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Sarasota County is seen as one of the leading counties in Florida for action on
sustainability. In 2002, Sarasota County formalized its commitment to enhancing current quality
of life without compromising the quality of life for future generations by establishing the Office of
Sustainability. Since then, resource conservation programs and sustainability policies have raised
awareness and led to concrete actions to improve the environmental, economic and social conditions
locally. In 2008, the Florida Green Building Coalition certified Sarasota County as a Green Local
Government at the Gold Level, with the highest number of points awarded to any local government
at the time. Recertified by the coalition in 2015, Sarasota County is now the highest scoring county
government in the state. Sustainability is an essential component of Sarasota County’s identity
and economy.
The 10th Annual Sustainable Communities Workshop “Learning from Our Past, Charting Our
Future,” on Dec. 3, 2015, marks an important
milestone, when Sarasota County and the community can reflect on the past 10 years of sustainability accomplishments and envision future
goals. Leading up to this workshop, from April
2015 through December 2015, Sarasota County
held a series of “Sustainable Communities Conversations” workshops on key sustainability
topics, including Natural Environment, Water,
Energy, Built Environment, Sustainable Economy
and Food. These workshops allowed partners and
the community to complete a SWOT (Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis
for each topic and provide input and
recommendations.

This assessment report summarizes each sustainability topic by providing background data,
accomplishments over the last 10 years, and
results of the community conversations. The
community input reported here reflects the
brainstorming and priorities of participants in the
events and surveys, and may not represent Sarasota County opinion. This report will be presented
at the Sustainable Communities Workshop, where
participants will build on the assessment to
identify priorities and strategies for sustainability
improvements in the next 10 years. Additional
community conversations, planning and action
goals will follow the workshop.
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TOPIC AREA:
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
I. Background Data
Sarasota County residents have a history of strong support for land
conservation, voting in 1999 and 2005 to tax themselves to acquire
environmental lands, and for parkland acquisition in 2005. As of November 2015,
there were approximately 113,000 acres of conservation lands in Sarasota County. This includes,
but is not limited to, lands purchased and owned by Sarasota County through the Environmentally
Sensitive Lands Protection Program (ESLPP), lands protected by conservation easements, and
lands such as natural area parks, reserves or preserves not acquired through ESLPP. Notably, the
state of Florida owns approximately one-third (36%) of these conservation lands1.
More than half of local residents live within a
mile of a park entrance. Sarasota County government has initiated a Parks, Preserves and
Recreation Master Planning process, which
will have critical connections to the comprehensive plan update and impact the future
of Sarasota County public lands. Challenges
remain, however, with the Florida scrub jay,
gopher tortoise and other species of concern
struggling to maintain their populations in the
face of dwindling and lower-quality habitat.

II. Workshop Presentations
The Natural Environment workshop was
held on April 8, 2015, in partnership with the
Science and Environment Council of Southwest Florida (SEC). Thirty-seven individuals
from 30 organizations participated in an
exercise to identify local issues related to conservation and restoration of native habitats in
Sarasota County. Three expert speakers presented data and background information on
the status of native habitats and principles for
conservation, Sarasota Bay coastal habitats,
and conservation planning. A brainstorming
activity and discussion followed the presenta-

tions to prioritize natural environment needs
in the local community.

A. Status of Native Habitats and
Principles for Conservation
Jono Miller, Environmental Studies
Professor, New College of Florida
At the workshop, Jono Miller discussed results
from Sarasota County’s Environmental Policy
Task Force (EPTF), which met approximately
30 times from June 2009 to July 2012. The task
force evaluated the land development regulations and environmental policy sections of the
Sarasota County Comprehensive Plan, in light
of a county-wide native habitat analysis and
risk assessment2. The task force then translated those findings into policy updates and
amendments that could be recommended to
the County Commission during the comprehensive plan update process3. The group analyzed 17 native habitat types to characterize
environmental values and functions, habitat
abundance and rarity, recent habitat loss and
pressures, risk of future loss, and habitat under
protection. They used these results to identify
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the greatest threats, and to develop recommendations for protection.
The following graphs and tables show data
evaluated by the EPTF and presented at
the workshop. Figure 1 shows total acres for
various habitats in Sarasota County, as of
2007. Figure 2 displays the percentage of
total habitat acres under protection (parks
and natural areas in public ownership in
20114). According to the report, some habitats
are well protected while others need better
strategies. Habitats faring well are freshwater wetlands, dry prairies, pine flatwoods, and
seagrass. Habitats facing the greatest threats
are coastal hammock, scrubby flatwoods,
beaches and dune systems4.

The task force also offered
conclusions:

FIGURE 1: Habitat acres for various
ecosystems in Sarasota County4

• O
 verall, the county has done a good job
protecting native habitats.
• Despite significant acreage loss for
some habitats (e.g., pine flatwoods), these
habitats still may be abundant and have
high percentages in public ownership.
• Less abundant habitats that experienced
the greatest percentage loss (e.g., coastal
hammock and scrubby flatwoods) are
under the greatest pressure.
• While dune systems and beach coverage
have increased, these habitats have low
public ownership percentages and face
significant threats.
• Policy must also consider qualitative
impacts, such as mangrove trimming.
• Different risks and pressures act on
different geographic areas, such as west
of coastal highways or areas east of the
Urban Service Boundary.
• The social value of habitat areas varies
based on geography.
• Development hinges on the inherent
difficulty of prioritizing multiple
desired outcomes.
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FIGURE 2: Habitat total acres protected4

B. Sarasota Bay Coastal and
Submerged Habitats
Jay Leverone, Staff Scientist,
Sarasota Bay Estuary Program
Dr. Jay Leverone discussed the habitat status and
restoration activities for seagrass management
and monitoring, mangroves and marshes, oyster
reefs, and coastal habitat restoration projects. He

also presented information on Sarasota Bay Estuary
Program’s tidal creek assessment project and 5-year
habitat restoration plan.

SEAGRASS
Seagrass is a valuable ecological habitat, serving
as a nursery to provide food and shelter for fish
and invertebrates, and as a highly productive ecosystem supporting commercial and recreational
fishing. Seagrass total acreage has increased in
Sarasota Bay which indicates that water quality has
improved. Figure 3 illustrates seagrass coverage
increases in Sarasota Bay from 1950 to 2012.

sota County initiated a project to map different
types of Eastern oyster (Crassostrea virginica)
habitat in county bays and creeks. The Sarasota
County Water Atlas has an interactive oyster
habitat map (http://maps.wateratlas.usf.edu/
SarasotaOysters/) that shows types of oyster
habitats and sampling locations. The project was
completed in 2013, and data collected will serve
as a baseline to denote trends as watersheds
are altered through development or restoration
processes. The data may also aid in the identification of restoration sites; future oyster reef
restoration projects may be the key to the longterm survival of oysters in the region6.

RESTORATION

FIGURE 3: Total Seagrass Acreage in Sarasota Bay5

OYSTERS
Oyster reefs provide habitat for estuarine-dependent
fish and organisms. Oysters are a keystone species,
vital to sustaining the structure of an ecological
community. They also boost water quality by filtering large volumes of water, up to 60 gallons of
water per adult oyster per day6. Oyster habitats help
stabilize shorelines and reduce erosion by breaking
waves and wakes before they can reach the shore5.
Oysters are vulnerable to environmental changes
and must be protected to be a sustainable ecosystem, and oyster reefs are one of the most imperiled
marine habitats on earth6.
Because of their valuable attributes and the need for
a comprehensive data set of oyster habitat, Sara-

There are ongoing efforts in Sarasota County
to protect natural lands and restore freshwater
and saltwater wetlands. Sarasota Bay Estuary
Program (SBEP) has set an annual goal of restoring 18 acres of intertidal wetlands and 11 acres of
non-forested freshwater wetlands in the Sarasota Bay watershed5. SBEP developed a wetland
restoration plan to identify, prioritize, and implement restoration projects on a five-year cycle.
The restoration projects are prioritized based on
critical habitat restoration and/or creation, water
quality or quantity improvements, and historic
habitat restoration and/or preservation. Habitat
restoration involves removal of exotic invasive
vegetation, excavation of intertidal lagoons to
create juvenile fish nurseries, altering land elevations to support native habitat, and planting
Florida native plants and trees5.

C. Conservation Planning
Christine Johnson, President,
Conservation Foundation of the Gulf Coast
Christine Johnson discussed the Conservation
Foundation’s strategic plan and results of their
community workshops. They recorded input
from meetings with residents and environmental professionals in Manatee, Sarasota, Charlotte
and Lee counties. These discussions yielded
what participants viewed as important informaNATURAL ENVIRONMENT 7

tion for land conservation in southwest Florida,
including:
• The region has a history of successful
conservation.

were sorted into broad topic areas, and participants then were asked to vote on the topic area
of greatest importance and greatest priority. The
consensus ranking scores are shown in Table 1.

• Public funding for conservation has decreased
significantly.

Participant responses are broadly summarized below.

• Development boom and bust cycles have
impacted the region.

INFORMED POLICYMAKER

• Human populations have risen dramatically
in the region.
• Climate change and sea-level rise already are
impacting the area.
• Native, coastal ecosystems are at risk.
• Large blocks of land are protected in this area,
but tend to be disconnected.

• Increase knowledge and expertise among
elected officials on habitat conservation issues
and strategies
• Make stewardship of resources a priority for
decision-makers
• Conservation & Connectivity
• Continue land acquisition

• Greater use of conservation easements rather
than land purchases may be necessary.

• Conserve native habitats through privatesector development

• Lifestyles and expectations shift across time.

