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 Follow-up interviews during the second research trip in March 2012 provided me with 

the opportunity to compare interview responses prior to the official project approval with 

responses during the construction phase.  The second round of interviews allowed new research 

participants to be identified and interviewed.  During this phase of the research, I was able to 

attend the quarterly SunRail Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) meeting.  The TAC’s role is 

to provide planning, design and engineering leadership for the project.  The Governance Board is 

the more political component of the project leadership and allows the TAC to steer the technical 

elements of establishing the commuter rail.  The next four subsections present more detail on the 

interviews, site visits, documentation collection process and data analysis.   

 

Semi-Structured Interviews  

 

I conducted semi-structured one-on-one interviews with transportation planners, urban 

policymakers and community leaders in the Orlando, Florida metropolitan area.  The 

methodological appropriateness for qualitative interviews follows from Silverman (2006) and the 

standard for interview rigor from Baxter and Eyles (1997) and Mays and Pope (1995).  Urban 

researchers employ qualitative and ethnographic methodologies to study policy issues.  My 

research examines the case of local transportation policy in Orlando as a means of better 

understanding the relationship between urban governance practices, economic development and 

the politics of planning.  While this research is local and place specific, I situate it within a more 

global context to illuminate a more general understanding of the interplay between urban 

governance, economic development schemes and capital investment in the restructuring of urban 

transportation infrastructure.    

Interviewees were selected in an ex officio and professional capacity with no prejudice or 

criteria for demographic characteristics.  My interview request focused on public sector planners 

and local officials, including the quasi-public and private sector consultants involved in the 

planning of the SunRail system and transit-oriented development.  I also sought interviews with 

local boosters and larger booster organizations, including local chambers of commerce.  The 

public planning and policymaker participants included members of: SunRail Governing Board, 

Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT), SunRail Technical Advisory Committee (TAC), 

MetroPlan Orlando, the Orlando Mayor’s Office and several city and county commissioners.  The 

governing board consists of county and municipal representatives from Orange, Osceola, 

Seminole, and Volusia counties and the City of Orlando.  The technical advisory board consists 

of members from FDOT, planners and project engineers from local county and municipal 
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governments and representatives from private consulting firms.  The local metropolitan planning 

organization (MPO), MetroPlan Orlando, coordinates the long term transportation planning needs 

of the three metropolitan Orlando counties.  Local business leaders interviewed include 

representatives of the Central Florida Partnership, MyRegion, Orlando Hispanic Chamber of 

Commerce, Leadership Seminole and various county business development groups.   

 In my initial attempt to reach potential interviewees, I sent a request for an in-person 

interview to individuals and organizations to publically listed email addresses.  A second set of 

interviewees was derived by employing a ‘snowballing’ technique (Heckathorn, 2002; Goodman, 

1961).  Some research participants suggested other local leaders that could help benefit my 

research, with many of interviewees providing me the contact information for their suggested 

participants.  This was a valuable tool to acquire contact information and solicit potential research 

participants and to trace social relationships among Central Florida planners, policymakers and 

boosters.   

 I conducted semi-structured interviews that allowed for both continuity and flexibility 

during the interview process.  While everyone was asked a baseline of questions, regarding topics 

such as project goals, ideal outcome for SunRail and the impact of a commuter rail system on the 

city/region, a semi-structured format allowed me to delve into more detailed planning issues with 

urban planners and more detailed visions of economic growth with local booster organizations.  It 

also allowed me to build on information from previous interviews, to verify information from 

other participants and expand my data set on specific topics.   

Most interviews were documented in two ways: (1) audio recordings using a digital voice 

recorder and (2) handwritten notes.  The interview data was transcribed, reviewed, annotated and 

verified for accuracy by revisiting the digital audio recordings.  All participants consented to the 

interview and each interviewee signed a consent form indicating their preferred level of 

anonymity in reporting the results.  Many of the interviewees gave their consent to be audio 

recorded using a digital voice recorder and those interviews were recorded for later review.  

However, some interview participants declined to be recorded for various reasons, including:  a 

representative from the City of Orlando was politically cautious and declined; based on policies 

from their legal department Tri-Rail representatives declined; the members of the Seminole 

County Economic Development booster group were not recorded due to the time constraints of 

this impromptu series of interviews arranged by the representative from Leadership Seminole and 

a phone interview with the project’s transit-oriented development consultant from engineering 

firm AECOM was not recorded due to scheduling issues and a technology malfunction.  While 

these interviews were not available for further review, they did provide great insight into the 
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planning narrative that I recorded with hand written notes.  Another opportunity to better 

understand the public debate without the benefit of an audio recording was the March 2012 TAC 

meeting, where I took notes and scheduled further interviews.  Attending the meeting allowed me 

an opportunity to situate the public debate surrounding the SunRail system and to meet some new 

planners, policymakers and private consultants.  No formal interviews were conducted at these 

public meetings and no audio recording was taken of the public meeting.   

 

Documenting Sites with Visits 

 During the 2011 research trip to Orlando, I visited all 17 future SunRail station sites to 

document the existing level of development and the socio-economic landscape before the 

construction of commuter rail.  I took field notes and photographs for each site.  In addition to 

adding context to the current research project, this provides me with the later opportunity to 

examine developmemt at subsequent future dates.  Once SunRail is operational, I can return to 

the stations to document the economic growth, restructured built environment and changing sense 

of place.  Given current transit-oriented development plans and the amount of property being 

parceled off in anticipation of the commuter rail, it is expected that land adjacent to the station 

sites will develop rapidly in the coming years.  In addition to documenting the planned SunRail 

station sites, I traveled to south Florida to document the Tri-Rail system in Miami.  These site 

visits allowed me to better situate the spatial arrangement of commuter rail in Florida and 

document a specific moment in the development of the Florida commuter rail.   

 

Document Collection  

 

 The research used two document sources – primary planning documents and local media 

accounts.  The primary planning documents consisted of technical reports, land use plans, 

ridership projects and public outreach materials.  Most of these documents were produced or 

distributed by the Federal Transit Administration (FTA), Florida Department of Transportation 

(FDOT), MetroPlan Orlando and local - county and city - planning agencies.  With the SunRail 

planning documents being public record, obtainable by open records request or publically 

published, these documents were readily accessible.  Much of the public outreach materials, basic 

land use planning, economic development projections and minutes for public meetings were 

obtained from the SunRail website.  Documents that could not be acquired online were informally 

requested during interviews.  I also received unsolicited reports, plans, maps and documents from 

my interviewees.    
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Another source of documents was local booster organizations and economic development 

groups, such as the Central Florida Partnership, MyRegion and county economic development 

organizations.  These organizations produced and distributed documents on integrated land use 

planning, transportation connectivity and economic development.  The documents provided by 

county development agencies and booster groups tended to focus on the more localized impact of 

SunRail on the built environment and economic growth and commonly focused on what SunRail 

could bring to specific suburban centers along the commuter rail route.  Central Florida 

Partnership, a local regional booster organization, and its subsidiary planning organization, 

MyRegion, conducted research on integrated land use planning and economic development for 

the seven county region of Central Florida.  These documents focus on the impact of rail 

connectivity, dense urban development corridors and environmental amenity preservation on the 

region’s potential to attract inward private investment.   

 My research also used media accounts of the SunRail debate, specifically articles and 

editorials from the local newspaper, The Orlando Sentinel.  I conducted a thorough and 

systematic survey of Orlando Sentinel archives on SunRail related articles published between 

January 2002 and July 2013.  I also employed more targeted searches for specific Sentinel 

accounts on topics such as the failed Orange County light rail in 1999 and medical city and 

healthcare tourism development in recent years.  In addition to the Orlando Sentinel, I acquired 

articles from other newspapers in Florida including the Tallahassee Democrat and two south 

Florida newspapers, The Miami Herald and The Sun Sentinel.  I also drew on some Central 

Florida business news sources and trade publications for information on transit-oriented 

development growth in the region. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

The data obtained from interviews, planning documents and media accounts were 

documented and reviewed for reoccurring themes and narratives.  I transcribed the interview data 

and compared the transcripts for common narratives and themes across research participants.  To 

ensure the accuracy of this data, I cross-referenced information among interviews and compared 

the data provided during interviews with project planning documents.  I manually transcribed and 

reviewed the interview sessions, annotating themes in the planning narrative and comparing 

reoccurring themes among interview transcriptions and primary planning documentation.  Some 

interviewees provided me with planning documentation that served as an extension of the 
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interview narrative.  I hand coded for reoccurring thematic narrative clusters and cross referenced 

each interview transcript and accompanying documentation.   

By examining interview records – transcriptions, interview notes, the original audio 

recordings, primary source documentation and media accounts – I was able to employ a 

triangulation method of data verification.  Triangulation is an accepted approach for establishing 

the validity of empirical qualitative data in the social sciences (see Denzin, 1970; Flick, 1992; 

Baxter and Eyles, 1997) and Sayer (1992) has argued that triangulation methods are appropriate 

for critical realist approaches to research.  In addition to checking the validity, cross-referencing 

the interview data among research participants provided an opportunity to see how the narratives 

varied and the diffusion of ideas from booster groups and planning agencies.   

 

Situating US Commuter Rail 

 

Understanding the difference between commuter rail and other categories of rail 

transportation is crucial to understanding the complex political history of SunRail, especially as 

the political discourse begins to couple the SunRail commuter rail system with the terminated 

Florida high speed rail (HSR) project.  Understanding the broad national context of financing and 

planning commuter rail helps to situate the local expectations of Central Florida commuter rail.   

Alternative modes of urban transportation are becoming more important in sprawling 

urban areas with increasingly congested roadways.  Many cities are turning to commuter rail as a 

viable mode of public transportation.  Currently, there are 26 operational commuter rail systems 

located in 29 major U.S.  metropolitan areas.  Long term trends indicate that commuter rail 

service will continue to grow nationally, as forecasted by the 28 percent increase in national 

ridership between 1997 and 2007.  During this period, commuter rail added 100 million 

additional riders (FRA, 2009).   

Planners view commuter rail as a means of managing urban sprawl, stimulating economic 

development and reducing the environmental impacts of transportation.  Commuter rail systems, 

which move passengers between the suburbs and downtown on shared corridors, are beginning to 

have a large impact on the way people and freight move through US cities.  Commuter rail and its 

subsequent transit-oriented development (TOD) provide opportunities for cities to re-shape their 

urban form and stimulate economic development.  By creating dense, mixed use TOD zones 

along commuter rail stations, urban transportation planners hope to foster the establishment of 

livable, economically prosperous and environmentally sustainable communities.   
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Despite the recent increase in commuter rail systems, there is often confusion in 

differentiating commuter rail from light rail and heavy rail.  In situating commuter rail systems in 

the broader context of rail transportation it is necessary to highlight the policy history of U.S.  

commuter rail systems.  American rail systems can be divided into four broad categories: freight 

rail, inter-urban passenger rail, urban rail transit and commuter rail.  The Federal Railroad 

Administration (FRA) regulates passenger rail and freight rail, as these two industries often share 

track infrastructure and right-of-way corridors.  FRA’s primary concern is the safe and efficient 

integration of both services on shared corridors (FRA, 2009).  Urban rail transit, an electric 

powered vehicle on a fixed guideway, serves to transport passengers within the city center.  

Urban rail transit is divided into the two categories of heavy rail and light rail and is regulated by 

the Federal Transit Administration (FTA).  Heavy rail, called subways or rapid rail transit, 

operates on a separated right-of-way and moves large numbers of passengers at once.  Light rail, 

sometimes called streetcars, operate on reserved corridors along highway medians, at-grade with 

street traffic or on separated right-of-ways.  In common parlance, ‘light rail’ usually refers to a 

separated right-of-way, while ‘streetcar’ usually refers to at-grade vehicles that mix with traffic 

(APTA, 2012; Pushkarve et al., 1982). 

 

Table 1: Typology of American Rail 

 (Brock and Souleyrette, 2013) 
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 Commuter rail, sometimes called regional rail or suburban rail, is uniquely situated 

between standard passenger rail and urban rail transit.  Commuter rail refers to a rail route that 

connects the downtown of a major city to the surrounding suburban communities.  Commuter rail 

systems operate frequent and regular services that are scheduled around traditional peak 

commuting hours.  These services are designed to move commuters within the greater 

metropolitan commutershed, establishing a connection between suburban communities and the 

city center (APTA, 2012; Pushkarve et al., 1982).  Commuter rail systems operate on shared 

corridors with freight rail carriers and Amtrak passenger rail.  These shared commuter corridors 

usually range between 30 and 200 miles of track, although the very largest systems in the country 

have up to several hundred miles of track (see Appendix B). 

 

History of Passenger Rail and Commuter Rail 

 

The 1920s were the golden age of rail, as the number of US passenger miles hit its peak.  

By 1970 passenger miles had dropped to twenty percent of the miles traveled in 1920 (Fisher and 

Nice, 2007).  While passenger miles peaked in the late 1920s, ridership increased until the 1940s.  

Rail ridership peaked between 1944 and 1945, due in part to war related gasoline rationing and 

the suspension of automobile production (Post, 2007).  Since 1945, rail ridership has been in state 

of steady decline, as privately held commuter and passenger rail companies became financially 

unviable (Fisher and Nice, 2007; Dilger, 2003).  Two reasons for passenger rail service decline in 

the post-war era were the lack of public subsidies for rail and the increased desire for more 

personal mobility.  Unlike the highway and aviation industries, which did not own their modal 

infrastructure, the rail industry owned both the infrastructure, such as tracks and right-of-ways, 

and their rolling stock, including locomotives and train cars (Nice, 1998).  Other modes of 

transportation were served by public investment in infrastructure, most notably federally funded 

highway projects, including the Eisenhower Interstate System (FRA, 2009).  This business model 

exposed passenger rail to more risk than the highway and aviation industries, since the rail 

industry had a vertically integrated operation with privately owned infrastructure.  The initial 

government subsidies provided to railroads in the late 1800s and early 1900s had been paid back 

by railroads in the form of heavily discounted movement of US military personal and equipment 

during both World Wars (Nice, 1998). 

 While early rail structures often conflated freight and passenger operations, these two rail 

industries became distinctly separate after World War II.  Passenger rail was the first to fall into 

decline; a victim of the new demand for fast and flexible personal mobility (Perl, 2002).  When 



10 
 

the decline began in the passenger rail industry, freight carriers learned from the hardships of 

passenger rail.  The freight rail industry appealed to public policymakers and distinguished itself 

from the passenger rail industry (ibid).  As a result of this separation, the two industries now have 

very different business models, employ different financial policies and advocate for distinct 

public policies.   

 With little public investment in rail infrastructure and rapidly increasing post-war 

demand for personal transportation, operating private passenger rail services became less and less 

profitable.  Many privately held regional rail companies began discontinuing passenger rail routes 

and ending regional commuter rail services (Perl, 2002; Hilton, 1980).  The closure of these 

failing rail services had traditionally been regulated by state government, allowing each state to 

set their own conditions by which companies could withdraw passenger rail services.  In an 

attempt to more uniformly regulate and manage rail service, the Interstate Commerce 

Commission (ICC) was charged with approving service closure in 1958 (Hilton, 1980).  While 

this federal intervention provided more consistent terms of discontinuation, it did not slow the 

rate at which local and regional rail lines were closing. 

