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VANISHING OPEN SPACES IN FLORIDA 	
  
How an Exploding Population Continues Devouring Natural Habitat
and Farmland in the Sunshine State

Executive Summary	
  
The Florida of orchards, grasslands, marshes, pine scrub and open beaches continues to
disappear at a rapid rate under the bulldozer’s blade of constant new development. In the
2000-2010 decade -- despite a severe economic downturn near the end -- Florida’s 30
Urbanized Areas sprawled out and destroyed 1,220 additional square miles of surrounding
farmland and
natural habitat.
How much of
that was related
to consumption
and
development
patterns that
increased the
amount of
developed
Florida land per
average Florida Figure ES-1 Florida's iconic citrus groves are a less and less common
sight.
resident? And
how much of it was related to the increase in the number of Florida residents over that
decade? Answering that question was the primary goal of this report, as it has been the last
15 years in numerous other studies of national, regional, and state sprawl by the authors.
Key Findings: The chief finding of this study is that one factor -- population growth -- far
outweighed all consumption factors in Florida's losses of open space during the last decade.
Dozens of consumer, government and business choices, along with private lifestyle
preferences, contributed to Florida's loss of open space. But all of those factors combined
did not come close to the power of population growth in driving the state's sprawl,
government data reveal.
As elected officials persisted with policies that encourage or force population growth both
nationally and locally, nearly 3 million people were added to Florida from 2000 to 2010.
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The study determined that 96% of the elimination of surrounding farmland and natural
habitat over the decade was related to the extra demand that all the new residents put on
housing, shopping malls, streets, schools, government buildings, waste treatment systems,
parking lots, places of work and entertainment, and other facilities and infrastructure.
The factors causing an increase in per capita consumption of developed land (or declining
population density) were found to be related to just 4% of the open-space losses around
Urbanized Areas.
Thus, the study suggests, one of the costs of population growth in Florida's 30 Urbanized
Areas in the previous decade was about 1,171 square miles of Florida's nature and farmland
that no longer exist.
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Figure ES-2 Apportioning Factors in Sprawl by Florida’s 30 Urbanized Areas (20002010)

The methodology of this study is the "Holdren Method" developed by physicist John Holdren
to quantify the respective contributions of population and per capita consumption in total
change of any resource use. The data for our analysis came from two independent,
longitudinal datasets, delineations, and methodologies – from two distinct federal agencies
and research programs – the Census Bureau’s Urbanized Areas and the U.S. Department of
Agriculture's National Resources Inventory.
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Trends Voters Want Halted: The past decade adds to an unprecedented trend of Florida
destruction over more than a quarter of a century. In the 1982-2010 period measured by the
National Resources Inventory, 4,186 square miles of Florida’s natural and agricultural space
were converted into urban and suburban development, resorts, vacation homes, roads, and
rural commercial sites.
A scientific survey commissioned for this study found that, although most Floridians can’t
remember a time when nature wasn’t disappearing rapidly before their eyes, most reject this
as a trend that should continue.
Nearly half (47%) said the loss of open space over the last three decades had made Florida a
worse place to live. The other half seemed to value many of the things that development has
added to their lives. A quarter (26%) said that on balance all the development had made
Florida a better place to live. And the rest indicated that the benefits and losses from the
development had been about equal.
But looking to the
future, only 7% said
Florida needs any
more development.
While nearly half
(48%) of voters said
Florida has already
developed too much,
38% said the state has
developed as much as
it should.

Florida Poll
7%	
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The survey found no F ig ur e ES -3 R es po ns es to qu es tio n: “Has Florida
statistical difference
dev elo ped to o m uch, to o little o r a bo u t a s m uch as it
in answers on this
should? ” Source: February 2015 Florida Survey of 800 Likely Voters by
question among
Pulse Opinion Research
voters who have been
in Florida less than 10 years, those in the state between 10 and 30 years, and those residents
of more than 30 years. Regardless of when they arrived or were born in Florida, only about
one of every 14 voters thought Florida could use more development.
More specifically, the survey found large majorities of voters wanting to protect both
agricultural land and natural habitat from further development. As will be shown below,
most Florida voters want their leaders to take the actions that this study found are most
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necessary to protect those lands – actions
that would reduce future population growth
in Florida.
Figure ES-4 A satellite night photo captures
the lights of human development and a sense
of why most Floridians feel the human
footprint is becoming out of balance.

