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I. The Innovation District Map  

Central Florida Development Council, 2019 
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II. Problem Statement  

 

Compatibility research has long been used to analyze and utilize best planning 

practices. Research on compatibility between different jurisdictions trying to establish an 

Innovation District, however, is lacking and conducting this research could help with 

vision planning and de-escalate growing land owners concerns about vested land rights. 

In response to a fast moving innovative vision initiative between Polk County, Florida, 

the cities of Auburndale and Lakeland, Florida, Central Florida Development Council 

and Florida Polytechnic University, understanding of future land uses needs further 

exploration. Do future land use changes affect the success of an Innovation District? 

The purpose of this research is to look at how future land use changes could impact the 

Polk County Innovation District. 

Purpose 

 

Research will involve looking at the compatibility of the three main jurisdictions, 

comprehensive plans and regulations and establishing policy language that will protect 

the land owners and further the vision of the Innovation District. Establishing a land use 

matrix between the cities and county will be a good starting point. Utilizing GIS mapping 

and researching the history of the land within the Innovation District will help spur 

community public discussions. Case studies of other Innovation Districts can also help 

construct policy and timelines for implementation along with understanding possible 

weaknesses.  

Significance   

Over the past two decades, approximately 3,000 acres of land has sat vacant 

ready to be sold for a purpose in Polk County, Florida. These acres encompass the city 
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of Lakeland, Auburndale and unincorporated county land. Inconsistency with vision 

between the three jurisdictions has held this area frozen in place. Now with the 

establishment of Florida Polytechnic University and SunTrax, a new vision is forming. 

Florida Polytechnic University is considered “the state’s newest and most innovative 

university, engineered from the ground up to push the boundaries of education in 

science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) (Florida Polytechnic University, 

2019). Adjacent to Florida Poly is SunTrax “a large-scale, cutting-edge facility being 

developed by the Florida Department of Transportation and Florida’s Turnpike 

Enterprise, dedicated to the research, development and testing of autonomous vehicles 

(SunTrax, 2019).”  

Compatibility has become increasingly questioned with development in this area 

because until now there has been a lack of vision. Each jurisdiction had their own idea 

of growth and wants for this area.  Looking at other Innovative Districts regulations 

could help future growth patterns and establish policies that help not hinder a unified 

vision. A focus will be on what other Innovation Districts have considered in their future 

land uses, compatibility, timelines of implementation and possible policies established in 

their comprehensive plans. Research will also center on economics and how land use 

changes could either cause due harm or bring life into an economy.  

 

Products 

After this research is concluded, proposed comprehensive policy and land code 

regulation language shall be provided to establish the Innovation District’s vision. 

Looking at Innovation Districts, such as a case study with another rural/urban county, 
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would also be appropriate in understanding visioning in conjunction with compatibility in 

land use. Using a retrospective study will also be important to look at historical growth 

information for mixed land use Innovation Districts.  

GIS mapping tools will help guide future land use changes and understand the 

lands value. Economic Impact Studies could also provide analysis in vision 

implementation while grounding conversation to what is actually feasible. Longitudinal 

focus will help guide the research method while keeping the hypothesis at the focus.  

This form can have its drawbacks including cost of time in analysis, validity as 

the research spans a large portion of time and accurate growth measurements. The 

benefits far outweigh the drawbacks as this method was chosen so it could provide 

information on compatibility in this specific area of Polk County. The information 

received from this method could hold significant value when looking at policies and 

future steps needed to adapt to growth. 

The research should provide a clear understanding of the subject matter at hand 

and give reinforcement to the rationale of the subject matter. The research will also 

provide guidance for writing future compatibility policy within the Comprehensive Plan. 

The nature of this investigation will be non-experimental as it will look at research 

designs which an area is examined and described. Experiments would be impractical in 

this design method as it is more of a descriptive-type study.  

Secondary data also will be used to compartmentalize the data into subtopics. 

Subtopics can be framed to help the collection process but it can also be hard to utilize 

secondary data as the researcher needs to put it into the right context.  Secondary data 

will include growth patterns of Innovation Districts and Comprehensive Plan policies 
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along with vested land rights. The hope is the data collected and supportive literature 

will help analyze current land use of this area and provide regulations that will frame the 

future vision of the Innovation District.  

 

III. Introduction 

Across the United States a new wave of visionary planning is taking shape and 

locally Polk County, Florida is following suit. Innovation Districts are the new hot word in 

the development world and many large cities are taking on these projects. From Tampa 

Bay to Chattanooga, Innovations Districts have emerged since the last recession to 

focus on leading-edge anchor institutions and companies clustering and connecting 

start-ups, business incubators trending with new technology. Many focus on one central 

theme whether it is electricity, research and development or high technology jobs. 

However, regardless of the central theme they are cutting edge locations primed for 

mixed-use for living, working and networking.  

Innovation Districts are informed to reshape the economy, taking and 

repurposing locations to collaborate instead of building individual empires. This form of 

development is intertwined with redevelopment and economics in a way that can 

repurpose slow developing land. Helping combine employment with denser housing, 

mass transit and creativity, the idea of the Innovation District is one trend that will not be 

diminishing any time soon.  

