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On March 1, 2011 the Lee County Board of County Commissioners (BoCC) adopted the New
Horizon 2035: Evaluation and Appraisal Report (EAR). Many concepts and issues raised in the
EAR apply to the Lehigh Acres Planning Community. This community is the sole focus of this
position paper.

Background
Lehigh Acres is located in eastern Lee County and encompasses 96 square miles, about 12% of

Lee County’s land area. Initial development of Lehigh Acres began in the 1950s. Lehigh Acres
was originally an 18,000-acre cattle ranch purchase as a tax shelter by Chicago businessman Lee
Ratner. The Lehigh Development Corporation platted most of Lehigh Acres into separate
single-family lots in the 1960s. As a result, Lehigh Acres is one of the largest platted
communities in Florida — over 120,000 lots and a projected population of over 350,000 people.

In 1990, the Lehigh Development Corporation requested that Lee County formally recognize
that the platted lands in Lehigh Acres were vested for development rights. In 1992 a stipulation
agreement was reached that vested the majority of Lehigh Acres property from meeting
concurrency requirements.

Future Land Use Designation
The 1984 Lee Plan identified Lehigh Acres as an urban area and assigned the Future Land Use

designation of Urban Community and Central Urban. Mostly, that is still the case today.

Over 70 percent of Lehigh is designated as Urban Community — a category described as having a
distinctly urban character with predominant land uses identified as residential, commercial,
public, quasi-public, and light industrial uses. Residential standard densities range from two
dwelling units an acre to six dwelling units an acre, with a maximum of 10 units an acre. The
current average density in Lehigh Acres for those areas designated Urban Community is less
than 0.4 dwelling units an acre.

Central Urban is characterized as the “urban core” of the County. This designation covers
approximately one quarter of Lehigh Acres and encases much of Lee Boulevard, Joel Boulevard
and Homestead Road. Central Urban is intended for residential, commercial, public, quasi-
public, and light industrial uses. The standard density range is from five dwelling units per acre
to ten dwelling units per acre, and a maximum density of 15 dwelling units an acre. The
average density in the Central Urban area of Lehigh Acres is less than one dwelling unit per
acre.
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Lehigh’s Vision

The planning firm Wallace Roberts & Todd prepared the “Lehigh Acres Comprehensive Planning
Study” in 2009 — taking on identified challenges including infrastructure shortcomings, such as
minimally paved roads in remote sections of the community, lack of water and sewer service
throughout the community, and a canal system which prevents connections between
communities.

A number of new strategies were identified including consolidating development patterns by
directing growth, reserving land for non-residential uses, guiding infrastructure through a “tier”
system, and utilization of more urban and less suburban downtown, neighborhood and
community centers.

Based on the study, and the input of the community, the following vision for Lehigh Acres was
incorporated into the Lee Plan, including the overarching goal of transforming the community
from a platted lands community to a sustainable community of choice.

“A ‘sustainable community of choice’ is comprised of a collection of unique and inviting
neighborhoods with involved citizens, a healthy environment, housing and employment
opportunities, a full range of public services, and an efficient multi-modal transportation
network connecting adjacent uses and neighboring communities. Residents will be
encouraged to live a healthy and active lifestyle and will be provided opportunities to
connect to the natural environment and their neighbors. This is the community vision of
Lehigh Acres.”

GOAL 32: LEHIGH ACRES. To ensure that continued development and redevelopment
within the Lehigh Acres Planning Community converts this largely single use, antiquated
pre-platted area into a vibrant residential and commercial community consisting of: safe
and secure single family and multi-family neighborhoods; vibrant commercial and
employment centers; pedestrian friendly mixed-use activity centers and neighborhood
nodes; with adequate green space and recreational opportunities.

The main obstacles to making the vision come true can be summarized into three main areas: 1.
The legacy of a pre-platted community; 2. Too much single-family, no diversity of housing
products; and 3. Insufficient commercial uses or facilities, to serve the people living in Lehigh
Acres.

Problem Identification

As part of the EAR process in April and May 2010, small-group workshops were held with
residents and business owners to learn what issues and topics they wanted to address in the
Lee Plan. At the Lehigh Acres workshop on May 5, 2010 many expressed specific concerns in
Lehigh Acres, including the need to foster a unique community identity, more opportunities for
commercial retail and employment, pedestrian friendliness, the appearance of major roads
such as Lee Boulevard, inadequate public services, improved communications with county
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government, divisions within the community, code enforcement issues, crime, blight, changing
demographics, bad economic conditions, water/sewer utilities (or lack of services).

