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mand had time to develop. Once a large number of people 
had moved to Lehigh Acres, the few designated commercial 
sites were quickly absorbed by businesses, leaving only the 
most marginal sites for future use. 

Several of the commercial areas indicated on the earliest 
plats were replatted as early as 1956 for more homesites. Little 
employment was expected, even if a real community came into 
being, since the land was marketed as a retirement haven. As 
long as the sale of future homesites was profitable, there was 
no motivation for the developer to reserve land for future 
needs for more than token commercial activity-or for 
schools, parks, or open space (Gould 1995). The resulting im­
balance ofland uses was caused by the 
inexperience and the short-term profit 
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ing existing or providing additional land for commercial uses: 

1. Modify unneeded regulatory constraints, 
2. Give priority to suitable parcels under unified ownership, 
3. Reconfigure existing commercial strips, 
4. Enable neighborhood-scale commercial uses, 
5. Fill remaining gaps through a lot assembly program 

(Spikowski 1996, 11-1). 

Since areas where the land remains in single ownership 
are very limited at Lehigh Acres, it was important that any 
unplatted tracts or platted tracts with lots that have never 
been sold be recognized and seriously considered as possi-

motives of the original development 
company, but was certainly aided by 
the acquiescence oflocal officials oper­
ating without meaningful planning 
standards. 

LEHIGH ACRES, FLORIDA 

Much of the commercial land that 
had been designated has many short­
comings. First, it was highly frag­
mented, platted into small lots, and 
sold to individuals, instead of being 
held intact or sold in blocks. This 
resulted in the premature commit­
ment of commercial land into par­
cels that are as fragmented as the 
residential neighborhoods. These 
fragmented parcels are not suitable 
for large shopping centers or other 
commercial uses that require acres, 
or tens of acres, of land, without 
large-scale lot assembly. 

Most of the vacant commercial 
land is located along major roads in 
shallow strips or ribbons. Individual 
commercial lots are typically 50 feet 
wide and 175 to 185 feet deep. 
These small and relatively narrow 
strips have many undesirable charac­
teristics (see, for example, So et al. 
1979; Bair 1979; Smith 1983; 
Tunnard and Pushkarev 1963). 
However, since there is already a 
serious shortage of commercial land 
in Lehigh Acres, the wholesale aban­
donment of the existing commercial 
strips is not desirable. Some existing 
strips can be improved, and new 
areas with more suitable configura­
tions acquired. 

The eRA's study developed the 
following five priorities for improv-
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Source: Adapted from maps provided by the Lee County Community Redevelopment Agency. 
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Figure 6. Map depicting extensive grid-iron road network in Lehigh Acres. 
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bilities for commercial land (or as suitable places for schools, 
parks, multifamily housing or other community needs). 

After the higher commercial priorities in Lehigh Acres have 
been fully explored, additional commercial land might be ob­
tained through the difficult task oflot assembly. A lot acquisi­
tionllot assembly effort would likely require the use of the 
Community Redevelopment Agency's powers of eminent do­
main and ultimate transfer back to the private sector. Alterna­
tive cooperative arrangements should be considered prior to 
the use of eminent domain, such as voluntaty purchases, lot 
swaps, or development agreements with existing owners or 
participating developers (Spikowski 1996, 11-2). 

Planning Outlook for Lehigh Acres 

Future phases of sector planning for Lehigh Acres may 
address downtown redevelopment and replatting of residen­
tiallots. The current commercial district is nearly built out, 
but it is really just a series of shopping centers, with poor 
internal connections and no real center. Potentially valuable 
land is used inefficiently; the buildings are so spread out that 
people drive from store ro store. Older people find it impos­
sible to cross the bisecting arterial road, with its five wide 
lanes and no raised medians where pedestrians might wait 
for a break in traffic. A redevelopment plan could keep this 
area as the commercial center of Lehigh Acres by reducing 
parking requirements to get buildings closer together; allow­
ing buildings to be placed up to the sidewalk, creating (over 
time) a true downtown; and creating a more attractive 
streetscape, with sidewalks on both sides, street trees, and 
improved pedestrian circulation throughout. 

As to residential redevelopment, there are few remaining 
opportunities for creating new neighborhoods in Lehigh 
Acres. Most unfragmented parcels are either already devel­
oped or now in the planning stages. Once these are com­
pleted, there will be no neighborhoods where a developer 
would control enough lots to spread out the cost of install­
ing water and sewer lines, sidewalks, and other public 
amenities to create distinctive neighborhoods. Future devel­
opment would need to be limited to building homes on 
scattered lots, with no neighborhood amenities. A residen­
tial redevelopment plan would seek ways to assemble blocks 
of lots for coordinated development by private sector build­
ers. The CRA's power of eminent domain would probably 
be needed (if only to supplement private-sector reassembly 
efforts). Water/sewer/sidewalk extensions would be a critical 
element, possibly requiring special assessments since the 
utility company is privately owned. Land banking of vacant 
lots could play an important role in a lot-trading program to 
assist in assembly. 