Table ES-1 shows that Florida's rate of
sprawl ranked sixth among all states both in
the past decade and since 1982. (In actual
acreage of habitat and farmland eliminated,
Florida ranked second in both periods.)
Table ES-1. Sprawl in top six states, ranked by percentage
Ranking (by
percentage)
2002-2010

Total Sprawl
(percentage),
2002-2010
Recent

State	
  

Total Sprawl
(percentage),
1982-2010
Overall	
  

Total Sprawl
Ranking by
Percentage,
1982-2010	
  

1

18.7%

.Nevada

134.3%

1

2

17.6%

.Utah

90.8%

7

3

17.4%

.Arizona

114.0%

2

4

15.6%

.Delaware

81.8%

12

5

13.0%

.Texas

69.1%

17

6

11.1%

Florida

94.9%

6

Florida Taming Per Capita Land Consumption: One piece of good news for the open
spaces of Florida is that in most cities, Floridians have gone on a bit of a diet when it comes
to how much land has been developed to meet all the transportation, housing, work,
commerce, recreation, utilities and cultural needs of the average resident.
In 22 of the 30 Urbanized Areas, per capita land consumption was reduced over the decade.
This increase in population density (another way of looking at lower per capita consumption)
can be the result of many factors, including "smart growth" policies by government and
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business encouraging denser development and “infill,” economic conditions and personal
preferences that cause people to live in smaller spaces or more persons per household, and
restrictions on suburban development.
The other, mostly larger, Urbanized Areas increased their per capita land consumption
enough to outweigh the reductions in the 22 "dieters." As a result, the per capita land
consumption in the combined Urbanized Areas grew by 2% over the decade. The biggest per
capita appetite for more developed land was the Palm Coast-Daytona Beach-Port Orange
Urbanized Area. Over the decade, per capita land consumption grew by 16% to 0.33 acre per
resident. The per capita land appetite grew by 7% for both Jacksonville (to 0.32 acre) and
Cape Coral (to 0.40 acre). Sarasota-Bradenton was the only other Urbanized Area with
significant per capita growth (5% to 0.33 acre).
The average resident of Florida's 30 Urbanized Areas had 0.27 acre of developed land,
compared to 0.22 acre for the average resident of the nation's 100 largest Urbanized Areas.
The 2% overall growth in Florida's per capita land consumption in the most recent decade
was a reduction from growth in past decades and less than half the 5% per capita appetite
growth rate for the largest 100 Urbanized Areas in the nation. (The percentages
highlighted in green in Table ES-2, indicate Urbanized Areas that enjoyed reductions in
per capita land consumption.)
Table ES-2. Per capita land consumption in Florida’s Urbanized Areas – 2000 and 2010	
  

Fraction of Acre
per Resident –
2000

Fraction of Acre
per Resident 2010	
  

% Change in Per
Capita Land
Consumption,
2000-2010	
  

Bonita Springs

0.435

0.386

(-11%)

Cape Coral

0.372

0.399

7%

Deltona

0.388

0.339

(-13%)

Fort Walton Beach--Navarre-Wright

0.405

0.402

(-1%)

Gainesville

0.311

0.297

(-5%)

Homosassa Springs--Beverly
Hills--Citrus Springs

N/A

0.715

N/A

Jacksonville

0.298

0.319

7%

Kissimmee

0.359

0.323

(-10%)

Urbanized Area	
  

March 2015

6

NumbersUSA

Vanishing Open Spaces in Florida

Fraction of Acre
per Resident –
2000

Fraction of Acre
per Resident 2010	
  

% Change in Per
Capita Land
Consumption,
2000-2010	
  

Lady Lake--The Villages

0.631

0.403

(-36%)

Lakeland

0.387

0.356

(-8%)

Leesburg--Eustis--Tavares

0.466

0.460

(-1%)

0.145

0.144

(-1%)

North Port—Port Charlotte

0.467

0.449

(-4%)

Ocala

0.534

0.457

(-14%)

Orlando

0.251

0.253

1%

Palm Bay--Melbourne

0.358

0.328

(-8%)

Palm Coast--Daytona Beach-Port Orange

0.285

0.329

16%

Panama City

0.491

0.411

(-16%)

