
the right way, the first time. 

BY PARKER NEILS 

"Everythilzg that is good 

and that is bad in the flesh 

is to be found in Florida. " 

An old style evangelist's 

summary appraisal of Miami's 

sex-soaked South Beach? Not even 

close. But the speaker was most 


definitely a preacher of sorts-an 


evangelist for building livable cities 


In the 1920s, John Nolen, a Harvard­

trained Boston consultant and widely acclaimed 

city-planning guru, found in Florida a "great laboratory of city and town planning." In 1923, 

Nolen was hired by the City of St. Petersburg to dratt what would become the state's first 

comprehensive plan for building a city. 

Lauded for his work, Nolen saw in Florida enormous potential for becoming a national icon 

for states interested in rational expansion of their living space. Nolen called upon Florida's) 

-
ecades and 7 million more Floridians, should the pLan be salvaged or scrapped? 




Pain in Paradise: 


A noble effort to manage growth, launched in 1985, is shipwrecked. After 1'.'1 
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leaders to establish a sy,rcIll ofpl<lIlIlCd Cllie, [kit \\()lIld Il1(Kkllhc 

nation's urban future alld Cll\urc thaI '<I)!(I~I·eo, III ,i\·ic dnclop­

ment in Florida will be llluch ll10re I<1[11,1 Jilli Ih()J()ugh tlun ill 

the other commonwealths." 

A half-centurv bter, the Sunshine S[.w: ClllCl~cd li-ol1l thc 

backwater ofSouthern POIillCS to pass a law much like ;\lolcn had 

proposed. Overnight, Florida became a nationallcader Il1 what had 

become a new imperative f()r cities across the cuuntry-growth 

management. 

In 1985, Florida's Governor Bob Graham surprised critics by 

winning broad bipartisan support for the landmark 1985 Growth 

Management Act, the most ambitious city planning agenda 

ever to become law The bill's passage culminated a battle that 

protCssional city pLlIlner, hOld becn waging since the days of the 

I'Isionarv ;\()ien. hILllh', Florl,L -alrc.lliy in the throes of the 

tJ.,test grc)\vth ill the ILll ion Iud the statutory teeth to clamp 

down on bad dcVC"lopmcnl. 

Or did it., T\\'clll Y \'CliS (Ill, h,lS Florida's once-heralded Growth 

Managclllcnr ACI d( Ille anything to even slow down-much 

less srop-the \l'orst ahuses growth has wrought on wetlands, 

on resources-oil lui I fso, how can one tell? 

Taking even a cursory glance at the state today, one can fairly 

ask: Has the F/ori(h Dream l110rphed into the Florida Nightmare? 

Since 1970, the state's population has exploded, vaulting from 

6.8 million to 18.3 million in 2007, a feat that more than tripled 

~OWfNG roWN, OR 
~~Vf:N TAMING 

1HE NONSTfiR BY SAARltiG 
fNFOf?MATION AN!> 

C()Of'GflATING IN ~0Nll-\ 
~1510NS?f IT~ 50 
RADICAl, IT JVSr MAY 

WORK! LORD I<IVJJS 
NOTHING G~SG HAs! 
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the nation's growth rate during this period. All tliI'. II, \\ I" ",' 

pressure has spun a chaotic tableau that bonlns (III 1'1' I I, !" , 

• 	 In a state where water once was considered I" ", " i, ' ,: ,;,I 

curse, Florida-still dependent on wells for ()I n 'i() I" " , ", ' 

its tap water--is running dry. "Water wars," \I III, " I, , 

local governments in the Tampa area millioll' 'III" 1'1 

migrating east and south, as communities arc lUI, ,.I 1" ,t" i 

with yet more growth amid a protracted drollghl dUI .I, "I ,. 

the water table lower each day . 

• 	 Even as a seven-year-old, $10 billion dTort to 1111.1" It"" "', 
manmade damage to the Everglades' ecosystem 1'1,,"., ../"11", 

the region is getting squeezed like never bdlliT III ..11" 

counts, huge new developments and agri-business "1'1'1'.11 II, h. 

going about business as usual, oblivious to str,'\\(", , '" \'" II h 

Florida's existing water supplies, roads and utilitit· . 

• 	 Orlando, Tampa, West Palm Beach and Miami h,II,·I"",,,,,. 

the most lethal places in the nation for pedestn.lIls (), I.I! ,d" 

and St. Petersburg are so plagued by "road rage" t hn ", !"', il 

called the two angriest cities in the U.S. 

• 	 Florida's world-famous fisheries, once thought inexh.t\l\llhk, 

are in serious trouble. Pollution from urban run·ofT. (( 'tllhllH:.1 

with wholesale destruction ofwetlands by devclopt.:rs, h.l~ ck 

stroyed more than 2 million acres of the state's sea!!,LI". VI!;!! 

habitat for many fish and shellfish species. Fishinf:!, P!C"Ur" 

on dozens of saltwater species has grown to the pc tin t \1. hnt:' 

draconian catch limits are undermining the state \ $4 IlIlhtll\ 

recreational saltwater fishery, an industry heavilv ,sul",dlfcd 

by tourism. 