In 2009, sale prices of homes in Lehigh Acres were 80 percent off their peaks. Foreclosures have
soared in the area, as has unemployment. The February 7, 2009 New York Times article “In
Florida, Despair and Foreclosures” captured a portion of this at the beginning of the nation’s
housing and financial crisis. It also noted President Obama visited Southwest Florida during his
first 100 days in office, recognizing this was a region at the epicenter of the economic
downturn.

Constraints

On October 14, 2011 the Florida Chapter of the American Planning Association sponsored a
program — known as Plat-a-Palooza addressing platted communities such as Lehigh Acres, Cape
Coral and Port Charlotte. Some regulatory challenges were identified including:

1. The State’s definition of ‘antiquated subdivision” which appears in the Community
Planning Act (HB 7207), does not apply to Cape Coral or Lehigh, or most other platted
lands communities statewide;

2. Amendment 8 of the Florida Constitution - adopted in 2006 - imposes a restriction upon
local governments and redevelopment authorities to use the power of eminent domain
for economic redevelopment purposes;

3. There are no long-term revenue sources or organizations to fund the acquisition of
platted lands, at the State, local or regional level.

4. Transfers of development rights programs historically have not been successful in the
past, and are difficult to administer for both governments and private developers.

5. Difficulty de-platting or purchasing lots with a large number of property owners, some
from around the world, and some who have long abandoned their properties.

Solutions

Potential solutions to problems in platted lands communities such as Lehigh Acres are plentiful,
but difficult. Charlotte County’s Future Land Use Element, adopted April 26, 2007 admitted
there are no “ultimate” solutions but there are tried and true “remedies”.

These include: Direct purchase of platted lots; Direct acquisition of targeted lands; Direct
purchase with assistance from the State of Florida; New Zoning Categories; Create an
organization to handle consolidation and de-platting; Administrative de-platting; Graduated
Impact Fees, Tax deed acquisition, Urban service area strategy.

Happening Today

Progress has been made proposing changes to the Land Development Code to address specific
issues identified by the community, such as improved commercial signage, landscaping
standards, the proliferation of model homes, addressing food vending, duplex design, and
street numbering on buildings.
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The second part of this effort will tackle proposed mixed use areas throughout the community.
Solutions include using “form based” codes rather than traditional zoning. This will allow a
better mix of uses, more intensity, and more efficient use of land in urban areas. It's a similar
approach in the existing Lee County Compact Communities Code — which can be used anywhere
in the county. Ensite — a local planning firm — is working with Lee County Planning Division staff
on this mixed use strategy in Lehigh Acres, starting with three proposed activity centers.

Discussion

The issue of what should be done to address the specific concerns of the Lehigh Acres Planning
Community should be considered throughout the Lee Plan. Following this, how can the Lee
Plan be modified to address community needs?

Possible answers to these questions will be the focus of the Local Planning Agency’s (LPA) and
the Community Sustainability Advisory Committee meetings. Planning staff will lead a
discussion about concerns relating to how to promote the County’s adopted vision and relate it
to the Lehigh Acres Planning Community.

1. Are the two urban categories appropriate for virtually all of Lehigh Acres? If not, what
are appropriate categories? What densities or heights of building are appropriate?

2. Are the “Three Tiers” identified on the Lehigh Acres maps appropriate? If so, how
should they be better utilized?

3. What alternative transportation options should Lehigh Acres promote or focus
resources on - transit, bicycles, pedestrian, or all of the above?

4. Should urban services and enhancements - such as road paving - continue in areas like
Tier 3?

5. Should policies be enacted to limit residential single-family and duplex development
(including septic tanks) in areas like Tier 3?

6. Which identified remedies should be tried? Which should not be pursued at this time?
(purchase of platted lots; new Zoning categories; creation of an organization or
method to handle consolidation and de-platting; administrative de-platting; graduated
impact fees, tax deed acquisition, urban service area strategy)

7. What are the local regulatory barriers to better development in Lehigh Acres, including
commercial centers and places of employment? What are the state or Federal
regulatory barriers to better development in Lehigh Acres, including commercial centers
and places of employment?

8. What elements could be part of Lehigh’s identity as a sustainable community of choice?
Are health care, culture, arts, educational institutions, sports, or other themes
appropriate?
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