» » Put more natural elements back into
designed landscapes

III. Results of Community

Conversations: Priorities and
Recommendations
Following the presentations, participants were
asked to discuss the following topics: “With
regard to conservation and restoration of native
habitats and species, what are the issues we need
to be talking about in our community? What
do we need to work on?” The group’s responses
8 NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

» » Enforce protection of natural habitats in
built environments
LAND MANAGEMENT
• Maintain protection for areas already in
conservation status
• Obtain additional resources for effective
management
• Restore rare and threatened habitats

SCORES

IMPORTANCE

PRIORITY

Informed, Engaged Citizens and Policymaker

12

8

Land Acquisition, Connectivity and Development

7

10

Wet and Submerged Habitats and Wildlife

5

7

Climate Change/ Sea Level Rise and Shoreline Protection

5

6

Ecotourism, Access and Economic Value

1

0

Invasive Species and Biodiversity

0

0

Uplands and Urban Forest Habitats and Wildlife

0

0

TABLE 1: Community Conversation Survey Results

CLIMATE CHANGE AND SEA-LEVEL RISE
• Protect and plan for future sea-level rise
• Add and update a sea-level rise overlay
for planning decisions over the next
50-100 years
• Manage risk and improve resiliency to
changing conditions
ECONOMIC
• Understand and acknowledge the
environment’s importance to our economy
• Engage in sustainable economy
discussions around science, education,
environment, and technology
• Develop metrics to measure economic
value of environment

FOOTNOTES
Analysis by Sarasota County staff of conservation land
data. November 2015.
1

Sarasota County. Native Habitat Mapping and Risk
Assessment. September 2008. http://www.scgov.
net/environmentalplanning/documents/native%20
habitat%20mapping%20and%20risk%20assessment.
pdf
2

Sarasota County. Environmental Policy Task Force:
Report & Recommendations. August 2012. http://www.
scgov.net/environmentalplanning/documents/environmental%20policy%20task%20force%20report%20
2012%20part%201%20-%20body%20of%20report.pdf
3

Sarasota County Environmental Policy Task Force.
Annual Report 2011 to the Board of County Commissioners. 2011. http://www.scgov.net/environmentalplanning/documents/environmental%20policy%20
task%20force%20report%202012%20part%202%20
-%20Appendices%201%20and%202.pdf
4

Sarasota Bay Estuary Program. 25 Years of Partnerships
in Restoring Our Bays: Sarasota Bay Comprehensive Conservation and Management Plan Update and State of the
Bay Report. 2014. Seagrass coverage data from SWFWMD,
2013. http://sarasotabay.org/wp-content/uploads/
CCMP.StateoftheBay-for-website-August2014.pdf
5

Sarasota County Water Atlas. 2015. Oysters.
http://www.sarasota.wateratlas.usf.edu/oysters/
6
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TOPIC AREA:
WATER
I. Background Data

WATER QUANTITY
Sarasota County makes use of several water sources for drinking water.
Sources include seven wells along University Parkway, 10 wells in Venice, and 16 wells on the T.
Mabry Carlton, Jr. Memorial Reserve where the treatment plant is located. These wells, ranging from
400 to 700 feet deep, draw water from the intermediate and Floridan aquifers. More than half of
water used in Sarasota County is purchased from Manatee County, which draws its supply from the
Manatee River and a 1,200-foot well. Sarasota County also purchases treated water from the Peace
River/Manasota Regional Water Supply Authority (PRMRWSA) which uses the Peace River as its
water source. This water is blended with water from the Carlton facility1.
Table 1 shows a detailed description of Sarasota County’s drinking water sources.
% OF
SUPPLY

LOCATION

WATER SOURCE

TREATMENT METHOD

3%

T. Mabry Carlton, Jr.
Water Treatment
Facility

Wellfield, 16 wells, draw
from Intermediate and
Floridan Aquifers

Aeration, electrodialysis,
disinfection, corrosion
control and filtration

7%

University Parkway

Wellfield with 7 wells
draw from the Floridan
Aquifer

Aeration and disinfection

Jacaranda Water
Treatment Facility

Wellfield with 7 wells
draw from the Floridan
Aquifer

Reverse osmosis,
aeration and disinfection

21%

Purchase from
Manatee County

Manatee River and
wells draw from the
Floridan Aquifer

Aeration, flocculation,
coagulation, filtration and
disinfection

69%

Purchase from Peace
River/Manasota
Regional Water Supply
Authority

Peace River and wells
draw from the Floridan
Aquifer

Aeration, flocculation,
coagulation, filtration and
disinfection, then blended
with Carlton facility water

TABLE 1: Sarasota County Water Sources permitted by the Southwest Florida Water Management District2
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in 2006. The program has grown from six recognized yards in its first year to now encompassing
122 residential and 83 commercial certified yards.
The FFL program uses low-maintenance plants
and environmentally sustainable practices. The
approach helps reduce the nutrient load in stormwater runoff, and addresses the serious problems
of water shortages and disappearing habitats
by enlisting Floridians to help save our natural
resources5. The program’s nine principles for a
Florida Friendly Yard are:
1. Right Plant, Right Place
2. Water Efficiently
FIGURE 1: Sarasota County Daily Water Use3

Sarasota County Public Utilities submits a Public
Water Supply Annual Report to the Southwest
Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD)
summarizing yearly water use. The 2014 report
shows that the per capita daily water use in
Sarasota County has declined markedly over the
past two decades. In 2014, the average person
used 78.4 gallons of water per day, down from 113
gallons per day in 19913, a 31 percent drop.
Rain water harvesting and reuse is encouraged
for residents and businesses in Sarasota County.
Rain barrels are used to collect and store rain
water from downspouts, which otherwise would
lead the water from the roof to the ground or
stormwater system. Sarasota County Water
Resources implemented a rain barrel water
conservation program in 2009. The program
makes rain barrels available for Sarasota County
residents to purchase and provides installation
information. University of Florida/Institute for
Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) Extension Sarasota County holds monthly rain barrel
workshop classes. Since 2009, the county has
sold more than 2,500 rain barrels4.

WATER QUALITY
There are many existing programs that reduce
stormwater runoff, currently the largest source
of pollution in local waterways. One program that
reduces stormwater runoff is the Florida-Friendly
Landscaping™ (FFL) program that began locally

3. Fertilize Appropriately
4. Mulch
5. Attract Wildlife
6. Manage Yard Pests Responsibly
7. Recycle Yard Waste
8. Reduce Stormwater Runoff
9. Protect the Waterfront
Sarasota County encourages Low Impact
Development (LID), a stormwater management
approach to improve water quality. LID manages
stormwater runoff through better integration
of the built and natural environments. It aims
for developed sites to maintain predevelopment
watershed and ecological functions. Unlike conventional systems, which control and treat runoff
using a single, engineered, stormwater pond, LID
systems are designed to promote treatment at or
near the source of stormwater runoff via distributed retention, detention, infiltration, treatment
and reuse mechanisms6. Design practices include
bioswales, rain gardens, green roofs, pervious
pavement, saving trees on site, and installing
cisterns to capture rainwater. Sarasota County
has an LID Guidance Document7 that provides
technical guidance and design specifications
on LID application for projects. The document is
intended to be used primarily by professionals
engaged with planning, designing, constructing,
operating, and maintaining building and development projects.
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Sarasota County has two estuaries of national
significance within its boundaries: Sarasota Bay
and Charlotte Harbor. Sarasota County government, Sarasota Bay Estuary Program (SBEP),
Charlotte Harbor National Estuary Program
(CHNEP), and other local, state and federal agencies have made many efforts to improve water
quality in local bays and estuaries. Starting in
2006, Sarasota County worked to develop a fertilizer and landscape management code to reduce
nutrient pollution into bay systems. County officials held numerous stakeholder meetings with
combined groups of citizens, environmentalists,
state and local government staff, and landscape
maintenance professionals. As a result of these
efforts, the Board of County Commissioners
passed the Sarasota County Fertilizer and Landscape Management Code, Ordinance No. 2007–
0628. Some highlights of the code include:
• No fertilizer may be applied to impervious
(non-porous) surfaces and may not be applied
within 10 feet of any water body or wetland.
• A 6-foot, low-maintenance zone of landscape
plants appropriate to preventing fertilizer
runoff is recommended for any water body
or wetland.
• No fertilizer containing nitrogen or
phosphorus shall be applied to turf or
landscape plants between June 1 and
September 30 each year.
• Nitrogen fertilizer must contain at least 50
percent slow-release nitrogen.
• No grass clippings or vegetative debris may
be deposited in stormwater drains, ditches,
waterbodies or roadways.
• All applicators of fertilizers must receive
training and certification in a Sarasota
County-approved Best Management Practices
training program.
Among the many programs that have helped
achieve water quality improvements in local bays
is the connection of septic systems and small
package plants to modern, centralized wastewater and reuse treatment systems, which reduces
pollution discharge from septic systems. One
12 WATER

example is the Phillippi Creek Septic System
Replacement Program, initiated to improve
wastewater treatment for homes and businesses.
About 14,000 septic tanks will be replaced in the
Phillippi Creek watershed over the life of the
project9. While these improvements are encouraging, water quality remains a concern, with
several waterways still impaired due to bacteria,
dissolved oxygen and/or nutrient overload.

II. Results of Community

Conversations: Priorities and
Recommendations
Water resources are an integral component of the
ecosystem, a natural resource, and a social and
economic good. Community discussions have
resulted in an interest to look at Sustainable and
Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM).
IWRM is a holistic approach that promotes coordinated development and management of water,
land and related resources to maximize economic and social welfare in an equitable manner,
without compromising the sustainability of vital
ecosystems. Components of the approach are to
manage water at the basin or watershed, optimize supply, manage demand, provide equitable
access, establish policy, and use a multi-sector approach10.
A Water Resources workshop “Sustainable Communities Conversation” was held on Sept. 23, 2015,
in partnership with the Science and Environment
Council of Southwest Florida (SEC). Thirty-four
individuals participated in an exercise to identify
strengths and opportunities for improvement for
water resources, with a focus on Integrated Water
Resource Management. Five expert speakers
presented local, regional and international case
studies that gave examples of best practices used
to address water quantity and quality. A brainstorming activity and discussion followed the
presentations to prioritize water resource needs
in the local community.

PRESENTATIONS WERE GIVEN BY:
• Tim Rumage, Ringling College of Art and
Design—Pelican Cove Neighborhood
• Rob Wright, Sarasota County—Pelican Cove
Neighborhood
• Rob Brown, Manatee County—Lake
Manatee Watershed Management Plan
• Greg Blanchard, Manatee County—Lake
Manatee Watershed Management Plan
• Sara Kane, Sarasota County—Integrated
Water Management Strategies from
Australia.
In the discussion, participants were asked to
brainstorm “What’s working and not working
in our local and regional water management
system? What are the threats and opportunities?” They also were asked to discuss tactical
solutions for achieving a water management

vision for the future. They were asked “What
actions can individuals and businesses take?
What actions can government take? What
public policies need to change?”
Generally, participants agreed that public
awareness is growing about best practices
for integrated stormwater management, and,
with new awareness, there is evidence of the
public’s willingness to adopt new practices
and behaviors. However, numerous examples
were cited of policy disconnects that stand in
the way of best practices, along with the need
for policymaker and residents to know more
about the best practices and programs available. Incentives (or removal of disincentives)
are needed to accomplish more.
Responses of the participants are broadly
summarized below.
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WHAT’S WORKING
(STRENGTHS)
Overall, workshop participants
reported progress on several
aspects of integrated water
resource management for our
region, through improved management techniques, education,
collaboration and incentives (and
ordinances).
LANDSCAPE SCALE
TECHNIQUES
• Demonstrable improvements
in water quality due to
point-source pollution
reduction, which has led
to improvements in bay
water quality and, in turn,
seagrass coverage
• Numerous habitat restoration
projects completed or in
progress/planned for coastal
and freshwater wetlands
• Riparian buffers along
waterways and coastlines
with conservation easements,
for wildlife, recreation and
water quality improvements
• Stormwater management
and retention system designs
increasingly modeled after
the natural systems once
in place; achieving multiple
goals for flood protection,
increasing wildlife corridors
and habitat, improving
water quality and creating
recreational opportunities
(e.g., Celery Fields)
• Water stacking on open space
and conservation lands in
the place of storing water in
built facilities (e.g. SWFWMD
pilot program)
• Better use of reclaimed water
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• Large-scale projects being completed through
collaborative interagency partnerships, with participation
from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and citizen
volunteers
SITE SPECIFIC TECHNIQUES
• Encouragement and incentives for using Florida native
plants in home landscaping
• Shoreline redesign; pond or seawall can be living
shoreline creating littoral and intertidal zones
• Low Impact Development (LID) as a promising set of tools
and techniques being used increasingly in both municipal
and private development/redevelopment projects across
the region, including:
» » Bioswales to retrofit older neighborhoods
» » LID promoted by government in public works projects,
and LID manual completed
» » Local government projects to manage stormwater
onsite and reduce run-off: bioswales, rain gardens,
green roofs, pervious pavement, stormwater reuse, rainwater harvesting
» » Neighbors and neighborhoods implementing successful retrofits (residential LID)
• Increased use of cistern water for non-potable, on-site
water uses
EDUCATION AND AWARENESS
• Awareness resulted in change at neighborhood level
when working with homeowner associations (HOAs)
on best practices (e.g., Neighborhood Environmental
Stewardship Team)
• Water education available (e.g., free advice/consultations
for homeowners on designing water catchment,
bioswales, rain gardens, etc.)
• Reducing fertilizer use and replacing turf grass with
Florida–friendly plants seen in some neighborhoods
• Increased concern/consciousness about the health
ramifications of water contaminants
COLLABORATION
• Conversations across industries and stakeholder groups
generate understanding and solutions
• Successful, intergovernmental partnerships and regional
collaborations on potable water supply (Peace River

