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From:  David G. Jones, City Auditor 
 
RE:  Audit of Services the Metropolitan Improvement District Provides in Belltown 
 
When the Seattle City Council approved the reauthorization of the Metropolitan Improvement District 
(MID) and its expansion into Belltown in May 2013,1 they included a performance audit requirement in 
the authorizing legislation, Ordinance 124175. Per this ordinance, the audit’s primary purpose was to 
assess whether, three years after implementation, the Belltown area has received the general types and 
levels of services described in the MID Business Plan.2 To fulfill this requirement, we conducted our 
audit between February and April 2016 in accordance with Generally Accepted Government Auditing 
Standards. The period we reviewed was from July 2013 through April 2016, the first 3 years of the MID’s 
10-year Business Plan. 
 
Background 
Washington State law (RCW 35.87A010) allows local governments to establish Business Improvement 
Areas (BIAs). BIAs are funding mechanisms for business district revitalization and management. BIAs 
generate funds from assessments on businesses and properties within their boundaries and use these 
funds to provide services for the mutual benefit of the businesses and properties being assessed 
(ratepayers). Counties, cities, and towns may establish BIAs if they receive a petition from at least 60 
percent of the ratepayers within the proposed area and the proposal describes the purposes for which 
funds will be expended. The City of Seattle currently has nine BIAs in place,3 including the MID. 
 
The MID was established and authorized in 2004 and then reauthorized and expanded in 2013 (see 
Exhibit I below for a map of the MID’s current boundaries). The MID’s April 18, 2013 Business Plan calls 
for it to provide six categories of services: 1) Clean; 2) Safety, Outreach, and Hospitality; 3) Marketing 
and Communications; 4) Business Development and Market Research; 5) Transit, Bike, and Parking; and 

                                                        
1 The City Council approved the ordinance in May 2013, but the new MID did not go into effect until July 1, 2013. The City contracts with the 
Downtown Seattle Association (DSA) to serve as the MID Program Manager. 
2 The ordinance references the MID’s April 18, 2013 Business Plan, which was attached to the ordinance as Exhibit B. 
3 These include: Broadway/Capitol Hill, Chinatown/International District, Columbia City, Downtown Metropolitan Improvement District (MID) 
Seattle Tourism Improvement Area, Pioneer Square, University District, West Seattle, and SODO. 
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6) Management. Detailed information about the MID’s services can be found on their website at 
http://www.downtownseattle.com/mid/. 
 
Exhibit I. Map of the Metropolitan Improvement District’s Boundaries 
 

 
 Note: The dotted line marks the areas where the MID expanded in 2013.  Source: MID website 
          
 
 
What We Did 
To identify the specific services the MID is required to provide in Belltown, we started with the 16 
services listed in the Belltown Program Implementation Plan, which is part of the MID’s 2013 Business 
Plan (see Appendix A). We then reviewed the services listed in the MID’s overall business plan and 
added an additional 18 items which, based on our professional judgment, also pertained to Belltown but 
did not duplicate the first 16 items. This left us with a list of 34 required services (see Appendix B for a 
list of these services). To determine whether these services had been provided, we obtained copies of 
relevant documentation (e.g., staff schedules, contracts), requested and reviewed MID output data, 
interviewed MID managers and staff, observed MID operations, and interviewed City of Seattle (City) 
and community stakeholders. 
 

http://www.downtownseattle.com/mid/
http://www.downtownseattle.com/assets/2014/05/MID-renewal-boundaries-20131.jpg
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Due to the lack of baseline data and the difficulty of establishing a causal effect between the MID’s 
activities and the levels of cleanliness, safety, and economic health in Belltown, we did not attempt to 
measure the impacts (outcomes) of the MID’s programs. Rather, we assessed whether the MID is 
providing the required services listed in Appendix B. 
 
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  
We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives. 
 
 
What We Found 
We found that the MID has provided 33 of the 34 services we tested. It has plans to provide the 
remaining service. Below, we provide a brief description of the types of services included in each of the 
six categories, with an emphasis on those provided to the Belltown neighborhood. We also include one 
recommendation. 
 