Pensacola

0.434

0.438

1%

Port St. Lucie

0.400

0.354

(-11%)

Sarasota--Bradenton

0.310

0.325

5%

Sebastian--Vero Beach South-Florida Ridge

0.431

0.414

(-4%)

Sebring--Avon Park

0.488

0.479

(-2%)

Spring Hill

0.524

0.496

(-5%)

St. Augustine

0.414

0.398

(-4%)

Tallahassee

0.357

0.337

(-6%)

Tampa--St. Petersburg

0.249

0.251

1%

Titusville

0.381

0.354

(-7%)

Winter Haven

0.433

0.427

(-1%)

Zephyrhills

0.489

0.418

(-15%)

Weighted Average (Mean)

0.262

0.266

2%

Urbanized Area	
  

Miami (including Ft.

Lauderdale, etc.)
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The greatly reduced growth in per capita land consumption during the last decade was the
primary reason for a smaller level of overall open-space destruction than in the 1990s. But
the somewhat slower rate of clearing, scraping and paving is hardly sustainable at 1,220
square miles per decade.
Florida agriculture -- a disappearing security and tradition: The area of cropland in
Florida decreased by 23 percent from 1982 to 2010, the area of pastureland by 15 percent, of
rangeland by 39 percent, and of total rural lands by 10 percent. These trends do not bode well
for the new century.
For some Floridians, these
agricultural lands are worth
preserving for no other
reason than that they are
part of the state's deep
history and traditions.
They brag that America's
cattle ranching began in
Florida with the "cow
hunters" and their
"cracker" horses and cows
more than 400 years ago.
Of course, these rangelands
themselves represent a
rolling back of the natural habitat that the
Spanish explorers found before they
introduced livestock. But for generations
now, the livestock and the citrus orchards
have been not just a museum piece of
Florida's past but an important part of the
country's food supply.
As higher and higher percentages of
Floridians live in large metropolitan areas,
one might wonder if a lack of connection
to the state’s rural traditions would result in
less interest in even having a strong
agricultural presence. But the survey of
Florida voters found that only 8% say it is
"okay to leave food production to other
states and countries." Instead, 87% say "it is
March 2015

Figures ES-5&6 Rangeland loss threatens
Florida’s unique “cracker” horses and cows
that have descended through “natural
selection” to Florida’s environment from
livestock established by the Spanish more than
400 years ago. (photos by Dave Feeler)
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important to keep Florida farmland in agricultural use."
Other states aren't doing their part, either, in maintaining food sufficiency. Government data
show that the country now has about one-third less cropland for each American than it did 30
years ago. Similar to findings of nationwide polls, nearly all Floridians believe it is very
important (72%) or somewhat important (20%) "to protect U.S. farmland from development
so the United States is able to produce enough food to completely feed its own population in
the future."
Support for protecting Florida’s agricultural land is just as strong among residents arriving in
the last 10 years as among those who have lived in the state more than 30 years, the survey
found.
But those near-universal opinions are not stopping the farmland destruction. Today, tourists
at the Bok Tower Gardens atop Iron Mountain (one of Florida’s highest points at 295 feet)
can still look in one direction at Florida's past – seemingly unending orange groves and
pastureland. But in the other direction into the horizon are thousands upon tens of thousands
of acres that are succumbing to the voracious appetite of the populations moving into the
Orlando/Disney/Kissimmee megalopolis that is devouring central Florida.
	
  