Manasota Regional Water Supply Authority,
Lake Manatee supply to Sarasota County, etc.)
• Many organizations working together on
water issues (e.g., CHNEP, SBEP, New College of
Florida, SEC, Sarasota County Stormwater and
UF/IFAS)
INCENTIVES (AND ORDINANCES)
• Inverted, block-rate structure for centrally
supplied potable water (charging more per
gallon as use increases)
• Water-efficient landscape ordinance mandates
low-volume, micro-irrigation for new
residential/commercial landscapes

WHAT’S NOT WORKING (THREATS)
Workshop participants identified threats from
growth management and development regulations that are misaligned with best practices for
integrated water resource management policy.
These policy disconnects sometimes create disincentives for adopting best practices.
WATER EFFICIENCY AND CONSERVATION
• Overuse of groundwater pumped from
aquifers used for agriculture and irrigation
• Water permits create disincentive for
conservation—use it or lose it

• Water is undervalued, promoting waste;
should be priced to represent its true value
• No financial incentives for cisterns; singlelot, neighborhood and commercial rainwater
harvesting
• Residents unaware of true cost of reclaimed
water vs. garden wells
• Legislation preventing urban greywater use
• Uncertainty about effects of climate change
on precipitation/drought, saltwater intrusion
into aquifer
• Better regulation of priority water-source uses
• Wellfield environmental monitoring
STORMWATER
• Stormwater management prioritizing flood
issues over water quality
• Old infrastructure will require large
investments to repair/replace
• Stormwater capture and reuse/repurposing in
urban areas
• Fertilizer ordinance with no real enforcement;
nitrogen fertilizer sold through the summer
• Uncertainty and lack of planning for effects of
sea-level rise on infrastructure and flooding
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POLITICAL
• Political will is lacking to protect water
recharge areas from development
• Financial pressure on elected policymakers to
ignore environmental problems of development
• Regulatory environment lacks
enforcement powers
• Lack of understanding about environmental
science and ecology by policymakers
• Loss of institutional knowledge with political
reorganizations and attrition
DEVELOPMENT
• Future growth and inability to keep up with
potable supply (and impact on impervious
space/runoff)
• Growth management does not prioritize
environmental protection
• Development designs and standards using LID
not widely adopted for new projects
• Uncertainty and lack of planning for
inundation from sea-level rise affecting
infrastructure and coastal habitat
• No regulatory incentive for developers to
design long-term approaches (e.g., land
clearing, landscape and irrigation design,
residential water efficiency and recapture)
EDUCATION AND AWARENESS

TACTICAL SOLUTIONS
With decades of cumulative experience among
the professionals in the group, discussion moved
naturally into tactical solutions, a productive place
to identify next steps.
• Offer tax breaks, financial deals and other
incentives for sustainable developers.
Tax incentive to homeowners for
landscape features
• Increase environmental literacy of
policymaker: encourage initial and
supplementary training ; myriad courses/
opportunities available
• Define and account for true cost of growth.
Incentive would be to limit expenditures to
offset costs, reveal externalities and include in
accounting
• Reset expectations of new residents: natural
environment, rather than manicured
landscape, as the expected norm
• Forgive stormwater fee for single-family homes
with rain garden and developments with
gutters and cistern system ($90 assessment)
• Better marketing/education to avoid program
failure: Manatee County’s residential cisterns,
Water Star and others had notable goals but
little awareness. Recruit concerned citizens
to pitch
• Simplify application process for incentives, and
solicit stakeholder input for incentive design

• Poor marketing of opportunities and programs
that incentivize best practices (e.g., Water Star
program)

• Environmentalists, local governments and
other like-minded stakeholders collaborate on
legislative goals

• Resistance to learning about cooperative
solutions

• Broader sweep: e.g., Manatee County’s
landscape irrigation retrofit program requires
attending education programs, enlists three
UF/IFAS staff people to perform evaluation,
and exists as a partnership with the county’s
utilities department

• New residents with limited knowledge of
local systems
• Disinclination to drink tap water—using
plastic bottles
• Resistance to partnerships amongst and
between counties and organizations
• Need more educational Extension programs
like Master Gardener, Master Naturalist; extend
knowledge to the community
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• Create a system to “grade” the integrated water
management quality of a home for sale
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TOPIC AREA: SUSTAINABLE
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Sarasota County’s economy is directly linked to the local environmental and
social contexts. From tourists and retirees to business relocation, the decision to come to
Sarasota County often is based upon the natural amenities and quality of life available here. In
addition, the environmental and social sectors represent critical components of the local economy.
These facts were repeated throughout the Sustainable Communities Conversations this year and
specifically called out in the “Growing a Green Economy” event on Oct. 13, 2015. In partnership with
the Economic Development Corporation of Sarasota County, that event brought together 35 people
for presentations on various sectors of the green economy and discussions about the strengths
and opportunities for improvement in those and other sectors. In addition, sustainability emerged
as a priority area in the public input for the Economic Development Cycle of the Comprehensive
Plan Update process.

I. Background Data
Sustainability was identified as one of the five
strategic focus areas in the Economic Development Corporation (EDC) of Sarasota County’s
Five Year Strategic Plan. Furthermore, Clean
Technology/Green Business is one of the five
Targeted Sectors for the county Office of Business and Economic Development. Nationally,
businesses are increasingly including sustainability in their location considerations and in
their supply chain requirements.
Sarasota County’s private sector has made
significant progress in the development of
its green economy, with local companies
creating jobs in areas such as green building, renewable energy, water management,
energy-efficient building products, sustainable food systems, and materials recycling.
Several of these sectors were highlighted in
the workshop, as outlined below. The EDC has
recognized the importance of sustainability
in its business attraction and retention policies, and has recently implemented a green
economy outreach strategy to key regions of
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the country. EDC developed a sustainability
portion of its website and an accompanying
marketing campaign.
Sarasota County also has seen growth in the
importance of sustainability to businesses
across all sectors. The Sarasota County Green
Business Partnership launched in 2006 with
five participating businesses and now has
grown to 227 in 2015. These businesses range
from small, home-based companies to some of

GREEN BUSINESS: Baltimore Orioles

the largest employers, such as Sarasota Memorial
Hospital and Tervis Tumbler. In addition, various
professional groups have formed their own sustainability-focused groups, such as the Green
Realtors Alliance.
Local colleges and universities also have recognized this trend and are offering education and
training programs to prepare students for the
growing clean-technology workforce. Everglades
University’s Sarasota campus has a Solar Energy
Teaching Lab as part of its Alternative and Renewable Energy Management degree program, and
State College of Florida offers a Bachelor of Applied
Science in Energy Technology Management. Ringling College of Art and Design even has integrated
sustainability into its arts curriculum, requiring all of its students to take an environmental
science class.

GREEN ECONOMY OVERALL
The Brookings Institute studied1 what it called the
“Clean Economy” in 2010 and found 2,409 clean
jobs in the Census Bureau’s North Port/Sarasota Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), which
includes Sarasota, North Port, Venice and Bradenton. That figure represented 1 percent of all jobs in

FIGURE 2: EDC Green Economy Webpage

the region. The study did find, however, that those
jobs grew by 2 percent per year between 2003
and 2010 (see Figure 1), and the median wage of
the clean economy was $36,499, higher than the
median wage for all jobs in the region ($33,162).
Study authors identified waste management and
recycling, energy-saving building materials, public
mass transit, and professional environmental services as the largest segments of the region’s clean
economy. Air conditioning and building control
systems, professional environmental services, and
solar photovoltaic were among the fastest growing
segments locally.
At the national level, the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics studied2 the green economy in 2011 and
found 117,433 jobs in Florida in the green goods and
services sectors. Construction, administrative and
waste services, professional and scientific services,
and manufacturing were the sectors with the
highest numbers of private sector jobs in the green
economy in Florida.

ENVIRONMENTAL AND
COASTAL SECTORS
Environmental assets and organizations represent
an important contributor to the local economy.
Sarasota Bay Estuary Program conducted a study3
on the economic impact of Sarasota Bay which
was completed by Dr. Paul Hindsley of Eckerd
College. The 2014 study found that the value of
Sarasota Bay resources in Manatee and Sarasota
counties was $11.8 billion. The study also showed
FIGURE 1: Clean Economy Job Growth1
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als also export their expertise on projects around
the country.

FIGURE 3: Sarasota Bay Economic
Valuation Study Results3

that Sarasota Bay supports 21,000 jobs in those
two counties, and determined annual bay-related
visitor spending at $1.15 billion.
The Science and Environment Council of Southwest Florida conducted a study4 of the economic
impact of its 22 member organizations and found
those organizations combined to contribute $79.6
million annually to the economy and generate
a total of 780 jobs, plus 304 additional full-timeequivalent volunteers. Annual attendance at
those organizations was 1.8 million residents
and visitors.
The Gulf Coast Community Foundation conducted a similar study5 of the Gulf Coast’s Blue
Economy and found more than 800 institutions
and businesses active in aquaculture, fisheries,
biomedicine, biotechnology, marine engineering,
water quality, coastal ecology, sustainable foods,
agritourism and marine recreation. The study
tied thousands of jobs in Manatee, Sarasota and
Charlotte counties to the resources and habitat of
the regional waters.