The long litany of self-inflicted woes Florida faces II )(1.1\ tlJJ\ 

be nothing compared to what's in store for the trend\' '(.1'" II 

it stays as trendy, demographers predict Florida's popul.lIll'll "IIi 
double to 36 million by 2060. Research by the nonprofit growth 

management watchdog group, 1000 Friends ofFlorid.. , prt'dKI~ 

that growth will be accompanied by a loss of another 7 nllllinll 

acres offarm and wild land to asphalt and concrete. 

ALL ACADEMIC? 
TO BE SURE, a recent avalanche of bad press from dev;\sr,lllI1$ 

hurricanes, a nasty insurance crisis, a train wreck of a 110UMIll 

market, and grief over rising property taxes has cooled thlllfi,lI 

down some. In fact, scattered reports have suggested that Fi( m<.\il'. 
population may actually be shrinking. But the real number; ~I\I'1i\' 

otherwise. People are still flocking to Florida, and by the hll'\l< )*It 

(see page 16). 
Given the kaleidoscope of problems that beset the ',I,He n 

WINTER/SPRING 2008 

., 
Tk_ lUllING POWER BROKERS behind Florida'S landmark Growth Man­

~ Aot In 1985 were Senate President Harry A. Johnston 11 (Dem., 

W. him ' ••ohl. seated, far right, and Rep. Jon Mills (Dem. Gainesville), 

.,~ left. Also pictured, from Mills' left, are Sen. Fred Lippman, Sen. 

1(. JiIMO, and House Speaker .lames Harold Thompson. 

HOlld.! hrlte! "Inix having a far-reaching set of growth manage­

.nn)l IJ\\ \ 'HI Ihe books for two decades? Reasonable people would 

porn: t/lf qU(\lion, and finally they have. The result is a compilation 

"f ;i!l~"'n" .md insight from 20 policy makers and scholars that ap­

I""~fvd HI hook fi)rm last fall. 
1!Il) (h.lpin. an associate professor ofurban and regional plan­

l\iUI/.. ,H ("l' MId one of the book's three editors, said the work, 

(,'f'Vwll! /!'{fltll(I!Cmcnt in Florida: Planning for Paradise (Ashgate 

2001' i 1~.lhe most comprehensive and detailed assessment of 

1'1. It!ti4 \ 1.11' r(,\Ching growth management legislation ever done. He 

.md 111\ (I' nlilOr, departmental colleagues-Harrison Higgins and 
( h~de'i. ( wlIlcrly·-believe the book provides a compelling argu­

HI('ill It It fi\lIlg Florida's growth management system and restoring 

Ilw hwknl promises of the 1985 Growth Management Act. 

A., I'M! "I' a 2005 symposium sponsored by FSU's DeVoe L. 
M"ort «tiler f()t' the Study ofCritical Issues in Economic Policy 

~{ I. "'Q't!lfllCllt, Chapin, Connedy, and Higgins invited experts 

If"!iI I {1 \lll/vCf'sities and a number offederal and state agencies to 

.Id" .11(n.1 \uojcet most Floridians face daily, yet seldom study in 

m\ "tH".•lroom. Undoubtedly many would be amazed to know 

h,,' tl\ I hc most intensely planned state in the country. 

I h .. ,wrlH Irs' firsthand experience compelled them in this effort 

(,mtll/uoi on page 18 
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that goes, as it does, to the vcry hurl ()J their profcssion--essen­

IialJy the scicnce ofhuw to build eCUI]( 1I11lUlly and cnvironmelltally 

sustainable communities. Working \\Irh communities struggliIlg to 

solve sIlch problems as traffic congestion, scarce water resources, 

and affordable housing, they all have seen growth management 

at its best and worst. They know more than most that Florida's 

growth management laws are far from perfect, but without them, 

Chapin said "many communities would be so busy dealing with 

so many fires to put out that they would rarely, if ever, find the 

time and energy to envision a desirable future and work towards 

its implementation." 

Still, the FSU study holds up a mirror to a Byzantine set of 

laws that have had two decades to make a difference. The sobering 

reflection shows 20 successive years of broken promises. 

WHAT WENT WRONG? 
"BRIMMING WITH GOOD INTENTIONS," is how a New York 

Times reporter described the opening of Florida's 1985 Legis­

under 


the first 20 years of a land· 


mark growth law is analyzed 


in Growth Management in 


Florida: Planning for Paradise 


(2007, Ashgate Press). 

lature. Gov. Bob C;raluill was 

backing a bold flew sLife of bills 

aimed at reducing FI()rida's 

growing pains while doing more 

to protect the statc'~ besieged 

environment at the <;;llllC time. 