The survey of voters suggests that
most Floridians feel that
agricultural land should not be
sacrificed to accommodate
additional residents. Asked to
choose between two values, 71%
said "it is unethical to pave over
and build on good farmland," while
14% chose the other option that
"the need for more housing is a
legitimate reason to pave over
farmland."
But until voters insist on different
Figure ES-7 A view of Florida’s agricultural past still is
behavior from their elected
possible from one side of the Bok Tower Gardens atop
officials, the often-well-drained
Iron Mountain.
and flat farmland is prime target
for developers to use to
accommodate the growing populations that the elected officials are encouraging.
A particularly troubling example is the citrus groves that are one of the most iconic symbols
of the state. Population growth alone is not the cause of their decline over the last decade
that included a string of destructive hurricanes and intense battles with diseases. But nobody
disputes that sprawling urbanization is one of the three horsemen of the recent citrus
apocalypse.
March 2015
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Government data show that Florida began the decade with 756,000 acres of citrus groves but
ended with only 517,100 acres. While the acreage previously had its ups and downs, every
year of the most recent decade saw fewer acres than the year before during a 32%
disappearance of citrus acreage.
Responsibility to Rest of World to Save the State's Original Natural Inhabitants:
Sprawl in the United States is more than a domestic issue. It also has global implications.
The relentless and accelerating disappearance of natural habitats dominated by communities
of wild plants and animals, replaced by biologically impoverished artificial habitats
dominated by human structures and communities, contributes cumulatively to what may
become a “state shift” or “tipping point” in Earth’s biosphere. This would be an
uncontrollable, rapid transition to a less desirable condition in which the biosphere’s ability
to sustain us and other species would be severely compromised. A 2012 paper in the
prestigious British scientific journal Nature reviews the evidence that: “…such planetary
scale critical transitions have occurred previously in the biosphere, albeit rarely, and that
humans are now forcing another such transition, with the potential to transform Earth rapidly
and irreversibly into a state unknown in human experience.”
The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission lists 133 species of animals in the
state as threatened or endangered. Habitat loss is the main threat to these organisms. When
wildlife habitat is fragmented or destroyed, wild animals and plants have been robbed of their
homes and sources of food and/or water. Wildlife populations will invariably and inevitably
decline, sometimes to the point of endangerment, extirpation (localized extinction) or
extinction in the wild altogether.
Much of this is happening in non-coastal Florida, which author Michael Grunwald (The
Swamp: The Everglades, Florida and the Politics of Paradise) acknowledges doesn't have
the visual power of many other of North America's natural marvels. Much of his description
of the Everglades describes the rest of interior Florida, as well:
" It’s not a breathtaking geological marvel like Yosemite; it’s mostly a flat, muddy
expanse of shallow water and razor-edged sawgrass, in uncomfortable proximity to the
sprawling civilization that is modern South Florida. But the Everglades is one of
America’s most important ecological jewels, providing kitchens and nurseries for flora
and fauna found nowhere else on Earth. It’s become a motherhood-and-apple-pie issue
in the post-Earth Day era, forcing politicians of all stripes to pledge to save it and revive
it."
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For many species and eco-systems, their ability to thrive or even survive may depend on
whether the human beings who live in their midst decide to bear the responsibility for saving
them for the rest of the world. If Floridians don't, who will?
Polling finds Floridians inclined to understand this. Asked from an environmental standpoint
how important it is to save Florida's "marshes, grasslands, pine scrub and dunes," 70% of
voters said it is "very important," and another 22% said "somewhat important." Only 6%
said saving these natural areas from development is "not very important" or "not important at
all."
It is heartening to see that kind of public inclination despite the likelihood that only a small
percentage of Floridians are fully aware of just how precarious the future is for many of their
fellow non-human inhabitants of the state.
On a weekend just prior to release of this study, youngsters heard Leslie – a guide on a
Forever Florida eco-tour vehicle – describe panther tracks she sees on the conservancy
property. Each male panther requires
200 square miles of un-fragmented,
contiguous territory, she explains -something harder and harder to find as
development spreads its tentacles
throughout the state. A little further,
she pulls the vehicle alongside the
burrow of a gopher tortoise. “Pay
special attention to that hole,” Leslie
says as she rhapsodizes on the tortoise
as a "keystone species" upon which as
many as 350 to 400 species depend for
their own well-being. These species
rely on the burrows for resting,
reproducing, protection from
temperatures and especially for
ducking under the regular fires that are
essential to their eco-systems. But a
Figure ES-8 Proliferating roads and heavier traffic are
string of threats, particularly
one of the threats facing the gopher tortoise (Credit:
"Gopher Tortoise Crossing - Road Sign" by Jean-Lou Justine - Own work.
development that is fragmenting its
Licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons)
habitat, has made it more and more
difficult for the gopher tortoise to reproduce, let alone to thrive. Gopher tortoises are now a
state-protected Species of Special Concern.
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According to the World Wildlife Fund, habitat loss poses the greatest threat to endangered
species. The United States is home to over 1,000 endangered or threatened animal and plant
species that are seriously harmed by ever-encroaching development.
Leslie's examples of the panther and the gopher tortoise pointed to two aspects of habitat -nature's need for both un-fragmented territory and for periodic fire -- that relate to major
adverse effects of encroaching development that extend beyond the zone of impervious
surfaces, pavement, and rooftops. The fact is that development disturbs natural habitat even
without destroying or altering it directly with bulldozers and construction. Development can
cause habitat fragmentation, breaking up large, intact areas of natural habitat into smaller
strips, shreds, and fragments. In such cases, these smaller disparate, disconnected habitat bits
and pieces may be too small to support viable populations of various wild flora and fauna,
which are prevented from interacting and breeding due to development barriers like
buildings, walls, fences, and streets. Fragmentation is accompanied with biodiversity
impoverishment and species loss, of both wild plants and animals.
And then there is the problem of what happens to wildland fire management when even a
small residential or commercial development reaches into a natural area. Every human
development expects protection from fire and tends to object to any idea of actually starting a
fire or allowing one to spread. But many of the natural habitats in Florida into which
developments move evolved with periodic or frequent lightning-caused wildfires and have
become dependent on them to rejuvenate soils and maintain ecosystem health. Habitats such
as pine savanna need fires on a fairly rapid rotation (1 to 3 years); without it, fire-intolerant
plants tend to take over from fire-adapted plants. Nearby residents of the public lands, parks
and wildlife refuges that use prescribed (deliberately set) fire as a habitat management tool
complain about smoke and worry about prescribed fires escaping into their neighborhoods,
which makes fire managers' job tense and difficult. The windows of opportunity to set
manageable fires that can achieve habitat objectives get smaller and smaller as development
encroaches closer and closer.
Sources of Human Population Growth As Nature's Populations Decline: What can be
the future of species that depend on un-fragmented habitat if Florida continues to add nearly
300,000 new residents a year (3 million a decade)? Table ES-3 shows the change in
population of each of the 30 Florida Urbanized Areas the past decade.
Table ES-3 Population growth in Florida’s Urbanized Areas – 2000 to 2010
Urbanized Area	
  

