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INTRODUCTION

A. MANDATED BY THE STATE OF FLORIDA

The eleven regional planning co uncils in Florida were mand ated by the Legislature (186 .507, Florida Statutes)

in 1993 to  prepare  Strategic Re gional Po licy Plans to rep lace the existing C ompreh ensive Reg ional Policy

Plans. This Strategic Regional Policy Plan was prepared by the Withlacoochee Regional Planning Council in

response to that mandate. The current draft is the Strategic Regional Policy Plan that the Withlacoochee

Regional Planning Co uncil proposes for the region; it will be used for formal review by state and local

governments and for receiving public input at public hea rings to be held in the region. It will not become the

final Strategic Regional Policy Pla n for the regio n until it is formally adopted by the Board of Directors of the

Withlacoochee Regional Planning Council by a two-thirds majority. After adoption, the Strategic Regional

Policy Plan will be enacted into the Florida Administrative Code and have the authority of administrative law.

B. WHAT IS A STRATEGIC REGIONAL POLICY PLAN?

A Strategic Re gional Po licy Plan is  a long range guide for the physical, economic, and social development of

a planning region which identifies regional goals and policies" (Rule 27E-5.001, F.A.C.). The rule requires

that...

...plans shall be developed through a collaborative process that emphasizes consensus and

coordination between local governments, regional entities,  state and federal agencies, other

approp riate organiz ations, and the  public. 

The Strategic  Regional Policy Plan is not just a plan for the regional planning council, it is a plan for the region.

The plan conta ins regional go als and po licies to prom ote a coordinated program of regional actions directed

at resolving problems and needs identified in the trends and conditions analyses of each strategic regional

subject area. The required strategic regiona l subject area s are afforda ble housing , econom ic develop ment,

emergency preparedness, natural resources of regional significance, and regional transportation. The plan also

must identify and address significant regional resources and facilities that could be adversely impacted by

developmen t activities.

The primary difference between the Strategic Regional Policy Plan and the previous Comprehensive Regional

Policy Plan is that the Strategic Regional Policy Plan is intended to  be strategic ra ther than com prehensive  in

nature and scope. Rule 27E-5.002(9) defines "strategic" as proactive, future and results-oriented with a focus

on important long term priorities, needs and problems of the region. Unlike the Comprehensive Regional Policy

Plan, the Strategic R egional Po licy Plan is not re quired to a ddress all the g oals in the State Comprehensive Plan

(Chapter 187, Flo rida Statutes)--b ut it must nevertheless be consistent with and further the State Comprehensive

Plan. 

C. PURPOSE OF THE STRATEGIC REGIONAL POLICY PLAN

The purpose of the Strategic Regional Policy Plan is to serve as a basis for the review of the resources and

facilities found in local government comprehensive plans originating in the Region (27E-5.001(4), F.A.C.).

Other purposes include:

1. To implement and further the goals and policies of the S tate Comp rehensive P lan with regard  to the

strategic regional subject areas and other components addresses in the plan.

2. To provide long range policy guidance for the physical,  economic, and social development of a region.
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3. To establish pub lic policy for the resolution of disputes over regional problems, needs, or

opportunities through the establishmen t of regional go als and po licies and to p rovide a re gional basis

and perspective for the coordination of gove rnmental activities and the resolution of prob lems, needs,

and opportunities that are of regional concern or scope.

4. To establish goa ls and policies, in addition to other criteria established by law, that provide a basis for

the review of de velopme nts of regional im pact, regional review of federally assisted projects, and

other activities of the regional plann ing council. In a ddition, the p lan may reco mmend  specific

locations or activities in  which a project, that due to its character or location, should be a development

of regional impact within the region. Standards included in strategic regional policy plans shall be used

for planning purposes only and not for permitting or regulatory purposes. A regional planning co uncil

shall not adopt a planning standard tha t differs materially  from a plan ning standard  adopted  by rule

by a state or regional agency, when such rule expressly states the planning standard is intended to

preemp t action by the re gional plann ing council. 

5. To establish goa ls and policie s to assist the state and  the council  in the determination of consistency

of local comprehensive plans with strategic regional policy plans and the state comprehensive plan.