He'd soon get his wish-the 
first comprehensive ,sci of laws built Oil 111<)1"(: th.w .l ,in.hie ,>I 

Florida's efforts to come to grips with pressillg soual.lIld CIlI'I[','11 

mental problems Glused by the state's soarlllg 1)()[,Lll.lritv 

As the cOlltrihutor\ to Planning fOI' Paradzs,' 1I11lkrs()rl'. II 

was clear to anyolle paving attention that bl' the cl, 'v' ()I ii' lirq 

Continued on paJJ( 20 
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Continued from page 18 

decade, the best-laid plans ofFlorida's landmark growth manage­
ment law had gone awfully awry. 

In the book's second chapter, Tom Pelham succinctly outlines 

how the law jumped the tracks and now lies today in what he sim­

ply calls "a mess." In 2007, Pelham was tapped by Gov. Charlie 
Crist to return to his old post as secretary of the Department of 

Community Affairs (DCA), a job he first held under Gov. Bob 

Martinez from 1987 to 1991. The 1985 law designated the DCA 
as the state's chief land-planning agency, and charged it with 

making sure local governments complied with the new policies. 

By far the most radical of these was a requirement that all local 

jurisdictions (67 counties and over 400 cities) draw up detailed 

comprehensive plans for guiding future growth and development 
and submit such plans to DCA for review and approval. 

In his criticism of the shambles Florida has made of its 

well-intentioned growth management policies, Pelham pulls no 

punches. His analysis starts with the fate ofthe State Comprehen­

sive Plan, a prominent part of the growth management package 
passed in 1985 that was supposed to lay a rational blueprint for 
dealing with growth. 

Pelham writes that this plan was intended to be the key 

"direction-setting d<><:ument" to help guide local governments in 
designing their own comprehensive plans. The state comp plan 

would provide "long-range policies covering a wide range ofsocial, 
economic, environmental, natural resources, conservation and land 

planning issues." Whatever local governments ultimately planned 

on doing, the IICW law re\.juired that such plans be "consistent" 

with the guidelinn SCI f(wth in the state comp plan. 
Ultimately, tht' st.Hl' plan--perhaps because it was never linked 

in any way to the sutl' Illu{iJct-became largely ignored by plan­

ners throughout st.lle g< lIallment. Through various amendments 

"and administrative Ilegicct," Pelham writes that the plan "never 

became a t:Ktor in I hl' IIllpiementation ofthe (larger growth man­

agement) pro(.x·ss." \Vilb no playbook to go by, local governments 

had nothing to Hl.lk,· their plans "consistent" with, and thus a 

key tool that Pelham helieves could have been a powerful agent 

against the worst dcments of urban sprawl went by the boards. 

His summation of the: status quo: 
"ConseqIlCllt~v. tht State Plan currently is the object of criti­

cism alld I'I'trI ridimk because it is seldom used (alld) has little or 
110 effect lin ill11',nlmOltal decisions; and, except for DCA's urban 
sprawl policif.f, litH litt/,. impact on the review and approval oflocal 
plan amendmnw . .. 

CONCURRENCY: THE 

UNFUNDED MANDATE
--,.. 

IN ASUBSEQUENT CHAPTER, Efraim Ben-Zadok, a professor 

of publk ;ldministrarioll at Florida Atlantic University, explains 
how the architc(ts of the 1985 growth management legislation 

essentially built the law on three legs-or in his word, "faces" ­

Florida $tlJte Uni.,ersity Researchin Review 20 
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of policy: consistency, concurrency and compact development. 

These hallowed "3 c's" were intended to be the primary gears 
that drove the growth management bus. 

Easily the stickiest element of this policy triad was-and still 
is--concurrency, a policy that prohibited local governments from 

approving development projects before all the necessary resources 

were in place, e.g. roads, sewerage, solid waste recovery, drain­
age, potable water systems, parks and recreational facilities, that 

the projects would need. (The concurrency mandate deliberately 

omitted the construction ofschools as a prerequisite because ofthe 

prohibitive cost involved, although school concurrency eventually 

became law in 2005.) 

In theory at least, even from the outset this "pay as you go" 
concurrency policy made a lot of sense. Ostensibly, the policy 

meant that development would pay for itself But it didn't take 

long for reality to set in for both state and local planners. Just 

where was the money supposed to come from to pay for all this 

new infrastructure, which was projected to cost nearly $53 billion 

throughout the law's first decade? The '85 law had essentially 

written a large check that the state somehow magically expected 

to cash. 

In 1987, Gov. Bob Martinez, a Republican, announced a 

plan to pay for the law's commitments-a statewide sales tax on 

a wide variety of previously tax-free services, ranging from legal 

and accounting services to newspaper advertising. With surpris­

ingly little hullabaloo, lawmakers put party squabbling aside and 

passed Martinez's bill. This "services tax" was projected to raise 

upwards of$16 billion annually, an amount that would mean the 

state would be picking up the lion's share (66 percent) ofthe cost 

of concurrency each year. 