Population in 2000	
  

Population in 2010

% growth

Bonita Springs

221,251

310,298	
  

40%

Cape Coral

329,757

530,290	
  

61%

Deltona

147,713

182,169

23%

Fort Walton Beach--Navarre-Wright

152,741

191,917

26%
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Population in 2000	
  

Population in 2010

% growth

159,508

187,781

18%

N/A

80,962

N/A

Jacksonville

882,295

1,065,219

21%

Kissimmee

186,667

314,071

68%

Lady Lake--The Villages

50,721

112,991

123%

Lakeland

199,487

262,596

32%

Leesburg--Eustis--Tavares

97,497

131,337

35%

5,502,379

12%

Gainesville
Homosassa Springs--Beverly
Hills--Citrus Springs

Miami (including Ft.

Lauderdale, etc.)

4,919,036

North Port—Port Charlotte

122,421

169,541

38%

Ocala

106,542

156,909

47%

1,157,431

1,510,516

31%

Palm Bay--Melbourne

393,289

452,791

15%

Palm Coast--Daytona Beach-Port Orange

255,353

349,064

37%

Panama City

132,419

143,280

8%

Pensacola

323,783

340,067

5%

Port St. Lucie

270,774

376,047

39%

Sarasota--Bradenton

559,229

643,260

15%

Sebastian--Vero Beach South-Florida Ridge

120,962

149,422

24%

Sebring--Avon Park

45,123

61,625

37%

Spring Hill

102,193

148,220

45%

St. Augustine

53,519

69,173

29%

Tallahassee

204,260

240,223

18%

2,062,339

2,441,770

18%

52,922

54,386

3%

Orlando

Tampa--St. Petersburg
Titusville
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Population in 2000	
  

Population in 2010

% growth

Winter Haven

153,924

201,289

31%

Zephyrhills

53,979

66,609

23%

13,517,135

16,365,2401

21%

All Florida UAs
1

Not including 2010 population of Homosassa Springs--Beverly Hills--Citrus Springs

	
  