 Wanting to establish a coherent national policy on public rail transit in 1962, the 

Kennedy Administration asked Congress to conduct a comprehensive study of US urban mass 

transit policy and passenger rail right-of-ways, as a means to facilitate the creation of a national 

multimodal transit system.  This emphasis on multi-modal transport was a departure from the 

planning convention of the time, which sought to improve the US transportation network by 

updating and expanding the US interstate system (Stilgoe, 2007).  However, the Kennedy 

administration’s emphasis on an increased network of passenger rail connectivity was not enough 

to curb the high rate of rail closures across the country. 

 In response to the rapid decline of passenger train routes, the US government 

consolidated the declining private network of intercity passenger rail carriers into a federally 

subsidized national rail system.  The Nixon administration passed the Rail Passenger Service Act 

of 1970, establishing the National Railroad Passenger Corporation.  Beginning service in 1971 

under the title of Amtrak, the new national rail system was established as a for-profit enterprise 

formed by a board of incorporators picked by the Nixon administration.  The board was to be 

composed of 15 directors: 8 presidential appointments that required Senate confirmation, 3 

elected by the common stockholders, and four elected by preferred stockholders.  Existing 

railroads were the only companies allowed to participate as common stockholders and invested in 

the new company by providing Amtrak with rolling stock.  Existing rail lines were allowed to opt 

out of the Amtrak common share program, however the bill required all non-participating 
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railroads to maintain their current service routes for at least four years (Hilton, 1980).  While 

freight rail services still operated as private, for-profit entities, the Rail Passenger Service Act of 

1970 allowed the federal government to relieve freight rail lines of their common carriage 

responsibilities to transport passengers (FRA, 2009; Hilton, 1980).   

 It quickly became apparent that Amtrak was losing money and would require fiscal 

support from the federal government.  The years that followed were peppered with additional 

funding bills, policies to regulate fares and various other interventions, creating a strong 

partnership between the federal government and Amtrak.  Despite the need for public funding, 

Amtrak was successful in increasing the number of passenger miles traveled.  By 1991, the 

number of intercity passenger miles in the US had doubled the 1972 levels (Fisher and Nice, 

2007).  This success has been attributed, in part, to increased destination side connectivity, 

resulting from the resurgence of urban commuter rail systems and new light rail systems. 

Urban rail transit systems began their resurgence with President Kennedy’s 1962 special 

message to Congress, in which he called for new planning efforts and capital assistance for US 

urban mass transit.  In 1964, Congress established the Urban Mass Transit Administration 

(UMTA), precursor to the Federal Transit Administration, to address the need for new urban 

transit infrastructure.  UMTA began providing capital grants for public transit projects to 

metropolitan areas with a comprehensive transportation plan.  The initial focus of the grants was 

to address the problem of deteriorating commuter rail services (Post, 2007).  The timing of 

federal transit funding coincided with urban environmental and anti-freeway movements, both of 

which called for better public transit systems.  The availability of federal transit funds and the 

increasing public support for urban rail immediately made an impact on urban transit projects, 

specifically the establishment of urban rail projects to replace proposed highway projects.  The 

two largest and most notable transportation projects that embraced this rail renaissance were San 

Francisco and Washington, DC.  San Francisco was planning an elevated superhighway project 

that was rejected in favor of building what would become the BART light rail system.  

Washington DC opted for the construction of the DC Metro heavy rail system over a proposed 8 

lane highway that would have cut across the city (Post, 2007).  In an effort to improve funding for 

urban transit, the 1974 National Mass Transportation Assistance Act, allowed some funds from 

the Highway Trust Fund, which is funded by fuel taxes, to be diverted to rapid transit projects 

(Post, 2007). 
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Commuter Rail Systems  

 

Commuter rail systems can be classified into ‘legacy’ and ‘new start’ systems.  Currently, 

there are 9 legacy rail systems and 17 new start systems operating in the US.  Legacy rails are 

systems that were in operation as privately owned transit or passenger rail services, prior to 1950.  

With the decline of rail ridership after World War II, many private rail companies discontinued 

regional rail services.  Some of these systems were then acquired by local public transit agencies 

as a means of maintaining a vital part of the urban transportation network of large traditional 

American cities.  Most of these systems began current operations under the auspices of a public 

transit agency in the 1970s and 1980s, although their private precursors often date back to the 

mid-1800s.  Municipal transit authorities often acquired these systems as a turn-key operation, 

complete with right-of-way and rolling stock.  Many legacy systems were purchased from Conrail 

by public transit authorities in 1983 and 1984, as a part of the Northeast Rail Service Act of 1981 

(NERSA).  NERSA relived Conrail from its commuter service obligations, allowing the nearly 

bankrupt company to sell its commuter rail systems to state and municipal transit agencies (FRA, 

1998; TRB 2010).  The systems purchased from Conrail as a result of NERSA are: Maryland 

Area Regional Commuter (MARC), Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA), 

Metro North, New Jersey Transit and Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority 

(SEPTA).   

New start systems are commuter rail projects originally established by public transit 

agencies after 1980.  Rather than purchasing the right-of-way and rolling stock from an existing 

private commuter service, new start systems have had to negotiate the terms of establishing a new 

shared corridor with the freight rail carries that own the track infrastructure.  Currently, most 

legacy and new start commuter rail systems subcontract the day-to-day operations to private 

companies.  However, these systems are still under the governance of local public transit 

agencies.  For the past 30 years, the Federal Transit Authority has offered funding through new 

start grants for fixed guideway transit systems, including commuter rail systems.  These grants 

are designed to offer financial support for local and state governments to plan, implement and 

operate an urban mass transit system.  The agency has been charged with establishing and 

evaluating the grant criteria for each phase of new start commuter rail – alternatives analysis, 

preliminary engineering and final design (FTA, 2012). 

A survey of new start systems shows three common scenarios faced by local transit 

agencies as they consider establishing new commuter rail systems.  Many new start commuter 

rails are built in areas that have recently begun to urbanize rapidly.  These systems are designed 
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and built from the ground up, often with no previous history of commuter rail service.  

Occasionally, the initial justification for these new start systems is as a temporary solution to 

mitigate congestion from a major highway project, as required by the Federal Department of 

Transportation.  The Shore Line East in New Haven, Connecticut originated as a temporary 

congestion mitigation plan, but the success of the system has lead to the permanent operation of 

the commuter service.  In similar fashion the initial alternative analysis study for the forthcoming 

SunRail system in Orlando, Florida was implemented as a means of mitigating a major 

construction project on US Interstate 4.   

The second scenario is the reestablishment of long dormant commuter lines that existed 

in large urban centers but were not acquired by public transit agencies after their closure.   Some 

new start commuter rails had commuter services operating prior to 1950, but those services were 

abandoned for several decades prior to the implementation of new commuter rails.  One example 

is the Virginia Railway Express, which services Washington, DC and Alexandria, Virginia.  The 

contemporary commuter service began operations in 1992, nearly four decades after the last 

commuter rail system in Northern Virginia was discontinued.  The third scenario is the 

modification of an existing passenger rail service to provide commuter rail services.  These new 

start systems expand the capacity of existing Amtrak passenger rail services, allowing a set of 

commuter express trains to run hourly at peak hours.  The Downeaster in Portland, Maine and the 

Keystone Line in Pennsylvania are both examples of this approach to establishing commuter rail. 

One of the most important components of establishing a new start commuter rail system 

is acquiring rail corridor access from the freight carriers that own the infrastructure.  There are 

three arrangements for acquiring commuter right-of-way.  The first is the outright purchasing of 

the corridor and track infrastructure.  This usually requires the transit agency to allow the freight 

carrier to lease an exclusive right-of-way for freight movements on the tracks.  The second is to 

purchase an easement from the freight carrier.  The third is leasing time on the corridor.  The 

Sounder in Seattle, Washington combined both arrangements, purchasing a section of track 

between Tacoma and Lakewood and agreeing to a long term lease to run 30 commuter trains a 

day from Seattle to Tacoma.  The acquisition of the right-of-way requires commuter rail systems 

to expand the capacity of the corridor to accommodate future commuter and freight needs.  

Actions to accomplish this include double tracking of the shared corridor as well as funding 

infrastructural improvements for alternate lines to bypass the shared corridor. 

Purchasing the corridor requires the commuter rail system to maintain track 

infrastructure, including the dispatching services.  By controlling dispatching services, a 

commuter system can give priority to commuter trains.  The RailRunner system in 
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Albuquerque/Santa Fe, New Mexico purchased their corridor and operates the dispatch services 

for the line.  Easement and leasing arrangements, such as that for the Tri-Rail system in Miami, 

Florida, allow the freight lines to maintain the signaling and dispatching operations on the line, 

thereby allowing the freight carrier to prioritize freight trains over commuter trains.  The Tri-Rail 

system has historically had problems with their on-time performance record given their inability 

to control system dispatching services, thus allowing the freight dispatchers to prioritize freight 

trains over commuter trains.  The Tri-Rail system recently restructured their lease agreement to 

purchase the tracks used by the commuter system (Progressive Railroading, 2013).  Tri-Rail was 

able to establish this new agreement mirroring the SunRail contract to purchase track 

infrastructure in Orlando.   

 

Conclusion  

 

 Having established a brief history of commuter rail and the research methodology 

underpinning this research, I will set out the structure of the argument that follows.  Chapter One, 

lays out the theoretical argument.  Situating the relationship between neoliberal policy at the 

national scale and entrepreneurial governance at the urban scale, the Chapter makes the case that 

urban entrepreneurialism provides a means to explore issues of amenity-based economic 

development and the spatio-economic restructuring of urban infrastructure that accompanies 

development.   

 Chapter Two explores the history of economic development in Orlando and Central 

Florida and highlights the role of local boosters in restructuring the city to foster economic 

growth.  Starting with Orlando’s early citrus agriculture economy, the chapter sets out four 

distinct waves of booster led economic development.  World War Two brought a thriving 

military-industrial economy to Central Florida and with an US Army airfield, space and missile 

center and private aerospace firms, the region developed around the Cold War era arms race.  The 

third wave of economic development was centered on entertainment tourism and the region’s 

cluster of theme parks.  Starting with Disney and followed by Sea World, Universal Studios and 

the International Drive entertainment district, this wave brought many low-wage service sector 

jobs to the area.  The new emerging fourth wave of economic development is centered on an 

attempt by local boosters to establish a medical tourism industry in Orlando.  With a cluster of 

both hospitals and hospitality capacity, local boosters established a new Medical City research 

development and a College of Medicine at the University of Central Florida.   
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 The political history, technical planning and financing of SunRail is set out in Chapter 

Three.  The SunRail commuter rail system has been a politically contentious issue for over a 

decade.  Emerging as a strategy to address the issues of urban sprawl, traffic congestion and air 

pollution in the aftermath of Orange County’s rejection of a light rail project in 1999, SunRail 

became a battleground issue for local Orlando boosters seeking to stimulate economic 

development and a Tea Party governor seeking to employ austerity policies in Florida.   

 The final chapter presents the analysis of the Orlando case study; exploring the specific 

impacts of the SunRail project on structuring the politico-economic climate and built environment 

in the region.  Making the case that SunRail functions as a classic example of urban 

entrepreneurialism, I examine the political narratives surrounding the rail transit system and 

highlight the discourse of placemaking and inter-urban competition utilized by local boosters, 

planners and policymakers.  The material manifestation of this entrepreneurial discourse is the 

restructuring of rail adjacent land use to establish transit-oriented development projects.    
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Chapter Two 

 

ENTREPRENEURIAL GOVERNANCE AND URBAN MOBILITY:  

A CASE FOR REVISITING URBAN ENTREPRENEURIALISM 

 

 Although Harvey (1989) articulated the concept of urban entrepreneurialism over two 

decades ago, the elements of entrepreneurial governance remain common practice for urban 

economic development (see Leitner 1990).  Often conflated with neoliberalism, entrepreneurial 

governance is also at the epicenter of more recent work on the ‘competitive city’ and the ‘creative 

city’.   Three elements of urban entrepreneurial governance deserve exploring in relation to 

contemporary theories of the ‘neoliberal city’: (1) inter-urban competition, (2) speculative public 

investment and (3) placemaking.  Often associated with the reduction of state welfare services in 

favor of privatized service delivery, entrepreneurial strategies dovetail with broader neoliberal 

governance policies at the national and global scales.  By comparing urban entrepreneurialism to 

broader constructions of the ‘neoliberal’, the case is made that the more focused theory of urban 

entrepreneurialism continues to serve as a useful analytic to understand the politics of economic 

development in the contemporary city. 

Many authors frame contemporary urban governance as a neoliberal process, pursuing 

research on the ‘neoliberal city’ (Keil, 2009; Hackworth, 2007; Harvey, 2007).  Indeed the 

‘neoliberal city’ has become a near ubiquitous concept in urban geography, standing for 

everything that occurs in the contemporary city.  Arguably, the reach of the term leads to a flat 

and monolithic understanding of the processes that constitute the urban.  While broadly and 

ambiguously situated in relation to the transition from managerialism to entrepreneurialism, the 

neoliberal analytic has blanketed the study of local entrepreneurial governance without explicitly 

addressing the relationship between the neoliberal and the entrepreneurial.  The ‘neoliberal city’, 

as an object of study, has tended to obscure a coherent body of work on urban entrepreneurialism 

(see Hall and Hubbard, 1998; Wood, 1998a, 1998b; Roberts and Schein, 1993; Leitner, 1990; 

Harvey, 1989).  In an effort to better understand the means by which neoliberalism is enacted in 

the city, I suggest a return to entrepreneurialism as a means of furthering analysis.   

 Drawing from the literature on entrepreneurialism, contemporary urban governance can 

be framed as the manifestation of a symbiotic relationship between national neoliberal policy and 

local entrepreneurial governance.  I will highlight entrepreneurialism as a strategy employed at 

the urban level as a means of adapting to the overall shift to neoliberal policies embraced at the 

national and even global scales.  Contemporary North American cities have followed an 

entrepreneurial route, seeking to create a competitive business environment and increasing the 
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commodification of urban form through speculative public investment in economic development 

projects.  By exploring the complex relationship between neoliberalism and entrepreneurialism, a 

case can be made that scholars should return to the ideas of urban entrepreneurialism in 

preference to the vast and sprawling connotations of the ‘neoliberal city’.   

 This should not be taken as a rejection of neoliberalism as an object of study per se, nor 

should it be taken as an attempt to deny the impacts derived from neoliberal policy and practice.  

