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Imaging the Region

INTRODUCTION

G

SOUTH FLORIDA VIA INDICATORS AND PUBLIC OPINIONS

edia analyst Marshall McLuhan tells the story of

an innovative elementary school principal

working in a poor inner-city neighborhood.
Finding his teachers battling with inattentive and unruly
children, he devised a simple but intriguing way to
provide the needed sense of order and purpose. He
hung large mirrors on the walls of their classrooms.
Once the children could literally see themselves in the
process of learning, they began performing like students.

In a no less dramatic way, modern society had a mirror
turned on itself when the first pictures of the earth were
beamed back from outer space. In response to this
vision, R. Buckminster Fuller coined the phrase “space-
ship earth,” and suggested that we get busy writing the
instruction manual for how to operate it.

Most of us live as citizens of metropolitan regions, going
from one community to another for recreation, entertain-
ment, employment, and shopping. The broad landscape
within which we live our lives — whether an ocean
shore, river valley, mountain backdrop, or sprawling
prairie — provides a common conception of place. We
learn to get information about traffic and weather on
computer generated regional maps. Our sports teams
belong to all of us, and natural disasters unite us. But,
despite the way we conduct our everyday lives, we lack a
mirror that helps us see ourselves as regional citizens.
Probably the closest most of us come to this experience is
when flying home at night and seeing the huge illumi-
nated expanse of settlement with no jurisdictional
boundaries artificially dividing it up.

Ties that Bind

Most regions in the United States are not clearly
defined jurisdictions. Cities and counties we understand,
but regions seem ill-defined and vague. In fact, most
regions are a hodge-podge of hundreds if not thousands
of jurisdictions. Like a pile of iron filings thrown out on a
table top, some kind of force must bind them together,
provide coherence and define structure.
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Place . . .

An appreciation of the specialness of
their environment draws South
Floridians together, providing the
foundation for their social and
economic lives.

Economy . . .

Staying competitive in the new global
environment requires acting effectively
on a regional scale.

One region-binding force is the uniqueness of the place.
South Florida is a region of flat land, subtropical vegeta-
tion, exotic birds, and abundant water. Bounded by the
Atlantic and the Everglades, the land in-between
bounces sunlight back through a leafy canopy from the
surface of canals, rivers, ponds, and wetlands. It is a
place like no other in this country. An appreciation of the
specialness of their environment draws South Floridians
together, providing the foundation for their social and
economic lives.

“Water is life.” Rain water making its slow journey
through the course of the Everglades also recharges the
aquifer below the surface. The water that sustains the
huge and rapidly growing population of the urbanized
areas comes from this source. Balancing the use of
water so that plants, animals and humans all have what
they need to flourish requires regional actions that touch
an enormous range of activities: from how communities
are built, to commuting, and even the quality of schools
and public safety that affect where people choose to live.

Another region-binding force is provided by the
economy. The global economy unites local economies
on a regional scale. Closer to the capitals of several
Caribbean nations than to the capitals of adjacent states,
South Florida’s proximity to the Latin Hemisphere has
become increasingly important in defining its competitive
position in the nation as well as the world.

In less than three decades, the economy of the region
has been radically transformed. Staying competitive in
the new global environment requires acting effectively on
a regional scale. The capacity of the sea and airports of
the region as a whole, combined with the knowledge,
skills and social networks of its combined work force,
define its competitive edge. It is not a matter of what
Miami has going for it, or Fort Lauderdale, Boca Raton
or West Palm Beach, but what they provide together as
an attraction for people of other regions to do business
here.
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A third and final region-binding force is its distinctive mix

of people. Along with Los Angeles and New York, South
Florida is one of the nation’s major immigration gate-
ways for the entry of people from all over the world. It is
a gateway not just for the foreign born, but for a huge

retired population. All these people born elsewhere hold

ties with where they came from, ties that are important
economic and social links.

The diversity that characterizes South Florida’s popula-
tion today is the nation’s demographic profile of tomor-
row. Making this diversity an asset is the region’s
challenge, but it is also the country’s challenge. In a
very real sense, the region is a “community of communi-
ties” — not merely a bunch of legally defined jurisdic-
tions — but communities of people bound together by
common values and goals. What happens in one
community affects the others. Some communities may
be gated, but none is insulated from the condition of the
whole region.

Lenses for Imaging the Region

The principal region-binding forces are place,
economy and people. Each of these forces is important
in its own way, but it is especially useful to think of how
their interactions even more powerfully determine the
organization of the region. For example, the characteris-
tics of place strongly affect the type of economic activities
that have developed in the region. Those economic
activities in turn reinforce certain place qualities while
altering others. South Florida’s climate and ocean
beaches are strong attractions for people to settle here.
But the pressure of population growth, in turn, pushes
against and reshapes aspects of place, for example,
intfruding upon and transforming large parts of the
Everglades into housing and agricultural areas.