1. Clean Services 
As of January 2016, the MID had a crew of 514 Clean Ambassadors. These ambassadors are out on 
Seattle streets seven days a week, working in nine teams. Their job is to sweep sidewalks and curbs, 
remove trash and other debris left in the right-of-way by public encampments, empty trashcans, and 
remove graffiti tags on public property.  Morning shifts start at 6:00 a.m. (7:00 a.m. on weekends) and 
afternoon shifts run until 9:00 p.m. during peak season. We observed a morning weekday Clean 
Ambassador perform his duties and documented that he completed all the tasks described above. We 
also noted that he focused cleaning in areas of high transit and pedestrian activity. 
 
We observed another MID ambassador using a Green Clean Machine to sweep and vacuum the 
sidewalk. Clean Ambassadors report hazardous waste (human or animal waste or hypodermic needles) 
to the MID dispatcher who sends Clean Team Supervisors to remove it. Clean Ambassadors record the 
work they do (e.g., number of garbage cans emptied or graffiti tags removed) on daily reports that are 
entered into a database by the MID dispatcher. In addition to daily cleaning , the MID also removes and 
composts leaves in the fall and offers sidewalk power washing to ratepayers upon request up to twice 
yearly. 
 
In addition to employing Clean Ambassadors, the MID supervises court ordered community service 
workers and hires permanent and temporary workers from the Millionair Club to accomplish the 
cleaning work. All the Belltown stakeholders with whom we spoke said that, in their opinion, the streets 
are much cleaner since the advent of the MID’s clean services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
4 The Belltown Implementation Plan required the MID to hire 17 additional Clean Ambassadors. The crew size of 51 reflects an increase of 22 
Clean Ambassadors from January 2013. 
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Exhibit II. Clean Ambassador Using a Green Clean Machine 

 
 

 
2. Safety, Outreach, and Hospitality 
The MID also provides daily Safety and Outreach Ambassadors. The Safety Ambassadors work in teams 
and operate Monday through Friday, with one ten-hour shift on the weekends. Most Safety 
Ambassadors ride bicycles, although there is generally at least one that walks his or her assigned route. 
 
At the beginning of each shift, Safety Ambassadors are alerted to major events happening in the city 
that day. Then, each team is assigned one or more sectors (subsections of the MID) to patrol. The Safety 
Ambassador’s job is to conduct daily wake-ups of persons sleeping in doorways5 and in the public right-
of-way, do welfare checks, and provide service referrals for people living on the streets. They also 
address illegal behavior such as illegal vending, trespass, or aggressive panhandling; check alleys and 
other areas for illegal activity; and provide hospitality services (directions, transit information) to 
visitors. Based on our observations, Safety Ambassadors rely on their relationships with the people living 
on the street to be effective. Additionally, they have received mental health training and follow strict 
protocols to ensure their own safety. For example, Safety Ambassadors always work in teams, carry 
radios, and know who to call for back-up and when to do so. 
 
In addition to its Safety teams, the MID also has an Outreach team that works to connect the homeless 
and mentally ill with services (e.g., housing, treatment, employment and other basic needs). This team 
regularly patrols the streets within the MID’s boundaries, checking on the welfare of people living on the 
streets. Based on our observations, one of the strengths of this team is that they take the time to 
develop relationships with the people they encounter. Consequently, when individuals are ready to 

                                                        
5 MID Ambassadors told us that, per City requirements, they only approach people in doorways when the business has posted a Condition of 
Entry sign. For more information of the City of Seattle’s Criminal Trespass Program see 
http://www.seattle.gov/police/prevention/business/trespass.htm 
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accept case management and other services, the MID can step in to refer them to the appropriate 
service provider. 
 
To support its Safety and Outreach teams and provide additional street presence within the MID, the 
MID also contracts with the Seattle Police Department (SPD) for supplemental police bicycle patrols 
(“emphasis patrols”) within the MID’s boundaries.6  Bicycle patrols allow SPD to better patrol the large 
area that encompasses the MID boundaries. The Belltown Program Implementation Plan states that 
these emphasis patrols should focus on neighborhood crime or disorder hot spots, including Belltown 
early morning open air drug dealing and illegal behavior at late-night bar times. However, SPD officials 
told us that the late night shift in Belltown is already adequately covered by regular SPD patrols. Also, 
SPD reported that it has proven difficult to get SPD bicycle patrol volunteers for the evening hours from 
the pool of available day shift personnel. As a result, the MID-funded officer patrols work approximately 
eleven daytime shifts per month, with four officers on each shift. Shifts vary between four and eight 
hours in length. The schedules vary based on personnel availability and the MID’s needs. The Safety 
Ambassadors we observed said that the MID-funded SPD patrols are very helpful to them because the 
patrols respond immediately to their calls for assistance. 
Additionally, a long-standing MID manager told us that for many years he has worked closely with the 
SPD West Precinct sergeant who creates the monthly schedules for MID-funded patrols. Through his 
ongoing communication with this sergeant, the MID provides SPD with feedback on problem areas and 
individuals. This information assists the MID-funded SPD patrols to effectively focus their efforts. This 
same manager said that, in the past, he also worked closely with the West Precinct’s Crime Prevention 
Coordinator and continues to do so as needed. In general, the MID manager said that the MID is 
satisfied with its working relationship with SPD and the police services they receive. 