Rather, I seek to provide a clearer understanding of how neoliberalism is adapted in the way that 

cities undertake governance and social reproduction.  Neoliberalism can be thought of as an 

overarching ideology mobilized at the national scale working toward privatization and a 

conservative political project to reduce the involvement of the state.  Entrepreneurialism is a form 

of local governance that employs a competitive strategy of public-private development projects to 

better situate the city in the broader context of neoliberal national policy.   

 

Neoliberal Governance and The City 

 

 Neoliberal ideology is the veneration of the market economy, encouraging policies of 

deregulation and privatization resulting in the mass-privatization of services previously thought to 

be ‘public’ or ‘collective’ goods (Hackworth, 2007).  Framed as a purely economic proposition, 

neoliberalism is “an ideological rejection of egalitarian liberalism in general and the Keynesian 

welfare state in particular, combined with a selective return to the ideas of classical liberalism 

most strongly articulated by Hayek” (Hackworth, 2007; pg.  9).  Neoliberalism, however, has 

been situated as both an economic ideology that reifies free-market principles and as a 

conservative political project riddled with revanchist policies (Peck, 2006; Peck and Tickell, 

2002; Smith, 1996).  While neoliberalism is “technically, a set of doctrines regarding the 

appropriate framework for economic regulation, the term has been appropriated by scholars and 

activists to describe the organizational, political and ideological reorganization of capitalism that 

has been imposed through the attempted institutionalization of such ‘free market’ doctrines in 

specific historical and geographical contexts” (Brenner and Theodore, 2005; pg 102).   

 Peck and Tickell (2002) situate neoliberal governance as a process of ‘roll back’ 

neoliberalism, whereby government reduces public services.  A subsequent stage of ‘roll out’ 

neoliberalism follows, as newly privatized goods and services are put in place to address the 

needs from ‘rolling back’ essential public services.  Brenner and Theodore (2005) critique the 

notion of ‘roll back’ neoliberalism, noting that the state is the mechanism of economic 
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restructuring.  Neoliberal governance does not eliminate the role of the state, but rather it requires 

the state to restructure in an effort to reify ‘free-market’ policies, practices and ideologies.   

Neoliberal ideologies are actualized through everyday governance practices, which 

conflate economic theory and political project.  As an overarching political project, neoliberalism 

is an attempt to usher in the next phase of capitalism, such that wealth is redistributed from the 

working class to a capitalist elite through a regime of accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 

2005; Dumenil and Levy, 2002).  Harvey (2005) explains that the neoliberal has privileged the re-

distribution of wealth, in place of the traditional industrial-Fordist emphasis on production and 

external market expansion.    

 While these competitive strategies are conceptualized as abstract processes, they are 

implemented by a series of actors that form urban governance coalitions and economic 

governance organizations.  The study of the ‘new urban politics’ critically examines the 

mechanisms of entrepreneurial governance situated within neoliberalism.  A range of policies 

serve to regulate the deregulation and privatization of urban provenance infrastructure and 

essential services.  Entrepreneurial governance strategies, situated in a larger neoliberal context, 

rely on real estate value extraction as a means of fostering continued private investment and 

development (Weber, 2002).  Urban renewal projects are situated at the intersection of neoliberal 

policy and local entrepreneurial governance, as public risk subsidizes private value extraction.  

Weber (2002) points to an urban narrative of ‘obsolete’ spaces, which is used to promote 

privatized urban renewal and maximize the value extracted from urban property.   

The rise of inter-urban competition between and among cities serves to facilitate a spatial 

restructuring of capital investment.  This has brought about renewed attention to local politics, 

such as urban boosterism, growth coalitions and governing coalitions.  Local urban policies of 

inter-urban competitiveness have permeated the discussions of economic development and the 

scale of regulation in, what Brenner and Theodore (2002) have called, the neoliberalization of 

urban space and the neoliberal localization of governance restructuring.  The competitive city 

model, situated within the neoliberal literature, shapes a ‘social topology of entrepreneurialism’, 

whereby local growth coalitions are able to dictate the planning of urban infrastructure to increase 

the value of their speculative land holdings, in addition to property value in the city more broadly 

(Ward, 2000; Logan and Moloch, 1987).  Capital’s need for unfettered urban growth was 

articulated by Logan and Molotch (1987) and their concept of the urban growth machine.  

Situating the historical power of local growth coalitions and their ability to influence the 

establishment of urban infrastructure as a means to increase and protect their speculative land 

holdings, Logan and Molotch draw attention to ‘landed interests’ in US local politics.  
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Specifically they examine the political power wielded by local rentiers as they assemble 

coalitions of ‘landed interests’ to achieve local development projects and increase property 

values.   

Kipfer and Keil (2002) explore the notion of the ‘competitive city’ through Toronto’s 

vision for a 2008 Olympic bid, noting that much of this hinges on the city’s image - a city’s 

international reputation for being ‘progressive’, ‘trendy’ and ‘pro-business’.  A competitive city 

is: 

 

“defined by a complex of class alliances and political coalitions, neoliberal planning and 

economic policies, multicultural ‘diversity management,’ and revanchist law-and-order 

campaigns.  A set of currently ongoing ‘visioning’ and planning processes to develop 

Toronto’s new official plan […] This vision, which continues to include nominally 

‘progressive’ elements and a vocabulary of urban reform but is neoliberal and 

entrepreneurial in orientation and faces no strategic, broad-based opposition, threatens to 

fuse downtown gentrified lifestyles with neotraditional exurbia in a hegemonizing (if 

contradictory) neoconservative claim to the city and urbanism” (ibid, pg 229).   

 

The competitive city is designed to attract new capital investment into the city which, as Leitner 

and Shepard (1998) note, is a zero sum game of inter-urban competitiveness.   

 Implementing neoliberalism requires both the political alliances of growth coalitions and 

local policies to create a competitive economic environment.  These urban growth strategies are 

overwhelmingly entrepreneurial in nature and create a regime of urban governance vested in the 

notion of limitless economic growth.  These entrepreneurial governance practices – engaging in 

inter-urban competition, speculative public investment and placemaking efforts –serve as the 

manifestation of the larger neoliberal ideology at the national and global scale.   

 

Urban Entrepreneurialism  

 

Entrepreneurialism has a history in both the normative policy literature and critical urban 

political economy.  Urban entrepreneurialism has been conceptualized, at its most simple 

framing, as a transition from urban managerialism, whereby the state provides essential public 

infrastructure and services, to a growth-centric practices vested in attracting private investment 

and resources as a means to meet the infrastructural and public service needs of the city.  As a 

form of urban governance entrepreneurialism manifests itself as a co-ordination of the state and 

the market through public-private partnerships (PPP) and coalitions of policymakers (Jessop, 

1997a).  Governance, as Painter (1998) and Jessop (1997b) indicate, is the process of mediation 

between the politico-economic strategies of government regulation (i.e. the state) and the interests 
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of private industry (i.e. the market).  The transition to urban entrepreneurialism is centered on the 

transition from policy of the welfare state to neoliberal ideologies of market competition.  

Highlighting this transition, three key characteristics of entrepreneurialism are: first, policies 

designed to establish a competitive environment in the context of inter-urban competition; second 

risky speculative public investment to attract private capital; third, placemaking strategies that 

restructure the city.     

Managerialism was the dominant approach to urban government in the 1960s, due in part 

to the urban funding provided to cities by the central state (Harvey, 1989).  In the U.S. case, the 

federal government sought to address the ‘urban crisis’ of the 1960s by establishing funding 

programs to assist urban cores in maintaining public services and infrastructure.  One example of 

early federal funding legislation is the Federal Urban Renewal Act of 1949 (Leitner, 1990).  The 

mass reduction of federal funds began in 1972, when President Nixon proclaimed the end of the 

urban crisis and sought to absolve the federal government of the need to provide special funds for 

urban redevelopment (Harvey, 1989).  While fully articulated neoliberal federal policy began in 

the mid-1980s, the reduction of federal funds for urban service delivery dates to the 1970s.  In 

what could be considered as an early manifestation of the neoliberalized era, urban governments 

implemented privatized service delivery, speculative public investment and competitive 

placemaking strategies in order to meet the budget shortfalls after federal funds had been reduced.   

The reduction of federal funding to cities intensified in the 1980s, as the Reagan 

administration implemented an array of policies designed to reduce government spending and 

establish private alternatives.  Many federally funded programs, such as the Urban Development 

Action Grant, began to require matching private funds for every federal dollar (Leitner, 1990).  

The official policy position of the US Department of Housing became one of entrepreneurial 

development, mandating that local and state authorities were responsible for creating an urban 

form and business climate that would attract private development (see US Department of 

Housing, 1982).  Local entrepreneurial efforts emerged as the preferred vehicle for governing the 

city and for stimulating private economic development as an alternative to federal funding for 

urban centers.   

 The transition to a neoliberal funding policy at the federal level, which demanded 

localized and private economic development investment, required cities to look for new methods 

of securing funding for infrastructure and services.  Cities began establishing quasi-governmental 

development agencies, public-private partnerships, development bonding schemes and impact fee 

schemes for new development (Leitner, 1990).  The ultimate goal of this economic restructuring 

was to attract more jobs and a larger tax base, which required cities to compete for mobile capital 
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investment by utilizing public funds in the form of speculative development projects (Wood, 

1998b, Leitner, 1990; Harvey, 1989).   

 The entrepreneurial shifts in policy serve to restructure the role of government in a 

Keynesian welfare state in favor of deregulation and speculative public investment.  The 

restructuring of urban governance to an entrepreneurial mode, serves (1) to increase inter-urban 

competition for economic development, (2) increasingly to fund infrastructure with speculative 

public investment and (3) to establish placemaking strategies that seek to attract inward 

investment (Wood, 1998b; Painter, 1995; Harvey, 1989).  The remainder of this section will focus 

on these three components of entrepreneurial governance: inter-urban competition, public 

speculative investment and placemaking. 

Castells’ (1978) theory of urban consumption-(re)production situates the provision and 

regulation of urban services as the primary role of the managerial urban state.  According to 

Castells, the urban state seeks to manage the crises of overproduction and profit, while structuring 

the spaces of collective consumption.  In contrast Harvey (1973) emphasizes the city as a space of 

capitalist accumulation, in which an understanding of the urban state is rooted in its role in 

ensuring the flow of investment into and through the city.  Entrepreneurial governance is, in this 

respect, a rejection of collective consumption as a state function in favor of speculative public 

investment in property development (Hall and Hubbard, 1996; see Castell, 1978).  

Entrepreneurial governance facilitates the process of accumulation through the restructuring of 

state policies and practices alongside the privatization of the built environment.  The provision of 

publically funded infrastructure is accomplished through the narrative of economic competition 

among cities.   

 

Inter-Urban Competition 

 

 Harvey highlights four strategies through which urban interests seek to attract 

investment: (1) creating a competitive labor pool and business climate, (2) fostering urban 

consumption, (3) establishing the city as a command and control center and (4) competing for 

federal and state government subsidies and resources (Wood, 1996; Harvey, 1989).  Harvey’s 

first strategy is framed as exploiting the international division of labor in an effort to meet the 

needs of production.  Wood (1998b) critiques this category, as rather too broad and diverse to be 

analytically useful.  We might reframe this first strategy as one of creating a competitive 

advantage for commodity and service production, specifically establishing an arrangement of 

‘business friendly’ public policies and investments designed to position the city within a broader 
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spatial division of labor.   This strategy functions as a pull factor for development, enticing 

business investments with public subsidies and desirable workforce characteristics.  Creating a 

desirable labor market, according to Harvey, involves a pool of skilled workers and reduced 

workers’ rights.  To this end, entrepreneurial policies involve training and education that supports 

and facilitates the needs of local industry – both current employers and those being courted as 

future investors.  The second set of advantages noted by Harvey are the externalities associated 

with public subsidies and agglomeration effects.  Agglomeration commonly enhances the skills 

and training of the workforce, while there are other beneficial extra-economic activities that also 

result from economic agglomeration.   A second set of advantages are more political in nature.  

Tax incentives, publically funded infrastructure, industry specific deregulation and industry 

tailored public education all serve as externalities that can attract relocating industries.   

 The second of Harvey’s four strategies involves fostering the consumption of urban 

spaces and services.  Strategies here include urban development that focuses on tourism, 

gentrification, sports teams and entertainment districts.  This strategy works in concert with the 

placemaking and place marketing elements of urban entrepreneurialism.  Quality of life is 

commodified as amenity growth and urban identities are consumed by residents and visitors alike.  

These strategies are the core of the ‘creative cities’ ideas associated with Richard Florida (2005).  

As discussed below, placemaking and marketing is a process of creating an urban form and 

economy that can be consumed by residents, corporations and tourists. 

 The third strategy for gaining a competitive edge, is establishing the city as a command 

and control center.  This category can include government centers, finance centers and media 

centers.  Here there are specific modes of infrastructure required to make each of these command 

and control centers functional.  Most apparent are transportation and communication 

infrastructures (Harvey, 1989).  The resulting industry agglomerations produce spillover effects, 

such as support services, labor pools and educational centers that reap the benefits of locating in 

the proximity of a command and control center.  Harvey notes that establishing a command and 

control center can be difficult as many ‘world cities’, such as New York, Los Angeles, London 

and Paris, have a quasi-monopoly as national and regional command and control centers (see 

Robinson, 2002).   

Harvey’s concept applies to a broad and diverse set of agglomerations located in large 

world city nodes.  With well-established global command and control centers, most urban centers 

are competing over the specialized agglomeration of particular industrial sectors.  The 

increasingly fragmented and specialized nature of the tertiary economy allows for industry 

specific agglomerations at a more localized scale.  Rather than seeking to establish a command 
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and control center, current inter-urban competition commonly seeks regional agglomeration that 

are industry specific, such as biomedical hubs or technology centers.  In an effort to attract 

particular agglomerations, local boosters modify urban form to meet the demands of new modes 

of production, modes of consumption and technological advancement.  By offering financial 

incentives and restructuring the built environment, many cities are competing to become the 

premier agglomeration in specific industries in fields such as digital simulation and biomedical 

technologies.  The ability to create or defend industry specific regional agglomerations is based 

on the effectiveness of local boosters to maintain a competitive business environment through 

public subsidies and placemaking strategies.   

 The fourth and final strategy articulated by Harvey is the securing of funds from national 

and state government to enable growth.  Government funded projects, such as military, education 

and healthcare contracts serve as a redistribution of central government surpluses (Wood, 1998a; 

Harvey, 1989).  Federally funded military installations, research centers and government 

contractors can serve to jumpstart the establishment of technology agglomerations.  Examples of 

these federal subsidized clusters include military spending in San Diego, California, government 

aerospace contracts in Wichita, Kansas and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) research 

centers in Research Triangle, North Carolina.  It should be noted that, in accordance with 

subsequent neoliberal federal policies, many of these funds are distributed through the private 

sector with little-to-no funding going directly to municipalities.   

 As cities establish the pre-conditions to compete with other urban centers, they draw on 

the policies and practice employed by other regions.  Through a process of entrepreneurial 

innovation, cities modify these policies and increase the escalating cycle of investment incentives.  