GREEN BUILDING SECTOR
Early adoption of green building policies locally
has helped build a niche of nationally recognized
local professionals who have helped give Sarasota County the third-highest number of green
buildings per capita in Florida6. These profession20 SSUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

A study7 for the US Green Building Council
(USGBC) found green construction’s impact on
employment in Florida from 2011 to 2014 to be
158,000 direct jobs, a figure that jumps to 462,000
jobs when including indirect and induced jobs. In
that same period, the green construction impact
on Gross Domestic Product in Florida was estimated to be $12.02 billion direct and $39.55 billion
total8. The growth of this industry has been dramatic, essentially growing only since the formalization of green building standards in 2005. In
2007, Florida had just nine USGBC Leadership in
Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Certified projects (three in Sarasota County). In 2015,
that number is 1,193.

SUSTAINABLE MANUFACTURING
SECTOR
Sustainable manufacturing is the manufacture of
products using processes that attempt to minimize environmental impact; conserve energy
and natural resources; preserve employee safety;
present no harm for communities and consumers; and perform with appropriate margins and
financial returns. Manufacturing represented
the largest sector for green jobs nationally (20
percent) according to a U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics study of 2011 data. A projection of that data
to our local context found that sustainable manufacturing represents up to 1,000 jobs in Sarasota
and Manatee counties, which is up to 7 percent of
all manufacturing jobs in the region.
For example, PGT is a local manufacturer that
incorporated sustainability both into its processes and products. It has instituted strict
recycling procedures, is designing products to
use re-purposed and bio-based products, and is
regularly adding to its supply of ENERGY STAR
products. As a result of its sustainable products
and green building commitments, PGT qualified
for the job creation Sustainable Energy Economic
District (SEED) Incentive of up to $900,000 in
Florida funds.

growing segment (92 jobs in 2010,
with an annual average job change of
26 percent between 2003 and 2010).

AGRICULTURAL SECTOR

FIGURE 4: National LEED Construction Spending

FIGURE 5: Number of Farms, by Acreage. USDA
2012 Ag Census - Sarasota County

ENERGY SECTOR
The Solar Foundation conducted a Solar Jobs census and
found that the solar industry represents 373 companies
and 4,800 jobs in Florida. This puts Florida ninth in the
nation for number of solar jobs, but on a per capita basis
the state is 35th in the nation9. With comparatively weak
state and utility solar policies, Florida is falling behind
other states in the solar economy. For example, RegionSolar, a local solar contractor, estimates it does 70 percent of
its work outside of Florida.
Energy efficiency products and services represent an even
larger portion of the energy sector in our local economy
than does solar. The Brookings Institute identified energy-saving building materials as the second-largest
segment of our regional clean economy (549 jobs in 2010)
and HVAC and building control systems as the fastest

Agriculture remains a significant
economic sector in Sarasota County,
but it is changing dramatically. The
USDA’s 2012 Census of Agriculture
found that the number of farms
in Sarasota County declined by 7
percent from 2007 to 2012, while the
average farm size grew by 42% over
the same timeframe. Additionally,
the market value of products sold
decreased 19 percent, to $25,033,00 in
2012. Even though the average size of
farms increased, the vast majority of
farms in Sarasota County remained
small (less than 50 acres), as shown
in Figure 510. Those small farms were
part of a growing trend of interest
and efforts toward localizing the food
system. A 2006 study11 found that
only 0.7 percent of the $797 million
spent on food each year by Sarasota
County residents was purchased
directly from a local farmer. The
study further found that a shift of
just 10 percent in this direction would
add $80 million a year to the local
economy, potentially creating thousands of new green jobs.

II. Results of

Community
Conversations:
Priorities and
Recommendations
In the Comprehensive Plan Update
survey for the Economic Development cycle, employers identifed
the need to diversify the economy
as the greatest economic development challenge in Sarasota County.
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Quality of life and environment were identified
as strengths. The respondents identified light
manufacturing (40 percent) and clean technology/green business (23 percent) as the top
two industries that should be established or
recruited to diversify the economy locally. A
parallel survey for employees identified the
same two priority sectors, but in reverse, with
clean technology and green business at 41
percent and light manufacturing at 21 percent.
The 2015 “Growing a Green Economy Workshop” identified many strengths and opportunities for sustainable economic development.
Five expert speakers presented data and background information on four different sectors of
the green economy, as follows:
• Jennifer Taylor, Economic Development
Corporation of Sarasota County
• Bayne Beecher, PGT—Manufacturing
• Andrew Tanner, Regions Solar—Energy
• Michael Carlson, Carlson Studio
Architecture—Green Building
• Tim Rumage, Ringling College of Art and
Design—Agriculture.
A brainstorming activity and discussion followed the presentations to prioritize needs
for sustainable economic development. In the
group discussion, participants wrote down
strengths and opportunities for improvement
for manufacturing, energy, green building,
agriculture, and other sectors of the green
economy. Their answers were summarized
and sent out in a survey to rank priorities
for each question. The top responses in each
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category are listed below (the number of priorities shown per category may vary due to
tied responses).
SUSTAINABLE MANUFACTURING
Strengths
1. Sarasota County Green Business
Partnership
2. Local manufacturers in touch with local
schools—show job opportunities
3. Sarasota-Manatee Manufacturer’s Association is connected and collaborative
4. Local businesses are active in the segment
Opportunities for Improvement
1. Green the supply chain—change materials
to bio–based
2. Workforce development and training—
Sustainability in the local school curriculum and efforts in science, technology,
engineering and math, or “STEM”
3. Shared waste—reuse materials storage/
exchange (Re-Use it shop for commercial;
for example, can waste from one manufacturer be used as an input by others?)
4. Directory of manufacturer—Facilitate business-to-business sales and collaboration
opportunities (for example, can waste from
one manufacturer be used as an input
by others?)
5. More regulation, incentives and/or government support

ENERGY
Strengths

5. Setting conservation goals—required
for building

1. Sun

6. Builders embrace renewables

2. Smart Grid technology

7. Look to other communities (states/countries)
for their policies and use their best practice

3. Cost–effective (renewables), getting closer to
grid parity
4. Energy–efficiency awareness

AGRICULTURE/FOOD SYSTEMS
Strengths

5. Growth—potential to do good within
that growth

1. Lots of local farmers markets

6. Long–term financing—offered now by only
one local bank

3. Good climate—we can grow when they can’t

Opportunities for Improvement
1. Political and legislative climate (for example,
allowing third–party financing of power)
2. Additional incentives for efficiency and
renewable energy
3. Protect existing net metering, and upgrade
legislative statute
4. Local level policy improvements
5. Renewable Portfolio Standard at state level
GREEN BUILDING
Strengths

2. Aquaculture/aquaponic research

4. We have small-scale farmers
Opportunities for Improvement
1. Food consciousness/health connection
2. Turn food waste in stores to food for hungry
or compost, but do not landfill the waste
material
3. Promote appropriate edible landscapes
4. Awareness of new growing technology and
opportunities
OTHER SECTORS OF THE GREEN ECONOMY
Strengths

1. Talent and experience in Sarasota

1. Technology is available—we need to learn
from other localities world-wide

2. Green building is collaborative and
community building

2. Abundance of natural resources—draws in
visitors, which yields economic growth

3. Construction industry is huge in
Florida—growing the economy

3. Ecotourism—huge tourist base, oriented
toward aesthetics, wildlife and healthy,
ecosystem-driven recreation

4. Services and products are available locally
5. Sarasota County has goals for green building
Opportunities for Improvement
1. Emphasize resiliency and durability
2. More local and regional materials—economic
development opportunity
3. Government’s role
4. Policies for infill development/green building
and incentives

4. ((ecko))—a new collaborative ecotourism
initiative of the Science and Environment
Council (www.ecko.tours) offers premium,
all-inclusive, sustainable, multi-day, handcrafted experiences
Opportunities for Improvement
1. Need adoption of “Complete Streets” so all
transportation options are possible
2. Socially Responsible Investment (SRI)—those
businesses that are in SRI portfolios should
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be the businesses being targeted for relocation
3. Encourage sustainable tourism—more
credentialing programs, like “Florida Green
Lodging,” needed locally
4. Increase awareness of our sustainable
natural resources—market and promote
these strengths to grow our economy
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TOPIC AREA:
ENERGY
I. Background Data
Sarasota County is committed to energy efficiency in its facilities and fleet,
and is working to help local residents and businesses do the same through
education and engagement programs. Reducing energy use has multiple benefits,
including: reduced costs, conservation of resources, reduced emissions, economic growth, and
improved working and living environments.
In 2006, Sarasota County was the first county
in the nation to accept the American Institute
of Architects (AIA) 2030 Challenge to design
new buildings to be carbon-neutral—using
no fossil fuel energy to operate—by 20301. In
addition, the county adopted an Energy Management Action Plan in 2008, outlining its
plan to reduce energy and water consumption
in existing county buildings, and setting a
goal to reduce energy use by 20 percent from
2005 levels. At the end of Fiscal Year 2014, the
county had achieved a 12 percent reduction
in the energy use of its buildings. This is the
result of significant investments in energy retrofits, as well as employee engagement.

reduction is equivalent to emissions from the
consumption of 26.5 million gallons of gasoline2.
Within the community, energy improvements
also are making an impact. Average electricity
use among residential customers decreased by
3.8 percent between 2005 and 2014, and commercial use decreased by 2.2 percent. Those
drops came even as total usage increased by

Sarasota County also has begun to incorporate renewable energy use in its facilities. The
county currently has two solar photovoltaic
installations totaling 67 kilowatts, and solar
hot water systems on six facilities. Geothermal also has been incorporated into the Twin
Lakes Park Extension building. A landfill
gas-to-energy facility recently opened at the
Central County Solid Waste Disposal Complex,
using methane produced in the landfill to
create power, provide revenue to the county
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions by an
estimated 236,000 metric tons each year. That
FIGURE 1: Florida Power & Light Energy Sources
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0.3 percent and the number of electricity customers climbed more than 3 percent.

mated utility bill savings to those households
amounts to more than $160,000 yearly.

The average Sarasota County household spent
$1,226 on electricity in 20143. The cost of electricity from Florida Power and Light (FPL) has
decreased by 10 percent over the last 10 years4,
and in 2014, FPL’s typical 1,000 kilowatt-hour
residential bill was the lowest of any utility
in Florida5.

Community demand remains high for continued energy efficiency efforts. In the 2015
Citizens Survey, respondents identified energy
efficiency as the sixth most important issue
facing Sarasota County, and 76 percent said it
was very important (ranked 8 or above out of
10) for county government to work on efficient
energy consumption10. Sarasota County continues its efforts to educate the community
through the Energy Upgrade program, but
larger–scale, grant–funded programs are no
longer available. Additionally, FPL has eliminated many of its efficiency incentives as of
September 201511. This lack of reliable funding
for incentives might affect the ability of residents and businesses to make efficiency or
renewable energy upgrades.