In this report, the overlap of shaping forces is referred to
as a lens. Again, the idea of a lens is to help us image
the region, to see and understand its form and structure.
Three lenses are considered here:

People . . .

The diversity that characterizes South
Florida's population today is the nation’s
demographic profile of tomorrow.
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* Place and Economy
* People and Economy
* Place and People

The logo that appears throughout this report is designed
to represent these three lenses, each focusing on differ-
ent aspects of the region.

LENS THREE

Place and People
« LAND
- WATER
« MOBILITY

LENS TWO

People and Economy

Each lens, in turn, focuses different images of the region.
For example, the interaction of Place and Economy
brings into focus an image referred to here as the beach
and the garden. The lens embracing People and
Economy brings into focus the image of human capital.

Images

Each lens used to organize this report brings into
focus three primary images. These images, in turn, are
based on information in the form of indicators and

public opinion surveys.

LENS ONE

Place and Economy
» BEACH AND GARDEN
» GATEWAY REGION
» EMERGING SECTORS
OF ECONOMY

* COMMUNITY OF COMMUNITIES
* CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
* HUMAN CAPITAL
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Indicators of Performance and
Context

Indicators consist of data measuring some objective
aspect of life in the region. Effective indicators meet
several criteria:

*  They reflect important long-term trends related to
prosperity and sustainability;

e They are collected at uniform and repeated intervals
that can be used to track trends;

¢ They can be understood and accepted by the
community; and

¢ They communicate important concepts about how
the region functions.

The indicators that may be of greatest interest to the
reader are those that measure performance, for ex-
ample, how school children are doing on standardized
achievement tests. In order to understand performance
trends it is necessary to look at other indicators that help
provide a context for interpretation. The narrative portion
describing each image examines performance indicators
along with context indicators. Part of context-setting
includes looking at how other regions, the state and the
nation are performing.

Public Opinion Surveys

Indicators are based on objective data, such as the
amount of congestion on highways or the increase in the
number of people living in a county. But objective data
alone are not adequate to portray life in the region. It is
also important to understand the values, beliefs and
behaviors of its residents. This type of information is
collected through opinion surveys.

Fortunately, there have been many excellent recent
opinion surveys conducted in the region. Such surveys
provide a more complete image of life in the region.
Findings from a survey conducted by Princeton Survey
Associates for the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion and results of a survey conducted by the Mellman

Performance Trends

Performance is Improving
@ No Significant Change
in Performance
Performance is Declining
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Group for The Conservation Fund are included with the
kind permission of those organizations. Additionally,
results of surveys by the Miami Herald and Jim Kane of
the Florida Voter conducted for the Sun-Sentinel with
partial support from the Pew Center for Civic Journalism
are included.

Core of the Region

South Florida has been described as an accidental
region. lts principal cities were located by developers
who might just as easily have placed them elsewhere.
The region is accidental as well, because there was no
plan to have its individual communities grow together
into a single urban concentration. But what was once
accidental now forms the necessary conditions of life in
the region.

The indisputable core of the region consists of the
contiguous urbanized portions of Miami-Dade, Broward
and Palm Beach Counties. This enormous core — home
to about four and a quarter million people — also binds
surrounding jurisdictions within its sphere of influence.
Monroe County, with the Florida Keys, is an inextricable
part of the region’s tourism economy and an integral
element of its place-identity. Residents in Martin and
even St. Lucie Counties participate in the employment
and housing markets of the region. But growth restric-
tions in Monroe and Martin Counties, along with devel-
opment restrictions near the Everglades, help to define
and contain the core.

Information reported here focuses primarily on the core
counties, but for some measures additional counties are
considered. In trying to understand how the core func-
tions, some of the information is also reported in terms
of the eastern vs. the western part of the urbanized
region. That division roughly distinguishes older from
more recently developed areas. Another division that is
used to help illuminate organization of life within the
core region are differences among racial and ethnic
groups comprising the population. Blending these
elements together provides a richer sense of the dynam-
ics defining the region.
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Reading this Report

The purpose of this report is to help provide images
of South Florida that make clear the many ways in which
life here takes place in a single, though highly complex,
regional community. Through the use of indicators, this
report provides benchmarks for some key trends in
regional development. By summarizing some recent
opinion surveys, it seeks to convey the thoughts and values
of its citizens. These different types of images are intended
to provide a foundation for a clearer perception of the life

of the region and of the opportunities and risks that it faces.

