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Central Florida: A Growing Region 
 

The East Central Florida Regional Planning Commission has defined east central Florida 

as Brevard, Lake, Orange, Seminole, Osceola, and Volusia Counties. Within the region are the 

urban centers of Orlando, Daytona Beach, DeLand, Melbourne, Kissimmee, Leesburg and 

Sanford, the Kennedy Space Center and the Walt Disney World vacation area. 

Background 

Florida's estimated 2004 population by the U.S. Census Bureau was 17,397,161, a 4.7% 

increase over 2003, while the United States grew by 3.8%. The region is steadily growing year to 

year, with projected populations reaching astronomical numbers if the rate of growth is 

maintained.  

East Central Florida is defined geographically as the relative center of the state, extending 

from the east cost from Daytona Beach down to Cape Canaveral, through the state to the western 

edge of downtown Orlando and the theme park area. Interstate 4 travels southwest from 

Interstate 95 in Daytona Beach through the state to Interstate 275 in Tampa, and it serves as an 

informal dividing line between east central Florida and west Central Florida. The region is 

geographically unique as it includes prime coastal areas, environmentally sensitive areas 

including wetlands, and an extensive network of lakes, estuaries and marshes. Economically, the 

region is likewise unique, as it includes several nodes of economic activity including the 

vacation destinations of Daytona Beach and the various theme parks; the burgeoning medical 

and educational facilities in the University of Central Florida and downtown Orlando areas; and 

the Altamonte Springs/Maitland/Lake Mary/Heathrow area which has emerged as an 

economically important area stemming from the now viable edge cities. Due to the way in which 

the region developed coupled with the large scale of the area, the region can best be defined as 
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polycentric. While downtown Orlando is an area that people immediately recognize, the spatial 

development did not emanate from this center, nor does it serve as an urban core. Therefore, the 

fragmented nature of the various centers serves as one of many challenges the region faces.  

The regional priorities as established by myregion.org help define the issues the region is 

facing. They include Economic Leadership, Education, Environment, Fragmentation and 

Branding, Quality of Life and Smart, Quality Growth. These priorities illustrate that the region is 

in need of economic diversification, as the tourism industry is becoming more volatile and 

unpredictable. The education system has been falling behind the rest of the state as well as the 

nation, which leads to an under-educated future workforce, and also acts as a barrier to attracting 

higher wage jobs to the region. The environment is constantly battling with the force of 

development, as well as maintaining its value for eco-tourism. As previously mentioned, the 

fragmented nature in which the region has developed leads to unique problems in terms of 

creating an identity, sense of place and community, and overcoming internal competition that has 

dominated the attitudes of local county governments. The quality of life in the region is affected 

by all of these components, including the lower quality of life that stems from the low wage jobs 

that dominate the tourism industry and the shortage in quality education that would give people 

the option to pursue higher wage careers. Finally, the region has experienced decades of cheap, 

quick, seemingly unquestioned growth, which has resulted in fragmented sprawl, low quality 

housing, and lack of cohesion within the region.  

Brief History 

The Spanish “discovered” Florida in 1513. They arrived to discover many Native 

American tribes inhabiting the land. The British and Spanish alternatively held custody of the 

land until 1821 when it became an American territory. Mosquito County, which later became 
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Orange County, was formed in 1824. Until the end of the Second Spanish American war in 1842, 

few American settlers lived in Central Florida. 1 

During the 1840’s to 1880’s, the dominant industry was cattle ranching. Due to relative 

isolation respective to the other colonies, the prominence of violence and gambling, the 

prevalence of Native American wars and the unbearably hot summers, few inhabited the region. 