Strategic  Regional Policy Pla ns shall serve as a  basis to review the re sources an d facilities found  in

local government co mprehensive plans.

6. To establish land development and transportation goals and policies in a manner that fosters region-

wide transportation systems.

7. To serv e as a basis for  decisions b y the regional p lanning cou ncil.

8. To guide the ad ministration of fed eral, state, region al, and local agency programs and activities in a

region to the extent provided by law.

9. To identify significant regional resources and facilities, infrastructure needs, or other problems, need s,

or opportunities of importance to the region.

             10. To identify natural resources of regional significance and  promo te the protection of those resourc es.

             11. To set forth economic development goals and policies that promo te regional economic growth and

improve ment.

             12. To set for th goals and  policies that address the affordable housing and emergency prep aredness

problem s and need s for the Regio n. 

D. CONSISTENCY OF LO CAL G OVE RNM ENT C OM PREH ENSIV E PLA NS W ITH ST RATE GIC

REGIONAL POLICY PLAN 

Rule 9J-5.021(1) FAC requires that each local government compre hensive plan  in the region b e consistent with

the strategic region al policy plan and with the state comprehensive plan. Consistency is defined as being

compatible with and furthering the regional and state plans. The term "compatible" means that the local plan

is not in conflict with the regional and state plans. The term "furthers" means to take action in the direction of

realizing goals or po licies of the state  or regional plan. For the purposes of determining consistency of the local

plan with the state and regional plans the state or regional p lans shall be construed as a  whole and  no specific

goal and polic y shall be construed or applied in isolation from the other goals and policies in the plans (9J-

5.021(2) FAC).
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E. STATEMENT OF INTENT

The goals and policies in the Strategic Regional Policy Plan are intended for planning purposes only. The

Strategic  Regional Policy Plan is not a regulatory document, nor does it create regulatory authority. According

to state law, the Strategic Regional Policy Plan may not establish binding level of service standards fo r public

facilities and service s provide d or regula ted by loca l governme nts; however , this limitation shall not be

construed to limit the authority of regional planning councils to propose objections, recommendations, or

comments on local plans or plan amendments (Chapter 186.507(14) F.S.).

F. THE STRATEGIC R EGIONAL PLAN NING PROCESS

The procedures used to formulate the Withlacoochee Strategic Regional Policy Plan were set forth b y the state

in Rule 27E -5.001 F AC. Th e Counc il's procedure s in develop ing the Strategic Regional Policy Plan are

summarized below.

1. Public Participation

Public  input and p articipation w ere invited d uring the initial formulation of the Strategic Regional

Policy Plan through the required initial public hearing and at ensuing Council meetings where

audience input was solicited. Public input will be received at public hearings to be held in the region

during the review phase of the draft plan.

2. Local Government Participation

Local government participation has occurred primarily through the county commissioners and

municipal officials serving on the Council's Board of Directors. Local government planning staff were

invited to serve on an ad hoc Technical Advisory Committee and participated  in the review o f draft

copies of the  strategic region al subject are a chapters. 

3. Participation by Other Agencies

Copies of the draft strategic regional subject area chapters were circulated to various agencies for

review and comment during the formulation of the plan. These included the Executive Office of the

Governor, Departm ent of Com munity Affairs, Southwest F lorida W ater Ma nagemen t District, St.

Johns River Water Management  District, Suwannee River Water Management District, Department

of Environmental Protection, Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission, Florida Department

of Transportation, U.S. Economic Development Administration, etc. Computerized mapping data from

the three water managem ent districts was utilized in the formulation of the accomp anying maps.

4. Existing Plans

Existing plans and regulations affecting the strategic regional subject areas were reviewed to provide

a an overall planning and regu latory framework for the trends and  conditions analysis for each

strategic regio nal subject a rea. 

5. Data a nd An alysis

The data utilized in the plan was assembled from various sources. These sources are listed in the

References section of this document. Data sources utilized in this plan are available for p ublic

inspection at the offices of the Withlacoochee Regional Planning Council in Ocala.
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G. PLAN ORGANIZATION

The content and format of the S trategic Reg ional Polic y Plan is set forth in R ule 27E-5 .004, F.A .C., and this

document was organized thereby. The organization and content of the plan are summarized below.