Florida's total population rose from 15,982,349 in the year 2000 to 18,801,310 in 2010. The
latter included about two and a half million Florida residents who live in small cities, towns
and rural areas outside the 30 Urbanized Areas.
This addition of 2.82 million residents was the 3rd largest of any state during the decade. As
in most states, the population growth was the result of many factors, including births to U.S.
natives in the state, and people moving into Florida from other states.
But most of the state's population growth was the result of federal immigration policies,
according to federal data. New immigrants and births to immigrants during the decade
totaled about 1.9 million, equal to two-thirds (67%) of Florida's total population growth.
NUMBERS THAT DROVE
FLORIDA SPRAWL (2000-10)
2.8 million – Total population growth
1.3 million – New immigrants
0.6 million – New births to immigrants
1.9 million – Pop. growth due to immigration

In 2010, the total population of
immigrants living in Florida included
1.29 million who entered the United
States in 2000 or later. Federal data
also show that 611,000 children living
in Florida in 2010 had an immigrant
mother and were born in 2000 or
later.	
  	
  	
  

Our earlier studies reported our findings on ways in which an Urbanized Area's population
growth from immigrants would have either a greater or lesser effect on sprawl than a net
population growth of the same size from U.S.-born residents. We could find no precise
method of quantification but concluded that the various factors largely balanced each other.
The majority of immigrants now live in suburbs where the sprawl occurs. And the adult
children of immigrants were found to be just as likely to shun living in high-density core
cities as the adult children of natives. In fact, the lower incomes of immigrants were causing
immigrants to move to the edges of cities and even to rural settlements beyond the cities to
find cheaper housing.
Nonetheless, it is important to emphasize that the sprawl that occurs because of high
immigration levels has nothing to do with the quality of immigrants as people or individuals
but everything to do with the quantity of population growth that occurs because of
immigration.
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Solutions: This report makes clear that the level of destruction of natural habitat and
farmland over the last decade was not inevitable. Rather, it was the result of choices –
primarily choices made by local, state and federal government officials. Those officials can
make different choices for the future if they want to stop the future destruction of a thousand
square miles of Florida open space each decade.
First, local policy makers who truly are trying to curb sprawl in Florida cities have a number
of policy actions to pursue. This report discusses ways that local officials can slow local
population growth through such means as stopping subsidies and tax breaks to attract new
residents, investment and development, and by requiring developers to pay the full costs of
the population growth they attract.
Although a few small and medium-size cities across the nation have made such decisions to
suppress their own population growth, the desire to be bigger and bigger is the most common
aspiration of politicians in every municipality and county, no matter how small or large. Most
of them see population growth as an indicator of the vibrancy and vitality of their respective
communities. However, there is little evidence to suggest that unfettered population growth is
any of those things.
Well-known sprawl critic and urban planner Eben Fodor, author of the seminal book Better
Not Bigger, challenged this very notion in his 2010 study “Relationship between Growth and
Prosperity in 100 Largest U.S. Metropolitan Areas.” Fodor’s study found that rapidly
expanding metropolitan areas did not hold up well in terms of standard economic indicators
such as unemployment, per capita income, and poverty rates in comparison with slower
growing metropolitan areas. His findings suggest that local governments that restrain their
population growth not only will make life a lot easier for the plants and animals in the
surrounding open spaces but also for the human beings already living in their urban areas.
This report also cites some of the measures that local officials can implement to try to stop
the growth in per capita land consumption that leads to destruction of farmland and natural
habitat. Smart Growth efforts with zoning, gasoline prices and road building, for example,
help discourage residents and businesses from locating outside the current urban boundaries
and help funnel new residents into the already-developed areas.
“Infill” is one of the most promising ways to mitigate sprawl from new residents, at least for
awhile. The idea is to channel new housing and other structures onto vacant land that exists
inside areas where the natural habitat and farmland have already been largely eliminated.
A drive through the planned community of Poinciana today illustrates the infill potential.
With reports of the impending building of Disney World, developers in the 1960s and 1970s
laid out a planned city over 47,000 acres of nearby rangeland and natural habitat. The 10
villages of Poinciana now have more than 70,000 residents who are largely first and secondgeneration residents of the United States. But the planners laid out streets and lots that were
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to handle a population of 225,000. Vacant lots abound between long-established homes.
Certain kinds of wildlife can make their own homes easily inside the dense vegetation on
many vacant lots, although the fragmentation has destroyed any semblance of a real ecosystem or natural habitat inside the urban boundary. None of the land inside that boundary is
considered non-developed by government surveys.
Theoretically, the next
100,000 new residents of
Florida could build and
move into homes on the
vacant lots of Poinciana
without requiring the
destruction of any more
farm land or natural habitat.
This possibility of largescale infill exists in underutilized developments
throughout Florida.