Still, Florida gained statehood in 1845, and joined the Confederacy in the Civil War. The cattle 

ranches proved to be an important component to keeping the troops fed during the war. Due to 

the climate, cotton did not grow very well and thus the abolition of slavery did not have as a 

significant impact on the Central Florida economy as it did in other states. 2 

In the 1880’s, the South Florida Railroad extended its line into Sanford and Orlando, 

connecting the region to the rest of the country. The citrus industry now had access to a new 

market, and the region flourished as a result. This activity established Orlando as a central hub 

for Central Florida’s business and commercial endeavors. 3 

In 1903, the Florida East Coast Automobile Association formed to promote racing in the 

Daytona Beach Area. NASCAR began doing speed weeks in 1938, and the Daytona 500 is still a 

very popular annual event for Daytona. 4 

In the 1900’s through the 1920’s, the region experienced a steady population increase in 

the early 20th century due to the economic viability of the citrus and other local industries. 

Orlando particularly saw an intensification of downtown development. Hotels were constructed 

in the area, and tourism became a major industry for the area for the first time. Additionally, the 

Dixie Highway was constructed in 1927, which was the first interstate highway to cross through 

Orlando. Campgrounds for automobile travelers were also constructed in the region. 5 
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During World War II, the military established a strong presence in the region. The Army 

Air Corps established a training field at Orlando Municipal Airport, which is located 

immediately east of downtown Orlando and is now the Orlando Executive Airport. A year later, 

the Army established a second base that became the McCoy Air Force Base, now the present day 

Orlando International Airport. The McCoy Air Force Base was used as a strategic air command 

unit for planes carrying atomic bombs. From 1968 to 1998, Orlando was home to the Naval 

Training Center, which has since been redeveloped as the Baldwin Park neighborhood. 6  

The Glenn T. Martin Company opened a missile building facility in Orlando in 1956, 

sparking the development of a technology industry in the region. The Martin Company 

eventually became the powerful space and defense giant Lockheed Martin Company. In 1959, 

Cape Canaveral was transformed by the arrival of NASA and the development of the nation’s 

space program. Partially fueled by these economic expansions, the population exceeded 60,000 

by 1960. In 1963, the University of Central Florida was founded as Florida Technological 

University.7 

In 1969, before the opening of Walt Disney World, 3.5 million tourists visited Florida 

annually. After Disney World opened, the number of tourists tripled to nearly 10 million 

annually. Assisting the development of tourism was the opening of the Orlando International 

Airport in 1981.8 By the time Disney’s second theme park EPCOT opened in 1982, Orlando had 

become the number one tourist destination in the world. In 2000, a record 43.3 million visitors 

arrived in the region.9 

From the 1980’s to today, development has replaced citrus. Central Florida’s citrus 

industry was devastated by four consecutive environmental problems. First, a series of major 

freezes hit the region in the mid 1980’s. Second, the area’s crop developed citrus canker, a 
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highly infectious disease that requires plants adjacent to the infected plant to be destroyed. Third, 

the Mediterranean fruit fly caused further damage. Finally, a freeze in 1989 further destroyed the 

remaining crops. Facing this combination of setbacks, citrus growers moved south of the region 

that to areas that was more conducive to citrus production. With former citrus land no longer 

desirable for agriculture use and the area’s steadily increasing population, the region began to 

develop at a rapid pace. 9 

Demographics 

The six county region is home to more than 3 million people, living in over 1.2 million 

households. There is a tremendous variability between counties in terms of population, number 

of households and household size. Osceola County has the smallest population and the lowest 

number of households, with just 172,000 people living in approximately 62,000 households. The 

most populous county, Orange County, is home to 900,000 people living in approximately 

343,000 households. The average household size in Volusia County is 2.32 persons per 

household, and the largest in Osceola County with 2.79 persons per household.10 

The median age of the counties is also quite different. Orange County’s is the lowest at 

34 years, while Lake County is the highest at 45 years.11 The six county region is statistically 

higher than the United States as a whole, but its inhabitants are obviously not limited to retirees, 

as common perceptions about Florida may indicate. Approximately 37% of the population is 

between the ages of 15 and 44. Another 30% are 45-64, and only 15% are 65 and older.12 

One major difference between the region and the rest of the United States as a whole is 

that nationwide, 20% of the population is aged 14 and younger. That same age group makes up 

just 13% of the total regional population, indicating that many households in the region do not 

have children.13 Nationally, households without children, including empty nesters and young 
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professionals, are seeking higher density living environments with increased accessibility and 

increased amenities. It is likely that a significant percentage of the region’s residents would be 

willing to live at a higher density if such properties would be made available and affordable.  