1. Executive Summary

The Executive Summary briefly describes strategic regional subject areas and selected goals and

policies of specific co ncern to  the region. It also summarizes important conditions and trends that exist

in the region. 

2. Strategic Regional Subject Areas

The Withlaco ochee R egional Pla nning Cou ncil chose five str ategic regional subject areas to include

in the plan: affordable housing, economic developmen t, transportation, natural resources and

emergency prepare dness. Th ese are discu ssed in separate chapters which form the substance of this

docum ent. Strategic regional subject areas are subject areas that--viewed fro m a regiona l perspective --

have the potential to affect the region's significant physical characteristics and/or its quality of life.

Included within each strategic regional subject area chapter is a list of identified resources or facilities

of regional significa nce. For the  convenien ce of the reader these lists have b een summ arized in

Appen dices A an d B. 

3. Trends and Conditions Statement

Included within each strategic regional subject area chapter is a statement of trends and conditions

pertinent to that topic. These include discussions of existing requirements of other planning or

regulatory program s; the significance o f the strategic regio nal subject a rea to the region; list of

regionally  significant resources, facilities and systems; relationship to the state comprehensive plan;

forecast of future conditions related to the strategic regional subject area; problems, needs and

opportunities associated  with the strategic regional subject area; and, goal statements and regional

indicators.

4. Regionally Significant Resources and Facilities

As stated above, each strategic regional subject area chapter includes a list of regionally  significant

resources, facilities and system s. The significa nce of this list is that it identifies tho se specific  facilities

or resources w hich must be  protected   either through preservation or mitigation from  the adverse

impacts  of development activities. The locations of these resources and facilities are depicted on the

accompanying m aps.

5. Goals

Goals  are presented for each strategic regional subject area, along with regional indicators to measure

progress toward implementation. Goals are long term ends toward which programs and activities

should  be ultimately dir ected. T he goals de volve from  the analysis in  each strategic  regional subject

area and arise from the discussion of problems, needs and opportunities for each subject area.

Furthermo re, goals mus t be consisten t with and in further ance of the sta te compr ehensive pla n. 

A note about the numbering system for the goals in the Plan: the first digit in each goal is the same as

the strategic subject area chapter number and tells the reader precisely which chapter the goal comes

from. For exam ple Goa l 1.1 would be  the first goal in the A ffordable  Housing chapter (chapter one);

Goal 2.1 would  be the first goal in the Econ omic De velopme nt chapter (c hapter two) . By adop ting this
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numbering system, each goal bears a unique numerical designation  throughou t the Plan and  is readily

recognizable as to its strategic regional subject area.

6. Policies

Presented with the goals are policies that promote activities and programs in furtherance of

implementation of the identified goals. Policies--which must have a region-wide application--are

designed to promote and develop a coordinated government and  private secto r agency pro grams to

work toward the resolution of the identified pro blems and need s. Policies must also be consistent with

and in furthera nce of the state c ompreh ensive plan. 

A note about the numbering system for the policies in the Plan: the first digit in each goal is the same

as the strategic sub ject area ch apter num ber and tells the  reader pr ecisely which chapter the goal comes

from. The second digit refers to the specific goal number for that chapter. For example Policy 1.1.1

is be the first policy of the first goal in the Affordable Housing chapter (chap ter one); G oal 2.1.1

would  be the first policy of the first goal in the Economic Development chapter (chapter two). By

adopting this numbering system, the number of each policy bears a unique numerical designation

throughout the Plan and  is readily reco gnizable as to  its strategic region al subject area and specific

goal.

7. Coordination Outline

The Coord ination Outline  appears a s Appen dix C in this  document. Its intent is to provide an overview

of the Counc il's cross accepta nce (App endix H), dispute resolution (Appendix G), public participation

and related regional planning and  coordination activities. The Rule states that the outline is presented

for information purposes only to descr ibe how lo cal govern ments and c itizens are invo lved in

developing, implementing and updating the plan, and how the Council will help resolve

inconsistencie s between lo cal, state and re gional plans . 