To further enhance public safety, the Belltown Program Implementation Plan calls for the MID to station 
a Parks concierge seasonally in Bell Street Park.  This occurred in 2014. In 2015, the MID partnered with 
the City of Seattle to take on a greater role programming and activating Westlake and Occidental Parks 
through a park activation pilot program. The MID Business Plan allows for flexibility in the organization’s 
ability to effectively respond to changes in City policy, such as the Parks Department’s new public space 
activation strategy in 2015, in order to benefit MID ratepayers.  Additionally, the Belltown Program 
Implementation Plan states that “the Ratepayer Board anticipates working with Belltown 
representatives to review and adjust services, especially in the first year.” Because of these adjustments 
to the MID’s Business Plan, which were approved by the MID Ratepayer’s Advisory Board, park 
concierges were not stationed in Bell Street Park in 2015. 

In 2016, the DSA/MID is partnering with Friends of Bell Street Park on a grant that would provide 
concierges Bell Street Park. MID officials told us that there are also plans for the MID to hire a part-time 
Park Ambassador in 2016.  
 
3. Marketing and Communications 
Since 2013, the MID has helped Belltown neighborhood businesses and residents in the following ways: 
 

1. Including them in the Holidays in Seattle and Summer in Seattle marketing campaigns; 
 

2. Tracking peak hour pedestrian counts and sharing them on the DSA/MID website; 
 

                                                        
6 For example, in 2015, the MID paid $301,868 to SPD for additional patrols. 
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3. Piloting four evening concerts in Bell Street Park in 2014 and advertising 12 evening 
performances by local musicians in Bell Street Park in 2015; 

 
4. Creating a Belltown Visitors Guide; and 

 
5. Awarding over $15,000 to Belltown from the MID marketing fund for holiday carolers, lighting, 

Belltown Crush, Belltown Sparkles, and an Art Walk Singer. 
 
The MID communicates with ratepayers about MID activities through public-facing social media 
accounts (the DSA Facebook page and the #downtownseattle on twitter) as well as the DSA/MID 
website and a biannual hard copy newsletter sent to all MID ratepayers. 
 
To reach out to Belltown ratepayers, the MID also initially formed a Belltown Implementation 
Committee. This was disbanded in February 2014 due to declining attendance. Ongoing MID efforts to 
reach out to Belltown include: 1) quarterly presentations at Belltown Community Council meetings, 2) 
monthly presentations at the Belltown Business Association Board meetings, and 3) Belltown 
representation on the MID Ratepayer’s Advisory Board. According to two long-time Belltown 
stakeholders, given turnover in businesses and residents since the initial implementation of the MID in 
2013, the MID may want to consider renewing its outreach efforts to Belltown businesses and residents 
to ensure that they are aware of all the services available to them. 
 
4. Business Development and Market Research 
To assist downtown businesses, including those in Belltown, the MID’s website contains links to reports 
created by their parent organization, the Downtown Seattle Association (DSA).  These include the annual 
State of Downtown Economic Report, a current Development Guide Summary, the DSA Economic 
Dashboard, and reports that cover the downtown housing market, employment, retail market, and 
visitor industry (see http://www.downtownseattle.com/mid/programs/business-development-market-
research/). According to the MID, Belltown organizations have used some of this data in grant 
applications and have also made custom requests for data, such as queries of the Esri7 Community 
Analyst database.  
 
Additionally, the City of Seattle’s Office of Economic Development (OED) contracts with the MID to 
provide outreach, problem solving assistance, and business retention services to downtown businesses. 
The MID provided 21 referrals and met with 16 different Belltown businesses since 2013. The MID also 
partnered with enterpriseSeattle8 to address issues of business retention and recruitment. 
 