The region is also becoming much more racially and ethnically diverse. In 1990, the non-

white population was just 14% of the regional total and by 2000 had increased significantly to 

21%. Similarly, the Hispanic population had increased 155% during the decade between 1990 

and 2000.14 

Regional Economy 

The global economy is shifting, causing cities and counties to cooperate with one another 

as unified regions as opposed to competing internally. Recognizing the new global dynamics, the 

Central Florida region has taken steps toward strengthening their competitiveness through 

regional cooperation. There are, however, certain obstacles present that challenge the economic 

vitality of the region, namely the educational system, the lack of high-wage jobs, the dominance 

of a tourism industry that carries low-wage jobs, and the limited versatility of an economy based 

primarily on one industry.  

The region’s current educational system presents an obstacle to the establishment of an 

attractive knowledge based workforce. The State of Florida, and the Orlando region specifically, 

lag behind the nation in terms of quality public education. According to the American 

Legislative Exchange Council, Florida ranks 45 out of 50 in terms of academic achievement.15 

Furthermore, all six of the counties within the Orlando region spend over $2,000 less per student 

in public education than the national average of $7,583 and even $200 less per student than the 

Florida average of $5,820.  The state of the education system limits the region’s ability to both 

create and attract a desirable labor force. The poorly performing schools undermine business’s 
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confidence in the high school graduates produced by the region. Moreover, highly skilled and 

educated workers worry about locating to the area, as they fear sending their children into a 

below average school system.  As a result, the region struggles to attract high-wage jobs.  

The region has experienced many major shifts in economic composition, from citrus and 

mining to a premier tourist destination. The selection of Orange County as the site of Disney 

World transformed the economy, as it pioneered the development of a tourism based economy. 

While tourism is a valuable asset to Central Florida, its dependence on it poses a threat to the 

area’s economic health and stability. For example, following the events on September 11, the 

region struggled with the drastic decline in the number of visitors. By continuing to depend on 

one main industry, the region remains exposed to a high level of economic risk. Additionally, the 

tourism industry is dominated by low-wage jobs, which threatens the region’s ability to compete 

globally. As a result, five of the six counties report a median household income that is below the 

national average of $42,000.  

Through regional cooperation, Central Florida is promoting the development of key 

industries, including digital media, modeling, simulation and training, aerospace and aviation 

and film and television production. Recently, the University of Central Florida was chosen as a 

site to build a medical school. This addition, along with the existing medical infrastructure, could 

aid in bringing high-wage research and medical jobs to the region.  

Current/Recent Regional Planning Efforts 

 Because Central Florida is such a special region, many efforts have been made in order to 

envision the proper way for the area to grow. Traditionally, the regional planning efforts have 

been overseen by the East Central Florida Regional Planning Commission, which is an 

association of local governments serving the six counties. The Regional Planning Council has a 
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31-member governing board, or Council, and a staff of twelve. According the recent council 

meeting minutes, the people who are attending these meetings include county commissioners, 

mayors of various cities and leagues of cities, gubernatorial appointees, members of the Florida 

Department of Transportation and the Florida Department of Environmental Protection, 

members of the architecture and design community, and of course the staff. This range of 

representation is comforting because I feel that many interests are being considered in these 

meetings. Regarding scope of work, it appears to be similar to the regional planning councils we 

have learned about in class. The ECFRPC oversees developments of regional impact, assesses 

and maintains the affordable housing stock, is responsible for creating and maintaining a regional 

plan, maintains GIS data for the region, oversees economic development and facilitates the 

discussion among the members of the region. Recently they have begun to discuss ways to 

implement the vision created by myregion.org,  

 Also within the region are four Metropolitan Planning Organizations: the Central Florida 

MPO representing metropolitan Orlando including Orange, Osceola and Seminole Counties, the 

Brevard MPO, the Volusia MPO and Lake-Sumter MPO. Like the other 384 MPOs in the 

country, these MPOs are responsible for overseeing a component of the transportation budget, 

and these MPOs are committed to regional transportation planning. Included in their 

responsibilities are gathering trend data, researching ways to respond to growth and land use 

issues, and implementing transportation plans for their area as well as with the other MPOs in the 

six county region. 

