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Growing With VISION and INTEGRITY 

Sarasota County is now the 9th fastest growing area in the 
United States!  No wonder, with the pandemic creating an    
increased appeal for less crowded and more natural locales, 
and the flexibility created by work-at-home technology.  Even 
before the virus, the attractions of our area were becoming 
widely known by various magazine and newspaper profiles and 
numerous awards, including both Best Place to Retire and the 
Sexiest City in America.  We even have our own reality show. 

As such, our local leaders have even more responsibility to 
control growth in a way that maintains and enhances the qual-
ity of life that’s attracting people to our communities.  Alarm-
ingly, however, they are doing the opposite.  Our developer-
recruited and controlled politicians are on a roll to increasingly 
scrap protections of the natural environment, neighborhoods, 
mobility and affordable housing, approve unplanned urban 
sprawl and  place the escalating costs of growth on the backs 
of the taxpaying public rather than making growth pay its own 
way.  Our livability is at risk like never before. 

This is one thing that Republicans, Democrats and others can 
agree:  We need our elected leaders to have more vision and 
integrity in controlling growth.  Or we need new leaders. 
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then there was the almost victory of growth 

control candidate Mike Hutchinson in the 

2020 Republican primary against incumbent 

Mike Moran, due to single member districts.  

(A swing of less than 2% of the vote would 

have given the “Good Mike” a win against a 

false smear campaign of the developers). 

From this point, however, much more needs 

to be done.  Never before have our County 

and Cities faced greater threats from uncon-

trolled development through the domination 

by  developers over the selection, election and 

decisions of our public officials. 

We need to build up public interest organiza-

tions such as Control Growth Now, work to 

preserve single member districts from a refer-

endum repeal, insist that the 2022 surtax    

referendum not place the costs of growth on 

the backs of the taxpaying public instead of 

making growth pay its own way — or if it does 

then work to defeat it, protect the City of   

Sarasota from a push to increase building 

heights and densities, protect the taxpayers in 

plans for The Bay project, and more.   

The 2020 annual public opinion poll by Sara-

sota County government — in the midst of the 

pandemic — showed  that by a margin of 30% 

more than in 2019, the number one concern 

of local citizens is growth and development.    

And with the pandemic making our communi-

ty an ever more popular place to relocate, 

precisely because of our historic protections 

of our quality of life, it is all the more impera-

tive that we strive together for reasonable, 

conservative, well-planned growth now and 

for the generations yet to come. 

 

While many people have been distracted and 

withdrawn during the pandemic, and attend-

ance at public meetings restricted,  big devel-

opment interests have redoubled their efforts 

for uncontrolled development. 

They have been aided by continued success in 

hand-picking, bankrolling and electing politi-

cians all too willing to betray the public inter-

est in return for the developers’ support. 

The task now falls to interested and informed 

citizens to encourage and support principled 

candidates for public office, now as never be-

fore, and to influence those who are elected. 

The people have had success, even with the 

elected officials, with organization, advocacy, 

emails and turnout at public meetings, partic-

ularly when not up against the most politically 

involved developers such as Pat Neal, Randy 

Benderson or Carlos Beruff.   

Consider the success of the many who rose to 

protect the Celery Fields east of I-75 from   

approval of an adjacent concrete crushing fa-

cility and now have three of the four quad-

rants in that area under a conservation ease-

ment and the fourth “Quad” about to have 

protective government zoning.   Consider the 

success of City of Sarasota residents in revers-

ing approval of a Daquiri Deck type develop-

ment to replace the beachfront Lido Pavilion 

and more recently to obtain some limits on 

disruptive “hotel houses” in neighborhoods. 

And at the ballot box, consider the successful 

2018 referendum for single member districts 

in County Commission elections to cut the 

cost of most campaigning by 80% in order to 

give a better chance to principled candidates 

not bankrolled by the Developer Cabal.  And 

Control Growth Now News 
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Control Growth Now News 

 Surtax to Subsidize Sprawl? 
May 20, 2020, the County Commission approved 

a request by developer Pat Neal for the “major 

landowners,” to shift the road directly east, 

through their land as well as through two nature 

preserves.   At the meeting, Commissioners lied 

in stating that this change created a needed new 

north-south route and increased environmental 

protection. Although we asked how much this 

“road for sprawl” will cost and who will pay for it, 

no answer was given.  Now we know.  Just for 

“construction” and not also for right of way and 

for design and engineering, the road will cost $75 

million — $45 million of that from the extended 

surtax.  Gas taxes and other revenue 

will pay the remaining $30 million. 

In order to pay for this Road for 

Sprawl, County staff has dropped   

other needed projects, including 

those for fire safety, courts, libraries, 

park and nature preserves, sewage 

treatment, the homeless and many 

road projects to serve the people here   

today. 

Surtax project lists are at an earlier stage in the 

Cities and School District.  Look out for at least 

$10 million to be slotted for new schools to serve 

growth east of I-75, perhaps paired with a tax-

payer-funded bond issue, due to our school     

impact fees being only 26% of full funding as a 

result of developer control of the School Board.  