Framing innovation as the engine of entrepreneurialism, Jessop and Sum (2000) present three 

broad characteristics of entrepreneurial governance: (1) the utilization of innovative strategies to 

maintain and enhance economic competitiveness, (2) the explicit mention of entrepreneurial 

approaches and (3) employ a discourse centered on the entrepreneurial nature of the city.   

According the is approach, a city employs a set of strategies that will enhance its viability in 

inter-urban competition for economic development and that these strategies are highlighted in a 

narrative that extols the successful local entrepreneurs and the business friendly climate of the 

city.   

These governance strategies rest upon Schumpeterian notions of entrepreneurialism and 

innovation.  Schumpeterian entrepreneurship is defined as the “creation of opportunities for 

surplus profit through ‘new combinations’ or innovation” (Jessop and Sum, 2000, pg 2289).  

Schumpeter outlined five ways that capitalist innovation can occur: (1) new commodities, (2) new 
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means of production, (3) new markets, (4) new pools of resources, and (5) restructuring of an 

industry or sector (Jessop and Sum, 2000; also see Lim, 1990; Schumpeter, 1934).   Schumpeter 

was addressing the production of commodities by private firms, rather than cities promoting a 

business environment for innovation.  Jessop and Sum, however, extend ideas of innovation-

centric entrepreneurialism to urban governance by extending the analysis beyond concrete 

commodities, to include ‘fictitious commodities’ and those politico-economic conditions of 

capital that are not monetized.  ‘Fictitious commodities’, such as urban image and identity, and 

non-monetized conditions of capital, such as the (de)regulation of the urban economy, offer new 

opportunities for innovation in the context of urban entrepreneurialism.  These can include new 

and creative local growth strategies that establish unique tax incentives, restructure urban form 

and enhance quality of life amenities through new technologies and infrastructures. 

 Roberts and Schein (1993) have suggested a similar means to explore the notions of 

‘fictitious capital’ and non-monetized entrepreneurial conditions in relation to urban innovation.  

They examine the impact of entrepreneurial approaches on ‘urban change’, arguing that “the 

actual interplay of these two aspects of urban change – of imagery and substance, of fictitious 

capital and fixed capital – is a fundamental and characteristic dynamic of urban change in North 

America today” (pg 21).  Fictitious capital is the manifestation of placemaking strategies and 

urban imaginaries as concrete economic development strategies.  In the contemporary iteration of 

urban entrepreneurialism this is manifest as amenity growth and initiatives to establish a ‘creative 

city’.   Amenities in the built environment, such as public transportation and public park space, 

become strategies to attract investment and establish a labor pool of creative young professionals.  

According to Richard Florida’s creative city concept, cultivating an image as a creative and 

trendy urban center is the prerequisite to attracting young, skilled labor.  By investing in an 

innovative urban image and creating a cohesive civic identity – through either material urban 

amenities or a rhetorical reputation as creative city – cities mobilize reputation into a concrete 

incentive for inward investment.   

 Perhaps the best examination of non-monetized entrepreneurial conditions, can be seen in 

Painter’s work on the conditions required for creating the politico-economic market for 

entrepreneurial governance.  Tracing the socio-political production of local governance strategies, 

Painter (1998) outlines the pre-conditions for entrepreneurialism in the British context, although 

it is clear these conditions broadly exist in the North American case.  Exploring and expanding on 

these notions, Painter’s five pre-conditions are: 
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Labor Markets:  

The (de)regulation of labor markets is established to reduce the ‘barriers to competition’, 

such as reducing or eliminating wage-setting practices and collective bargaining rights.   

 

Education and Training: 

Education is conflated with workforce training, focusing on the need to develop a pool of 

laborers with a specific skill set.  Systems of education are designed to meet the demands 

of local employers.  This is actualized as both a public discourse and a policy shift in 

local educational curriculum. 

 

Industrial policy:  

The establishment of an range of public investment mechanisms to attract corporate 

investment into the city, such as tax incentives, relaxing planning constraints and 

industrial site selection schemes.  Small business loans and start up support for local 

companies are also put in place to foster up and coming companies and industries.  These 

policies are coupled with a strong discourse of economic competitiveness.   

 

Social Policy: 

Social institutions employ a discourse on the need for personal responsibility; a moral 

argument for becoming an entrepreneurial actor and to reduce dependency on 

government services thereby relieving the tax burden on private entities.  This serves to 

delegitimize social welfare services, such as healthcare and unemployment benefit.  

Transitioning to an entrepreneurial actor becomes a civic duty, thereby reducing the fiscal 

burden on the state to provide services along with the tax burden on private industry.  

This discourse serves to marginalize and disenfranchise those in need of social services.   

 

Disciplining Actors: 

A wide range of urban actors must be actively disciplined to adapt to their role in a 

regime of entrepreneurial governance.  Drawing on the Foucadian notion of 

governmentality, social actors of all classes must be trained to ‘be entrepreneurial’ 

through education curriculum, discourse and active state polices.   

 

These pre-conditions for entrepreneurialism are a mix of actionable policy and cultivated public 

discourse that work to legitimate and enact the privatization of services and speculative 

investment of public funds; what Jessop and Sum (2000) call the extra-economic conditions of 

entrepreneurial innovation by cities.  These conditions of entrepreneurialism are socially 

reproduced and intensified in ever more mature iterations of urban entrepreneurial policy and 

discourse.  Notions of entrepreneurial governance and the role of entrepreneurial actors are 

reproduced through various forms of policy, including education curriculum, private consulting, 

trade magazines and benchmarking practices (see Evans, 2004; Stone, 2004; Larner, 2003; 1999; 

Olds, 2001; Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000; Painter, 1998).   

 Once a culture of entrepreneurialism is established, the inequality and socio-economic 

consequences of welfare reduction and socio-spatial marginalization are obscured.  The lack of 

welfare services and the reduction of public proveniences literally become the ‘price of doing 

business’ and are established as self-referential necessities for economic development.  In similar 
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fashion to Keil’s (2009) notion of ‘roll-with-it’ neoliberalism, entrepreneurialism prescribes 

economic development according its own internal logic and validates success with internally 

coherent metrics.   The need to reproduce this locally modified internal logic leads to the 

establishment of place-based governance coalitions that work to maintain a structured coherence 

of urban class relations (Wood, 1998a; Harvey, 1985).   The conflation of city government with 

private firms reifies a neoliberal understanding that ignores the role of the state as a provider of 

public services in favor of speculative economic development.  This, in turn, leads to socio-

economic inequalities and reinforces a structure of class relations that privileges a specific group 

of urban boosters.   

 

Speculative Public Investment 

 

 City leaders have long been advocates for economic development as a means of creating 

jobs and generating tax revenue.  The underpinning motives, often obscured in public discourse, 

are the goals of local politicians to be re-elected and local boosters to secure new sources of 

revenue.  Urban boosters have historically used tax incentives and shared social networks to 

entice private industry and government sector jobs to (re)locate in a specific city.  More explicitly 

entrepreneurial approaches require cities to speculatively invest through public subsidies designed 

to attract private investment.  Cities are now expected to make risky investments to facilitate 

economic growth, such as publically financing development projects or establishing investment 

ready sites.  These risks are commonly veiled to the public, with assurances that the work of 

public-private partnerships will yield a stronger urban economy for the public good.   

An entrepreneurial approach to urban governance is associated with new criteria by 

which to evaluate competing development projects funded with public money.  As a result, 

attempts to evaluate public works projects and service delivery programs are established based 

not on the actual service directly provided to the urban public writ large, but rather evaluated on 

the return on investment (ROI) provided by the project (Chapin, 2002).  Often obscured by 

inflated numbers, stemming from predicted tax revenues that fail to account for initial public 

investment, closed system impact fees that return funds directly back into commercial 

development projects and the use of generous economic multipliers in the final economic impact 

statement, the ROI evaluation system privileges private sector commercial growth over public use 

value (Brock and Crick, 2013).   The emphasis on ROI reflects the transition of governmental 

agencies from their mission of providing public service to the bottom-line driven goals that reflect 

private corporate business models (Chapin, 2002; Painter, 1998).  Public agencies began to 
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embrace, “risk-taking, inventiveness, promotion and profit motivation” as part of the shift to the 

entrepreneurial model (Hall and Hubbard, 1996, pg 153).   

 Following the principles of Richard Florida’s (2005) ‘creative city’ approach, ‘creative 

growth’ relies on state of the art infrastructure and urban amenities to entice young professionals 

and establish an educated labor pool to attract investment.  Public-private partnerships are 

established to cultivate these amenities through projects such as downtown revitalization 

programs, entertainment districts and business improvement districts (MacLeod, 2011; Cook, 

2008).  Perhaps the most readily apparent material manifestation of entrepreneurial governance 

can be seen in the urban landscape, as the built environment is being designed to meet the needs 

of inward investing firms.  Entrepreneurial approaches mandate that infrastructure design, service 

delivery and consumption of public space serve to subsidize private sector needs with public 

funds. 

A product of entrepreneurial placemaking, the need to cultivate a business friendly urban 

form requires a pro-growth planning regime and the (de)regulatory mechanisms to fund these 

projects.  A transition to entrepreneurial urban governance is highlighted by the incorporation, 

management and regulation of private investment as a core principle of public policy (see 

Cochran, 1995; McGuirk et al, 1998).  As a mechanism of entrepreneurial governance, local 

coalitions are tasked with creating a business friendly climate, where public funds are used to 

establish the socio-political and infrastructural conditions deemed necessary to attract new 

investment (Cox, 1993).  Through the creation of investment-ready sites, local boosters can 

redevelop the urban form to accommodate the perceived needs of private industries.  Chapin 

(2002) argues that more recent iterations of entrepreneurial governance are taking an ever more 

aggressive approach and are beginning to function as fully privatize ‘capitalist actors’.  Calling 

this ‘municipal capitalism’, Chapin specifically examines change in the approaches to downtown 

redevelopment projects.  Previous approaches to entrepreneurial style downtown redevelopment 

called for the city to act as a facilitator of development, exemplified by public investment in risky 

redevelopment projects through the use of speculative revenue bonds and tax increment 

financing.  Packaged as public-private partnerships or quasi-public development agencies, this 

approach to entrepreneurial redevelopment allows public funds to subsidize profits in the private 

sector, while the public sector is expected to bare the risk.  The expectation is that the overall 

economic growth, spurred by speculative public investment, will indirectly benefit the public 

sector through increased tax revenues and job creation.   

 However, Chapin (2002) makes the case for a new mode of intensified urban 

entrepreneurialism, whereby public sector actors become ‘active capitalists’.  Beyond the 
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traditional model of redevelopment, where the public sector facilitates the procurement of land 

and provides financing through general obligation bonds, municipal actors are now engaged 

through the entire life-cycle of the project.  As illustrated through the case study of a San Diego 

stadium redevelopment project, some cities now demand projects that will provide upfront returns 

on public investment.  To ensure these public profits, San Diego was involved in planning 

redevelopment districts adjacent to a publically funded stadium and several public parking 

facilities and required private investment to simultaneously redevelop the remainder of the new 

entertainment district.  Specifically the city sought a specific number of hotels, as the primary 

public revenue source from the project took the form of hotel luxury taxes.  According to Chapin 

(2002), the what differentiates this project from more passive entrepreneurial approaches is that 

this project was not negotiated and planned through a quasi-public development agency.  The 

project was financed, negotiated, planned and implemented directly by San Diego municipal 

government; a fully public entity.  Rather than relying on an inflated forecast of indirect 

economic growth, San Diego’s engagement as a full capitalist actor allowed it so secure the same 

tangible and direct revenue streams as a private firm investing in the redevelopment project.   

 While this one case study does not suffice to establish a new form on urban governance, 

it does point to the increasingly free-market nature of urban governance, whereby public entities 

are expected to invest in a fashion comparable to private firms.  Establishing market-based 

criteria for publically funded projects, and more specifically securing a definitive return on public 

investment, has become a more common framing in public policy discourse.  Clarke and Gaile 

(1998) note the use of free market criteria over socio-political criteria as a means of selecting 

projects to receive public funds.  This becomes problematic when the ability to generate a higher 

return on public investment supersedes the city’s responsibility to provide public services for 

urban residents.  Often public private partnerships do the work of masking these types of 

entrepreneurial policies, as the roles and involvement of actors become confused and conflated in 

complex arrangements of private firms, public entities and quasi-public development agencies 

(Fainstein, 2010; 1992; Bradford, 1983).   

Local economic development strategies focus on cost-benefit analysis and return on 

investment as the means by which decisions on public spending are reached.  By focusing on 

cost-benefit analysis and return on investment metrics, governance is condensed into a singular 

economic rationality by which to set public policy (Painter, 1998).  Eschewing essential 

infrastructure and welfare services in favor of public private partnerships that have the greatest 

potential for ROI, the process requires a governance coalition to create and market a narrative to 
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justify public spending on projects that subsidize the private sector and have a better chance at 

generating revenue.   

 

Placemaking and Marketing an Urban Imaginary  

 

 Entrepreneurial governance relies on the ability of local officials and urban boosters to 

re-imagine and re-create spaces of the city; to create an urban imaginary that attracts investment 

into the region.  Hall (1998) notes the distinction between selling the city and marketing the city 

as the difference between advertising a place and re-creating a place.  Selling the city presents the 

desirable qualities to potential investors; advertising the state of the city.  Placemaking, however, 

is at the heart of marketing a city.  Marketing the city demands that the city is restructured to meet 

the real and perceived needs of potential investors.  Urban marketing is a process whereby the 

urban is re-created to meet investors’ needs and the city’s advantages are sold as requisite urban 

conditions for economic growth.  The marketing of the urban requires a narrative by which local 

elites work to turn the city into a corporate commodity; making the urban consumable for privates 

firms looking to capitalize on their investment in the region.  This narrative – an urban imaginary 

– works to project a business friendly image of the city highlighting the economic advantages and 

quality of life the city offers.   

 The practice of place marketing in North America has existed since the first European 

colonizers sought settlers to repopulate the continent (Ward, 1998).  Early attempts at North 

American placemaking, however, sought cheap labor to work the land and populate the factories 

in an effort to accumulate wealth for the developed core.  Rather than cheap unskilled labor, 

contemporary post-industrial placemaking efforts commonly target young educated labor, mobile 

private investment and relocating firms.  Cities (re)present themselves in hopes of repositioning 

themselves in the new economy by attracting mobile capital to the region (Short and Kim, 1998).  

Local elites work to create competitive advantages by establishing economic governance 

organizations (EGOs) that work to cultivate an urban image to attract inward investment by 

securing local projects that meet the perceived needs of potential investors 

 Short and Kim (1998) studied the messages most often projected in media campaigns 

designed to market cities.  They found that the two most prominent messages presented were the 

economic benefits of the city and the city’s quality of life.  These types of urban imaginaries are 

socio-politically constructed narratives designed by local elites and EGOs to foster a specific type 

of economic development.  Entrepreneurial imaginaries are also designed to conceal spaces of 

contestation, as urban space is presented in the form of a monolithic urban culture that centers on 
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economic development and middle class amenities.  Booster organizations and governance 

coalitions work to re-shape the city in an effort to reproduce the urban imaginary being presented 

by creating urban spaces for consumption by corporate investment, amenities to attract young 

skilled labor, policies that create a pro-business environment and budgets that use public money 

to fund the needs of private investment.   