But the story ofwhat became ofFlorida's now infamous services 

tax highlights a chapter written by Chapin and James Nicholas, 

professor emeritus ofurban and regional planning at the U niver­

sity ofFlorida. The chapter contrasts the fiscal theory against the 

fiscal reality of the growth management act, and paints a portrait 

of the 1985 legislation as an exercise in fiscal irresponsibility, if 

not outright hubris. 
Within just six months ofits passage, Florida's services tax was 

repealed by a special session of the Legislature, called, ironically 

enough, by a chagrined Gov. Martinez himself. Newspapers had 
successfully marked the tax on advertising as an infringement of 

the First Amendment, and the most promising cord in Florida's 

already anemic tax-raising muscle was cut. From that moment 

on, write Nicholas and Chapin, it was clear that state government 

wouldn't be a big player in the concurrency-funding business. 

"The repeal ofthe Services Tax brought an end to broad-based 

22 

and stall' 1"11 Ild II 11' ;" 

been shitied 1.11 !~, i· 

reJJcnuc 

The 1"("'11111\··1,. ,."" .,·,,,,,,11)11111\11',11<>"') 

"The ,.cIIIII I.. , ;'" " '.,",' 'W' III J·lorid.1 IS th'lI they have 

needed (0 hee'. >tlli ,"; 'i'" 'l •.1' "I .li'.Ifil\, ,onstJlltlv 011 t he look­

out to gCllcrall' 11<". I'" '"'' '." :-~H hlll.ls ,Ind Chapin wrote. By 
1990, almoSln'O \ ". ,\,,,1, HI Hon.!., \\'.15 hiking up local gasoline 

and diesel flwl !'I~tk" f, ~Im", ~!,n.j..1,.lxing districts and imposing 

all sorts of imr'h.1 h'n hI I"'! tflt d(Tcioprnent. 
Since thell. \(,\(f t~\\ilh,~.fj'" h.lv\: (1/1 occasion tried to case the 

burden 0/1 kX'oll !I"()\n;-lIl'1fhh, litH with only moderate success. As 

the 20th anniVCNfY,lIIJw' .~~ ,j(I '\PI>roachcd, concurrency stood 
out as the Ilt'&dy ullr\mdr,J IKMt ofthc law. As a result, Nicholas 

and Chapin "'Uf.c.4~It1, FI.#.,!.l·~ heralded attempt to rein in some 

of the W()rt;t il5J~H .J W,,\i\lh !:lot dnailed, giving a green light 

to full-throttled 1"'b:~H \f!'tilv.l .lud uncontrolled growth. 

WITH "COHGlSfIHCYH AND "CONCURRENCY" largely empty 

chal11bersinJ~~'~ ,~W ~tnwlh management gun, the goal of 

pursuing m(~t~'IJ}~t dndoprnent soon loomed larger in the 

hopes of F~.~f:;' The central idea seemed practical, at 

least in th~••l"\(h" demand by making already existing 
urban co '" '{,'. hlilid with more density, yet enhanced 

"livability";{tl, .. ; ...... lliClVKes, recreation and other amenities 
within w"*inldif.o(i. 'fli.. (OO(;c1'1: was seen as a major-ifnot 

http:t~\\ilh,~.fj


the m<lJorJIltidore {elf urban sprawl, which hy I he elrl" I')l)():, 

was the stuff of ncar-daily headlines in newspapers ii-om OrL1I1do 

sOllth. 
Seemingly with a life of its own, Florida's sprawlmomter \VJS 

on the loose and gobbling up everything in its path. State tourism 

officials, natural lands administrators and conservationists realized 

that the very things that had caught the nation's attention after 

World War II-Florida's incredibly rich and beautiful wild areas, 

unsullied springs, rivers and estuaries and dazzling beaches-were 

smack up against the suburbia-making machine. From 1975 to 

1990, nearly two million acres of citrus groves, cow pastures, 

woods and scenic wetlands were replaced by end-on-end, look­

alike strip malis, fast-food franchises, lounges, laundromats, car 

dealerships, ersatz resorts and golf courses. 

Like the hidden roots ofa noxious weed that can pop up seem­

ingly overnight to turn a pristine lawn into a jungle, urban sprawl 

found fertile ground in the Sunshine State. Developers found it 

much easier and cheaper to buy and manage rural properties than 

spin their wheels in costly, urban thickets ofzoning and permitting 

laws, higher land prices and impact fees. Leapfrogging develop­

ment proceeded apace, and as a result, today much of Florida's 

1,300-mile coastline is already built out, and developers' attention 

is now turning toward the state's interior (see Pelham interview, 

page 24). 

The key to all this sprawl, not surprisingly, is Americans' torrid 

love affair with cars, a concept John Nolen in the 1920s never 

fully anticipated. By the time Florida lawmakers got serious about 

Continued on page 26 
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A CHAT WITH TOM PELHAM 

continued 

ment in our majoJ urban areas, 
,~urwoan ce:nters.!uUhe WfJV in 

'PAIN IN PARADISE 
Continued from page 23 

growth management in 1985, of course, all talk of planning for 

growth began with what traffic engineers called "mobility" and 

the "demand to travel between and through communities." 