Figure ES-9 Florida developments are full of vacant lots like these
two in a well-established Poinciana neighborhood.

Aggressive use of infill in
the short-term could greatly
reduce the pace of open-space destruction while the nation moves toward a stabilized
population that a few decades from now would no longer be a driver of sprawl.
But if the federal government persists in forcing population growth through an historically
high immigration program, all efforts at infill will only help until current vacant lots are
filled. And then the rate of sprawl would explode back to a level like that Florida has endured
in recent decades.
Fertility of U.S.-born women has not been a contributor to long-term population growth since
1972 when the average births per woman fell below 2.1. The sole source of long-term
population growth in the United States is federal immigration policies that both invite legal
immigrants and allow illegal immigrants to settle at a rate four times higher than replacement
level (when in-migration equals out-migration).
Any serious efforts to halt the loss of farmlands and wildlife habitats must include reducing
the volume of U.S. population growth. And a presidential commission on sustainability
concluded that the U.S. population cannot be stabilized without deep reductions in annual
legal immigration and more effective control of illegal immigration.
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Nearly all long-term population growth in the United States is in the hands of federal policy
makers, because nearly all long-term population growth is related to federal immigration
policies that have increased the annual settlement of immigrants from one-quarter million in
the 1950s and1960s to more than a full million per year since 1990. Until the numerical level
of national immigration is addressed, even the best local plans and political commitment will
be unable to stop sprawl because nearly all those additional people will settle in some
community.
The results of the federal population-growth policies are clearly seen in Florida. The Census
Bureau reported on December 23, 2014 that between July 1, 2013 and July 1, 2014, Florida
added an average of 803 new residents each day. The state’s population grew by 293,000
over this one-year period, reaching 19.9 million.
Studying this kind of population growth and its effect on the natural habitats of this country
led the Population and Consumption Task Force of President Clinton’s Council on
Sustainable Development to conclude in 1996: 	
  
	
  

“This is a sensitive issue, but reducing immigration levels is a necessary part of
population stabilization and the drive toward sustainability.”
Florida’s voters apparently agree. Two-thirds (64%) told pollsters this year that the federal
government should “reduce annual immigration to slow Florida’s population growth.” Only
3% said the government should increase immigration and population growth.
Told that the government currently allows one million legal immigrants a year, only 16% of
voters said that level should continue. Nearly two-thirds (63%) said immigration should be
cut at least in half. And 45% said cut annual immigration at least to 100,000, while more
than half of those said they preferred immigration be cut to zero.
By a 5-1 margin, Florida voters said they were less likely to vote for a candidate supporting
higher immigration than they were more likely. Nonetheless, most of Florida’s U.S.
Representatives and Senators have a record of voting to maintain the current high levels of
immigration and population growth, and half of them are on record urging an increase in
those levels.
The sprawl pressures of population growth are similar regardless of where the new residents
originate – from another state or another continent. But very few Urbanized Areas are likely
to be able to subdue population growth and sprawl if the federal government continues
policies that add around 20 million people to the nation each decade (through immigration
and births to immigrants), all of whom have to settle in some locality.
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Table 10. Sources of sprawl in Florida’s Urbanized Areas, 2000-2010
	
  
Urbanized Area	
  

Bonita Springs
Cape Coral

% of Total
Total Sprawl
2000 to 2010 Sprawl Related
(square miles) to Growth in
POPULATION
GROWTH	
  
100%
36.8
	
  
87%
138.5

% of Total Sprawl
Related to GROWTH IN
PER CAPITA	
  
LAND CONSUMPTION	
  
	
  
0%
13%

100%

0%

100%

0%

9.6

100%

0%

NA*

NA*

NA*

Jacksonville

119.8

74%

26%

Kissimmee

53.5

100%

0%

Lady Lake--The Villages

21.1

100%

0%

Lakeland

25.4

100%

0%

Leesburg--Eustis--Tavares

23.4

100%

0%

100%

0%

Deltona
Fort Walton Beach--Navarre—
Wright
Gainesville
Homosassa Springs--Beverly
Hills--Citrus Springs

Miami (including Ft.
Lauderdale, etc.)