  One component of making the city consumable is creating an urban identity, which can 

be manifest though creating civic pride.  Civic identities that are constructed around narratives of 

economic growth reproduce the notion that economic development is not only positive for the 

city and its citizens, but also a symbol of urban pride which should rally the community (Roberts 

and Schein, 1993; Logan and Molotch, 1987).  While early iterations of growth coalitions and 

traditional boosterism were negotiated as back-room, insider political deals, current booster 

strategies have a very public component of placemaking, as civic institutions and organizations 

situate the city within the global hierarchy of economic competition (Deas and Ward, 2000).  

Conceptualized as a public-private partnership, the ‘local community’ is disciplined by local 

business interests, politicians and local media to act as a voice for economic development.   

 

Spatial Fixes and the Attraction of Mobile Capital 

 

In the context of urban entrepreneurialism, the provision and placement of transportation 

infrastructure embeds one set of socio-spatial pre-conditions for attracting mobile capital 

investment and regulating the spaces of urban mobility.  Spatial fixes, as framed by regulation 

theory, are temporary solutions to address specific crisis tendencies in capitalism facilitated 

through spatial restructuring (Harvey, 2001).  Harvey focuses on two version of the spatial fix: 

(1) the literal fix and (2) the metaphorical fix.  The literal spatial fix is the material reorganization 

of capital, such as infrastructure investment and restructuring the built environment.  Jessop 

(2006, pg.  147) explores Harvey’s notion of spatial fixity, noting “the general need for long-term 

investment in fixed immobile capital to facilitate the mobility of other capital and […] how such 

investments affect locational dynamics.” Spatial fixity, while appearing to exhibit longevity, is 

perpetually destroyed and reconstructed to maximize accumulation, adapt to new technological 

innovations in infrastructure, and to respond to new crises (Jessop, 2006; Harvey, 2001).  Long 

term investment in transportation infrastructure tends to reify a specific mode of mobility and 

reaffirms a temporal commitment to a specific mode of economic development.  Investment in 

transportation infrastructure fixes a spatial arrangement that works to reshape the urban form and 

represent a long-term investment in the current mode of economic development (Graham and 
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Marvin, 2001).   These literal fixes restructure the network of urban infrastructure and facilitate a 

new geography of place and connectivity (Swyngedouw, 1993). 

However, the restructuring of material infrastructure and spaces of connectivity “require 

complex regulatory articulations between markets, national and local states and, increasingly, 

transnational bodies” (Graham and Marvin, 2001, pg.  12).  These regulatory mechanisms – 

Harvey’s metaphorical fix – are negotiated, contested and restructured though the state (Brenner 

et al, 2009; Lorrain and Stoker, 1997).  This process establishes an entire socio-political 

restructuring strategy, whereby the regulatory policies are restructured to maintain or enhance 

modes of accumulation.  The spatial fixity of long term infrastructure investment provides the 

striated spaces for the flow of capital, establishing the spatial logic for the flow of commodities, 

raw materials, labor and consumers.  Lacking the flexibility to rapidly restructure, fixed public 

investment is a long term commitment to a specific economic mode of production and 

consumption.  Situated in broader politico-economic dynamics, spatial restructuring of the urban 

form accommodates new spaces for accumulation, but must be negotiated through mechanisms of 

governance (Brenner et al, 2009; Lorrain and Stoker, 1997).   

 The spatial restructuring of cities under a logic of urban entrepreneurialism creates new 

narratives of urban competition, as proponents claim an overall economic gain.  Normative policy 

approaches situate each city as having the potential to be successful in inter-urban competition 

and, in a quintessential neoliberal argument, that competition among cities would generate 

economic benefits for the greater economy.  Leitner and Sheppard (1998) point to a number of 

unsustainable assumptions in the logic of urban entrepreneurial competitiveness.  They note that 

this logic assumes that inter-urban competition exists on a level playing field and that cities are 

interchangeable with firms.  By discounting the historical hierarchy of cities, proponents of 

entrepreneurial governance claim that competitiveness among cities leads to an ‘all boats rise’ 

scenario (see Chapin, 2002).  This contrasts with the zero-sum game view associated with a 

number of scholars (see Leitner and Sheppard, 1998).  As mobile capital circulates among cities, 

firms foster increased inter-urban competition as a means of securing public investment to meet 

the infrastructure needs of their private ventures.  Cities scramble for more investment by 

establishing funding and infrastructure packages to meet the needs of these industries.  Four 

resulting outcomes are: 

 

(1) The creation of a system of ephemeral advantages 

Providing fixed infrastructure with public funds allows private firms with mobile capital 

to remain mobile.  If the private sector has made only nominal investments in fixed 

infrastructure, the threat of losing large capital investments should the firm relocate is 

removed.  With little financial loss associated with moving, mobile private capital is 
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incentivized to seek more lucrative locations.  These alternatives commonly involve 

publically funded advantages for the firm, such as more advanced infrastructure and/or a 

better financial package of incentives.  As this private investment circulates, it takes the 

jobs and tax base with it.  The advantage for the city can be short lived but the burden of 

long term financing and maintaining the infrastructure remains. 

 

(2) Public funds assume the financial risks of fixity 

By embedding infrastructure, the urban region makes a spatio-temporal commitment to 

specific modes of production and consumption.  If this investment is guided by 

entrepreneurial strategies in an effort to establish an investment ready site or to create 

conditions of amenity growth, then the public assumes the risk associated with this 

infrastructural investment.  What some commentators have framed as a zero-sum game 

among cities, is actually a losing proposition for nearly every public entity involved.  

Rather than a simple shift in jobs and revenue among cities, public debt mounts as cities 

are discarded by private investment. 

 

(3) Disparity between mobility of the private sector and local dependence of the public 

sector 

As private investment circulates from one city to another, private investment becomes 

more mobile.  Following from the first two processes, removing the burden of investing 

in fixed infrastructure enables firms to relocate relatively cheaply in their search of better 

public subsidies, newer infrastructure, or cheaper labor pools.  The local public sector 

must then manage the infrastructure left by departing capital.  The benefits of highly 

mobile capital moving among competing cities are accrued by private firms that exploit 

this competition and extort lucrative public concessions.   

 

(4) Exploiting the geographic division of labor 

 The circulation of private capital is used to exploit the spatio-political situatedness of 

labor, as capital flows to low-wage labor pools with limited labor rights.  Creating a 

metaphorical spatial fix, regions restructure policies to reduce labor rights to compete 

with regions with more conservative and exploitative labor practices.  Accordingly, this 

results in the eroding of labor rights across the board.   

 

The fragmentation of labor rights, highly mobile capital and the ephemeral spaces of public 

subsidy establish inter-urban mobility as a means of restructuring labor.  The demand for creative 

cities and a young professional workforce displaces a more sedentary, experienced workforce.  

The immobile workforce can be anchored by their inability to afford the personal mobility of 

relocation, their investment in property and localized social relationships.  The skilled, middle 

management white collar worker can be tethered to a location by owning a house and having 

local familial relationships.  Less skilled blue collar workers, unlikely to be offered a job during 

relocation, are displaced for a new lower-wage workforce in the next city.  Framed in this 

manner, we can see that ‘creative city’ models that seek young professionals work to establish a 

regime of disposable labor.  By replacing more experienced employees with younger employees, 

private firms can save labor costs.  This is intersection between more mobile private investment 
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and more fixed speculative public investment in the spatio-economic restructuring scheme of 

inter-urban competition and local growth strategies.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Employing the concepts of urban entrepreneurialism and the neoliberal city, this chapter 

has highlighted the political economy framework for understanding the relationship between 

urban entrepreneurial governance and national neoliberal policy.  Exploring the relationship 

between capital mobility and the urban form, the discussion has highlighted the process of urban 

spatial restructuring as an approach to local economic development.  As mobile capital circulates 

among cities, firms foster increased inter-urban competition as a means of securing public 

investment to meet their infrastructure needs.  As cities seek new investment they establish 

funding and infrastructure schemes to meet the needs of private inward investment.    

The changing role of urban boosters in this process will be highlighted in the next 

chapter.  The history of economic development in Orlando and Central Florida illuminates the 

process by which Central Florida booster have used urban infrastructure as a means to stimulate 

economic growth in the region.  In the case of Orlando, this growth has come in waves, as the 

region transitions from agriculture, defense and aerospace industry, entertainment tourism and 

medical tourism.  These waves of development are all contingent on the restructuring of the built 

environment to attract new types of investment into the region.   
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Chapter Three 

 

ORLANDO’S ‘MOVERS AND SHAKERS’:  

THE POLITICS OF LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND TRANSPORTATION 

  

 In the early twentieth century, Central Florida was a region noted for sleepy citrus groves 

and little manufacturing; a boom-bust agricultural town that was at the mercy of the citrus crop.  

Today, the Orlando region is known for its massive tourism industry, with millions of families 

filtering through the large agglomeration of theme parks in the Kissimmee-Buena Vista area 

southwest of downtown.  With approximately 51 million visitors coming to the area every year, 

Central Florida is one of the largest tourist destinations in the country.  Perhaps less apparent is 

the thriving aerospace engineering and defense technology research industry that was established 

prior to the arrival of the theme parks.  Currently, there is a new biomedical research and health 

care service industry beginning to emerge in the Orlando economy.  This new biomedical sector, 

billed as medical tourism, seeks to couple the existing infrastructure for short term theme park 

visitors with the emerging biomedical technology research and healthcare service cluster in 

Orlando.   

 The Central Florida economy has gone through four periods of economic development; 

each wave adding a new sector to the economy without eradicating what came before.  The four 

waves of economic development are: agriculture, aerospace engineering, entertainment tourism 

and medical tourism (Table 2.1).   

 
Table 2:  Waves of Orlando Economy 

Medical Tourism        

Entertainment Tourism        

Aerospace Engineering        

Agriculture        

 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020 

 

While defense firms and tourism directly fueled Orlando’s economic growth, it was local elites 

who – quite literally– paved the way for urban growth.  In the 1950s and 1960s, Orlando elites, 

known locally as the ‘movers and shakers’, began working to ensure Orlando would have a road 

infrastructure that would open the door for economic development.  As Richard Foglesong writes, 

“The story begins with roads, for it was through roadbuilding that visionary local elites worked to 

put Orlando on the map, to link it commercially with the rest of Florida, the Southeast, and the 

nation if not the world” (2001; pg 13).  These local elites sought to entice high-wage 

manufacturing jobs; ‘clean industries’ with minimal environmental impacts.  These local power 
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brokers worked to secure Orlando’s connectivity to Interstate- 4 and the Florida Turnpike in hope 

that being directly plugged into the national transportation network would catch the eye of 

manufacturing firms.  Instead, the intersection of I-4 and the Florida Turnpike caught the 

attention of Walt Disney, who decided to put his second theme park just southwest of Orlando.  

While the low-paying service sector jobs that would follow were not what the ‘movers and 

shakers’ had intended when they secured these crossroads, the idea of a having a new Disney 

theme park to the west of Orlando was something that local boosters felt they had to embrace 

(ibid).   

 These new economic sectors began to change the form of the city beyond the expanding 

transportation network.  As the theme park industry grew in the west and aerospace technology 

enclave in the east, Orlando became a multi-nucleated city fragmented by industry.  On the 

southwestern edge of Orange County and the northwestern edge of Osceola County, the 

entertainment tourism industry flourished with the establishment of Walt Disney World, 

SeaWorld, Universal Studios, the Orlando-Orange County Convention Center and the 

International Drive entertainment district.  Many of these attractions employ low-wage service 

workers but fail to provide the necessary social services and infrastructure for this workforce.  To 

the east of downtown Orlando, the economic growth was more lucrative.  Beginning as an 

enclave of defense and aerospace contractors to service, what is now, the Kennedy Space Center, 

the southeast side of the city has many high paying white collar jobs.  Serving as a technology 

research and manufacturing center for the region, the University of Central Florida and 

Lockheed-Martin have historically anchored the growth of this high-tech sector.   

 In this chapter, I examine the historically contingent nature of these waves of economic 

development and the role of urban boosters in establishing them.  Specifically, I highlight the 

changing urban governance strategies employed to foster economic growth in the region focusing 

particular attention on transportation infrastructure and speculative public investment to attract 

new industries.  The chapter ends with an examination of the entrepreneurial booster 

organizations that direct economic growth and regional planning.  Coalitions of private business 

interests are now creating economic governance organizations, which serve as regional 

governance bodies that direct speculative public investment into regional growth initiatives 
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Figure 1: SunRail Commutershed with Orlando Economic Centers 
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Orlando’s Economic Growth: From the Agricultural Economy and the Post-War Boom 

 

 Prior to World War II, the Central Florida economy was rooted in the agricultural 

industry.  This primary economy served the region well, as early cattle ranchers settled the region 

and the citrus industry began to boom in the 1880s.  Citrus agriculture thrived in the warm sub-

tropical climate, although the need to diversify the local economy became apparent after the 

citrus freeze in 1894.  It took 15 years for the region to bounce back from the three day freeze that 

started a regional economic depression (Robinson and Andrews, 1995).  This event highlighted 

the imperative of attracting manufacturing industry to the region.  However, low population, 

geographic isolation and poor transportation connectivity to large urban centers inhibited 

industrial manufacturing from coming to the region.  Poorly drained swamp land and a plethora 

of mosquitoes only added to the deterrents of demography and connectivity, keeping industrial 

development out of reach.  Orlando’s population began to spike in the mid-twentieth century 

however, jumping from a 1920 citrus town of 10,000 to an up and coming city of over 50,000 

people in 1950.  The region expanded with the city, as Orange County grew from almost 20,000 

residents in 1920 to over a quarter of a million residents by 1960. 

 
Table 3: The Population of Orange County, Florida 

(US Census Bureau Data and Florida Population Studies, Volume 46, Bulletin 165, March 2013) 

Date Orange County Population 

1920 19,890 

1940 70,074 

1960 263, 540 

1980 470,865 

2000 896,344 

2020 1,371,988 

 

Despite its rapid population increase, job growth and accompanying urban sprawl, Central Florida 

has been able to maintain a profitable agricultural industry.  One of the largest cattle ranches in 

the United States is located east of Orlando.  The Deseret Ranch is a 450 square mile cattle ranch 

that moves over 44,000 head of cattle a year (Deseret, 2013; Hollenhorst, 2011).   Located in 

Orange, Osceola and Brevard counties, the Deseret is privately owned by The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints (Hollenhorst, 2011).  In addition to cattle production, the property has 

citrus agriculture, sod and forestry resource production and mines underground seashells for local 

road base and asphalt production (Deseret, 2013).  This farm has largely curbed urban sprawl 

from the eastern edge of Orlando to the Kennedy Space Center and has been an important 

stakeholder in water resource management and Central Florida growth issues (Research 





89 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 4: SunRail Route with Stations 
(Florida Department of Transportation, 2008)  
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Phase II – South: The Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) 

Anticipated Completion Date – 2016 

 

The phase two southern extension will add an additional 17 miles of track to the central Florida rail 

corridor, connecting the Sand Lake Road Station to the southern terminus at the Poinciana Station.  