All of this violates the Sarasota 2050 Plan require-

ment that east county developers “pay their own 

way”  for the facilities to serve their growth. 

Right now, it looks like the sprawlers and their 

politicians may be at odds with the rest of us in 

this tax extension referendum next year. 

In 1989, when Sarasota County first sought    

voter approval to add a seventh percent on our 

sales tax to build capital improvements, the tax 

was limited to existing needs and was prohibit-

ed from being used to serve new growth. 

As the 1997 expiration of the tax approached, 

County officials asked voters to extend it but 

without that limit and without a list of projects 

on which the tax would be spent.  Control 

Growth Now (then GEO) led the campaign 

against it and it was defeated at the polls. 

Then in 1997 for ten years and in 

2007 for 15 years, the tax was    

extended with voter approval for 

specific project lists. 

At the November, 2022 general 

election the County will again seek 

voter approval for another 15 year, 

$2 BILLION dollar extension of the 

sales tax, for a new list of projects. 

County staff, as well as those of the 

Cities and the School Board, are now busy 

drawing up their proposed project lists.  So far, 

the public has not been included.  Clearly, how-

ever, developers are having their influence    

behind the scenes. 

Control Growth Now has obtained the County’s 

tentative project list, through a public records 

request.   Alarmingly, rated “High” on the pro-

ject list is $45 million to extend Lorraine Road  

from Clark Road east of I-75 south to Knight’s 

Trail for what a staff report admits is to “open 

up the area for development by the major land-

owners in that area.”  Previously, the Lorraine 

Road extension hugged the Interstate.  Then on 
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Control Growth Now News 

As the Cities of Venice and North Port revamp 
their Land Development Codes, there is cause for 
concern about developers grabbing for policies 
that benefit them at the public expense. 

Nowhere however is the concern greater than in 
Sarasota, where on April 19, the City Commission 
by a 3 to 2 (Ahearn-Koch and Arroyo) vote gave a 
greenlight to overgrowth. 

City Planning Director Steve Cover gave a 
disturbing presentation. He said that 
cities of distinction have skylines with 
buildings like the Sears Tower and 
Wrigley Tower in Chicago.  By contrast, 
he suggested, Sarasota lacks that quality, 
but with Zoning Code changes “we don’t 
have to look like Any City USA.”  He 
called for increasing maximum building 
heights to “really create an exciting city 
skyline.”  In his written materials to the 
City Commission, Cover presented as the 
first Code example to consider that of St. 
Petersburg, which allows unlimited build-
ing heights after a public hearing, and 
very liberal heights without one. 

During the Public Comment period that     
followed, downtown resident Dan       
Lobeck responded for Control Growth 
Now.  “Mr. Cover, Sarasota is not Any 
City USA.  We will never be Any City USA, 
with the limits on building heights and 
densities and intensities that are in place 
now.  We don’t need a Sears Tower and 
buildings reaching to the sky to have character.  
I’m a refugee from Fort Lauderdale.  I chose to 
move here, not to Chicago, Mr. Cover. … I don’t 
want a Sears Tower going up next door and 
blocking my view, and I think I speak for a lot of 
other condominium owners and residents down-
town who think the same thing.”   Cover did not 

 Save Our Sarasota 
respond, but later pro-developer Mayor Hagen 
Brody endorsed his plan, saying, “We can’t be 
guided by comments like, ‘Don’t block my view.’” 

The large increases in building heights and densi-
ties will be considered in the entire Downtown 
Core, Downtown Bayfront and Downtown Edge 
districts, extending in part from the bay east to 

Shade Avenue and in part from 10th 
Street south to Mound Street (US 41). 

On other points, the City staff’s          
proposed Zoning Code changes would 
increase densities and intensities along 
twelve “Commercial Corridors” fronting 
neighborhoods; reduce or eliminate  
setbacks in more areas by changing 
street designations that  determine  set-
backs (while considering an increase in 
front of some buildings only if for wider 
sidewalks);  allow high density residen-
tial development at Fruitville and Bene-
va, US 41 and Bee Ridge and Lime Ave-
nue and Ringling Boulevard; change the 
Park East neighborhood into “higher 
density residential development”; and 
convert job-producing industrial areas 
into residential development. 

The City Planning Department will now 
conduct one year of public “input”      
sessions, which if history is a guide will 
consist of propaganda programs in 
which public comment is suppressed. 
Nevertheless, Sarasota residents and 

others should use this opportunity to let their 
voices be heard. 

In addition, efforts are underway by City staff 
and some Commissioners to weaken the noise 
and tree protection ordinances and otherwise 
undermine the goal of a vibrant yet livable City 
of  Sarasota. 

The Sears Tower 
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The concept of improving 53 acres of bayfront 
property owned by the City of Sarasota, to       
enhance the natural environment, amenities and 
activities, has great merit. For several years, 
many well-meaning citizens have worked toward 
that goal.   