The average Sarasota County household
emitted 14,670 pounds of carbon dioxide in
2014. That is an amount of greenhouse gas
emissions equivalent to driving 15,844 miles,
or what would be sequestered by planting 171
trees6. FPL uses a mix of power sources, the
majority coming from natural gas (70 percent).
This results in a grid-wide emissions rate that
is 35 percent lower than the national average7.
While it represents just a miniscule contribution to its grid, FPL is increasing its production
from renewable sources. FPL currently has
110 megawatts of solar photovoltaic installed,
and has committed to add an additional 225
megawatts capacity by the end of 20168. The
installation of solar on private homes and businesses also has increased locally, albeit still
in small numbers. In 2013, 112 permits were
issued in unincorporated Sarasota County for
solar hot water or photovoltaic systems, up
from zero in 2005. By 2014, a total of 504 solar
photovoltaic systems had been installed in
Sarasota County, starting with 13 in 20079.
Sarasota County recently implemented two
programs to contribute to community energy
improvements: Get Energy Smart Retrofit,
and Energy Upgrade. The Get Energy Smart
Retrofit program provided rebates to more
than 2,200 households for energy improvements from 2010 through 2012, reducing local
consumption by an estimated 3,600 megawatt-hours per year. The Energy Upgrade
education campaign has reached approximately 960 households through 45 energy
education workshops in three years. The esti26 ENERGY

SOLAR
According to data on photovoltaic (PV or
solar) system pricing trends collected by
the U.S. Department of Energy, solar prices
have dropped significantly from 1998 to 2014.
Reported system prices of residential and
commercial PV systems declined 6—7 percent
per year, on average, from 1998 to 2013, and
by 12—15 percent from 2012 to 2013, depending
on system size12. The price reduction is due to
various factors, including: market fundamentals, such as California and other high-priced
markets driving prices; inefficient pricing, like
value-based pricing; project characteristics,
like high-efficiency panels with single-axis
tracking; and long temporal lags between
contract signing and installation for large
utility-scale projects. Market analysts expect
system prices to continue to fall, but module
prices to stabilize near-term11.

• Karl Handley-White, Energy and
Sustainability Consultants
• Bill Johnson, Brilliant Harvest.

FIGURE 2: Solar Photovoltaic System Growth—Source: FPL9

A brainstorming activity and discussion followed the presentations to
prioritize energy needs in the local
community. Participants were asked
to write down strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats relating
to energy efficiency and renewable
energy. Their answers were summarized and sent out in a survey to
rank priorities for each question. The
top responses in each category are
listed below (the number of priorities
shown per category may vary due to
tied responses).
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL
STRENGTHS RELATED TO ENERGY
EFFICIENCY CURRENTLY?”
1. Green/like–minded county
2. Sunshine state
3. Low up–front costs (for example,
energy efficient appliances,
caulking, etc.)

FIGURE 3: Photovoltaic System Pricing – Source: NREL11

Results of Community Conversations:
Priorities and Recommendations
The “State of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy in Sarasota County” workshop was held on May 4, 2015. Forty–five
individuals participated in an exercise to identify local issues
related to energy. Four expert speakers presented data and
background information on: the state of energy efficiency,
trends and opportunities for solar, and the Home Energy Rating
System (HERS) index.
Presentations were given by:
• David Bates, Florida Power and Light
• Dennis Stroer, Calcs-Plus

4. Very high return on investment
(ROI) (for example, 45—135 percent
for LED retrofits)
5. Multiple benefits: environmental,
health, sustainability and savings
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL
WEAKNESSES RELATED TO ENERGY
EFFICIENCY CURRENTLY?”
1. Lack of public awareness/
education; uninformed consumers
2. No overall plan
3. Lack of/not enough incentives for
energy efficiency improvements at
homeowner and business levels
4. Uninformed or unmotivated
policy makers
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5. Initial investment: up–front cost; payback
period longer than expected; home buyers’
inability to see the long-term return on
investment (ROI); businesses don’t know
about leasing opportunities; HVAC is
expensive; etc.
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR INCREASING ENERGY EFFICIENCY
IN THE FUTURE?”
1. HERS rating made mandatory before putting
a house on the market
2. Homeowner opportunities
3. Benefits: employment, environment (future),
community benefit and good will
4. Commercial opportunities
5. Behavior changes
6. Return on Investment and equipment cost
reductions
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL THREATS
FOR INCREASING ENERGY EFFICIENCY IN THE
FUTURE?”

“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL WEAKNESSES FOR INCREASING RENEWABLE
ENERGY IN THE FUTURE?”
1. Third-party power purchase agreements and
tenants sharing solar currently illegal
2. Legislation
3. Lack of consumer awareness
4. No Property Assessed Clean Energy (PACE)
financing in place (financing energy and
hurricane improvements on property tax
assessments)
5. High initial consumer costs of renewable
energy; solar still too expensive
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR INCREASING RENEWABLE ENERGY
IN THE FUTURE?”
1. Virtual net metering (enables allocation
of solar to multiple meters, like tenants in
a strip mall or neighbors in a community
solar project)

1. Weakening legislation in Florida

2. Benefits: employment opportunity, reducing
carbon dioxide emissions, overall environmentally friendly, reduced utility bills

2. Inconsistent political will

3. Favorable public opinion

3. ALICE population: large portion of our population is “Asset Limited, Income Constrained,
Employed;” they may not be able to think
beyond day–to–day needs

4. Public sector utilities or non-profit energy
cooperatives

4. Misinformation
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL
STRENGTHS FOR INCREASING RENEWABLE
ENERGY IN THE FUTURE?”
1. Solar costs decreasing
2. Sunshine (free!)
3. Benefits: Reduction of pollution/fossil fuels/
carbon dioxide; improved human and
ecosystem health
4. Economic impact: new renewable energy
jobs available
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5. Solar energy shading (parking lots, etc.)
“WHAT ARE OUR GREATEST LOCAL THREATS
FOR INCREASING RENEWABLE ENERGY IN THE
FUTURE?”
1. Power utilities’ monopoly and political power
2. Push back on legislative changes: lobbying of
legislators and no transparency
3. No renewable portfolio standard (state
requirement for utilities to adopt
renewable energy)
4. Deniers: people and decision-makers that
deny a problem or need
5. Incentives: not enough, and/or not consistent
or predictable
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TOPIC AREA:
BUILT ENVIRONMENT
I. Background Data
Sarasota County ranks second in Florida for the number of Florida Green
Building Coalition (FGBC) green building certifications per capita and third
in the state for the number of United States Green Building Council (USGBC)
registered and certified projects per capita. The county also has many green building
professionals in the area, ranking 12th in Florida for the number of Leadership in Energy &
Environmental Design (LEED) Advanced Professionals and Green Associates per capita1.
Sarasota County has taken a lead–by–example
approach to encouraging green building. In
2005, the Board of County Commissioners
adopted a green building resolution that committed the county to use sustainable building
standards for its new construction projects.
In 2006, commissioners passed the 2030
Challenge Resolution to add more aggressive energy saving targets to county facilities
development.
Commissioners adopted an Energy Management Action Plan in 2008 to address energy
use in existing county facilities and fleet. To
encourage energy efficiency in its own buildings, Sarasota County actively seeks green
building certifications and currently has 17
certified and registered USGBC LEED buildings.
Beyond its own buildings, Sarasota County
also has encouraged the private sector to adopt
sustainable building practices. The Green
Building Resolution of 2005 created a voluntary incentive program, with fast–track permitting for green builders and county-supported
training and education efforts for the industry.
The Green Development resolution of 2006
allowed for expedited processing for developments that commit to green development stan30 BUILT ENVIRONMENT

dards, such as the FGBC Green Development
and LEED for Neighborhood Developments
certifications. The Water Efficient Landscape
ordinance established in 2001 required all new
landscaping to employ efficient irrigation, like
micro–irrigation systems, and to use site adaptive plants, limiting irrigated sod to no more
than 50 percent of landscaped areas. The Solid
Waste ordinance of 2006 established recycling
requirements, including mandatory construction and demolition debris recycling. Low
Impact Development regulations and a technical manual also have been completed to assist
community planners and engineers.

II. Results of Community

Conversations: Priorities
and Recommendations
The “State of Green in Our Built Environment”
workshop was held June 17, 2015. Fifty individuals participated in an exercise to identify
local issues related to the built environment.
Five expert speakers presented data and background information on the state of our green
buildings in real estate, Sarasota County government and the community, as follows:

• Rex Jensen, CEO of Schroeder—Manatee
Ranch, Inc.

listed below (the number of priorities shown per
category may vary due to tied responses).

• Jeffrey Camden, City of Bradenton
Sustainability, Department of Planning &
Community Development

VERTICAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT
“Where are we succeeding?”

• Lee Hayes Byron, Sustainability Manager,
Sarasota County
• Chris Sharek, Environmental Engineer &
Author, Sharek Solutions
• Dennis Stroer, Calcs–Plus.
A brainstorming activity and discussion followed
the presentations to prioritize needs in the local
built environment.
In the group discussion, participants wrote down
strengths and opportunities for improvement in
the vertical built environment (buildings) and horizontal built environment (site, landscape, location choice). Their answers were summarized and
sent out in a survey to rank priorities for each
question. The top responses in each category are

1. Educational Programs
2. Sarasota County Green Business
Partnership
3. “LEED” by example—County buildings
certified green
“Where could improvements be made?”
1. Encourage more green building through
comprehensive plan and other policies
2. Encourage more energy– and water–efficient
building strategies
3. Zoning and code changes to allow auxiliary
housing and accessory dwelling units (in–law
apartments, on–site cottages, etc.)
4. Electric utility changes: cities should
own electric utility, changes to Peace
River, etc.

BUILT ENVIRONMENT 31

SITE/LANDSCAPE/LOCATION CHOICE
“Where are we succeeding?”

FOOTNOTE
Analysis by Sarasota County staff of data from Florida Green
Building Coalition and US Green Building Council. November
2013.
1

1. Florida–Friendly Landscaping™ program
2. Large number of parks/public
green spaces
3. Water–efficient landscape ordinance
limiting irrigated sod
“Where could improvements be made?”
1. Improve public transportation/
walkable communities
2. Control growth/urban sprawl east of
Interstate 75
3. Promote edible landscapes and urban
agriculture
4. Promote higher density near city core, with
mixed–use development
5. More green space preserved
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TOPIC AREA:
TRANSPORTATION
I. Background Data
Daily Vehicle Miles Traveled (DVMT) on public roads in Sarasota County
increased by 58 percent from 1990 through 2014, but that increase has slowed
down in recent years, with only a 4 percent increase since 2004. When viewed in
relation to the population, however, per capita DVMT has increased by 26 percent since 1990, but
decreased by 10 percent since 20041.
Sarasota County has more than 230 miles of
inventoried bicycle facilities and more than
1,300 miles of inventoried pedestrian facilities.
The county’s bicycle network connectivity is
concentrated west of Interstate 75 (I–75), with
few links extending to the east and limited
connectivity allowing north/south travel west
of I–75. Pedestrian facilities include nearly
75 miles of multiuse paths, with the remain-

ing facilities consisting predominantly of
sidewalks. Pedestrian network connectivity
is highest in the county’s urbanized areas,
including downtown Sarasota and Venice. The
2010 census data reflected the City of North
Port as the most–populated city in the county;
however, it contains the fewest bicycle and
pedestrian facilities available to residents.
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The Community Assessment
Survey Report for the Bicycle and
Pedestrian Plan found the most
commonly reported purposes for
pedestrian trips were exercise,
recreation and relaxation. Approximately 70 percent of respondents
reported making these types of
pedestrian trips “frequently.” Conversely, school, work and public
transportation trips were the least
commonly reported. Nearly 70
percent of respondents reported
“never” taking walking trips for
these purposes. The most commonly reported purpose for bicycle
trips was recreation. More than 60
percent of respondents reported
that they made bicycle trips more
than two days per week. Errands
were the next most common
trip purpose, with 32 percent of
respondents making bicycle trips
for errands more than two days
per week2.

