 2007) which 

considers Merthyr Tydfil as the main retail and service centre in the 

Heads of the Valleys sub-region. 

 

This is something that the Local Development Plan for the County 

Borough recognises. But it also highlights the strategic importance of 

Merthyr Tydfil. Located at a key intersection of north-south / east-west 

transport corridors, the area could act as a lynchpin for wider 

regeneration. The area would be utilised, particularly during the period 

after population stabilisation, to help deliver a period of enhanced growth 

based on the significant number of strategic sites being brought forward 

and a more development orientated spatial scenario. 

What role does the main town centre have? Merthyr Tydfil town centre 

is located within the Primary Growth Area of the LDP. As part of the 

preferred enhanced growth strategy òGrowth will be targeted to certain 
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key areas and is seen as a means of delivering tangible benefits for 

community, health and education facilities. An enhanced spatial 

distribution such as this would enable a more economically viable 

integrated transport system to be achieved and would reduce the need to 

travel by car. This option is considered to have the greatest potential to 

become the most economically and socially sustainable.ó 

 

The 2002 URBED Study òThe Big Heart of Merthyró identified key 

challenges within the town centre including social needs; poor built 

environment, low skills levels and high inactivity rates. It recommended 

that efforts be focused upon a number of objectives: 

 Diversifying the economic base : The town centre should be a 

catalyst for encouraging the birth and growth of small businesses. The 

aim was to help widen the range of jobs and training opportunities. 

 Broadening the population : The town centre should be a major 

attraction in retaining the existing population and in encouraging new 

people to move in. This was designed to help expand the spending 

power available to the town and improve the townõs profile and 

image. 

 Extending the retail offer : The town centre should offer the full 

range of shops and services appropriate to its size and role. The aim 

is to enable most residents, including those without access to cars to 

meet their needs without having to travel far, and should help to stem 

leakages of income and help the local multiplier effect. 

 Making the most of the townõs inheritance: The town centre 

should make the most of the remaining associations with its past, 

reuse empty space and upgrade the quality of its streets. The aim is to 

help the town centre compete with out of town and larger centres 

and contribute towards developing tourism in South Wales. 
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 Securing Sustainable Regeneration : the town centre should 

encourage multiple trips and minimise car dependency. This is 

designed to reduce the pressure from dispersal and sprawl, and the 

danger of losing critical mass of activity leading to dis-investments and 

a decline in property values. 

 

These objectives are encompassed in four themes: 

 A town to be proud of 

 A well connected town centre 

 An attractive place to visit and live in 

 Merthyr Riverside a model for sustainable development 

 

An implementation programme was subsequently developed to progress 

recommendations within the report. This led to the formation of Merthyr 

Tydfil Town Centre Partnership, the recruitment of a town centre 

manager and the commissioning of the first phase of public realm 

improvements. 

 

It was recognised by Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council and the 

Welsh Assembly Government that since the publication of the Big Heart 

of Merthyr Tydfil policy and funding changes as well as progress in 

investment / regeneration in the area had altered some priorities. New 

funding opportunities, through the Convergence and Heads of the Valleys 

Programmes, prompted MTCBC and WAG to undertake an updated 

strategic review of the town centre to guide future investment decisions. 

The 2009 ôMerthyr Tydfil Town Centre Strategic Reviewõ identified a 

number of key projects for the town centre incorporating a masterplan 

for the potential area of change. 
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CONSULTATION ð DETERMINING THE ISSU ES 

 

The Means undertook consultation exercises with businesses, residents, 

and town centre users as part of the 2002 ôBig Heart of Merthyrõ and the 

2009 ôMerthyr Tydfil Town Centre Strategic Reviewõ. In particular we 

undertook a comprehensive business survey visiting nearly 40% of 

businesses at their premises. On these occasions businesses were asked 

about the concerns they had and their confidence about trading into the 

future. We have drawn upon research undertaken for these commissions 

to set the context for the town centre. We have supplemented this with 

a further set of one-to-one interviews, surveys, group discussions / 

presentations and a visioning event undertaken as part of this 

commission. The focus of this has been on determining what are the main 

issues confronting businesses in the town centre, what is currently being 

done, what else can be done to improve the viability and vitality of the 

centre and what role Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) might play. 

 

Setting the context for the town centre  

The 2009 survey of town centre businesses and research indicated that 

the number of outlets has grown in the eight years since the Big Heart 

Study from 227 to 266, and the area that they occupy from 400,000 to 

540,600 square foot. It concluded that: 

 There was a good mix of types of businesses with  omissions 

around art dealers, cycle sales, DIY, music video recordings, office 

supplies, fish mongers, off-licence, photo processing, video and TV 

rental and vehicle rental. 