One service the Belltown community has not yet received is participation in the MID’s new Retail 
Recruitment program.  According to the MID, this program takes a comprehensive look at downtown 
Seattle from the perspective of the retail industry, identifies key challenges and opportunities, and, 
based on this analysis, develops and implements a new retail strategy. The goal of this new DSA/MID 
retail strategy is to “create a vibrant, unique and engaging environment superior to the competition 
found in nearby retail destinations.” While the initial focus of this program was to strengthen the 
pedestrian connection between Pike Place Market and Melrose Market (along the Pike-Pine corridor 

                                                        
7 ESRI Community Analyst is an online subscription-based tool for accessing custom demographic and economic data via a map interface. 
8 enterpriseSeattle, formerly known as the Economic Development Council of Seattle and King County, is an economic development 
partnership whose mission is to build a competitive, world-class economy in King County and its 39 cities. 

http://www.downtownseattle.com/mid/programs/business-development-market-research/
http://www.downtownseattle.com/mid/programs/business-development-market-research/
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downtown), now that the program is two years old, the MID intends to study and recruit businesses in 
other retail neighborhoods, including Belltown. 
 
Recommendation 1: The DSA/MID should ensure that Belltown neighborhood is included in the Retail 
Recruitment program. 
 
5. Transit, Bike, and Parking Services 
The MID provides transit, bike, and parking services to MID ratepayers through a partner organization, 
Commute Seattle.  The mission of Commute Seattle is to help commuters, residents, and visitors drive 
less by improving access and mobility downtown. They do this through advocacy, training, and 
consulting with businesses to help create a transit-supportive business culture. According to Commute 
Seattle, they have provided the following services to the Belltown neighborhood: 
 

1. Transit pass consultations through the Commute Trip Reduction (CTR) program, including 13 
consultations with 7 different Belltown companies.  

 
2. A direct mail campaign that resulted in the sale of 198 ORCA business passports9 to employees 

of businesses located in Belltown and 11 ORCA contracts with Belltown businesses. 
 

3. A transportation fair, held August 27, 2013 at 5th Avenue and Bell Street. 
 

4. A bicycle amenity survey of private properties in downtown Seattle to assess bicycle parking 
adequacy, security, locker and shower availability.  For this survey, Commute Seattle visited 308 
Belltown buildings and inventoried 156 of them. 

 
5. Presentation of the parking program to the Belltown Business Association. 

 
Additionally, although no Belltown parking garages have participated in Commute Seattle’s downtown 
parking program (http://downtownseattle.com/parking/index.html) to date, Commute Seattle officials 
reported to us that their program is open to all interested property managers and building owners in 
Belltown. Under this program, property owners agree to charge a set, discounted price for evening and 
weekend parking in exchange for a marketing campaign that packages a common brand, pricing, and 
visitor experience.  
 
Finally, the Belltown Program Implementation Plan also requires that Commute Seattle provide custom 
transit pass recommendations to businesses based on the businesses’ location, budget, and 
sustainability goals. As noted in #2 above, Commute Seattle has provided these services to Belltown 
businesses through the ORCA passport program and Commute Trip Reduction (CTR) services. 
 
6. Management 
We found that the MID Ratepayer Advisory Board (RAB) includes Belltown ratepayers.  Specifically, 
according to the February 2016 MID RAB Roster, six out of 32 RAB members are from the Belltown 
neighborhood and two additional members have property in Belltown. 
 

                                                        
9 An Orca business passport is an annual all-inclusive transit pass that is only available through employers. 

http://downtownseattle.com/parking/index.html
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Regarding the Belltown Program Implementation Plan requirement that the MID inform Belltown 
ratepayers of the Opt Out protections guaranteed them under Washington State law, we found that 
ratepayers were notified of this option during the MID renewal process. 
  
 
Conclusion and MID Response to Audit 
We found that the Belltown area is receiving the general types and levels of services described in the 
MID’s April 18, 2013 Business Plan, including the services outlined in the Belltown Program 
Implementation Plan that is part of the MID Business Plan. 
 
The President and CEO of the DSA reviewed a draft of this report and concurs with its findings (see 
Appendix C for a copy of the DSA’s response). 
 