Many problems associated with Lehigh Acres remain un­
addressed. Subdivision redesign, possibly the most ideal ap­
proach, has not been seriously considered to date because of 
complicated ownership patterns. Lot consolidation also has 
not been considered, since county officials are reluctant to 
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infringe upon any individual rights or allocate funds for ac­
quisition. The TOR approach could be modified for use 
with a lot consolidation program; TORs have been used in 
Lee County to transfer density from wetlands, but with very 
limited success because there is so little demand for density 
above what is granted by right. Finally, the purchase of tax 
delinquent lots has considerable promise in Lehigh Acres; it 
does not infringe on individual property rights and is not 
nearly as costly as many other options. 

At present, the CRA approach is the only option being 
pursued. Unfortunately, the county has decided to eliminate 
its entire CRA program by the year 2000 for unrelated fiscal 
reasons. This elimination will apparently end the sector 
planning effort begun with high hopes in 1992. While this 
unconventional use of a CRA has aided in the provision of 
services, and CRA-initiated studies have developed solutions 
for some major shortcomings, the CRA's demise illustrates 
one of the weaknesses of this approach, and suggests the 
need for municipal incorporation or some other effective 
method of city management. 

• CONCLUSION 

Platted lands have been neglected as a topic of scholarly 
research and avoided by many of those charged with resolv­
ing growth-management problems. And, since these lots 
were usually purchased by non-voting out-of-state owners 
for investment purposes, local officials have tended to as­
sume that their real local impact will be minimal. While this 
has been the case with some pre-platted subdivisions, many 
have grown substantially and now represent the largest and/ 
or fastest growing communities in their region, despite a 
lack of services. While the specific problems may vary, these 
subdivisions have many similar characteristics. Recent expe­
rience in Florida can be helpful in learning how best to deal 
with growing platted subdivisions with flawed layouts that 
had been sold en masse to a widely scattered clientele. 

Local officials need to identify which potential techniques 
might be useful in their particular situation. Significant di­
lemmas include the reluctance of county and city officials to 
question the presumed vested status of platted lots, and the 
substantial investments that could yield important long­
term results but whose positive benefits are not immediately 
evident to the voting population. 

The case study of Lehigh Acres has described some major 
concerns over land developments that were allowed to pro­
ceed with little or no planning and with few regulatory con­
trols. Because of the complexity of the problems and the 
limited value of most typical solutions, Lee County estab­
lished a Community Redevelopment Agency for the entirety 
of Lehigh Acres. Traditionally, CRAs have been used to re­
develop decaying inner-city neighborhoods or small run­
down portions of a city. CRAs have condemnation powers 
that can be used to allow private sector developers to rede­
velop entire blocks. This is a novel approach for addressing 
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the needs of a 96-square-mile community that is still being 
occupied for the first time. 

The emphasis at Lehigh Acres has been on redevelopment 
planning in support of urban growth, rather than land ac­
quisition or other techniques to reduce or eliminate growth. 
The redevelopment approach is reasonable where growth 
pressures are high and the environmental suitability of the 
original site is acceptable. Techniques to reduce or even 
eliminate growth are most appropriate where an original site 
should never have been developed, or where market de­
mands are inadequate to justifY the costs of retrofitting an 
obsolete platting scheme. Both techniques might be used in 
some massive subdivisions such as Golden Gate Estates, 
where the northern section has good potential for urban 
growth but the southern section should be acquired and 
restored entirely to its natural state. 

Ill-conceived land developments have created very 
troublesome land use problems. While local officials may be 
aware of these problems, they rarely are willing to divest 
property rights and are not likely to commit to acquiring 
property in pre-platted subdivisions (Parker 1994). Unfor­
tunately the problems rarely go away and often become pro­
gressively worse. Those trying to resolve the problem must 
work with complex ownership patterns and use piecemeal 
approaches to a problem that deserves a major commitment 
of resources. For these and other reasons, local governments 
are likely to continue struggling with problems created by 
very costly mistakes of the past. Resolving these mistakes 
will require strong leadership and a commitment of re­
sources to implement techniques that will, through time, 
solve or help reduce the severity of platted lands problems. 

Authors' Note: We are gratefol to Max Forgey, three anonymous refines, and 

JPER editor Mickey Lauria for their helpfol comments on earlier drafts of this 

article. 

• NOTES 

1. The "platting" of land is the formal procedure taken by landowners to 
officially record maps of land subdivision. Recording of plats consists of 
filing the appropriate survey maps with the municipality or county 
involved and showing that all existing requirements (if any) have been 
fulfilled. Performance bonds are often accepted at this stage in lieu of 
full completion of all subdivision improvements. The filing of a plat is 
usually necessaty today before lots can be legally and effectively mar­
keted. After the plat is accepted, land development can begin. 

2. While research into pre-platted subdivision problems has been limited, 
a few important works were published shortly after the peak in inter­
state land sales activity during the early 1970s. Two of the most signifi­
cant are Subdividing Rural America by the American Society of Plan­
ning Officials and others (ASPO 1976) and Promised Lands (Allan, 
Kuder, and Oakes 1976, 1977). While the information in these publi­
cations is dated, they are important sources on the subject with exten­
sive coverage of environmental, economic, and consumer impacts. 
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