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Introduction 
 

Pinellas County is an urban county located along the west coast of Florida on a peninsula 
separating Tampa Bay from the Gulf of Mexico.   In land area, the County is small – only 280 
square miles in size - yet its population of approximately 921,000 permanent residents at the 
beginning of the Twenty-first Century makes it the fifth most populous county in Florida, and 
41st in the nation.  More important than the phenomenal growth that has occurred in Pinellas 
County over the decades since the end of World War II is the transition that the County is 
undergoing as the new century begins.  In a little more than 125 years, Pinellas County was 
transformed from an isolated, largely undisturbed wilderness into a major urban community.  
Until a few years ago, this transformation was propelled by the conversion of raw undeveloped 
land to urban uses.   The County’s small size, however, and the speed with which this urban 
growth occurred has placed Pinellas in a position at the turn of the century where it will soon 
become the first county in the State of Florida to run out of undeveloped vacant land available 
for growth and development.  Sometimes referred to as “buildout”, this situation has occurred 
only infrequently among counties throughout the nation, especially those that have 
experienced most of their growth following World War II.  The existing scarcity of vacant land in 
Pinellas is already providing businesses, residents, and local governments some idea of what 
to expect from buildout. 
 
The aim of this element is to take a look at Pinellas County at the beginning of the Twenty-first 
Century to see what its history, and the current and near-term conditions, may tell us about 
what to expect as we enter the new century.  It also proposes to help solidify the vision of the 
Pinellas County Board of County Commissioners for the future of Pinellas County over the next 
twenty years. Some specific challenges facing the County and its citizens and businesses are 
identified along with working principles to serve as a guide for County decisions in response to 
buildout. This element is not based on some presumed symbolic importance associated with 
the Year 2000, but is grounded in the fact that the County is in transition. An emphasis on how 
to manage the rapid expansion of urban/suburban development into previously undeveloped 
areas is being replaced by the demands of an existing urban environment with no room left to 
expand in Pinellas County.  The lessons that were learned through the successes and 
disappointments of a rapidly growing county must now be adapted to the needs of a maturing 
urban area where new development is increasingly occurring as redevelopment and infill 
development.   
 
A key concept in planning for the future of Pinellas County is the idea expressed by the Board 
of County Commissioners at a Visioning Workshop in 1997.  During that workshop, the 
individual members of the Board were united in agreement that Pinellas County should be the 
kind of place where families and businesses will want to stay and where children will want to 
remain or return once they become adults.  This idea of people and businesses planning to 
stay in Pinellas County because they desire to live and work nowhere else is foundational to 
an overall vision for the future of Pinellas County.  The title of this report reflects that 
importance. 
 
 
____________________________ 
*The title for this Element is borrowed from a book entitled, Planning to Stay: learning to see physical features of your neighborhood, by 
William R. Moorish and Catherine R. Brown. 