6.9
24.0

122.5

North Port—Port Charlotte

29.6

100%

0%

Ocala

23.1

100%

0%

144.5

96%

4%

Palm Bay--Melbourne

12.2

100%

0%

Palm Coast--Daytona Beach-Port Orange

65.8

68%

32%

Panama City

NA**

NA**

NA**

Orlando
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Urbanized Area	
  

Pensacola
Port St. Lucie

Vanishing Open Spaces in Florida

% of Total
Total Sprawl
2000 to 2010 Sprawl Related
(square miles) to Growth in
POPULATION
GROWTH	
  
84%
13.3
	
  
100%
39.1

% of Total Sprawl
Related to GROWTH IN
PER CAPITA	
  
LAND CONSUMPTION	
  
	
  
16%
0%

74%

26%

100%

0%

11.7

100%

0%

31.3

100%

0%

8.4

100%

0%

12.6

100%

0%

Tampa--St. Petersburg

154.7

96%

4%

Titusville

NA**

NA**

NA**

Winter Haven

30.2

100%

0%

2.3

100%

0%

1,220.5

96%

4%

Sarasota--Bradenton

56.3

Sebastian--Vero Beach South—
Florida Ridge

15.2

Sebring--Avon Park
Spring Hill
St. Augustine
Tallahassee

Zephyrhills
All Florida Urbanized Areas

*Homosassa Springs--Beverly Hills--Citrus Springs only became a designated Urbanized
Area in 2010 so sprawl from 2000 to 2010 could not be measured.
**Census Bureau Urbanized Area data for Panama City and Titusville show smaller areas
in 2010 than 2000 as a result of changes in UA delineation criteria; this anomaly also
occurs with a small fraction of other cities around the country and prevents sprawl
measurement and causal factor apportionment; see Appendix D.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau data	
  

Given this apportionment or breakdown, opponents of sprawl in Florida should know that
nearly their entire problem has been the inability to stabilize Florida’s population. In
contrast, a very small part of the problem has been the inability to stabilize per capita land
use within urban development in the state. Overall, 96 percent of the sprawl in Florida from
2000 to 2010 was related to population growth and eight percent to increasing per capita land
consumption (declining population density).
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Psychological Benefits of Open Space
Open space, parks, green spaces, natural areas – including wetlands, riparian corridors,
farmland, beaches, rivers, lakes, the ocean, fields and forests – provide demonstrable mental
and physical health benefits.
They have proven to be preventative measures that can actually lower health care costs and
reduce the need for health interventions. Exploring or even just gazing upon natural areas –
such as a forest-covered mountain range next to a city – gives human beings a sense of
perspective, continuity in a changing world, spiritual renewal, well-being, and a feeling of
harmony with the world around us. The presence of open space within and adjacent to our
urban areas – and the assurance that this open space will outlast us – serves to counterbalance
the stress and strain of modern life.
Natural settings have “existence value,” that is, there is value to knowing that they are simply
there and to the very idea that we could get away into them, if we so chose.
Contact with nature and open space provides both physiological and psychological benefits.
Research on the physiological benefits of open space has centered on how direct or vicarious
experience with vegetated and/or natural landscapes reduces stress, and anxiety. A series of
studies spanning nearly 20 years in the seventies indicated lower levels of fear and sadness.
In studies of hospital patients, recovery was faster, there were fewer negative evaluations in
patient reports, and there was less use of analgesic drugs among post-surgery patients with
views of exterior greenery than among control group patients with views of buildings.
In other research, breast cancer survivors who engaged in personally enjoyable and nature
related "restorative activities" showed dramatic effects on their cognitive process and quality
of life. This research underscored the difference between nature as an amenity and as a
human need. As one reviewer of the study observed:
“People often say that they like nature; yet they often fail to recognize that they need
it...Nature is not merely 'nice.' It is not just a matter of improving one's mood, rather it
is a vital ingredient in healthy human functioning."
There is an important distinction between nature as amenity and nature as need. As one book
affirms:
“Viewed as an amenity, nature may be readily replaced by some greater technological
achievement. Viewed as an essential bond between human and other living things, the
natural environment has no substitutes.”
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(Photo by Dave Feeler)
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