FIGURE 1: Daily Vehicle Miles, Sarasota County Public Roads

In September 2014, there were 286
Plug–In Electric Vehicles (EVs) registered in Sarasota County, up from
99 in March 2013. There currently
are more than 30 locations with
publicly available charging stations
for EVs in Sarasota County3.
Sarasota County Area Transit
(SCAT) has increased bus services
in recent years through expanded
routes and hours, and the addition
of express routes. This has resulted
in an increase in passenger trips of
roughly 72 percent between Fiscal
Year 2002 and Fiscal Year 2015.
This growth is greatly outpacing
local population growth, which
grew just 19 percent over a similar
time period, according Census
Bureau data.
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FIGURE 2: SCAT Passenger Trips

II. Results of Community

Conversations: Priorities and
Recommendations
Public comments provided in the Mobility Cycle of the
Comprehensive Plan Update process focused on several
themes. A major theme suggested planning and designing Sarasota County’s transportation network with a high
priority on multiple modes of transportation options that
are safe, efficient, convenient, affordable and inclusive of all
ages and abilities. Respondents indicated a desire to ensure

the transportation network supports healthy and
active lifestyles and environmentally sustainable
choices. Residents and stakeholders expressed an
interest in shifting modes of transportation from
single–occupancy vehicle to alternative means,
stating they were very or extremely likely to use
the following alternatives if specific improvements to infrastructure, safety and efficiency
were addressed: biking (70 percent), walking (63
percent), and bus (31 percent).
Participants requested additional “Legacy Trail”–
type, multiuse trails throughout the county, safe
non–vehicular access to neighborhood parks,
and upgraded or expanded trails within parks
and preserves.
Public transit was seen as a mode of transportation just as important as the private automobile, bicycle and pedestrian modes. Bus service
was mentioned or desired by approximately one
in four respondents. Many citizens referred to
the effective and efficient public transportation
systems in other parts of the United States and
Europe. Sarasota County’s service is considered
by many as too infrequent to appeal to people
beyond those lacking other transportation
options. Suggested improvements to Sarasota
County’s transit service included bus shelters,
more frequent bus service, real–time arrival information at stops and through smartphones, and
expanded routes. Most felt that public transportation needed better coordination with land use and
land development in Sarasota County. Beaches
and shopping centers were almost universally
identified as important “destinations” for bus passengers in the future.

FOOTNOTES
Analysis of data by county staff. Data Source: Florida
Highway Mileage Reports—Public Roads, Centerline Miles
and Daily Vehicle Miles Traveled (DVMT)—Summary Since
1991. Florida Department of Transportation. http://www.dot.
state.fl.us/planning/statistics/mileage-rpts/public.shtm
Accessed October 2015.
1

Excerpted and summarized from the Sarasota County
Bicycle and Pedestrian Plan. October 2013. http://www.
scgov.net/publicworks/bpt%20docs/bicycle%20and%20
pedestrian%20plan.pdf
2

Staff analysis of data from vehicle registrations, provided by
NovaCharge and of data from http://www.plugshare.com/
and http://www.afdc.energy.gov/
3

Excerpted and summarized from the Cycle 2: Mobility—
End of Cycle Report. Sarasota County Comprehensive Plan
Update. May/June 2015.
4

Large portions of survey respondents stated
that efficiency (75 percent) and sustainability/
health (82 percent) were either very or extremely
important to their transportation choices. Workshop attendees also suggested promoting electric
vehicles and encouraging planned communities
to support Neighborhood Electric Vehicles4. Discussions at additional forums re–emphasized this
community call for additional support for EVs and
EV Infrastructure.
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TOPIC AREA:
HEALTH AND SOCIAL EQUITY
Sarasota County consistently ranks as one of the healthiest counties in the state,
recently placing sixth overall, based on measures put together by the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation. On measures such as levels of physical activity, obesity, and chronic
disease, the county receives high marks, compared to the region and state as a whole. These metrics,
however, mask elevated levels of chronic disease, mental health issues and other negative trends
experienced disproportionately by communities of color and those from lower income levels.
The connections between sustainability and
health often are not readily apparent. This is
because there is a complex interplay between
the natural, built, and social environments, and
the connections to health are direct and indirect.
One example of this complex connection is how
adopting more sustainable forms of transportation—such as walking, cycling and mass transit—
can lead to less air pollution and more physical
activity among individuals using active transportation methods. That, in turn, leads to lower levels
of cardiovascular and respiratory diseases.
A sustainable community, in the context of this
section of the report, is one that recognizes that
the health of our natural environment is intimately connected to the health of our human
community. Linking human and environmental health in policy fosters a more sustainable
society, creates greater harmony in social equity
and reduces the risk of unintended outcomes
such as health disparities. Sarasota County has
made significant progress in this regard in the
last 10 years, but challenges remain.
Health disparities are situations where one
group of people in our community are sicker or
have greater mortality rates when compared to
another group in the community. For example,
African-Americans in Sarasota County have
higher cancer mortality rates than do Caucasians.
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Health disparities are a symptom of unequal
access to resources vital to sustaining personal
health. Addressing disparities is important to
health and social equity, but they persist in our
society. They persist because of differences
in access to medical care for racial and ethnic
minorities, differences in quality of care received
by these groups, and other factors. This section
of the report will examine the health and social
equity trends in Sarasota County over the past
decade, focusing on community health trends,
particularly of racial minority groups that experience disproportionately high rates of certain
risk factors.

I. Background Data
In 2015, the Florida Department of Health in
Sarasota County conducted a series of Community Conversation workshops with residents and
key stakeholders as part of the Sarasota County
Community Health Assessment to ascertain the
pressing community health issues and needs
affecting our community. Through a series of
three roundtable discussions held in south, mid,
and north Sarasota County and 18 interviews
held with public health organizations, safety
net providers, social service agencies, and faithbased organizations, the assessment team was
able to prioritize community health goals for
the next several years. Clear trends emerged

in the areas of Quality of Life, Major Health
Issues of Vulnerable Populations, Access to
Care, Mental Health/Substance Abuse, and
Health Programs/Resources. These trends
will be analyzed in the following pages of this
report in conjunction with a scan of secondary
health datasets.

SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS
Based on a review of the secondary data
sources collected by the Florida Department
of Health, Sarasota County has made progress
in becoming a more sustainable community
from a health perspective, but many challenges
remain. The county is a statewide leader in
some health and built environment measures,
such as residents living within a half-mile of a
park (46.6 percent in Sarasota compared to 44.8
percent in Florida), and the number of residents
using active transportation modes to commute
to work (1.2 percent bicycling to work in Sarasota compared to 0.6 percent in Florida) . It has
much room for improvement in various health
measures that indicate significant disparities
between different population groups. These
measures serve as a reflection of how sustainable our community is on a health and social
equity spectrum, and provide insight on areas
of improvement in making more livable and
health-promoting those environments where
we live, work and play.

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS
FROM SECONDARY DATA
• African-Americans in Sarasota County
experience substantially higher mortality
on a range of chronic/communicable
diseases, such as cancer, heart disease,
diabetes, and HIV/AIDS
• The disparities in higher mortality for
certain chronic conditions experienced by
African-Americans have been decreasing
the past 20 years
• Infant mortality is higher among AfricanAmerican and Hispanic populations and
trending downward, but there has been a

disconcerting uptick since 2013 for AfricanAmericans, Hispanics and Caucasians
• The homicide rate within African-American
populations is substantially higher
compared to Hispanics and Caucasians
• Health disparities between groups have
been narrowing and overall chronic disease
rates are trending downward, but gaps still
remain between groups

DEMOGRAPHICS
Of Sarasota County’s 396,962 residents, 91.6
percent are white, 5 percent are black, 8.7
percent identify as Hispanic or Latino1. Overall,
the demographics between different racial and
ethnic groups has been static between whites,
blacks, and Asians but increased for Hispanic
or Latino groups over the last several years.
Sarasota County has increasingly become an
older community, as more “Baby Boomers”
move to the area. The elder population has
increased markedly, and the median age of
the county now stands at 53.9, well above
the Florida median of 41.3. Additionally, 31.9
percent of county residents are older than 65,
which is much greater than Florida’s rate of 18.2
percent2. According to the U.S. Census Bureau,
among all counties with populations more than
100,000, Sarasota County has the third-highest
median age nationally3.
Sarasota County is a highly educated community, a trend which has increased over
the past decade. More than 30.8 percent of
county residents hold a bachelor’s degree or
higher, compared to the state average of 26.4
percent4. However, the number of individuals
living below the poverty line has increased
dramatically in the last decade, as the effects
of the 2007-09 recession still linger in the
community. While the number of uninsured in
the county increased following the recession,
implementation of the 2010 Affordable Care Act
and the subsequent opening of health insurance exchanges have contributed to decreasing
the uninsured to 15.3 percent of residents, much
lower than the state average of 20 percent5.
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II. Results of Key Informant

Interviews & Community
Conversations: Priorities
and Recommendations

Throughout the early part of 2015, Department of Health Sarasota County (DOH-Sarasota) conducted a series of key informant
interviews to gauge positive and negative
trends in the health and wellness of Sarasota County and its residents. The interviews took place with 18 organizations that
play critical roles in the public health of our
community, including healthcare providers,
hospitals, social service agencies, faithbased organizations and other partners.
In addition to this, a series of three “Community Conversations” focus groups were
held in the southern, middle, and northern portions of Sarasota County to gather
residents’ perspectives on health issues
and priorities affecting them. These interviews and conversations provide insight
into progress that the county has made in
promoting a healthier and more sustainable
community, examining themes such as:

FIGURE 1: All Cancers. Data Source: Florida
Department of Health CHARTS

• physical activity levels,
• prevalence of chronic and
communicable disease,
• levels of equity in access to community
resources such as healthcare,

FIGURE 2: Heart Disease. Data Source:
Florida Department of Health CHARTS

• disparities in levels of substance
abuse, and
• other related mental health disorders.
All determinants enable assessment of
efforts to become a community with an
enhanced quality of life for all residents.