However, poor planning and control by private 
interests are placing the project at risk of being 
impractical and underfunded, posing a major risk 
to City and County taxpayers. 

The public was sold on turning the present park-
ing lot into green space by creating an under-
ground garage.  However, as we 
then predicted, that was aban-
doned as unworkable. 

Now, with that green space 
commitment and a longtime 
hostility by City staff to drivers 
(with road diets, parking meters 
and street barriers), there is a 
new approach: slash parking.  

Despite actions to greatly increase the attraction 
of people to The Bay, the final parking plan is to 
reduce the 1,427 spaces to 473 — a  reduction of 
parking by more than two-thirds!  This has begun 
by reducing parking in Phase One (the south sec-
tion), from 80 to four spaces. 

The Bay parking study says this can work by 
changing the “behavior” of people with scarce 
parking and high parking fees, to “encourage” 
people to walk from home to the site, “ride-
share” and take Uber and taxis. 

To date, City Commissioners are going along with 
this, with Kyle Battie even saying, “Parks don’t 
have parking.”  A big part of the problem though 
is that this is not just about a park.  The parking 
cut also includes the performing arts center. 

And therein is another problem.  From the start, 
The Bay organizers have sought to replace the 
iconic Van Wezel with a new performing arts  
center.  When that produced public outrage, 
they took “public input” with a question posing a 
single choice:  “demolish” the Van Wezel or 
“preserve or repurpose” it.  85% chose the      
second option.  So the organizers said, OK we’ll 
repurpose it, perhaps by gutting it for an open air 
pavilion. 

And now the Van Wezel Foundation, renamed 
the Sarasota Performing Arts Center Foundation, 
is pushing the City to commit to a lavish new   

facility, 25% larger than the 
Van Wezel, at a cost of $275 
million for just the building 
itself.  In an agreement now 
being  negotiated, the City is 
bound to pay half of that 
plus all costs for site prepa-
ration, utilities and parking.  
If the City does not pay, it 
states that the Foundation 
can sue to get it. 

Two things about that however.  First, the Van 
Wezel Foundation has no history to show it can 
raise its $137.5 million.  Second, the City does 
not have the money either, as all of the agreed 
funding  for The Bay from City and County taxes 
(about $150 million from all increased district tax 
revenues over 30 years) is committed to other 
needs at The Bay.  If this moves forward, expect 
new taxes to fund the new Center, including 
from surtax funds that could go to better ends. 

The solution? Control Growth Now proposes that 
the Van Wezel be kept and improved as the    
Performing Arts Center and that funds be shifted 
to building a parking garage (above ground) to     
replace asphalt with green space.  Let’s be      
sensible and live within our means. 

“The Bay”:  Boon or Boondoggle? 

Control Growth Now News 
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              Enriching Our Leadership 

Control Growth Now is pleased to welcome to 
our Board of Directors community activist       
Valerie Buchand, the President of The Newtown 
Nation who also serves on the Board of the Sara-

sota Housing Au-
thority (and as 
President of its 
Resident Council) 
as well as the 
Sarasota Com-
mission on the 
Status of Women  
She is also a 
member of Com-
munity Ministers. 

We Rise to the Challenges Before Us  

Looking Forward to Meeting Again 

As we emerge from the pandemic,  Control 
Growth Now looks forward to  again scheduling 
our membership events soon.  We’ll keep our 
members posted and hope to see you then! 

Control Growth Now News 

This year and next, we face more challenges 
than ever before from the forces for irresponsi-
ble growth.  They include: 

• Plans for excessive hotel development on 
Siesta Key, including a proposal to exempt 
hotel rooms from existing density caps. 

• A push to defy the will of the voters by seek-
ing to repeal single member districts so that 
once again big developer dollars drown out 
our votes and principled candidates in       
expensive County-wide campaigns.   

• Two County Commission elections, under    
single member districts, in the northwest 
County and in mid-County and Siesta Key.   

• The need to restore and strengthen afforda-
ble housing policies.  We can’t let County 
Commissioners like Ron Cutsinger get away 

with saying that repealing affordable housing 
in Sarasota 2050 developments will actually 
produce more affordable housing. 

• The need to make growth pay its own way at 
least to the full extent allowed under a new 
state law capping impact fee adjustments 
without a 2/3 vote of the local government 
board — and work to repeal that law, which 
threatens tax hikes or inadequate schools, 
roads and other facilities, or both. 

• A scheme to put a “strong mayor” referen-
dum on the City of Sarasota ballot in Novem-
ber, 2022 (to allow back-room deals for devel-
opers), despite repeated rejections in prior 
years. 

• Tax hikes, traffic congestion and other ills 
from both urban sprawl and urban  overdevel-
opment, out of control. 
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Should Sarasota County and Our Cities  

Do A Better Job To Sensibly Control: 

Traffic Congestion 

Environmental Destruction 

Neighborhood Impacts 

Tax Hikes To Subsidize Developers 
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