 The number of multiples at 104 is close to the national 

average in each category . The exception is Leisure Services 

where there is a significant under representation. This is despite the 

fact that A3 uses are a higher proportion of the overall floor-space 

than is the case nationally. 

 In terms of A1 use, the split between comparison and 

convenience shopping is al so consistent  with national 

averages. In 2007 54% of the floor-space was comparison against a 

national average of 51%. 16% was convenience shopping against a 

national average of 17%. 

 The value sector is the dominant form of retail in the town 

centre . What is on offer is òwhat people needó and in this respect 

the centre may be better positioned to withstand the severe 

downturn impacting on the retail sector and the broader economy. 

 Experian figures suggest the position in respect of voids has 

deteriorated ma rkedly . In 2001 at 22 vacant outlets it was actually 

below the national average. The intervening 8 years has seen a nearly 

50% hike to 32 voids which is 13% above the national average. So at a 
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time in which the retail sector has performed strongly, Merthyr has 

lagged. 

 

The 2009 report does state that the position regarding voids is more 

complex than this. It considers that at least two other underlying factors 

must be taken into account before reaching any conclusions: 

 Firstly the amount of retail space has  increased by 35% in this 

period  ð suggestion a shift not a contraction in the retail market 

 Secondly, the incidence of voids is concentrated at the edges 

of the main retail areas . Pontmorlais to the north and lower High 

Street to the south. 

 

The survey indicated that current investment is at very modest levels 

with a quarter of those interviewed having made an investment in their 

premises over the past two years. The lack of investment perhaps is 

indicative of the level of business confidence. Two thirds of those 

interviewed in 2009 reported a decline in trade over the past year. This is 

in sharp contrast to 2001 when nearly twice as many respondents 

reported improving sales and only a quarter complained that things were 

getting worse. 

 

The townõs business profile appears very mature which is positive, 

however, it also points to a lack of new businesses being attracted into 

the town. This is potentially further compounded by: 

 Relatively long standing businesses are reviewing their position,  

For independent traders there is also the issue of succession, and the 

fact that there is little interest from the next generation in carrying 

on the business 

Yet despite some general gloom and doom a significant number of traders 

are optimistic (43%) about future prospects compared to 24% who were 

pessimistic and 33% unsure. This is even more significant given that the 

economic context for the study was a complex and difficult one. The 

scale and pace of retail closure had reached levels not previously 

experienced. The most recent Local Data Company research (published 

October 2010) indicates that whilst the rate of growth in the number of 

voids has fallen the number is still increasing. Town centre occupiers 

virtually across the UK are facing difficult trading conditions. The outlook 

looks similarly problematical. Whilst the run up to Christmas may be 

relatively benign, the post Christmas period poses a number of challenges. 

The implications of the October spending review may be dominating 

consumersõ concerns and the increase in VAT will be feeding through to 

higher prices. Globally there is a real possibility that food and other 

commodity prices will increase with strong indicators in that direction 

from the coffee and wheat markets. These will add to inflationary 
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pressures which in turn will threaten the current low interest rate 

environment that consumers enjoy. Any upward moves will feed directly 

into lower disposable income. Other uncertainties surround the 

employment prospects with the IMF warning about a sustained period of 

high levels of economic inactivity.  

These are the kind of factors that retailers will be assimilating as they take 

a view about whether to support a BID for Merthyr Tydfil. We noted 

above that the development of BIDs has taken a number of directions. 

They have been, in different circumstances, a response to adversity and 

opportunity. To simplify, the earlier North American BIDs and those in 

South Africa were a reaction to centre decline. In the UK to date they 

have been more about sustaining positive trends within centres. Now we 

are coping with the effects of economic downturn, there is a growing 

realisation that BIDs are an important tool in defending centres 

performance and securing a sustainable portion of market share. 

 

The only real test of a BIDõs viability comes with the ballot. Consultation 

can lead to certain conclusion but the casting of a vote in secret is a 

private decision. We have developed a number of techniques to assist in 

gauging what the attitude of business might be when a ballot is ultimately 

held. But as importantly our efforts during the consultation period aims 

to establish what the issues facing businesses are. As well as identifying 

the challenges that a BID programme must meet, consulting on these 

issues illustrates what should be a central tenet of all BIDs, namely that 

they are a response to business concerns, that they are business led and 

that programmes are developed through listening to businessesõ concerns.  