8. Glossary/Acronyms/References

This do cument inclu des a glossa ry that defines the k ey terms and  acronyms a ppearing  in the text. A

listing of references utilized in the compilation of this Plan is also included.

H. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. Overall Trends and Conditions of the Withlacoochee Region

The Withlacoochee Region, consisting of Citrus, Hernando , Levy, Marion and  Sumter Counties,

changed significantly over the past generation, experiencing treme ndous populatio n and housing

growth and the rapid development of large scale residential communities in previously undeveloped

rural areas.  This growth in turn strained segments of the Region's transportation system; converted

large tracts of agricultural and forestry lands to urban uses, and stressed environmentally sensitive

lands and habitats. Moreover, a significant portion of the region's population is vulnerable to natural

disasters such as hurricanes, tornadoes, flooding, etc., particularly  those residing in coastal areas and

mobile  homes.T he influx of new  residents  caused dramatic demographic shifts whereby the Region

became retirement-or iented, transfo rming its economic base from agriculture, fishing and forestry to

retail trade and services. W hile the region outperformed  the state over the past 20 years in overall

population, housing and labor force growth, it lagged behind state levels in wages, educational

attainment and personal income; it also had a higher percentage of persons in poverty and an

historically higher percentage of unemployment than the state as a whole.
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However, in spite of rapid  growth, the reg ion is still predo minately rural in character with an

abundance of natural resources. Vast areas of the region are still in agricultural or forestry uses, and

much acreage is simply vacant. Natural resources--particularly surfacewaters and their related habitats-

-give the region gre at potential to  become a principal eco-tourism destination in the state of Florida.

Unfortuna tely, the region's natural resources face major challenges. For example, residential

development with inadequate wastewater treatment infrastructure in co astal and env ironmenta lly

sensitive areas has diminished the quality of many of the region's surface waters. An important

resource is the Floridan Aquifer, the source of the region's water supply, which underlies the entire

region; it is at times the subject of controversial proposals for the withdrawal and transfer of

groundwater for potable uses to jurisdictions outside the region--a course of action which has great

potential for harming the region's ecology and economy. One of the region's great economic natural

resource-based industry--commercial fishing--faces disrup tions following th e adoptio n by voters in

1994 o f a ban on ce rtain nets in Florid a waters. 

2. Summary of Growth Trends, 1970-1990

The following is a summary of regional growth trends and conditions between 1970 and 1990:

• The Region's population grew by 237%, or 447,000 people, from 1970-1990. The 19 94 estimate

of the Region's population was 499,874, a growth rate of 11.84% over 1990.

• Citrus and Hernando Counties were two of the fastest growing in the state, but almost half of the

Region's po pulation lived  in Mario n County.

• In 1990, the  Region's M ortality Rate  (12.7 de aths per thou sand) exce eded the B irth Rate (12 .1

births per thousa nd). In 199 2, the gap b etween the two  figures widene d with a dea th rate of 12.5

vs. a birth rate of 10.9.

• In-migration was the primary source of p opulation g rowth. Ne w residents ten ded to co me from o ut-

of-state and from other locations within Florida.

• The 65+ age group was the largest and  fastest growing in th e Region, e xcept in Citru s County  where

the 25-44 age group was the fastest growing.

• Growth is forecast to continue faster than the state's, but at a less rapid pace.

• The civilian labor force gre w faster than the overall population and  the total number of jobs.

• The Re gion is plague d by chron ic, high unemp loyment.

• Regional emplo yment is dominated by the R etail Trade and Se rvices sectors.

• Natural resource b ased emp loyment secto rs (agriculture, fo restry, fishing and mining) have declined

relative to total em ployment.
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• Marion County is the trad e and emp loyment cen ter with almost ha lf the jobs in  the Region and the

most divers ified econo my.

• Wages were up, but remained generally lower than wages in the state as a whole.

• Incomes increased  tremendously from pre viously low levels, but remained belo w state levels.

• The Region  had a high incidence of inco me from transfer payments.