 Within each county there is a planning department as well, albeit some larger than others. 

The main responsibilities of these organizations are more in monitoring, writing land use 

ordinances, dealing with zoning and of course permitting.  I view these departments as the front 
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line fighters, the ones who are involved intimately with the projects in the county and also as the 

executors of the visions the larger organizations have for the region. They offer a local 

perspective to the region, share their experiences with them, as well as gain support from others 

in the region that may be encountering similar problems.  

 Along with these governmental agencies and organizations, a new alliance sprung up to 

help support the regional vision into the future. Myregion.org sought to unite these organizations 

with other interested entities within the area, including local businesses and organizations, non-

profit organizations, civic and educational groups along with local citizens – all of whom held a 

vested interest into determining, “How Shall We Grow?” This three-phase project heavily 

integrated the public’s opinion in a very active way. Most notable was the presence the 

organization had in the community in terms of running charettes, making numerous presentations 

to various other organizations, asking for design feedback from members of the community 

through surveys, and facilitating a dialogue among the various regional planning organizations in 

Central Florida. Now in Phase III, myregion is turning over the visioning work to the existing 

planning councils and organizations. It is now their responsibility to implement these visions into 

their community framework.  

Recommendations 

 The main difficulty the region faces is scale, which carries with it all of the baggage of 

multiple interested governmental agencies. The ECFRPC has an important role in coordinating 

efforts among individual counties, and from what has been documented, they seem to be 

successful in their efforts. However, the politics within the counties and their municipalities must 

make the whole process a nightmare. Adjusting the scale of the ECFRPC to something more 

manageable is tempting, but these counties do share many common connections and economic 
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resources, so their alliance does make sense. Adjusting the role of the ECFRPC could be another 

way of impacting their sphere of influence over this vast area. Currently, there seem to be many 

duplicitous efforts occurring in the region. In order to the ECFRPC to emerge as a more uniting 

and important force, giving the Council some stake in the budget or level of final authority in the 

region would help unit the other interested parties in the region behind the ECFRPC.  

Further, the fragmentation noted earlier is another hurtle the region faces. From personal 

experience, I didn’t know anything outside of Seminole and Volusia County until I was well into 

high school. I don’t think I’ve ever been to Brevard County for any particular reason, and the 

nether regions of Osceola County are as foreign to me as western Massachusetts. My experience 

evidences the typical isolation from other areas within the region that many regions face. It is 

hard to make people within the region to feel unified as a region. The lifestyle on the coast is in 

drastic contrast to the suburban areas in the edge cities, and within the edge cities the class divide 

is ever present. Downtown, while it is denser than any other area, still feels empty and 

fragmented among the sprawling neighborhoods that it connects to.  The Regional City by 

Calthorpe and Fulton recognize that this problem faces nearly all regions within the United 

States. However, unity can come through cooperation of individual communities, enhancing the 

strength of existing connections, and focusing in the neighborhoods in a bottom-up approach. I 

believe through the already expressed efforts of myregion and the ECFRPC, many of these 

strategies are underway.   

Finally, the fact that 91% of residents commute to work alone or in carpools is startling, 

and the resistance to public transportation is formidable. This resonates as a fundamental 

problem to both overcoming sprawl and the fragmentation issue. Prior to many other projects 

that are pursued to revitalize areas, the region needs to put a priority on creating a viable mass 
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transportation network that unifies the region, connects it to other areas of the state, and is done 

in such a way that will be embraced by a diverse population. Many of the aforementioned 

problems could start to be addressed by pursuing this option. 

 

Conclusion 

 As expressed through the many interests in the region to help protect its future, I am 

confident that this growing region will experience smart growth in the years to come. There are 

many people who are working towards a better future for the region. It will be exciting to see 

how we grew.  

  

  