Ruth Steiner, associate professor in UF's department of city 

and regional planning, takes a close look at Florida's transporta­
tion dilemma. She reflects on the early, "cars-first" thinking of 

"mobility" planners that took center stage from coast to coast in 

the decade following World War II. Steiner writes that given the 

exalted status of the automobile, it wasn't at all illogical to design 

"six-lane highways that cut though neighborhoods, reducing ac­
cessibility to goods and services that are within walking distance 

Pelham: The south Florida water of New Urbanili·iif1 If so, why? 

management district tells us that Pelham: Y~4;1:t; accomplishes 

they are greatly concerned about tu,«I~": ..~,at ~ 

the declining supply of water in 
south Florida. They've been issu­
ing very strong objections to plan 
amendments to increase develop­
ment on the basis of laok of water. 
So I think it's becoming avery, very 
critical problem in the southern 
part of our state, perhaps in the 
'T~mpa Bay area on down. Actu­
ally, the technical people say that 
'We can generate or create new 
water supplies but it's gOing to be 
much more expensive, Most peo­
ple are saying that we probably 

come up with enough water 
. but it's going to bt more expen­
sive, possibly a lot more. 

nR: Is itfalr tnavyou'rea fan 

and pllltill~ pnlnlnalls .\IId bicyclists at risk." 

As .1 i.'(lII\I''IllCIl,'C, rcducing the multi-dimensional aspects 

of trallsp0I'I.1I 1i.1I pl.lIlllillg to traffic flow had a cold but simple 

etnciclIl)' ill 1:1"1'111.1; it produced an environment engineered 

to mow Il1.Id\lllt'~. hilI al thc expense of the human lives. Not 

surprisill~Iv. 1·I..nd.I', horrifiC pedestrian death rate-among the 
highest ill I Ill' 11.111, Ifl is a phellomcnon seen by some as a product 

of desi~Il, 1101 .lllldclI!. 
Besidc, 11\ '"111\.111 toll, Glr-tilcled sprawl has brought Florida 

sOl11e of lilt' IIIml "(llIgested roads ill the country, a traffic headache 

that turm 0111 to he quantifiahle. from 1990 to 2000, Florida's 

largest cillc' 1-t1'('W hy 23,5 percent, and, as Ben-Zadok writes, in 

these IIlctropoli,cs "tratnc became heavier and slower (with) daily 

comllllllill~ lilllC illcreased." Ben-Zadok writes: 

Florid" .'\/IIJr ll"i,·(n"it:v .....rch;"••v ••w 26 
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_ I believe transportation 

is the number one challenge we 

face. Water supply is a big chal­

lenge, too. Both are essential for City-to-city, regional 

s'ttstainable growth. But we can 

and will develop new water sup­ creasing'lv importllJnt, 

plies, even if water will become 

increasingly more expensive as 

I've said. Butthe biggest problem, muter rail,pf'0ject 

in my view, is what we're 90in9to 

do abouttransportation and how 

we're going to pay for it. To main­ lieve in the planninl;l 

tain mobility of people and goods the new Tamp<1 Bay 
as we continue to grow, particu­ tioIi autho!CIt¥, OUf 

lind," in our major metropolitan ar­

eas, roads alone will not suffice, 

'/lnd we will have to invest in multi­

m~ialtransportation systems. If 

~e donat, Florida's economy and 

-quality of life will suffer. 

«Prom 1983 to 1997, the average daily miles traveled by vehicles 
went up by 96 percent in Miami-Dade and by 177 percent on Bro­
ward freeways; travel speed declined by 23 per cent and 18 percent 
respectively. The average time <stuck in traffic) during 2001 was 42 
hours in Miami-Dade and 30 hours in Broward.» 

In 1999, the Florida Legislature tacked on yet another amend­

ment to the already amendment-heavy growth management act, 
this one directly addressing the sprawl debacle, which Ben-Zadok 
describes as "a by-product ofpoor transport planning, a problem 
that should be resolved via compact urban economic develop­

ment." Through "a co-ordination of compact land uses" and 
"transport modes such as public transit and pedestrian ways" 
Florida can keep sprawl in check, he concludes. 

Continued on page 28 
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Continued from page 28 

and other high-risk coastal counties may not be just the end 

product of market forces at work, the writers suggest. Land-use 
regulations spelled out in the state's own comprehensive plan 
"promote higher density redevelopment and infill" as a means of 

discouraging urban sprawl. 
Then, too, there's the fact that since 1995, local governments 

in Florida are subject to being sued if they try to prevent some 

people from living where they choose. Under the Bert Harris 

Act, local governments must pay landowners ifregulations "inor­
dinately burden" their land or they must relax these restrictions. 

This means that ifcounties are earnest about doing all they can to 
restrain development in the areas most vulnerable to hurricanes, 

they have little option but to buy their property and take it out 

ofdevelopment, an option th~t Deyle said "isn't practical on any 
significant scale." 