• Private sector earnings were no longer the primary source of income in the Region.

• The percent of persons in poverty d eclined, bu t the actual num ber of per sons living in po verty

almost doubled.

3. Summary of Goals in the Strategic Regional Policy Plan

The strategic regional subject are a address ed in this Plan  contains sets o f goals and objectives based

on the analysis and input from the WRPC Board of Direc tors, local go vernment, e conom ic

development officials and citize ns of the region . The follow ing is a summary of the overall goals the

Withlacoochee Regional Planning Council envisions for the region:

AFFORDABLE HO USING CHAPTER

a. Meet existing and future needs in the Withlacoochee region for safe, sanitary and afford able

housing in a su itable enviro nment.

b. Identify and meet suppo rtive/special housing needs.

c. Expand choice in housing location and consider accessibility to jobs, schools and services

in the provision of affordable housing and supportive/special needs housing.

d. Increase awareness and understanding of affordable housing issues and programs, address

public  concerns relating to the affordable housing and supportive/special needs housing, and

provide alternative mech anisms for resolving disputes.

e. Enhance coo rdination between eco nomic develop ment and affordable ho using efforts.

f. Increase capacity and efficiency in the operation of the housing delivery system and

maximize the use of federal, state and local resources available for h ousing and  commun ity

develop ment.

g. Enhance coordination amo ng local gov ernments re garding the id entification of affo rdable

housing needs and the location and provision of affordable housing.

ECONOM IC DEVELOPMENT CH APTER

a. Foster a regional approach to marketing, promotion and planning activities for econo mic

development and tourism.
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b. Preserve and revitalize  dow ntown a rea s as c ente rs o f eco nom ic ac tivit y in th e region's

municipalities.

c. Promo te employment and economic opportunities for the unemployed and econo mically

disadvantaged in the region.

d. Realize maximum  effectiveness from job training progra ms.

e. Achieve a per capita personal income for each county in the region that equals or exceeds the

per capita personal income figur e for the state  while reducing the region's poverty rate so that

it is less than the average state poverty rate.

f. Reduce the amount of agriculturally valuable land converted to other land uses without

imposing permanent restrictions on its conversion.

g. Increase farm income to promote the survival and growth of the family farm.

h. Tourism directed primarily toward eco-tourism.

i. Enrich the cultural life of the region.

j. Promo te efficiency and e conom ic produc tivity from econ omic development by ensuring that

future economic development  and transp ortation pro jects are pro perly sited to  avoid and/or

mitigate adve rse impacts to  adjacent la nd uses. 

k. To provide for the development and maintenance of adequate infrastructure and resources

to support co ntinued eco nomic de velopme nt in areas iden tified for growth  in the local

government com prehensive plans.

l. To appropriately utilize the region's natural resources (air, water, eco logical communities,

forests, etc.) for ec onomic d evelopm ent.

m. Establishment of a legal framework whereby local governments shall retain the right of use

of natural resources within their jurisdictions in order to meet present and future growth.

EMERGENCY PR EPAREDNESS CHAPTER

a. All counties in the region will be prepared to respond to and recover from the impacts of all

hazards.

b. Local governments are enco uraged to provide  awareness and educational opportunities to the

public regarding natural and  man-made disasters.

c. Local governments shall train emergency respond ers to approp riate levels for res ponding  to

hazardous materials  incidents in accordance with the State Emergency Response Commission

(SERC) T raining Task Force  Training Guidelines.

d. Local governments shall provide timely alert and notification to the public in the event of any

type of disaster.
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e. Upda te the Withlac oochee  Hurricane  Evacuatio n Study in  order to reflect current data, Sea,

Lake and Ov erland Surges (SLO SH) mod eling, and population figures.

f. Local governm ents are encouraged to  protect the public from haz ardous materials releases.

g. Hurricane evacua tion clearance times for the region shou ld not exceed 12  hours.

h. Local governm ents should b e encoura ged to iden tify mitigation opportunities, funding

mechanisms, and develop strategies to implement mitigation.