We adopted a three step approach to the consultation in Merthyr Tydfil 

1. One-to-one interviews conducted with businesses at their premises 

using a standard form of questionnaire 

2. Group discussions with representative bodies ð town centre 

partnership and Business Club 

3. Round table conference 

 

In this way we were able to cover individual issues, illicit views in private 

and also rehearse some of the arguments in public.  Inevitably the sample 

interviewed and those who attended the events are more likely to be in 

favour of the concept. Those who are opposed being less likely to agree 

to any form of engagement 

Even with these caveats though we can take comfort from the outcomes 

of all three research techniques deployed. Despite the fact that the 

research was conducted against a backdrop of concerns regarding 

businessesõ turnover and the general economy we recorded a strong level 

of support for the principle of a BID amongst the sample businesses with 

88% stating that it would be a good idea to test a BID in a ballot. 12% 

were undecided and none were opposed to the idea. 
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Our discussions have indicated that there is a core group of businesses 

that would be prepared to become involved in a BID in some way - such 

as serving on a board. Though modest in number (17% said yes and 29% 

were interested but couldnõt say definitely yes) there is sufficient interest 

amongst those interviewed as part of the survey and additional 

consultation to form a small but dedicated steering group in the first 

instance which could evolve into a more formal board. In the short term 

the steering group would in effect act as a shadow board and form the 

impetus for BID development. This statistic is positive when compared to 

those currently active in other bodies such as the Town Centre 

Partnership, Business Club or Chamber of Trade. 8% of the sample 

businesses stated that they were actively involved. 

 

As stated earlier in addition to gauging attitudes to the prospect of a BID 

we were interested in pinpointing issues which a potential BID might 

tackle as part of a broader approach to urban management. 

 

Unsurprisingly a problem which appears high in the list in many urban 

centres is parking and it is considered to be a major concern for 

businesses in Merthyr Tydfil. This is something that has consistently been 

an issue and was the main concern in the 2001 and 2009 business surveys. 

Related to this is the issue of town centre accessibility which also scored 

highly. Emphasis was also placed on marketing and the promotion of the 

town centre. The clear message is that businesses are concerned about 

footfall and are looking to attract more customers to the centre and 

remove obstacles that could dissuade potential customers.  

Less expected was the priority given to community engagement & 

business networking. This category can cover a broad range of concerns 

and further work would be needed to define what measures would form 

an appropriate response to the particular concerns here. At one level it 

could involve making more of local B2B opportunities, or seeing where 

cost savings could be achieved from joint procurement. At the other end 

of the spectrum established BIDs are developing more and more 

ambitious CSR programmes. 
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When asked what could be done to improve trading conditions, 

responses focussed upon business interaction (between each other, the 

community and the council), promotional activities, availability of facilities 

(toilets and easier parking) and appearance / maintenance of the area 

(shopfronts and greening / planting). Cleansing wasnõt seen as an issue, 

probably reflecting the efforts of the cleansing team and town centre 

management with funding support by the Heads of the Valleys. Should this 

funding reduce or come to an end this would become an issue for the 

area given that the funding supports two operatives and the running, as 

well as the original purchase of, cleansing machinery. 

 

 

Businesses were asked ôif the budget was available, what extra services 

would you like to see introduced?õ Four potential services received 

significant support (>80% of businesses): Business development and 

networking; CCTV, street wardens and / or extra police; Area 

promotion; and Town centre development.  

These aspirations fit comfortably with what might be described as BID 

core services . The other component that would normally be expected 

to be included is cleansing, but has been commented the council is 

delivering a level of service that businesses did not feel needed 

supplementing.  

There is a wealth of experience nationally and internationally of BID 

programmes constructed around these themes. There is also another 

positive here in that there is local capacity and track record around these 

themes. Merthyr Tydfil has operated a warden service for a number of 

years though ultimately the financial model was unsustainable. Should the 

BID choose to fund such a service it will be helpful that the police and 

council and other agencies are familiar with the concepts and will have 

had protocols in place around liaison and information sharing. Over the 

years Merthyr has been successful in promoting business networking 

through the Business Club, Town Centre partnership and Chamber of 

Trade. The fortunes of each grouping have waxed and waned over the 

years as is often the case with membership organisations, but there has 

consistently been some form of representative body actively engaged in 

articulating the voice of business. We had a warm reception for the 
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principle of a BID when we presented to the Business Club. 

 

Given the amount of town centre redevelopment that has been 

undertaken over recent years and the impact that the works themselves 

has had it was to be expected that this aspect appeared high on the list of 

priorities. Experience elsewhere illustrates how useful BID involvement 

can be in delivering environmental projects in town centres. BIDs can and 

have:- 

 Assisted in raising external funding 

 Invested some of their own funds 

 Helped set priorities for investment 

 Led marketing and communication campaigns to mitigate the impact 

of works 

 Provided opportunities for member businesses to raise concerns and 

complaints 

It is relatively straightforward to begin to imagine a programme that a BID 

could deliver around these themes. 