Local governments could charge "risk-based special assess­
ments" to property owners who build in hazardous areas, a tax 

aimed at defraying the costs ofemergency management planning, 
hazard mitigation, and disaster recovery services. "Such assessments 

would not preclude development in hurricane hazard areas, but 
they would just mean that those who impose greater costs on local 

governments p.IY their fair share," DeyJe told Research in Review. 
Between August 2004 and October 2005, Florida absorbed 

its worst mauling by hurricanes in 80 years. In 2004, four major 

storms--Charlcr. Prances, Ivan and Jeanne-belted the state from 
Vero Beach to Pensacola, inflicting more that $40 billion in prop­

erty damage throughout Florida and the southeastern U.S. The 

horror got ratdtctnlup the following year, when Dennis, Katrina, 
and Wilma slammed ashore, exacting an even more terrible toll ­

more than 50 dead and combined property loss exceeding $23 
billion, all ill PlfJrida. Suddenly, the Sunshine State found itselfin a 

perfect storm ofterrified homeowners, wary buyers, skyrocketing 
wind itlSurancc rates, a teetering, hyper-inflated housing market 

and concern ammt rising property taxes. 
Deylc sum.med up Florida's dilemma in having no choice but 

to live witb nature's most dangerous storms: "There remains a 

lack of political will in most of Florida to significantly limit de­
velopmelltlu the areas most vulnerable to hurricanes despite the 

state's rccentrexperiences and the ensuing wind insurance debacle," 
he said. "tong" term occupation of such areas is not sustainable 

without Mancial subsidies from people who live in higher, drier, 
and less e'l~)()SCd locations. Ifthe federal government isn't willing 
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to ante up a national catastrophe fund, it nuy \'LT\' \I'd I hecollll 
too expensive to conrinue with 'business as IJsual' ill rhe most 
hazardom areas of Florida." 

NEW URBANISM PANACEA? 
-
DESPITE A MULTITUDE OF PROBLEMS associated with com­

pact developments, the idea of building full-blown communities 
in smaller spaces-even in the nation's number-one hurricane­

prone state-resonates with most of the writers in Planning for 
Paradise. 

In general, they say the concept, especially when married to 

efficient and attractive mass transit systems-the automobile clearly 
isn't a sacred cow in the movement's cosmology-represents the 
most sensible course for Florida's future. Regarded as the key 
element of what planners now call "smart growth," compact 

development, at least in theory, has powerful potential for doing 

much for the common good, such as protecting Florida's natural 

environment, conserving energy, even enhancing safety, livability 
and a sense ofcommunity. 

In the mid-1980s, the concept ofcompact urban development 

took physical form in Seaside, a small development nestled into a 
stretch ofGulfcoast sand dunes in the Panhandle's Walton County. 

The brainchild ofdeveloper Robert Davis, and architects Andres 
Duanyand Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, Seaside reintroduced the na­

tion to the historic, pre-World War II pattern of town-building. 

With services and recreation within walking or biking distance 

around a people- and pet-friendly setting, Seaside's design actually 

resurrected many of the planning principles John Nolen helped 

pioneer in Florida decades before. Evangelical in their mission to 
reform suburbia, in 1993 Seaside's architects drafted a Charter 
for New Urbanism that, in 

effect, nailed "99 theses" 


upon the door of the urban 
 (; choose not to. 
j "Two of the main planning profession. The 
~CL~ tenets of New Urban-New Urbanism movement 
t ism are more compact 

.,~ 
was born, and Seaside soon 

urban development;:: became the most studied 
a: I
w and getting people to-< town-planning project in a 
.... '" 
~ use alternative means generation.0 

0 of transportation oth­
;;
.,in 

z 
Even before the phe­

er than automobiles. nomenon had won fame, 
~ 

Both ofthese tenets go .... the philosophy behind New '" 
'< against consumer pref­Urbanism had caught on at @ 

erences," he said. "Asa: the highest levels of state 
Go'" 
a: people get wealthier,w 

planning. In 1990, the idea 
;.: 

they want more living a: was hailed by DCA Secre­0 
it:;; space, and they prefer .. tary Pelham as "a model 
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Il)i' ,111Cl\' ~lIT~l of urban design in 1~lorid;)." New Urb~lllislli SO()i1 

hec.lllie grafted into the flber of Horida's growth managclllcnt 

polily. 
Twenty years on, Florida has become the veritable incubator 

of New Urbanist projects tor the nation. The state is home to 

more communities and downtown revitalization projects based 

on New Urbanism principles than any other. In 1996, the Walt 
Disney Company rolled out a $2.5 billion, 5,OOO-acre town­

Celebration, ncar Orlando-that was touted as a New Urbanist 
utopia of sorts. Last year, a coalition of Orlando citizen groups 
and corporations launched "2050 Future Vision," an ambitious 

blueprint for Orlando's projected growth. The plan places a third 
of the city's future population into New Urbanist-style town 

centers and compact neighborhoods. 
But the movement has never been without its critics. Despite 

their optimistic buzz, New Urbanist projects have so far captured 

only a fraction ofthe national residential market. Developers have 

rarely opted for a New Urbanist plan when they had a choice, 
mainly because they tend to be more costly and take longer to 

build than the standard strip mall. 
Perhaps the biggest obstacle to growth plans based on New 