This phase will add four new stations to the SunRail system.  By the LPA completion date of 2016, 

the SunRail system will have a total of 16 stations and 49 miles of operational track.  Phase II – South 

is currently under review for final design and operations approval from the FTA.   

 

Phase I: The Initial Operating Segment (IOS) 

Anticipated Completion Date – May, 2014 

The first phase will provide the core of the SunRail commuter rail system, as 12 stations and 32 miles 

of track are expected to become operational by 2014.  This section of the system will connect the 

DeBary Station in Volusia County with the penultimate Orange County stop at Sand Lake Road 

Station.  The phase I design and operational plan has been approved by the FTA and is receiving 

federal transit funding.  Construction began on January 27th, 2012. 

 

Phase II – North: Full Build Alternative  

Anticipated Completion Date – 2016 

 

This phase will add an additional 12 miles of track and one station.  This phase will extend system 

operations north from the DeBary Station to connect to the Deland Amtrak Station.  FDOT, local 

planners and the FTA are currently exploring funding options for the Phase II – North project.  The 

FTA has not given the final design approval for northern extension, but the project was approved in 

the original NEPA report.  Construction is tentatively planned to begin in 2014 with a target 

completion date of 2016.  It is anticipated that this phase will be completed after the LPA extension to 

the south. 

 

At full build the commuter rail system will have 17 stations stretching from Deland, Volusia 

County in the north to Poinciana Industrial Park, Osceola County in the south (FDOT, TMOP, 

2012).   

As documented in the 2012 FDOT report, Transportation Maintenance and Operations 

Plan (TMOP), the project phases are: 

 

 

SunRail Financing  

 

SunRail, like all public transit entities, will require public subsidies to maintain commuter 

services.  SunRail opponents, such as local Tea Party chapters, highlight the need for subsidies as 

one of the primary problems with SunRail.  Many local planners and policymakers admit that 

SunRail will operate at a deficit, but are quick to note that no public transportation services are 

revenue generating (Research Interview: 2; 3).  Planners also point out that public transit systems, 
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while not financially self-sustaining, generate more direct revenue than highways and roadways.  

An Osceola County commissioner explains that the roadway costs go unnoticed by the public, 

whereas, the large cost of transit projects becomes very visible in the public debate: 

 

“That is one of the things people get lost on when we talk about mass transit and the cost 

of mass transit.  I was talking to a group last night and they asked me, ‘what city in 

America makes money off mass transit?’ And I said, ‘what city in America makes money 

off their roads?’ I said, ‘neither one of them and they are both subsidized by 

government’, but that argument gets lost so often.  People forget that roads are not only 

expensive to build, but expensive to maintain….and those costs nobody sees.  Nobody 

puts them out there because we assume that is just the cost of doing business.  Whereas, 

with mass transit folks love to say, ‘you’re subsiding those folks, because I am never 

going to ride that bus’.” (Research Interview: 2) 

 

When road costs are brought to the forefront of the debate the claim is made that fuel taxes act as 

a user-fee for roadways.  However, a large portion of Florida road funds come from the state 

general fund not the Highway Trust Fund (Research Interview: 1; 2).    

 SunRail financing is structured to accommodate a system of larger state investment 

during the initial establishment of the system and then to relinquish funding responsibilities to the 

local governments.  The initial investment for the property and right-of-way (ROW) along the 

commuter corridor was purchased by the state of Florida.  Initial capital investment for the 

construction and rolling stock acquisition is being funded by federal, state and local monies.  The 

first seven years of operations and maintenance is being funding by FDOT, with year eight and 

beyond being subsidized by the counties of Orange, Osceola, Seminole, Volusia and the City of 

Orlando.   

The acquisition of right-of-way (ROW) for the Central Florida Commuter Rail Corridor 

was purchased from CSX Transportation (CSX) with state funds.  The State of Florida purchased 

61.5 miles of track infrastructure and the ROW envelope from CSX for $432 million (FDOT, 

SunRail Brochure, 2011).  The federal, state and local levels are financing portions of the 

planning process and the initial capital for infrastructure acquisition and upgrades.  The initial 

planning reports, such as feasibility studies, alternatives analysis reports and environmental 

assessments, have been funded through Federal Transportation Administration (FTA) transit new 

start funds, FDOT funding and local economic development funds.  The infrastructure investment 

– including track improvements, purchasing rolling stock, establishing stations and new signaling 

and dispatching infrastructure – are being 50% federally funded, 25% state funded and 25% 

locally funded (FDOT, Quality Time, 2006).  Federal funding is being distributed by the FTA; 

state funding is being administered by FDOT; local funding is being secured through an 
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intergovernmental agreement between Orange County, Osceola County, Seminole County, 

Volusia County and the City of Orlando.  The estimated cost of all these capital investments, 

excluding the ROW purchase, is $615 million (FDOT, SunRail Brochure, 2011).  The local 

governments are being offered a low-interest loan from the State Infrastructure Bank (SIB) to 

contribute to their portion of the initial capital investment.  Seminole County has been adamant 

about not taking a loan from the SIB and began setting aside funding to pay their portion before 

the project’s official state approval.    

 The initial capital development contribution of each local government is based on the 

number of stations in each county or city.  Accordingly Orange County is funding over $40 

million in capital investment; Osceola County will contribute over $27 million; Seminole County 

will pay over $46 million; Volusia County will fund over $26 million and the City of Orlando 

will pay over $13 million.  FDOT will match each of these contributions on a one-to-one basis, 

thereby providing the additional 25% of funds required for the project.  Each county’s 

contribution includes engineering costs, station property acquisition, final design cost and 

construction cost for each phase of the project (Interlocal Funding Agreement, 2007). 

 All of the operation and maintenance (O&M) cost, estimated at $23.2 million annually 

for the first phase and $30.3 million at full build, will be funded by the FDOT for the initial seven 

years (FDOT, Management Plan, 2008).  The consortium of local governments will assume the 

O&M cost from the eighth year onwards.  Orange County has encumbered $2 million of the 

county’s annual $1 billlion budget for their contribution to SunRail O&M.  According to the 2006 

Principle of Agreement, as presented to Seminole County officials, the first plan was for the state 

to offer the local SunRail consortium $173 million in low-interest bonds to fund the first seven 

years of O&M (FDOT, Principle Agreement, 2006).  When it was decided that FDOT would fund 

the first seven years of O&M, the local governments were each offered ten year, low-interest 

loans by the SIB – at a 1.5% interest rate – to fund their share of the initial capital investment 

(FDOT, Management Plan, 2008).   

 Once revenue operations begin for SunRail, the annual funding sources for O&M are 

expected to be funded by: fare box recovery (20-30%), federal transit funding (30-45%), ancillary 

revenues (2-3%) and subsidies (22-48%).  Subsides are the state funds, in the first seven years, 

and the local funds in year eight and beyond, that will complete the cost of operating SunRail 

(SunRail, Website, 2012).  Ancillary revenues include advertising revenue and revenues from 

food and beverage vendors on the train and at the station.  Fare box revenues are forecasted based 

on the predicted ridership, calculated from FDOT and MetroPlan ridership models.  The FTA 

requires a specific threshold of cost per ride for a rail transit system to be deemed financially 
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Choice riders are contrasted with riders that rely on public transit as their exclusive means of 

transportation – transit dependent riders.  Planners frame choice riders as middle class riders that 

have the financial ability to own and drive a personal vehicle to work every day, but find benefits 

and value in taking commuter rail on a regular basis.  Local transit planners suggest that many of 

the choice riders they are seeking to attract would have an automobile and disposable income.  

While transit dependent riders are expected be a large and stable ridership base for SunRail, 

choice riders are the group that can make SunRail sufficiently financially viable to be considered 

successfully by public policymakers.  Attracting and sustaining a portion of choice riders in the 

ridership numbers will allow the transit system to generate a return on investment, off-set 

operational costs and justify initial public investment in the project.  The projected number of 

transit dependent riders that would use the system is not robust enough to fund the revenue 

needed to meet the operational budget.   

Federal agencies require federally funded transit projects to both (1) address the 

transportation needs of transit-dependent citizens and (2) develop transit services to attract more 

middle class suburban riders (Grengs, 2001).  The ability to meet both of these goals with a single 

project requires a planning process that is dedicated to equitable transit access for both transit 

dependent riders and discretionary choice riders.  By focusing on choice riders, the targeted 

demographic for TOD projects, transit systems are designed to connect areas with the greatest 

potential for economic growth.  While this type of design fulfills the goal of economic 

development, it has the potential to negatively impact the needs of transit-dependent riders, who 

compose the majority of the current transit ridership in Orlando. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 With a politically contentious history that connected the public debate on Orlando 

commuter rail with the issue of Florida High Speed Rail, SunRail advocates worked to establish a 

means to connect the two systems.  When the HSR project was terminated and the commuter rail 

was in a state of political limbo, Central Florida boosters sought to demonstrate the economic 

impact that SunRail would have on the local and state economy, and specifically its role in job 

creation.  While the narratives employed by SunRail advocates, including planners, policymakers 

and local business leaders, have always contained a robust economic development component, 

the narrative continuously changes to meet the political and economic climate.  The next chapter 

examines the narratives planners have used to advocate for SunRail, starting with congestion and 

environmental mitigation and adapting to the ‘Great Recession’ of 2007 with a more overtly 
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Chapter Five 

 

SUNRAIL AS ENTREPRENEURIAL GOVERNANCE: 

PLANNING NARRATIVES AND TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT  

 

 My interviews with local boosters, planners and policymakers revealed different visions 

of success for the SunRail commuter rail system.  Some thought that high ridership numbers 

exceeding projections would be the best possible outcome.  Others hoped that the system would 

create a demand for future rail extensions, setting rail expansion as the mark of success for the 

project.  Following a competitive city logic, several boosters and regional policymakers 

envisioned SunRail as a crucial step in the process toward making Orlando a ‘world class’ city 

that could compete for global investment and a site for future world showcase events.  Every 

interviewee took time to espouse the positive economic impact expected from a new commuter 

rail and how a successful SunRail system would spur economic growth in the region.   

 Exploring the ways in which SunRail success is explained by local business elites, 

regional planners, municipal officials and county policymakers provide a means for unpacking 

the regional planning vision, a set of narratives put forth by local boosters to (re)shape the urban 

form and public policies in a metropolitan region.  While the specific narratives of those 

interviewed vary, there are strong threads that wind through nearly all of these SunRail visioning 

scenarios and create the core of project benchmarks.  This chapter will explore these threads and 

work to untangle intertwined narratives, in order to better understand how Orlando boosters 

utilize planning visions to establish a coherent narrative on the requisite conditions for economic 

growth. 

Planning visions are a vital component for establishing a comprehensive urban plan and 

situating large infrastructure projects within that framework.  Urban planners and local officials 

utilize these visions as a means of rallying community support, justifying project selection and 

marketing the city’s future.  A City of Orlando planner expressed the importance of creating a 

region wide vision from a pragmatic planning perspective.  Comparing Orlando to Charlotte, NC, 

a city that was repeatedly set as a benchmark, he noted the work Charlotte has done to create a 

grand vision for the future of the metropolitan area.  Citing the light rail system as an example, he 

cites Charlotte’s ability to justify each project by situating it in the larger planning vision: 

 

“We have to get like Charlotte.  We have got to have a transportation vision ‘elevator 

speech’ that’s three minutes long.  I tell you, you talk to a human being from Charlotte 

and they – to the person: citizen, business people, transportation people – they will never 
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talk to you about a project.  They say, ‘we’ve got a plan and here is how it is going to 

work.  We have a little internal circulator downtown and then we did a bigger circulator 

and then we put our major event stuff there.  You can get to anywhere downtown on a 

historic trolley or our circulator.  Then we have five routes that go out from 

downtown…we have plans for all of them.’ They give you the system elevator speech 

100% of the time.  And here is the difference.  We don’t do that.  We do projects.  So, as 

soon as you see that project is here - and you live there and there and there and there – 

you say, ‘I don’t think that project does anything for me.’ The project only has value to 

people up here, is if the first leg of a whole and they know the rest of this is on a path and 

happening.  And people in Charlotte know that.  And people here don’t.  And that is one 

of the reasons we have a dismal record of getting support for the financial aspects of our 

projects.  We don’t have a big plan.” (Research Interview: 9) 

 

The Orlando city planner clearly expresses his desire to create a more detailed comprehensive 

vision for the Orlando region, in which individual projects can be situated.  In essence, planning 

visions order and organize the built environment and the spatial flows of the city in an effort to 

reinforce the placemaking strategies employed by local elites.    

 

SunRail Narratives and the Public Discourse 

 

 On the national scale, commuter rail projects commonly have three cited goals that have 

been benchmarked and black boxed as the primary reasons for establishing a commuter rail 

system: (1) environmental mitigation, (2) managing urban sprawl and (3) economic development.  

Although they are always spatially and temporally contingent, these goals permeate and reinforce 

the narratives employed by planners and policymakers in the public discourse on commuter rail.  

These locally modified narratives are adapted to the current political climate of a metropolitan 

area and serve to reinforce the overarching regional planning vision or economic development 

strategy.  In the case of Central Florida, locally modified versions of these goals surface in the 

public debate over the SunRail system.  The ways in which the narratives are reshaped as the 

politico-economic climate changes are also revealed.  Embedded in the Orlando narratives are 

claims about mitigating the impacts of air pollution, reducing transportation congestion by 

creating dense urban development corridors, and the potential for SunRail to stimulate economic 

development and job creation.  The narrative changes during more than a decade’s worth of 

public discourse on the merits of creating a commuter rail system in the region.  Specifically, the 

narrative takes a strong economic turn to address the concerns of the ‘great recession’ of 2007.  

Between 2001 and 2007, the framework of the narrative to advocate for SunRail had largely 

focused on mitigating environmental impacts and reducing congestion.  However, unpacking 

these narratives exposes a foundation of economic development that existed prior to the most 
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recent recession.  The economic framework for commuter rail was draped with a secondary 

public discourse that focused on mitigating environmental impacts and sprawl issues.  Once the 

recession became the overwhelming issue addressed by local business and policymakers, public 

discourse of SunRail became explicitly economic development focused.  The transition from 

initial environmental narratives to the narratives focused exclusively on economic development is 

a hallmark of the entrepreneurial turn.   

 Early in the project, the potential for reducing environmental impacts by reducing traffic 

congestion was cited as the paramount regional benefit of establishing the Central Florida 

commuter rail.  The Central Florida Partnership and MyRegion conducted the research for the 

How Shall We Grow report in 2006, prior to the ‘great recession’.   

