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Seemingly, Southwest Florida has it all.  Weather, nature, beach, Everglades, airport, a major 

university and many colleges. 

 

Yet, the worst of the mortgage collapse was here with a crushing recession that only now, 

seven years later, the region is recovering from.  The landscape has one dominant form, sub-

divisions and strip malls along multi-lane highways, resulting in ratings as one of the most 

dangerous places in the country to be a pedestrian.  And finally, an economy overly dependent 

on tourism and second homes, a formula for low paying jobs and continued boom/bust cycles. 

 

In contrast, across the country there has been a structural shift in how we develop our cities 

and towns.  The greater returns on investments and sales prices in small town and big city 

America are achieved in higher density places with a mix of uses where everything is within 

walking distance.  For example, walkable urban office rental returns are 74 percent higher 

than in drivable business parks in the largest 30 metros in the country. 

 

Places like Winter Park near Orlando; Seaside in south Walton County; Santa Fe, New Mexico; 

and countless university towns all bear witness to the pent up demand for walkable urbanism.  

This pent up demand drives these higher rental returns and sales prices.  And it results in a 

much more sustainable economic base of 21st century knowledge-based employment and 

high paying jobs. 

 

This knowledge economy today is voting with its feet by relocating to walkable urban places. 

 

The knowledge economy only increases its focus on walkable urban places with the market 

maturation of the major demographic creating this change - the Millennials.  These desired 

employees between the ages of 18-34 have a propensity for lively, walkable, mixed use areas.  

And millennials are the future of these knowledge-based companies now responsible for the 

bulk of the growth in the U.S. economy. 

 

And in a natural alliance of generations, Baby Boomers, through AARP’s 37 million 

memberships, are quietly working to transform our car-dependent culture to walkable 

lifestyles for healthy aging. Over 50% of those surveyed by the National Realtors Association 

say they would prefer to buy in an area offering a variety of housing types within walking 

distance to jobs, shops and transit options. Also, 50% want more and safer bike lanes. These 

two generations represent the majority of the U.S. population. 

 

Metro areas either offer this market what it wants - walkable urban places to live, work and 

play - or that market goes elsewhere.  Imagine the potential of offering the natural amenities 

of Southwest Florida with the great walkable urban places the Millennials and Boomers are 

demanding? 

 

To achieve walkable urban place development, start with the existing assets of streets grids, 

sidewalks, historic buildings and infrastructure in the numerous downtown areas in and near 
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Fort Myers, Cape Coral, Bonita Springs, Naples and Punta Gorda. These can become the focus 

for new higher-intensity development.  Assembling land, rezoning to form-based codes, 

building parking decks, adding bike lanes, street parking, circulator buses, creating and 

connecting parks with greenways are actions that will start the process.  Establishing place 

management organizations, such as business improvement districts, to manage the area 24/7 

has proven to increase safety, cleanliness, economic growth and vitality. 

 

Walkable urban place making requires the refocusing of public infrastructure monies, not 

spreading this resource throughout the region like peanut butter, as you have been doing for 

a half-century. 

 

There will be green-field development at the front door of Florida Gulf Coast University. So, 

make it excellent walkable urbanism. The unfortunate locating of the university on a green-

field site can be remedied by creating a thriving, mixed use urban student, faculty and staff-

focused place.  Think Rollins College in Winter Park.  It will improve the attractiveness of the 

university to prospective students and faculty and attract knowledge-based spin-offs to locate 

there, strengthening the economy. 

 

It is time to build what the 21st century economy and rising generations are demanding, 

walkable urbanism, building upon your existing suburban locations and all of your natural 

assets. 

 

Christopher B. Leinberger is professor at George Washington University School of Business & 

President of LOCUS, a project of Smart Growth America Washington, D.C. He is one of the 

featured speakers at the Walkable Urban Communities Symposium on Thursday in downtown 

Fort Myers. 