 

The visioning event  

Building upon the support indicated during the one-to-one interviews 

four key objectives formed the basis of discussions at the round table 

event held centrally at the Castle Hotel: 

 Promoting the centre to visitors and capturing more local spend; 

 Increasing the sense of safety and security for centre users; 

 Better communication between businesses and realising cost savings 

through collective purchasing; 

 Improving the town centre environment through further 

development and regular maintenance. 

 

The aim of the event was to address: whether these are the key areas; if 

so, how should they be prioritised and where should the emphases be 

placed; and what else needs to be included. The outcome has informed 

the next phase in determining whether a BID is feasible in Merthyr Tydfil 

town centre (see sections six and seven below). 
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The event commenced with an introduction from the Heads of the 

Valleys programme who discussed their interest in and support of the 

principle of BIDs. This was followed by two presentations that built upon 

information supplied in the invite and background papers. These 

presentations described ôWhat BIDs doõ and ôOur approach and next 

stepsõ. 

 

Attendees were invited to sit in one of four groups to discuss one of the 

themes in more detail; considering whether they could form a BID 

programme for the area: 

 Table 1 ð Promoting the centre to visitors and capturing more local 

spend. 

 Table 2 ð Increasing the sense of safety and security for centre users. 

 Table 3 ð Better communication between businesses and realising 

cost savings through collective purchasing. 

 Table 4 ð Improving the town centre environment through further 

development and regular maintenance. 

 

Each table was assigned one facilitator who was responsible for: 

 Confirming what ôthemeõ would be discussed 

 Inviting a member of the group to act as a ôscribeõ or undertake the 

role themselves 

 Prompting discussion, acting as a mediator and ensuring that the 

whole group has the opportunity to air their views 

 Requesting that one person is nominated to give feedback on behalf 

of the group. 

Following the detailed discussion each group listed 4 objectives for 

achieving their designated ôthemeõ. These objectives were outlined as part 

of the group feedback session. 

Discussions were positive and indicated that the proposed 

themes were strongly supported by attendees and could form 

the basis of BID programme for Merthyr Tydfil town centre.  

 

Following the feedback sessions a Panel (consisting of Les Byard (St. Tydfil 

Shopping Centre / Merthyr Tydfil Town Centre Partnership Chair) and 

Graham Morgan (Heads of the Valleys)) gave their response to the 

feedback from the round table discussions; commenting on the issues 

raised and key objectives for delivering the identified ôthemesõ. They both 

concluded that the proposed BID programme could contribute to a 

sustainable approach to management of the town centre. They were 

impressed with the positive responses to this approach. 
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Merthyr Tydfil town centre BID  

 

THEMES  Promoting the centre to 

visitors and capturing 

more local spend  

Increasing the sense of 

safety and security for 

centre users  

Better communication 

between businesses and 

realising cost saving s 

through collective 

purchasing  

Improving the town 

centre environment 

through further 

development and regular 

maintenance  

 

OBJECTIVES  Change peopleõs 

perceptions 

 Improve access and 

promote the area ð 

transportation and 

signage 

 Improve the visitor 

experience ð offer and 

ease of visit 

 Encourage return visits 

 Improve the night time 

economy ð pubwatch, 

living above the shop 

initiative 

 Create a safe and 

welcoming place ð street 

ambassadors 

 Make access routes safer 

ð appearance, greater 

usage and traffic conflicts 

 Taxi supervisors 

 Realise savings through 

collective purchasing 

 Better communication 

with contractors re street 

works 

 Collective action to 

reduce business rates in 

the event of disruption 

from development works 

 Initiatives to get more 

footfall in Lower High 

Street 

 Town centre handyman / 

warden 

 Smaller scale 

environmental 

improvements through 

planters, hanging baskets, 

Christmas tree and lights 

 Supplement existing 

signage ð indicating access 

points to the town centre 

and shops 

 Improve derelict buildings 
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BID FEASIBILITY  

 

Business Improvement Districts are funded by a levy on all businesses 

eligible for a vote in a BID ballot. The key role of the ballot demands that 

the BID programme and the BID boundaries are appropriately drawn. 

 

The initial BID boundary proposed in the development brief (to the right) 

is smaller than the town centre boundary according to the Local 

Development Plan. It extends from the High Street core north to 

Pontmorlais, south to Lower High Street, east encompassing Station Yard 

(now a Tesco Extra store) and west to Avenue de Cliché. 

6 