 

In recent years, Central Florida has been developing land at an even faster pace than 

population growth.  The region included a total of 2,618 square miles of urban 

development in 2006, compared to 1,675 square miles in 2000.  This growth is placing 

increasing pressure on the region’s unique and fragile environment, as well as the 

transportation system… If current growth policies continue, the amount of developed 

land in Central Florida will double by 2050.  More development will occur in places that 

once were distinctly rural or in sensitive environmental areas.  City boundaries will meld 

into one another, with little distinction or “green space” between developed areas.  (How 

Shall We Grow, 2007, pgs 10 and 13)  

 

Prior the Governor Scotts’ final authorization for SunRail, a county commissioner for Seminole 

County situated the relationship between air quality, traffic congestion and federal funding: 

 

“One of the things you need to understand – that most of the public don’t – is the impact 

of vehicles on air quality.  The federal government has air quality standards that they 

expect and monitor…Quite frankly we are very close to the borderline on being non-

attainment and if you go into non-attainment all federal funds are cut off to your county 

until you solve that problem.  Mass transit – meaning bus and rail – is one of the ways 

that is going to help us to make sure we are in attainment, because the biggest offender is 

the automobile.  Particularly on I-4 when you are sitting there – quite often – in gridlock 

situation.” (Research Interview: 7) 

 

The Orlando MSA remains close to EPA non-attainment status, meaning that the amount of air 

pollution exceeds federal regulatory standards.  The increase of nitrogen oxide (NOx) and sulfur 

oxide (SOx) contaminates are directly linked to automobile emissions and the increased number 

of motorists on the road.  With a rapidly expanding population and increasingly sprawling urban 

form, Central Florida’s rapid growth put more vehicles on the road for longer periods of time.  

The increase in vehicles and vehicles miles – driving distances and the idling time in traffic jams 

– were framed as the cause of the region’s pollution problem.  With nearly 1,000 new residents a 
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day moving to Florida in the mid-2000s, the Orlando region was experiencing a large population 

influx, as well as, trying to accommodate the 51 million tourists a year that visit the region.  This 

was a perfect storm of sprawling development and increased traffic congestion, allowing the 

commuter rail narratives of environmental mitigation and sprawl reduction to be coupled 

together.   

The lobbing narrative of local planners, policymakers and business leaders focused on 

excessive traffic congestion as one of the largest barriers to continued economic prosperity and 

quality of life in the region.   

 

The [East Central Florida Development District] is almost totally dependent on motor 

vehicles for local transportation.  Bus service represents less than one percent of daily 

trips in the region.  Because the region is almost completely reliant on automobiles for 

commuting and personal transportation, the road network is quickly failing.  Orlando is 

turning into Atlanta, but it does not have a mass transit system. 

 

The region’s development patterns have exacerbated the problem.  This is the typical 

sequence of events: new homes are built in low cost farmland that was once citrus.  Soon 

there are enough rooftops and the commercial developers follow.  Local authorities zone 

strip-commercial parallel to the major arteries serving the subdivisions.  Every 

commercial entity is given one or two driveways.  The vehicle turning movements from 

these driveways choke the flow of traffic.  Soon the two-lane roads with excessive 

commercial curb cuts must be widened to four lanes, then six, and then in many cases the 

corridor cannot be widened further.  Commutes that were 20 minutes 20 years ago are 

now an hour, and still the region pushes outward.  The average commute from place of 

residence to place of work in 2005 was 27 minutes.  In Seminole and Orange Counties 

forty percent of commuters drive over thirty minutes to work.  (East Central Florida 

Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, 2007) 

 

As highlighted in the previous chapter, the traffic congestion narrative was strategically utilized 

to leverage initial commuter rail funding by framing it as a component of a proposed I-4 

expansion project.  With the section of the interstate near downtown Orlando in need of 

expansion, planners envisioned commuter rail as a means to obtain federal highway funding.  

Simultaneously, planners and pro-rail policymakers quietly discussed the I-4 expansion narrative 

as a means of justifying a long desired rail transit system in Central Florida.  County and city 

planners worked with the local metropolitan planning organization, MetroPlan Orlando, to use 

commuter rail to divert the capacity required by the Federal Highways Administration (FHWA) 

funding regulations.  SunRail provided local planners a means of diverting the equivalent of one 

lane of capacity from I-4 in downtown Orlando, which could not be diverted on already over 

congested local alternative roads.  This narrative provided a mechanism for local and state 

officials to fund a public rail transit project.  The congestion and sprawl narrative also allowed 
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planners to rethink the urban form by allowing for a restructuring of local zoning codes along the 

rail line to facilitate more transit-oriented development.  This process of creating more dense, 

infill development in downtown Orlando is explained by a City of Orlando transportation 

planner: 

 

“I think it is going to be a transformational project.  Because we have restructured our 

parking code.  We have tee-ed a lot of stuff up to say ‘hey if you build downtown you 

don’t have to build a ton of parking.’ We are focused on infill.  I think this could be a real 

game-changer for us.” (Research Interview: 20) 

 

Encouraging more dense development along the corridor is an effective way to manage urban 

sprawl, which could preserve some of the undeveloped land around the region.  By allowing 

greater density and the mixing of residential and commercial zoning, planners hoped to facilitate 

transit-oriented development clusters near commuter rail stations and along the commuter 

corridor.   

 The Central Florida Partnership (CFP) and MyRegion began exploring the issue in 2006 

and were explicit about the economic utility of a rail transit system and an integrated land use 

plan, exploring issues of land use and economic development (see chapter 2).  Conducting a 

yearlong survey and public engagement agenda between 2006 and 2007, the organization 

collected data from 86 cities and seven counties on the topic of regional growth.  The report, How 

Shall We Grow, was released in August 2007 and laid out a regional growth plan (MyRegion, 

2014).  Bridging the gap between the transportation planning authority of local MPOs and the 

regional economic planning role of the regional development district (RDD), the report 

highlighted the tension between economic development, rapid population growth and land use 

planning.  Citing strategies for economic development which drew heavily from Richard 

Florida’s creative city prescription, the report highlighted the need to draw creative young 

professionals to the region as a means of enticing inward private investment.  The report pointed 

to more integrated transportation options, such as commuter rail and high speed rail (HSR), and 

dense development corridors, to preserve the environmental and recreational amenities, as a way 

to attract private investment in Central Florida.  The CFP and MyRegion became advocates for 

SunRail and began to explicitly link the environmental and sprawl narratives with economic 

development issues in the public debate.   

 

“We have choices about how, where, and in what form our region will grow.  We can 

continue our current pattern of development, which will cause us to consume land at a 

rapid pace, encroach on critical environmental resources, lose the distinctiveness of our 
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communities, and paralyze our residents and businesses in traffic.  Or, we can boldly 

choose a different approach where we conserve our environment, strengthen our urban 

centers, and provide a variety of choices for how we live, work, travel, raise our families, 

and enjoy our free time. 

 

We recognize that the decisions we make today about future growth will determine the 

competitiveness of our economy, the sustainability of our environment, and the quality of 

life for future generations.  The decisions about development made by individual 

communities can have impacts far beyond their boundaries.  That’s why a regional, 

collaborative approach is imperative. 

 

We applaud the work of numerous public, private, and civic organizations, as well as the 

nearly 20,000 Central Floridians who have helped answer the question ‘How Shall We 

Grow?’ We believe that the Central Florida Regional Growth Vision reflects what 

matters most as we raise our families, grow our businesses, and build our communities.” 

(How Shall We Grow, 2007, pg 2) 

 

Prior to 2007 all of the economic benefits of commuter rail were slowly bubbling beneath the 

surface, being touted in a balanced three pronged approach of environment, economy and land 

use.  Fueled by the economic downturn and armed with a new report by local boosters, the 

SunRail discourse came to settle on the potential for commuter rail to stimulate the economy, 

create jobs and reinvigorate the construction industry.   

 

Economic Development Narrative: Creative City and Local Governance  

 

 As SunRail advocates looked to secure state and local funding during an economic 

recession, the benefits of a commuter rail system quickly came to center on its potential for 

stimulating economic development.  A coalition of SunRail supporters in Central Florida, 

including planners, business leaders and policymakers, intensified the focus of the commuter rail 

discourse on the potential to restore the region’s faltering construction industry and returning to a 

period of economic growth.  The economic development discourse, strongly rooted in the need to 

attract more private investment into the region, employed a creative cities approach.  The SunRail 

coalition framed Orlando as a metropolitan area on the verge of becoming a “world-class” city for 

doing business.  The president of the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce in Orlando of Metro 

Orlando framed the situation: 

 

“You can imagine the possibilities of Medical Tourism with advanced research.  It’s just 

a good picture.  It’s looking forward.   We are slowly acquiring and developing all the 

elements we need in order to be a Class A metropolis in this country.  It is not about 

size…it is about right ingredients and I think that rail is one of those.  We can’t afford not 

to have it.” (Research Interview: 14) 
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Drawing on narratives of inter-city competition, placemaking strategies and urban hierarchy, this 

booster expects SunRail and a biomedical research agglomeration to enhance Central Florida’s 

reputation as a vital economic center.  An Orange County planner working with growth 

management planning highlights the need for the region’s transportation to be considered globally 

competitive: 

 

“As a community, there is always discussion about making your community a world class 

community.  And in this community, in particular, we have a lot of international 

visitors…So what we are hoping for is people who have experienced transit elsewhere – 

across the world, not just the United States – will look at this city as on par with some of 

the technology and transportation conveniences that other metropolitan areas have to 

offer.  And, obviously, as businesses contemplate whether to locate here or whether to 

remain here, transportation is a very key component to those types of decisions.  So, we 

want to make sure we have those types of options that will be attractive to them.” 

(Research Interview: 4) 

 

Highlighting the need for amenity development, some felt the region was missing a set of 

amenities desired by creative, young professionals.  The list included better public transportation, 

more cultural amenities and better access to existing environmental amenities.  The deputy 

director of MetroPlan Orlando highlighted the changing preference of younger members of the 

Orlando workforce: 

 

“The thing with getting people to change the way of doing things - it’s interesting, 

because it is really the younger workers – today’s younger workers – that are interested in 

[transportation] alternatives.  The same time that SunRail is going on, there is – over the 

past ten years or so – there has been a lot of downtown housing constructed….  You 

could see that people living in downtown Orlando – of course, depending on where they 

work – could get by without a car.” (Research Interview: 11) 

 

Establishing transportation connectivity and cultural amenities were repeatedly cited as a way to 

attract a young educated labor pool and attract the types of higher-wage sector private investment 

that are seeking such labor. 

According to the argument circulating through policy discourse in the region, a commuter 

rail system would lay the foundation for attracting young professionals and ensure private 

corporate investment that would accompany this creative class.  Simultaneously, local leaders 

also worked to increase local cultural and entertainment amenities in downtown Orlando, 

including a new basketball arena, creative village and a new performing arts center.  An FDOT 

planner explained the value in connecting cultural amenities with rail transit opportunities: 
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“Florida is hard.  Especially Orlando.  We are a service oriented community because we 

have all the tourism – which is great.  …But to get these higher profile – like biomedical 

research or these big, top Fortune 500 companies into the area.  They look at the benefits 

they can give their employees – like a performing arts center, an Amway, mass 

transportation.  Because that is what these young professionals want.  …Once we get 

[SunRail] in place it will attract a lot of better businesses to the area” (Research 

Interview: 5) 

 

Fostering these cultural centers and providing transit connectivity is seen as an important means 

to grow the Central Florida economy.  Orlando boosters are working to ensure both conditions are 

met, as SunRail proponents advocate increased creative, entertainment and cultural amenities in 

the city center. 

The Orlando NBA franchise moved to a new downtown venue, the Amway Center, 

leaving the old Amway Arena to be redeveloped into a creative community for art and digital 

media.  The city partnered with Full-Sail, a local college of digital media, the Disney Corporation 

and the University of Central Florida to establish the Creative Village on the edge of downtown.  

As a downtown center for the arts, the plan includes museums, exhibit halls, studio spaces and 

digital media labs.  The Creative Village is expected to have a large public art space and public 

green space in an effort to provide more creative cultural amenities downtown.  In the city center, 

Orlando-Orange County is working with the Dr. P.  Phillips Foundation to establish the Dr.  

Philips Center for the Performing Arts.  The 330,000 square foot building will be located in two 

contiguous blocks at the heart of downtown, and will include multiple theaters, rehearsal halls, 

community education center and an outdoor performance plaza.  Connecting these three sites with 

the SunRail system was important for local officials and business leaders.  The new basketball 

arena and the performing arts center will be within a block of a SunRail station, while a free 

downtown circulator bus is expected to connect the digital arts village with downtown commuter 

rail stations.   

Most noteworthy in this expansion is the explicit coupling of creative city development 

strategies with inter-urban competition narratives.  Often cited during research interviews were 

comparative statements between Orlando and the other “top thirty” US cities.   Local leaders 

would often point to the thirty largest metropolitan areas in the United States to compare 

Orlando’s transportation and cultural amenities.  The most repeated talking point was that only 

three of the “top thirty” US cities had no form of rail transit – Orlando, Tampa (FL) and 

Cincinnati (OH).  This statistic was often credited to Congressmen Jon Mica’s office and laid out 

as a metric for understanding how much more competitive Orlando would be with better public 

transit.  A similar narrative was employed for the performing arts center, as the Dr.  P.  Phillips 

Foundation highlights that Orlando is the only city in the largest thirty MSAs in the United States 
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without a signature performance venue (Dr.  Phillips Center, 2014).  By comparing Orlando to 

other large metropolitan areas, the narrative situates Orlando and Central Florida in direct 

competition with these cities for private investment.  Regional leaders view placemaking 

strategies as key to recruiting and maintaining an educated workforce and enticing inward 

investment.   

A Seminole County booster, like many interviewees, framed these types of quality of life 

amenities as a means to create a new level of prestige for Central Florida (Research Interview: 

16).  Many interviewees cited Orlando’s hope to become a ‘world class’ city (Research Interview: 

14), although some were skeptical that Orlando could ever reach that level of international 

prestige.  An integrated rail transit system in the region, as well as, more public investment in 

transportation infrastructure and cultural amenities were cited as the key to transform Orlando 

into a true “Class A metropolitan area” (Research Interview: 14).  Interviews with SunRail 

planners reflected their policy focus on inter-urban competition and their belief in a creative city 

model of economic growth.  A member of the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of Metro Orlando 

spoke directly to the idea of inter-urban competition and economic development: 

 

“Every major company that is looking at either relocating or direct investment in our 

community, it is in their checklist to look at ‘what are the assets the community has’.  