Urbanism is consumer choice, says Randall Holcombe, a Florida 

State professor ofeconomics. Holcombe wrote a chapter in Plan­
ning for Paradise that summarizes his analysis of counties' use of 

urban growth boundaries, politically drawn areas where develop­
ment is permitted. Such boundaries are planning tools ostensibly 

aimed at curbing some of the negative aspects of urban sprawl. 
An unavoidable side effect of boundaries is that they reduce the 

amount ofdevelopable land and thereby force prices up on what's 

left. Developers and buyers can escape such traps by running to 

suburbs and rural areas, which they eagerly do. Holcombe told 
Research in Review that even for people with the wherewithal to 

live in denser neighbor­

a>1&fi 1hoods, many simply 
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single family detached housing to apartment style· 


living, especially when they have families. New Ur-. 


banism (thus) has to be f()fced on people by land use 


planners who argue they know hetter what's good 

for us than we do." 


Holcombe said that New Urbanism also undermines· 


one ofthe chief original goals ofthe 1985 Growth Man _.. 


agement Act, namely affordable housing. In his critique, 


Pelham describes the "affordable housing provisions" 0 


the 1985 legislation as "probably the most neglected par 


of the growth management system." Wherever they'v 


been built, New Urbanist enclaves tend to be marked b 


exclusivity and escalating costs ofiiving, pushing housin 


costs beyond the reach of many. 

PARADISE POLITICS 
ALTHOUGH UNINTENTIONAL, the sub-title of the growth 

management study, Planningfor Paradise, strikes a nostalgic chord 

for the storied Florida of yesteryear, truly a land of Eden-like 

beauty, replete with promise. 

That was the dream; here's the reality-Floridians are get­

ting fed up with: • roadways that could pass for parking lots • 

nearly year-round water rationing. utility bills that rival monthly 

mortgage payments • over-crowded and dysfunctional schools 

• green areas being bulldozed for more malls and condos • 

mounting restrictions on recreational saltwater fishing and boat­

ing • insurance premiums that simply await the next, inevitable 

hurricane to go higher • property taxes completely out of sync 

with a collapsing real estate market yet to hit bottom • and, of 

late, a tanking state economy sure to make everything even worse. 

For this growing legion ofthe disenchanted, any lingering notion 

of Florida as "paradise" has left the building. 

In 2007, a new Mason-Dixon survey conducted by Leadership 

Florida, a group run by the state Chamber ofCommerce, showed 

just how real residents' disillusionment has become. Fully 43 

percent of 1,100 Floridians interviewed said that their quality of 

life had dropped in the past five years. Only 24 percent expected 

things to get better in the next five; 37 percent believe things are 

only going to get worse. 

But despite their glum outlook, 62 percent ofthe respondents 

said they would still reconunend Florida as a final destination for 

friends and relatives. The finding underscores what is the Florida 

phenomenon: In the minds of millions already here and those 

yet to come, a Florida address will always represent a personal 

stake in paradise, no matter how compromised America's Eden 

has become. 

Ifnothing else, Planningfor Paradise dispassionately reveals the 

intractable complexity of Florida's growth management dilemma 

and wisely proffers no easy remedies. There's consensus among 

contributors to the book on at least two things-Florida's decades­

old campaign to get a grip on growth management hasn't been a 

complete failure and deserves beefing up instead ofbeing abandoned; 

and any plan, no matter how improved, is doomed to fail without 

strong political will, a commodity few will argue has been lacking 

from the day the growth management act was signed into law. 

Casey Gluckman, an environmental attorney who also worked 

as a bureau chief for the state's Department of Environmental 

Protection back in the 1980s, witnessed the steady watering­

down of the law she helped write. In 1999, a reporter from the 

St. Petersbur,g Timesasked Gluckman ifthe law had been effective. 

"Has the Growth Management Act worked? No," she was quoted 

as saying. "Show me a mall that's been denied. Show me a big 

developer who has made major campaign contributions who has 

had his project denied. Show me a road extension through sensitive 

areas that's not been built. There are pitifully few examples." 

To the legion of fans of Florida-born novelist Carl Hiaasen, 

Gluckman's plaint is as familiar as traffic stalled on hot Orlando 

asphalt. Hiaasen, also a weekly columnist for the Miami Herald, 
has made a fortune offhis dark-edged fiction that draws its power 

from real-life accounts ofgreedy developers, demented hucksters 

and corrupt politicians running amok through what's left of 

Florida's natural landscape. 
In a 2006 interview for CBS's 60 Minutes, Hiaasen summed 

up his opinion on Florida growth management and politicians' 

role in that. "This is an economy that's based on growth-growth 

for the sake ofgrowth," he said. "The one word that no politician 
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will ever speak is 'enough. '" 

In a recent Herald column, he picked up on the same I heille 

"Politicians who resist calls for strict land-use reforms and (olllillllC 

to shill for special interests risk being dumped from office lw those 

they've ignored," he wrote. "Because growth is an exalted intll"'l!'\' o .... 
o unto itself .. .lawmakers have always focused on attracting hordo 

of new residents at all costs. The first casualty ofsuch a fasl hUlk 

mentality is the quality of life." 