NATURAL RESOURCES CH APTER

a. Groundwater levels should not be pumped to lower than the minimum  seasonal leve ls

necessary to maintain na tural system functio ns and pre vent saltwater intru sion into the

aquifer.

b. Reduce per capita use of groundwater.

c. Prevent furth er degrad ation of grou nd- and surfa ce-water qu ality.

d. The integrity and natural value of floodplains shall be maintained, and floodplains will be

managed through  non-structural means.

e. Coastal resources and natural functions of coastal eco-systems should be maintained and

restored. 

f. New develop ment and redevelo pment should not ad versely impact marine habitats.

g. Public access to the coast should be encouraged only in areas where environmental

degradation can be minimized.

h. Develo pment or r edevelop ment which w ould adv ersely impact the natural functions of the

region's wetlands or surface water systems should be limited.

i. Maintain and enha nce the habitat and pop ulation of native species of plants and anim als.

j. There shall be an effort to  reduce or mitigate the loss of habitat for endangered or threatened

species in the region.

k. There should be  a reduction  in the number of new developments and redevelopments which

adversely  affect the enviro nmental qu ality, physical char acter, or natu ral function of th e

region's exceptional geograp hic features and environmen tally sensitive areas.

l. To ensure that the recreation n eeds of the p opulation a re met, there sh ould be a n increase in

the number, variety and qua lity of recreational facilities.

m. Maximum utilization of appropriate best management practices and conservation methods

by agricultural and forestry management units, as determined by natural resource

conservation districts, the Division of Forestry, the Department of Environmental Protection,

and water manage ment districts.
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n. The region's conc entrations of all air pollutants for which standards have been established

should continue to be less than state and federal standards allow.

o. Per capita renewable energ y consumption in the region sho uld equal or exceed  state averages.

p. Per capita electrical energy con sumption should not ex ceed state averages.

q. Per capita gasoline consumption in the region should be reduced.

r. All hazardous wastes genera ted in the regio n should b e manage d, treated an d dispose d in

accordance with ap plicable local, state and federal regulations.

s. The per capita amount of solid waste per capita generated and disposed of in landfills within

the region should be reduced.

t. All wastewater treatment plants  in the region should maintain the appropriate level of

wastewater treatment quality, consistent with standards established by the Florida Department

of Environ mental Pro tection and th e U.S. En vironmen tal Protectio n Agency.

u. New lands disturbed for mineral extraction should be reclaimed.

v. Regulation of the region's natural resource extraction ac tivities should be  compre hensive in

scope and co ordinated amon g local, regional, and state agencies.

w. Protect significant regional resources from the adverse effects of resource extraction.

TRANSPORTATION CHA PTER

a. The region's travelers should have access to a general aviation system that is capable of

meeting the increasing demand for air travel, and local governments should encourage

surrounding land uses and public facilities that are compatible with future airport

developmen t and operations.

b. The utilization of bicycle and pedestrian ways in the region should be expanded.

c. Local governments in the region should address the provision of efficient, cost effective

public transit for all populations.

d. Future right-of-way for regional transportatio n facilities should  be protected from building

encroachment and  incompatible land uses throu gh the designation of regional corrid ors.

e. Provide transportation facilities to ensure that the regional roa dways op erate at acce ptable

levels of service.
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f. The loss of environmentally sensitive lands due to transpor tation develo pment sho uld be first

avoided then mitigated, where required.

g. Alternatives to the single occupancy vehicle should be encouraged to minimize the increase

in additiona l lane-miles of high way.

h. Evacuation routes with adequate capacity should be maintained to serve the affected

populations within the warning horizo n of major storms.

i. Local governm ents should p lan for and e ncourage  land use pa tterns that provide better

opportunities for non-autom otive trips.

I. STRATEGIC REGIONAL SUBJECT AREAS

Strategic Regional Subject Areas are defined in Rule 27E-5.002(10) as identified subject areas that from a

regional perspective have the potential to affect the region's significant physical characteristics or the quality

of life within the region. The following state-mandated strategic regional subject areas are addressed in the

following chapters of this plan: Affordable Housing, Economic Development, Emergency Preparedne ss, Natural

Resources and Transportation. The organization of each chapter is discussed above in D., Plan Organization.