And checking that we have rail in place, it’s a big plus.  I think it is a big factor in 

determining if they call Central Florida home or they do direct investment here.  It’s one 

– a first step – to continue to move in the right direction.  It’s critical.  Easy of 

transportation and easy of accessibility.  It’s there in terms of increasing quality of life for 

their workforce...  For example, if there is a company that is willing to relocate to 

Orlando.  One of the things they will be looking at – among others – is the quality of life 

you can share with your employees to gain an opportunity to get more time to focus on 

different things and not have to spend so many hours in the morning traffic jams”.  

(Research Interview: 14) 

 

Transportation that works for the investor is seen as one of the important elements that must be in 

place to make a city like Orlando competitive and for making a company’s shortlist for relocation 

and investment.  The SunRail project manager highlights the importance of rail transit is 

attracting property development projects in her recollections of a 2011 TOD meeting with 

Tupperware Brands: 

 

“They have had a developer contact them…for like a Fortune 500 company that wants to 

come in and they are looking at different cities…One of the selling features that 

Tupperware gave them was the fact that this property would have a commuter rail station.  

The process goes on and they came back and said ‘you still going to have a commuter rail 

station here?’ And Tupperware says, ‘Yes.  As soon as we get the go-ahead.’ ...That’s a 

good example of what you hear and what you see” (Research Interview: 5) 
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Ultimately, the development company partnered with Tupperware to establish a mixed-use 

transit-oriented development district at a SunRail station.   

A second component of corporate relocation is quality of life.  SunRail addresses both of 

those ‘checkbox requirements’ and is expected to give Orlando a comparative advantage over 

some similar size cities.  A booster from Leadership Seminole explained the importance of 

creating a certain quality of life, despite a low return on investment: 

 

“Doing nothing [about regional congestion] is horrific.  Let’s give [SunRail] a shot.  It is 

expensive.  All this stuff is expensive.  Quality of life is expensive.  Bus transportation is 

expensive.  It’s a service provided to those who need it.  And rail is a service provided.  It 

is what government does.  There is not much ROI in this stuff.  Now, the cities that have 

rail, have the opportunity to benefit directly from economic development…The local 

cities, the counties and the region have an economic plus [with rail systems].” (Research 

Interview: 16) 

 

 

Boosters see the need to compete with similarly situated cities coupled with the need to draw new 

young talented professionals.  Using a quintessential creative cities argument, they value amenity-

growth to attract young professionals to the region.  This narrative was best summed up by the 

president of the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of Metro Orlando: 

 

“It’s to have a vibrant community.  Young professionals.  Entrepreneurs opening 

businesses.  At the end of the day everyone is looking at…transportation.  How nicely 

can you get in and out if you want to come and watch an Orlando Magic game at the 

arena…Imagine the quality of talent we can attract - both in human capital and in 

corporations, entrepreneurs and investors - by having something like this put in place.” 

(Research Interview: 14) 

 

 Central Florida’s transportation planners and elected officials also tap into the creative 

city model of amenity development, as they cite the need to attract an educated labor pool to the 

region by offering more alternative modes of transportation.  An interviewee from the Orlando 

MPO noted that rail transit, better integrated bus service, pedestrian-bike paths and compact 

walkable development as key to attracting an educated workforce to the city center (Research 

Interview: 11).  A representative of the Orlando Mayor’s Office noted that while all young 

professionals would not locate along transit routes, it was critical to have the option of a TOD 

lifestyle for recruiting the next generation of Central Florida leaders (Research Interview: 22). 

While transportation and cultural amenities are established using a creative cities 

narrative, these practices employ classic entrepreneurial tactics.  The downtown cultural and 
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entertainment amenities projects employ a placemaking strategy to restructure the built 

environment with amenity infrastructure that is funded with speculative public investment.  

SunRail is being funded exclusively with public dollars.  The Creative Village, Amway Center 

and Dr.  Phillips Center for the Performing Arts are public-private-partnerships.  These three 

projects are being established to stimulate private investment and increase property values in 

downtown Orlando.  The region is being restructured to meet, what local boosters perceive to be, 

the spatio-economic pre-conditions for economic growth.  The creative city strategies employed 

by Orlando boosters are entrepreneurial development strategies.  Nested within entrepreneurial 

governance, creative city strategies work to focus public funding toward infrastructure projects 

that restructure the built environment to meet the pre-conditions of private capital investment.  

Urban boosters are designing a new urban form and establishing an educated labor pool, which is 

one of Painter’s (1998) pre-conditions of entrepreneurial development.  In the case of Orlando, 

public transit and cultural amenities are being established to entice a labor pool that can attract 

biomedical and simulation technology research firms.  In a post-industrial economy that is 

seeking to attract tertiary growth industries, such as biomedical technology and high-tech 

simulations agglomerations, having a pool of young professionals is seen as a crucial resource.   

 As with all public rail transit in the US, the SunRail system will not generate enough 

revenue at the farebox to make a profit.  The system, as a tool for economic development, is 

expected to provide a return on public investment by fostering private sector growth.  The case of 

SunRail highlights the nesting of creative city narratives within the larger entrepreneurial turn.  

 

Transit-oriented development  

 

Transit-oriented development (TOD) around downtown stations has become a key feature 

for commuter rail projects, as TOD projects are conceptualized as a tool for managing urban 

sprawl, stimulating economic growth and reducing environmental impacts by establishing dense 

urban transit corridors for future development projects.  Transit-oriented development refers to 

pedestrian friendly, high density zone in close proximity to a public transportation system.  

Following the principals of smart growth, TOD zones have planned residential and commercial 

mixed-use development situated within walking distance from fixed route public transit stations.  

TOD projects are framed as a means to foster economic development, by boosting property 

values, and to mitigate environmental impact, by reducing automobile use by local residents 

(FDOT, TOD, 2007; 2011).    
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 The first goal of TOD is easy transit access, establishing residential units close to public 

transportation options and placing commercial centers near transit stations.  Residents in TOD 

developments are able to commute to work by walking or biking from their home to a transit 

station.  In an effort to accommodate bike and pedestrian traffic, TOD zones design larger 

sidewalks, establish bike lanes and provide safe well lit spaces for night travel.  Some 

development areas have bike share or bike rental programs that allow commuters to have bike 

access once they get to their destination.  Most of this commercial and residential development 

investment is concentrated within the first two TOD zones from a transit station: an initial quarter 

of a mile zone and a secondary half mile radius around the station.  Planners consider the quarter 

mile and half mile zones around TOD development to be the distance an average commuter 

would walk to and from a transit station, which equates to a five and ten minute walk, 

respectively.   

 Commuter rail stations can have varying models of transit-oriented development based 

on characteristics such as station location, existing development and ridership volume.  

Commuter rail stations are often designated as either ‘feeder’ stations or ‘destination’ stations, 

resulting in differing types of TOD projects.  Feeder stations’ are commonly residential suburban 

areas that often have TOD projects that include neighborhood restaurants, cleaners and grocery 

stores.  These feeder stations tend to be less dense and have park-and-ride lots.  Destination 

stations are usually located at the central business district, government centers or near 

entertainment venues.  These areas have high density TOD designs that can include mixed use 

housing, office complexes, sports venues and other entertainment centers.  TOD around 

destination stations rarely have park-and-ride lots.   

The second goal of transit-oriented development is spurring economic growth, as 

development projects reshape the topography of urban property values and establish new clusters 

of economic growth.  The design of transportation infrastructure is thought to create areas of 

economic growth that can work with local efforts to create a more competitive regional economy.  

Long term investment in alternative transportation infrastructure is an attempt to establish pockets 

of concentrated economic growth.  Embedded in these economic development initiatives are 

assumptions about the need to establish a ‘creative city’ through amenity growth, resulting in a 

TOD designed to attract an expanded ridership of young, creative professionals (Brock and Crick, 

2013).  According to Richard Florida’s (2005) creative cities thesis, transit systems meet the 

prerequisites for creative growth, by establishing transportation amenities and TOD zones around 

rail stations to attract capital investment and foster economic development.   
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 The third goal is to reduce the environmental impacts associated with automobile 

transportation and mitigate the need to expand infrastructure to meet the needs of urban sprawl.  

By reducing the number of automobiles on the road during commuting hours, cities can reduce 

their greenhouse gas emissions.  This is important for urban areas that are designated ‘non-

attainment’ zones, which indicates the area has exceeded the Environmental Protection Agency’s 

(EPA) threshold for air pollution.  Encouraging public transit use and pedestrian commuting also 

reduces the need for expanding road capacity.  By reducing the need to add more paved highway 

lanes, there are fewer impervious surfaces that generate polluted storm water runoff and impact 

overall water quality.   

Critiques of transit-oriented development point to the potential of increased property 

values to displace low-income residents in the area (Cervero, 2004; Hess and Lombardi, 2004).  

The potentially negative impacts of so-called ‘transit oriented gentrification’ can be addressed by 

ensuring enough affordable housing options in the TOD zone.  Like other smart growth and new 

urbanism projects, TOD projects should work to ensure a healthy mix of income levels and 

socioeconomic diversity.  Having affordable housing within a TOD zone can be a way to reduce 

the number of residents displaced by rising property values.  It also serves to make transit 

oriented development more effective, allowing service sector employees working in TOD 

neighborhoods to afford to live in the neighborhood.  That allows residents to live in the area 

where they work and encourage the pedestrian and transit usage that makes transit-oriented 

development zones more successful.  In response, developers and urban planners commonly work 

to create a comprehensive and integrated land use plan that encourages smart growth and new 

urbanism design principles for transit-oriented development projects.  These principles include: 

easy transit access, pedestrian friendly site design, residential and commercial mixed use 

development and a variety of housing options and housing costs. 

 

SunRail Transit-oriented development  

 

Destination stations, located downtown at entertainment districts and hospitals, require 

more public transportation connectivity, including more bus routes, pedestrian paths and bike 

lanes.  Feeder stations, located in the surrounding suburban cities, are often only connected with a 

single bus line and have large park-and-ride lots.  There is also an internal typology of Central 

Florida feeder stations.  Some stations are being established in existing suburban centers with 

residential and commercial development while other stations are being placed in undeveloped 

locations that have adjacent greenfield properties for future development.   



111 
 

 While it is not anticipated that feeder stations will generate a need for more origin sided 

transit, the transit connectivity of destination stations is expected to increase the demand for 

public transit in downtown Orlando.  In addition to more transit use downtown, the anticipation 

of fewer vehicles in the city center has allowed Orlando planners to begin working on policies 

that would reduce the number of parking spaces required by local planning regulations.  

Ultimately, reducing parking requirements around destinations stations will create more space for 

new development projects and a dense walkable urban form.  A key component of the plan is to 

create mixed-use, high density developments in and around downtown.  The quintessential 

cornerstone of TOD is the retail-residential walkable community, which is the type of downtown 

development being encouraged by Orlando boosters.  RIDA Development, a local development 

company is currently building a $250 million transit adjacent mixed-use residential complex.  

Located in the heart of downtown and directly across the street from the LYNX public transit 

station, the development will have a large quasi-public plaza that will open to the SunRail station 

and will be marketed as a transit community (Schlueb, 2014).  The firm wanted to design and 

market the residential space as a transit community and delayed the property development project 

until the establishment of SunRail was confirmed (Research Interview: 15; 20).  Upon 

completion, local planners hope that this development will be heralded as the archetype walkable 

transit oriented community and help create a TOD culture among developers (ibid).    

The spatial restructuring of downtown Orlando focuses on transit adjacent residential 

development and cultural amenities, but also attempts to establish the region as a healthcare and 

biomedical research cluster.  With downtown Orlando surrounded by healthcare adjacent SunRail 

stations, the system has become central to local efforts to establish a healthcare and biomedical 

technology research agglomeration (see chapter 2).  The Florida Hospital flagship campus is on 

the north side of downtown and has a SunRail station on its campus.  Orlando Regional Medical 

Center (ORMC), located four miles south of Florida Hospital, is adjacent to the southernmost 

downtown SunRail station.  ORMC is located south of downtown and is a 16 mile drive from the 

Medical City development, which is located off the SunRail route and a mile south of the airport.  

To capitalize on this clustering, the region seeks to create a politico-economic climate and built 

environment to facilitate this new wave of economic development.  Specifically, local boosters 

and planners envision a downtown Orlando that utilizes its hotel capacity and entertainment 

tourism amenities to establish a medical tourism industry.  Paramount in that plan is rail transit 

connectivity, attracting world class biomedical research investment and transit oriented 

residential development near the healthcare centers.  These types of political and spatial 

restructuring to meet the pre-conditions of inward investment are illustrative of classic 
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entrepreneurial placemaking strategies.  Local boosters hope that by connecting the emerging 

healthcare clusters, providing health care adjacent amenities and marketing the city to biomedical 

investment the city will gain a reputation as the epicenter of medical tourism in the United States.  

 

“A $55 million BioResearch Center is breaking ground near Florida Hospital's downtown 

campus, hospital officials are expected to announce today… The BioResearch Center is 

part of a 20-year master plan for a Health Village, a life-sciences cluster that Florida 

Hospital is working to build out over the next 10 years.  The vision for the village is to 

create an urban hospital surrounded by bioscience companies, residential housing, retail 

and the new Sunrail Station, which will open next year, said David Banks, the lead 

Florida Hospital executive overseeing the Health Village development… ‘I look at 

Orlando as being the next great medical destination in the United States,’ [Orlando 

Mayor Buddy] Dyer said.  ‘When you look at Health Village, what Orlando Health is 

doing and what's going on out at Medical City, it's all complementary.’” (Jameson, 

November, 2012) 

 

The expansion of health care and research facilities at both Florida Hospital and Orlando Health 

are encouraging signs to local boosters seeking to boost the biomedical and medical tourism 

narrative in Florida. 

 Orlando Health is currently working with city planners, policymakers and private 

developers to re-envision and reshape the area around the Orlando Regional Medical Center 

(ORMC) facility (Kassab, 2009).  The neighborhood around Orlando Health is a mix of heavy 

industry, residential developments, strip mall style commercial development and free-standing 

fast food units.  There has been a scatter-shot clustering of commercial business to service the 

hospital, including drug stores, restaurants and gas stations that have long existed in the area.  

Recently, however, developers have been attempting to gentrify the neighborhood by taking 

advantage of comparatively low land prices for this highly traveled corridor.  In 2008, a new 

commercial development named SoDo for its south downtown location opened up near ORMC.  

The mock new urban style development included a Super Target, restaurants and bars, yoga and 

wellness studio and several large parking garages.  Serving as a trendy chic strip mall for hospital 

employees and visitors, the development has no pedestrian friendly paths connecting off property 

sites, such as ORMC or nearby residential developments and commercial centers.  Also 

increasing the neighborhood’s popularity was the 2007 establishment of a new micro-brewery 

and taproom on the industrial side of the tracks from ORMC.  Orlando Brewing, an all organic 

micro-brewery, began attracting young, middle class professionals to the neighborhood.   

 Located south of downtown Orlando and the new Amway Center, the SoDo district and 

hospital complex is at the intersection of US Interstate-4 and the State Road-408 East-West 

Expressway.  With the coming SunRail station and the two recent anchor developments – SoDo 