;:: 

SATAN OR SAVIOR? 
POPULAR POLEMICS ASIDE, in Planningfor ParadiJt"\,.rdtd 
development, idealistic visions, and human nature also COlllr' 1<1 

light, but here there are no heroes or villains-just a sccnari, I 111.11 

obliges 18 million Floridians to reconcile a fast approachinglilllHc 

with their own sense of good and evil. 

When assessing growth management, the devil will alll.lVs 

be in the details and, given the nature of the beast that IS <11,\ 

planning, biblical references often spice appraisals of the pI'< Ik,~ 

sion. Such is the case for the book's closing chapter, "Thl" I'lRS 

Growth Management Act: Satan or Savior," written by Chal'lll. 

Connerly and Higgins. 

I 

The authors provide considerable evidence that Florida \ 

future isn't all bleak. For one thing-a big thing, in fact~FI(lrid;\ 

has preserved more natural lands than any other state in the p.ht 

two decades. On the theory that outright land purchases trUil1p 

even the best land-use regulations~subject to political V<l!;wks 

as these inevitably are-no harder line may ever be drawn ill tli" 

battle over Florida's growth than locking away land furever ti"( IIll 

I 
the clutches ofdevelopment. Ifnothing else, the anguish WfOli ghl 

by the flawed 1985 Growth Management Act, as FSU's 20'\'CJf 

,I'·,~,,~";"'·.'·"···,'·'·,·,J. 
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.'\ 

.III.,!' ',I', I"n'c.lls, rcsts this theory. 
\, shill I hrou~h with loopholes as tl1e now 23·vcar()ld ~J'( 1\\ III 

IILlll.ll'.'·III,·1l! hw is, Chapin believes it still forces 1ll1l11i,il"d of 

iiI 1.11, 1\ I "1t.I\'e their eyes on the horizon rather than OllilKil ()\\11 

hI I Ihis has produccd a number of ancillary benefils, 1101 tit c 

11,1'01 ," ",hidl is the law's success in getting profession;\1 pLlIHlin)!, 

I .1J,.lhtlilirs illstalled at the local level throughout Florida, lkl(}('c 

I'),'; C;. ' OIll" could count the number ofcounty planlling ollice, a I . 

11lI "I "ll olle hand. 'foday, most communities in the state III ai Iltai 11 

I\lghll Irained planning staffs armed with the know-how to deal 

rlk(ll\'(:l~· with isslIes that 20 years ago would have given county 

.11111 cill' commissions fits. Without the '85 legislation, that never 

\\ oltid have happcned. 
"The an of comprehensive planning has been advanced in 

1'1, .nd.l, and the state is seen as a model for comprehensive: plan 

dnclopmcnt in the United States," the writers assert. In the 

".II!-t,lIll, Florida has also become a nationally recognized leader 

111 tr.ll)~p()rtation planning, as well as in finding innovative, local 

!ll('.IIl~ of financing it. 
Furthermore, there's evidence that growth management laws 

\tlil enjoy plenty ofpopular support in Florida, even among devel­

"per', Most residents want to see the excesses of growth curbed 

hI hener laws, even if surveys show they are decidedly conflicted 

,.11 the Illatter-they want to see Florida's environment protected, 

IWI ;\l the same time they continue to sprawl onto quarter-acre 

J. fl\ ,HId consume land at what some analysts describe as "the most 

IlllsllSf.linable rate in the nation." 
Florida'$ epic struggle to deal with a human flood unmatched 

III {~S history should be seen as a work in progress, the writers 

t, lIth/llde, Given the number and enormity ofchallenges the state 

Lit ("\, giving up the struggle now makes no sense in the middk 

,,, whill they sec as an evolutionary process, The "final verdict" 

wI whether the struggle has produced any lasting benefits they 

\Int t', is still "decades in the making." 
So, whether Florida's growth policies are "Satan or savior" is 

.1 (,III fin tomorrow's Paradise-seekers to make-and to live with, 

Mt<;\I1Whilc, in many ways Florida remains John Nolen's "great 

1,l(loraWry of dty and town planning." It's much the: same old 

~,iIllI: ofIlllltehi ng humans to habitat. Only this time around, Flo­

ndtdll~ arc playing tClI' stakes far higher than Nolen-or anyone­

(uult! h;tve thought possible 80 years ago. IRinRI 

I PI It }i{'S NOTE: Contributing to this article was R. Bruce 

SI~~phl'IISOIl, associate professor and chair of the environmental 

"u;.Ik~ department at Rollins College in Wlllter Park. Ste:phenson 

!\<I~ I,'mlen extensively on city planning in general and in particular, 

F/P'h.l.1 '\ pioncer planner, John Nolen (1869-1937). 
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