KEY INFORMANTS: HEALTH
AND QUALITY OF LIFE
Since 2010, a majority of informants indicated they felt health and quality of life
had improved in Sarasota County. The
three most frequently cited factors for the
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FIGURE 3 : Diabetes. Data Source: Florida
Department of Health CHARTS

improvements were the continued economic recovery, well-established community partnerships,
and continued collaboration on health issues and
services by partners. A minority of informants,
however, indicated they felt health and quality
of life had declined due to the economic downturn, more clients being uninsured, and a lack of
affordable housing in the county. The split opinions likely reflect the different population groups
with which informants interact on a service basis,
reflecting some disparities in resources available to
different segments of the community.
FIGURE 4: HIV/AIDS. Data Source: Florida
Department of Health CHARTS

FIGURE 5: Homicides. Data Source: Florida
Department of Health CHARTS

KEY INFORMANTS: AT RISK
POPULATIONS AND MAJOR
HEALTH ISSUES
Key informants were asked to identify which
populations or groups experienced disproportionate negative health outcomes when compared to
others. The most-reported groups were: low-income populations, homeless, elderly, and minorities. The issues most frequently reported by these
groups were difficulty accessing care, a lack of
primary care providers, and income gaps experienced by those of lower economic brackets. Other
issues that were often cited included finding affordable housing, problems with transportation, lack
of nutrition and exercise, and low health literacy.
A common theme seen in the responses was good
health care for those with access to health insurance, and lowered quality of care for those without.

KEY INFORMANTS: HEALTH
PROGRAMS, RESOURCES,
& ADVOCACY.

FIGURE 6: Infant Mortality. Data Source:
Florida Department of Health CHARTS

Key Informants surveyed about programs that
supported healthy lifestyles offered an overall
positive response. Many stated that current programs are good but there is room for improvement.
Informants noted adequate venues for community
groups and promotions within the community,
but added that coordination is severely lacking.
Many informants indicated that the numerous
existing health resources and programs are advertised only at the venues offering them, and the
messaging does not reach all at-risk populations
HEALTH AND SOCIAL EQUITY 39

who could benefit from the services. More work
needs to be done in the community to encourage
greater advocacy on health issues through media
coverage, outreach, and enhanced coordination
between local organizations.

COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS:
HEALTHY WEIGHT
Most residents reported engaging in some level
of physical activity but residents of the Newtown
community in northern Sarasota County reported
that their environment is not conducive to physical activity, with concerns about traveling to
places to exercise, unsafe sidewalks, and unsafe
outside environments. Obesity was cited as a
major issue throughout the county, and the
majority of residents reported they were especially concerned with childhood obesity. Barriers
to achieving a healthy weight in both adults and
children included:

FIGURE 7: Percent of Workers who Ride a Bike to Work.
Source: Florida Environmental Public Health Tracking

• affordability of healthy foods,
• unhealthy eating habits,
• high price of participating in organized
sports and extra-curricular activities for
children, and
• sedentary lifestyles of adults
and children.

COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS:
ACCESS TO CARE AND
RESOURCES
Access to care was reported as a difficulty across
groups, with all groups stating care was not
affordable for most people. Most participants indicated having some form of health care coverage.
Even those with access to health insurance coverage reported difficulties in getting appointments,
acquiring transportation to appointments, and the
high cost of health care.

40 HEALTH AND SOCIAL EQUITY

FIGURE 8: Pedestrian Deaths on Public
Roads (per 100,000 population). Source: Florida
Environmental Public Health Tracking

COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS:
SUBSTANCE ABUSE/
MENTAL HEALTH
Focus group participants reported that substance
abuse and mental health were major problems
in Sarasota County. In particular, mental health
was a recurring issue cited by all groups polled.
The prevalence of depression and suicide were of
special concern, and mentioned frequently across
all groups. Awareness of services that are available to residents was cited as a barrier in accessing
mental health care.

INDICATOR

YEAR (S)

SARASOTA
COUNTY

FLORIDA

TREND

Total population

2014

396,962

19,893,297

↑

Population less than 5 years

2014

3.7%

5.5%

↑

Population less than 18 years

2014

15%

20.4%

↑

Population 65+

2014

31.9%

18.2%

↑

Median age

2014

53.9

41.3

↑

White alone

2014

91.6%

77.8%

←→

Black or African American alone

2014

5%

16.8%

←→

Asian alone

2014

1.6%

2.8%

←→

Hispanic or Latino

2014

8.7%

24.1%

↑

Bachelor’s degree or higher

2014

30.8%

26.4%

↑

Persons below poverty level

2014

12.2%

16.3%

↑

Unemployment rate

2014

5.2%

5.3%

↓

No health insurance

2009-13

15.3%

20%

↓

TABLE 1: Sarasota County Demographics. Source: Florida CHARTS, Health Plannig Council of Southwest Florida

COMMUNITY PRIORITIES
A. Healthy Weight
• Addressing childhood and adult obesity
is a top priority for the community, with
childhood obesity a particular concern.
Prohibitive costs for organized, physical
activity coupled with concerns about
safe environments for playing children
contributed to sedentary lifestyles in both
adults and children. Additionally, access to
affordable, healthy foods, like fresh fruits
and vegetables, is an issue documented in
the community that will require strategies
to improve affordability and access to fresh
fruits and vegetables.

B. Access to Care
• Removing barriers in access to critical
primary and mental-health care is a
community priority, especially for lower-

income populations that are uninsured and
have reported greater issues in accessing
such resources.
• Improving awareness of existing resources
and services available to at-risk populations
and/or groups who stand to benefit the
most from increased engagement also was
a priority.

C. Mental Health and
Substance Abuse
• Access to adequate mental-health care
and targeting increased levels of mentalhealth disorders in the community is a
pressing issue. Mental-health services
need improvement in Sarasota County, and
connecting high-risk individuals to services
and reducing barriers to access based on
costs are critical.
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FOOTNOTES
2014 Census Quick facts http://quickfacts.census.gov/
qfd/states/12/12115.html
1

2015 County Health Profile—Health Planning Council of
Southwest Florida http://www.hpcswf.com/wp-content/
uploads/2011/12/Sarasota-County-Health-Profile-2015.
pdf & 2014 Sarasota County Profile http://edr.state.fl.us/
content/area-profiles/county/sarasota.pdf
2

Howden, Lindsay M. and Julie A. Meyer. “Age and Sex
Composition: 2010”, 2010 Census Briefs. http://www.
census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-03.pdf and
“2012 Sarasota County: How Are We Aging” report. http://
www.scgov.net/PlanningServices/Demographic%20
Profiles/How%20are%20we%20aging.pdf
3

2014 Sarasota County Profile http://edr.state.fl.us/
content/area-profiles/county/sarasota.pdf
4

2015 Sarasota County Health Profile—Health Planning
Council of Southwest Florida- http://www.hpcswf.
com/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Sarasota-County-Health-Profile-2015.pdf
5
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Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2015 County Health
Rankings. http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/
florida/2015/rankings/sarasota/county/outcomes/
overall/snapshot Retrieved October 19, 2015.
6

Florida Environmental Public Health Tracking Program,
Built Environment Indicators, Community Access. http://
www.floridatracking.com/HealthTrackFL/report.aspx?IndNumber=8290&mes=31247 Retrieved October 26, 15.
7

TOPIC AREA:
FOOD
Food and sustainability are intertwined, with an increased emphasis on
supporting the local food economy. The “good food revolution” has gained momentum around
the globe over the past 10 years, creating greater awareness of the fundamental unsustainability of our
current global industrial food system, as well as many of the available solutions. The social, economic
and environmental dimensions of how we grow and eat our food regularly are discussed at the dinner
table and analyzed in our national media. Conversations often cite statistics such as the average food
item traveling 1,500 miles from farm to plate and the fact that it currently takes around 10 calories
of fossil fuel energy to produce one calorie of food energy1. New terms like “foodshed,” “community
supported agriculture,” and “urban farming” continue to sprout and take root in common culture.
Meanwhile, farmers markets, organic food, and community gardens are rapidly proliferating all over
the country.
This movement towards a healthier, more just
and sustainable food system has gradually made
its way here to Sarasota County, where it has
been one of the most noticeable developments
in local sustainability over the past decade.
The sections below outline how the state of our
local foodshed has progressed over the past 10
years, as well as what Sarasota County residents
believe are its greatest strengths and opportunities for continued growth over the next 10 years.

I. Background Data
The following information came out of an event
held on October 28, 2015, at the Ringling College
of Art & Design in Sarasota. Part of Greater Sarasota’s Fifth Annual Eat Local Week, this “State of
Our Foodshed Forum” was attended by 50 diverse
stakeholders, including local government representatives, farmers, food-related business owners,
members of local nonprofits, college students, and
other unaffiliated citizens. Speakers included Don
Hall, Executive Director of Transition Sarasota;
Dr. Robert Kluson, Natural Resources and Agriculture Agent for UF/IFAS Extension Sarasota
County; Kevan Main, Director of the Marine and

Freshwater Aquaculture Program for Mote Marine
Laboratory; Paul Mattison, Chef and Proprietor of
Mattison’s Culinary Group; and Kristian Blessington, Community Health Planner for the Florida
Department of Health in Sarasota County.

PRODUCTION
According to the US Department of Agriculture’s
2012 Census of Agriculture2, there are 283 farms
in Sarasota County covering a total of 80,143
acres, or an average farm size of 283 acres. While
there are a handful of sprawling operations, covering more than 1,000 acres, the vast majority
of Sarasota County farms are less than 50 acres
(see Figure 1). This is good for sustainability, as
experts suggest an agricultural system made up
of many small farms tends to be more resilient
and equitable than one dependent on just a few
major players. Furthermore, small farms are more
likely to use ecological practices and sell directly
to local markets.
Other trends unearthed by the USDA’s census,
however, are more troubling. Between 2007
and 2012, the total number of farms in Sarasota
County decreased by 7 percent, while the average
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size of these farms increased by 42 percent.
The average age of primary farm operators in
Sarasota County is 58.2 years, and more than
two-thirds are male. Also, less than 5 percent of
farm operators come from minority backgrounds,
although they represent 16.3 percent of Sarasota
County’s total population2. All of this demonstrates that, despite the progress made by the
food localization movement in recent years, many
long-standing trends in agriculture and in our
society at-large continue to exert a strong influence.
FIGURE 1: Number of Farms, by Acreage. Source: USDA
2012 Census of Agriculture: Sarasota County, Florida2

FIGURE 2: Farmland by Type. Source: 2012
Census of Agriculture: Sarasota County, Florida2

As shown in Figure 2, nearly two-thirds of Sarasota County farmland is in pasture. Roughly
40,000 acres of this pasture are categorized as
“improved” versus 55,000 “unimproved” acres. Of
the 5.8 percent of total farmland currently used
for the production of crops, citrus claims the
majority with just more than 1,500 acres, followed
by vegetables at around 1,200 acres and sod at
about 600 acres. Often forgotten when discussing
local food productions, but at least as important,
are bountiful wild fisheries. Although Sarasota
trails far behind Manatee County in commercial
fishing (see Figure 3), Sarasota County fishermen
netted approximately 250,000 pounds in 2014, a
significant increase from previous years.