 
 
Attachments: 
Appendix A: Exhibit B from Ordinance 124175 (MID business plan) 
Appendix B: List of MID required services 
Appendix C: MID response to this memo 
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 Appendix B. Thirty-four services the Metropolitan Improvement District agreed to provide in their April 18, 2013 Business 
Plan, by category 
 
Clean Services 

1. Hire 17 additional Clean Ambassadors 
2. Provide additional afternoon, evening and weekend cleaning throughout the MID 
3. Partner with the Millionair Club to deliver cleaning services in Belltown 
4. Adjust service hours to increase cleaning and human waste removal on Friday, Saturday and Sunday mornings 
5. Daily cleaning services, including: 

a. Sweeping sidewalks and curbs 
b. Removing debris, including after human encampments and human and animal waste removal 
c. Removing graffiti tags on public property 
d. Removing graffiti and repainting parking pay stations 

6. Additional, focused cleaning in high transit, evening and residential areas 
7. Sidewalk power washing up to twice yearly 
8. Remove and compost leaves in the fall 
9. Supervise court ordered service 
10. Use mechanized sweeping and cleaning to increase efficiency 
11. Conduct daily reporting  

 
Safety, Outreach and Hospitality 

12. Dedicate $300,000 per year to MID-wide police resources 
13. (12) 4 person, 6 hour shifts per month, focusing on neighborhood hot spots, including Belltown early morning 

open air drug dealing and illegal behavior at late-night bar times 
14. Redesign the Safety Ambassador program to focus on outreach and civility issues 
15. Focus hospitality services in parks, including a seasonal Parks Concierge in Belltown Park 
16. Work with partners to clean up illegal encampments 
17. Focus outreach to the most vulnerable and visible people living outside or with mental illness 
18. Partner with SPD Crime Prevention Coordinator on ratepayer education and safety issues 
19. Partner with Union Gospel Mission to fund a downtown mental health professional 

 
Marketing and Communications 

20. Work with community groups to schedule summer concerts 
21. Include the Belltown Business Association in Holiday and Summer campaigns 
22. Ensure that Belltown is eligible to apply for seed money for events through the MID marketing fund 
23. Conduct outreach to MID ratepayers 
24. New downtown-wide parking marketing campaign 

 
Business Development and Market Research 

1. Ensure that Belltown businesses and property owners have access to MID databases and market information 
2. Ensure that Belltown benefits from the MID’s new Retail Recruitment Program 
3. Continue to collect data and conduct economic trend analysis 
4. Continue to partner with the Office of Economic Development and enterpriseSeattle 

 
Transit, Bike and Parking Services 

1. Ensure that Belltown property owners and tenants have access to Commute Seattle’s consulting services 
2. Ensure that Belltown property owners have access to Commute Seattle’s expertise on the benefits of bike travel 

and bike facilities 
3. Ensure that Belltown ratepayers have access to custom transit pass recommendations 
4. Implement new program to engage property owners in new parking management strategies 

 
Management 

1. Ensure Belltown ratepayers are represented on the MID Ratepayer Advisory Board 
2. Ensure that Belltown ratepayers are aware of their Opt Out protections under Washington State law 
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May 5, 2016

Thank you for providing an opportunity to review and respond to the draft audit of services 
in Belltown funded by the Metropolitan Improvement District (MID) and managed by the 
Downtown Seattle Association (DSA).  We greatly appreciate the work done by the City 
Auditor’s Office and the opportunity to provide comment.

Enacted by City Council and Mayor in August of 1999, and renewed for 10 years in May 
2013, the Metropolitan Improvement District is a critical tool for keeping Downtown Seattle 
clean, vibrant and economically strong. The mission of the MID is to provide comprehensive 
management tools and resources to enable Downtown neighborhoods to collectively and 
efficiently address common problems and needs. By focusing on five primary needs — 
cleaning, public safety, marketing, economic development and transportation — the MID 
provides private investment to create an atmosphere that will attract visitors, business and 
residents to Downtown Seattle.

During the renewal process, the MID boundary was expanded to include Belltown. As part 
of the renewal ordinance, the City Council requested a performance audit be conducted 
after the first three years of the MID’s 10-year business plan to review services provided in 
the Belltown neighborhood. Since 2013, the MID has worked closely with Belltown 
ratepayers and neighborhood stakeholders to shape and deliver services.

The MID concurs with the City Auditor’s findings that Belltown has received the general 
types and level of service as proposed in the MID Business Plan, and believes the report 
does an excellent job of highlighting the MID’s work in Belltown, and throughout the 
district.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide comment. 

Jon Scholes
President & CEO
Downtown Seattle Association 

Appendix C
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