Ultimately, they may provide a basis for formulating an
“operating manual” for steering the region’s future.

Again, this report is organized in three parts, each
corresponding to a different lens. After the introduction
to each lens, there is a summary of key performance
indicators. Each lens, in turn, is composed of three
images based on findings from specific indicators and
public opinion surveys. Sections open with a brief
description of a focal image and its importance to
understanding the region. References and sources are
listed in the appendix to this report.

One of the goals of this report is to inform the reader on
the many ways that the region functions as an integral
whole. But beyond informing, another goal is to help
stimulate regional action. Toward this latter end, key
performance indicators drawn from across the entire
report are summarized in a section following this intro-
duction. This summary is a kind of “report card” sug-
gesting areas where the region exhibits strength, as well
as areas where it needs to be strengthened.

After reviewing this summary, readers may wish to turn

to sections of particular interest. Each section is written

to stand on its own. But reading the report from begin-
ning to end will provide a greater sense of the interde-

pendencies that bind the region as a whole.
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Key Indicator Trends

How the Region is Performing

South Florida is the largest region in the fourth-
largest state in the nation. During the next 25 years, the
region’s population is expected to increase by 2.5 million
people.

Over the past decade, the region’s economy has risen
out of the doldrums and is now moving along with
strength. Moreover, it has significantly transformed itself
in order to more successfully compete in the global
economy.

But the region faces enormous challenges. The growth
of new population will press against an already stressed
environment. Past development hugely altered the
natural systems of the region. If balance is not restored,
growth simply cannot be sustained.

Challenges of no less magnitude face the region in
improving its investment in human capital, especially the
education of youth. The region cannot remain globally
competitive unless it can train a world-class work force.

A summary of the key performance indicators discussed
in this report follows. The trend for an indicator is shown
with one of three arrows:

Performance is
Improving

No Significant Change
in Performance

-

Performance is
Declining

So, how are we doing?

SUMMARY

LENS ONE 8
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BEACH AND GARDEN

The region has recovered from a de-
cline in tourism. South Florida has two
of the state’s most productive agricul-
tural counties: Palm Beach and Miami-
Dade.

GATEWAY REGION

Export and import trade have trended
upward with minor down-trends reflect-
ing the Latin American economy. In-
ternational business also has been
healthy. The region has one of the
nation’s strongest concentrations of
major Hispanic-owned businesses.

EMERGING SECTORS
OF THE ECONOMY

The region is developing several prom-
ising growth sectors, including internet-
based businesses, biotech and retire-
ment-based services. It is positioning
itself to acquire the infrastructure nec-
essary to help grow these new sectors,
but has yet to position itself effectively
in educating the work force they will
require.
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LENS TWO LCR ===

People and Economy

COMMUNITY OF
COMMUNITIES

The region has found many ways of
turning the diversity of its communi-
ties info economic assets. There is
strong representation of Hispanics in
business ownership, but black owner-
ship lags. Tensions persist among
communities, and immigrant house-
holds are not participating effectively

in the economy because of weak En-
glish language skills.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

There are signs of strengthening civic
engagement, including improved voter
turnout and a higher reported rate of
volunteering. Also, there are improved

signs of youth engagement, measured
in terms of declining delinquency.

HUMAN CAPITAL

Human capital refers to investments
made in educating youth. Indicators
in this area show weak performance.
The region is not doing a good job of
training its future work force.

LENS THREE s

Place and People

WATER

Huge engineering projects reduced
flooding hazards and opened hun-
dreds of thousands of acres for devel-
opment, but the result has been a gross
imbalance in natural systems. There
are critical current challenges to
ground and surface water quality, as
well as the maintenance of indigenous
plant and animal species. Significant
state and federal funding, amounting
to $7.8 billion, was recently allocated
to help restore the region’s natural
balance.

LAND

Without altering patterns of land de-
velopment, the problem of “getting the
water right” may be more difficult, if
not impossible, to solve. The density
of land development from 1973 to
1995 dropped from 2.7 to 2.4 house-
holds per acre, indicating greater
sprawl. Housing affordability has be-
come more challenging for a growing
segment of the population, with over
half (52%) of renters in Miami-Dade
County unable to afford a two-bed-
room unit at its fair market rent.

MOBILITY

The free movement of people and
goods through the region is an impor-
tant aspect of its quality of life, as well
as its economy. Motorists are increas-
ingly stuck in traffic. Miami is one of
the nation’s most congested metro ar-
eas. Building roads just to accommo-
date new population will cost over $7.6
billion over 25 years.
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