DISTRIBUTION
The total market value of all Sarasota County
farm products sold declined by 19 percent from
2007 to 2012, from $31 million to $25 million.
Over the same period, federal subsidies to Sarasota County farmers increased 386 percent, to
$384,000 total. Despite these subsidies, the 2012
Census of Agriculture found that the primary
occupation of more than 50 percent of primary
farm operators in Sarasota County is now off
the farm2.

FIGURE 3: Commercial Fisheries Landings
(lbs) in Sarasota & Manatee County3
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Nevertheless, there is hope for our local agricultural economy, if we are able to shift the way we
buy our food. A 2006 study4 by Ken Meter of the
Crossroads Resource Center found that of the
$468 million Sarasota County residents spent
each year on food for home use, only $239,000

was purchased directly from a local farmer
through a farmstand, farmers market, or
Community Supported Agriculture program.
While this 0.05 percent figure is certainly disturbing, it also can be looked at as indicating
there is much room for improvement. Indeed,
Meter also noted in his study that a modest
10 percent shift towards local food could add
$80 million per year to Sarasota County’s
economy, potentially creating thousands of
new green jobs.
Interestingly, a recent study of the economic
impacts of the Englewood and Venice farmers
markets by UF/IFAS Extension Sarasota
County (see Figure 4) suggests that Meter’s
$80 million a year figure may, in fact, be low.
The total economic impact of just these two
markets during the 2014-15 season—which
includes vendor receipts, as well as spending
by marketgoers at other nearby businesses
and other indirect economic effects – came
to more than $27 million. With at least seven
farmers markets, four farmstands, four buying
clubs, eight grocery stores, and 37 restaurants
and caterers currently offering local produce
here in Sarasota County, and these numbers
steadily increasing every year, the future for
local food and farming businesses looks bright.

CONSUMPTION
As a counterpoint to the potential of our local
food system, it is important not to overstate the
progress to date. Consumer education regarding local foods remains lacking, whether this
distortion came about mainly because participants interpreted the word “local” generously
or they had been misled by overzealous marketing campaigns. For instance, the “Local Food
Systems in Florida: Consumer Characteristics
and Economic Impacts” study, published in
2013 by Alan Hodges and Thomas Stevens of
the Food and Resource Economics Department
at the University of Florida, randomly surveyed
1,599 Floridians by mail. Hodges and Stevens
reported that respondents living in the Sarasota-Bradenton area estimated they spent 18.9

FIGURE 4: Venice and Englewood
Farmers Market Survey Results

percent of all their food purchases for at-home
consumption in 2011 and 2012 on local food, a
highly unlikely percentage given the numbers
presented by Meter.
Another major issue related to consumption is
access to healthy food. According to a recent
study by the Florida Department of Health in
Sarasota County, 56,740 people (or 14.8 percent
of the total population of Sarasota County)
were considered “food insecure” in 2013. USDA
defines food insecurity as: “limited or uncertain
availability of nutritionally adequate and safe
foods or limited or uncertain ability to acquire
acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.”5
In Sarasota County, nearly three-quarters of
adults live more than a half-mile away from
any healthy food retailer, which makes it difficult for those without a car to shop at those
locations (see Figure 5). Partially as a result,
82 percent of Sarasota County residents eat
less than the recommended five servings of
fruit and vegetables per day and 58 percent are
overweight or obese.

OTHER
Beyond the mainstream food economy, edible
gardens have become increasingly popular,
with more and more gardeners turning their
former hobbies into sources of additional
income. A recent cottage food training offered
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FIGURE 5: Food deserts in Sarasota County

by UF/IFAS Extension Sarasota County attracted 43 entrepreneurial residents who planned to start a new business within
the year, potentially generating up to $435,000 per year
in combined sales. The number of community gardens in
Sarasota County has doubled to eight since 2004, with an 81
percent increase in available plots, and there are now at least
46 edible gardens being cultivated at local schools.
Sarasota was the first Florida county to have a dedicated
Community and School Gardens Coordinator, and both our
local school district and county Extension office currently
have Farm-to-School Coordinators working to increase the
amount of locally-grown, fresh produce served to students.
During the 2011-12 school year, the Sarasota County School
District purchased nearly 50 percent—or nearly $1.2 million
worth—of its produce needs from Florida farms. The most
local of these farms are highlighted in green on the map
included as Figure 6.
Overall, the local food movement in Sarasota County has
made great progress over the past 10 years, but there is
still much to be done to reap the full benefits. Early success
has been well-documented by Greater Sarasota’s Eat Local
Resource Guide & Directory (www.eatlocalsrq.org), which
increased its number of listings by approximately one-third
each year between April 2011 and October 2014, and now
includes more than 265 local food-related businesses and
organizations located in Sarasota, Manatee, Charlotte, and
DeSoto counties. While there are many reasons to expect
this trend to continue, it will not happen automatically. To
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FIGURE 6: Sarasota County Farm
to School Program Foodshed Map

reach the next stage in the development of Sarasota County’s local
food system, farmers, retailers,
government officials, sustainability
advocates, and engaged citizens all
must learn to work together strategically in the coming years.

II. Results of

Community
Conversations
Following the presentations on
Oct. 28, 2015, of the background
data—summarized above—participants in the “State of Our Foodshed
Forum” brainstormed and prioritized strengths and opportunities
for improvement in local food
production, distribution, consumption, and other areas. The top-rated
responses in each category have
been listed below. Please note that
the number of priorities shown
vary from category to category due
to tied responses.

PRODUCTION
Strengths
1. Great models for sustainable farms already
exist in our region; for example, ECHO (Educational Concerns for Hunger Organization) in
North Fort Myers
2. Demand for local food is high and agricultural lands are available to support increased
production
3. There are many school gardens in Sarasota
County and their benefits are well–
understood
Opportunities for Improvement
1. Advocates could work with developers to
integrate sustainable agriculture into the
design of future developments
2. Local aquaculture production and the
sustainable harvesting of native seafood
could be increased
3. Changes in county zoning and land-use regulations could help encourage more sustainable food production
DISTRIBUTION
Strengths
1. Many farmers markets exist in Sarasota
County (though some are lacking farmers)
2. There are already major efforts underway to
increase access to fresh produce within “food
deserts”; for example, Florida Department of
Health in Sarasota County, All Faiths Food
Bank, and elsewhere
3. Sarasota County School District has set an
ambitious goal of sourcing at least 50 percent
of the produce it buys from Florida farms
4. Many restaurants are purchasing produce
from local farms, and more do so every year
Opportunities for Improvement
1. The creation of a “food hub” could facilitate
the aggregation of local produce from many
small farms in the area for sale to grocery
stores and restaurants

2. Food Connects Community can be used to
help grow the local food movement
3. Although school garden produce can be
prepared and served in school cafeterias,
many schools are currently unaware of this
CONSUMPTION
Strengths
1. Many school gardens exist to provide healthy,
fresh produce to students in Sarasota County
2. Sarasota County citizens are knowledgeable about the benefits of local food and
healthy eating
3. Resources are available for increasing access
to fresh produce in food deserts, including
Transition Sarasota’s Suncoast Gleaning
Project, and the mobile produce market and
Cooking Matters classes provided by All
Faiths Food Bank
Opportunities for Improvement
1. More mobile markets, like All Faiths Food
Bank’s Sprout, could deliver fresh produce to
food deserts with healthy cooking classes
available on–site
2. More community garden produce and
value-added products could be sold at local
farmers markets
3. There currently aren’t any Community
Supported Agriculture programs located in
Sarasota County
OTHER
Strengths
1. Many parks, open spaces, and vacant lots
in Sarasota County could be utilized for
community gardens and/or enhanced by
edible landscaping
2. Large amounts of food waste are available for
producing compost
Opportunities for Improvement
1. Processing facilities could be created for
canning, freezing, dehydrating, and juicing
local produce
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2. Composting of food waste at homes and businesses could be increased, with a collection
program established for those who aren’t able
to compost on–site
3. Shifting tens of thousands of acres now
occupied by cattle production instead toward
the production of organic vegetables and
fruits might help reduce contributions to
climate change
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TOPIC AREA:
WASTE
I. Background Data
Sarasota County residents embraced recycling early, voting to adopt
mandatory recycling in 1991. In 2014, 52.95 percent of the total waste collected within the
county was recycled, the second–highest traditional recycling rate of any Florida county.
COUNTY RECYCLING RATE TREND
While recycling has been increasing,
so has the amount of total waste being
generated. Annual waste generation per
capita has been on an upward trend over
the last 12 years, going from 1.16 tons per
capita in 2000 to 2.15 in 2014, an increase
of 85 percent. In addition, while Sarasota
County has one of the highest recycling
rates among Florida counties, there is still
much work to be done to reach the state
recycling goal of 75 percent by 2020.
The greatest opportunities for additional recycling lie within organics and
construction/demolition (C&D) debris.
In 2011, 19.6 percent of the total waste
landfilled at the Central County Solid
Waste Disposal Complex was made up of
organic materials, primarily food waste
and compostable paper. C&D debris and
bulky waste comprised 20.2 percent of
the landfilled waste in 2011. While the
total volume of C&D debris waste has
been increasing over the last five years,
the percent recycled has been increasing1. There are also opportunities to divert
more paper and plastic from the landfill
through increased recycling, as they continued to represent large portions of the
landfilled waste stream in the 2011 study.

FIGURE 1: County Recycling Rate Trend

II. Results of Community

Conversations: Priorities and
Recommendations
A 2014 telephone and online survey of Sarasota
County residents who use the county’s solid waste
service showed strong support for county efforts to
comply with the state’s 75 percent recycling goal.
Additionally, half of those surveyed were willing to
pay higher collection and disposal rates to reach the
goal. Nearly all residents (99 percent) claimed to currently recycle, while those that do not cited as rationale: no requirement to do so, no reason to, not convenient, or a lack of space. Only 65 percent of residents
were aware that a county ordinance requires residents
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FOOTNOTES
Sarasota County Solid Waste Master Plan Baseline
Understanding. Prepared by HDR for Sarasota county.
February 2014.
1

Sarasota County 2014 Solid Waste Final Report. Conducted by: Kerr & Downs Research, Phillip E. Downs,
Ph.D., Joseph St. Germain, Ph.D., Rachael Powell. December 2014.
2

FIGURE 2: Composition of Landfilled Countywide
Municipal Solid Waste in 2011

to recycle. Sixty–nine percent would support
increased enforcement, including written warnings, fines and educational enforcement. Two
in three residents thought the county needs
to engage in more educational outreach to get
residents to recycle. Residents were nearly split
on composting yard waste, with 48 percent
willing to do so and 44 percent opposed. Barriers to composting included: smell, bugs, mess,
and lack of space. There was far more willingness (71 percent) to separate organic material
for collection at the curb and centralized composting. Seventy–seven percent thought the
county should compost organic materials to
create beneficial byproducts. But only 39 percent
were willing to pay up to $5 more per month for
that service2.
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Thank you to the Sustainable Communities Workshop organizing partners
and planning committee for assisting with this report.
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