Generally Innovation Districts are separated into three main categories. First, 

major-anchor institutions located city center, such as development around MIT, 

showcase growth at its greatest and the commercialization of the innovation. Second, 
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redeveloped urbanism, such as older industrial areas, try and take on a new course of 

action to bring new life into a slow economy. Third, science focused innovation found in 

growing suburbia bring in higher density and new technology to create new growth 

opportunities. This in essence helps urbanize land and bring companies in that can hire 

students to keeping their talent locally (Brookings, The Rise of the Innovation District, 

2014, p. 4). An example of this would be the Research Park at the University of Virginia.  

Establishing a foundation for an Innovation District comes with its own 

challenges. If it is located in the city center or focused around science, some of the 

foundation challenges are the same. Issues can arise such as land use challenges, 

history with past visions attached and even protected vested rights. This is similar to 

what has happened in Polk County. Exploring how to establish policies and regulations 

for local jurisdictions to back these Districts is critical. There is not mass data, based on 

years of established Innovation Districts, to provide exact economic impact analysis that 

can help guide these policies and provide realistic vision.  

Polk County, Florida is not only the size of Rhode Island but home of the new 

Central Florida Innovation District. This 3,000 acre area encompasses three 

jurisdictions with very distinct comprehensive plans, different land uses and even 

different development requirements. The purpose of this Masters Research Project is to 

help establish founding policy for the Central Florida Innovation District, direct inter 

collaboration discussions between jurisdictions and bring cohesion in future land use. 

 

IV. Data and Methods  

 

The subject of this research is land use and future land use changes affecting the 

Innovation District. Quantitative Data was gathered through case studies, local land use 
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data, land use policy and economic data. Much of the data was derived from public 

sources such as city and county governments. As stated previously, experiments would 

be impractical as this research is more of a descriptive-type study.  

 A longitudinal focus guides the research while adapting it to define compatibility 

with the Innovation District in Polk County. The main research question guiding this 

study is: 

 Do future land use changes affect the success of an Innovation District?  

 In response to the above question, this project proposes that land use changes 

do affect the success of an Innovation District. In addition, strategic land use change 

and creation of the District could bring life to the local economy.  

 Literature of this subject matter indicates that land use change gearing towards a 

more mixed-use arrangement lends itself to the softest and compatible approach. This 

also indicates that a mixed-use approach still provides protection for the vested rights of 

the land owners. Specific clarification on defined mixed-use was difficult as each case 

study provided its one percentage calibrations for a true mixed-use definition.  

 This project analyzes the land uses in each case study Innovation District along 

with the local definition of mixed-use and pairs this with census population data and 

local economic growth data to see if the land use changes created success. The unit of 

analysis with this project is the Innovation District case studies conducted. Chosen for 

their likeness to the Polk County Innovation District, these established Districts are 

Houston, Boston, Tampa and the North Carolina Research Triangle. This provided a 

unit of measure regarding success in land use regulations or lack of. Major concepts 

were provided utilizing the American Planning Association’s definition of land use 
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compatibility along with the local planning process for Polk County, the cities of 

Lakeland and Auburndale.  

Local Planning Process  

 In order to provide adequate recommendations the local planning process was 

first analyzed. Polk County, Auburndale and Lakeland were broken down into the 

following:  

● Future land use categories 
● Acres 
● Floor area ratio (FAR) 
● Residential unit potential  
● Maximum buildable square footage 
● Limitations  

 
Polk County was analyzed by looking at the Innovation District boundaries and 

its maximum development potential.  

Polk County defines Low Density Residential as one to four dwelling units per 

acre and has been applied to those areas that consist of existing low density single 

family detached dwellings established over the past years. Also allowed is individual 
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mobile homes, golf courses, passive recreation, elementary and middle schools and 

Utilities Class I and II. Multi-family and short term rentals would only be allowed with 

approval in a public hearing before the Planning Commission. No retail, commercial or 

business is allowed.  

Medium Density Residential allows for up to five units and has been applied to 

those areas that consist of existing medium density single family detached, duplex with 

two family attached, multifamily units, nursing home, elementary to high schools, 

Utilities Class I. Mobile Home Parks and short term rentals would only be allowed with 

approval with a public hearing consisting of the Planning Commission and Board. No 

retail, commercial or business is allowed which limits mixed use development 

significantly. Medium Density Residential is also the largest acreage coverage within 

unincorporated Polk County Innovation District Boundaries.  

High Density Residential will allow for up to 15 dwelling units per acre. This has 

been applied to those areas that consist of existing medium density single family 

detached, duplex with two family attached, multi-family units, group homes, nursing 

home, bed and breakfast, elementary to high schools, Utilities Class I. Golf Courses, 

Mobile Home Parks, short term rentals and Utilities Class II and III would only be 

allowed with approval with a public hearing. No retail, commercial or business is 

allowed.  

Looking at the commercial side of land use, Business Park Centers allow up to 

five dwelling units per acre up to 15. This land use is intended to provide locations for 

commercial vehicle parking, financial institutions, light manufacturing, gas stations, food 

and bars, hotels and motels, office, personal services, research and development, retail 
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up to 64,999 sq.ft., self-storage and warehouse up to 1000,000 sq.ft. Warehouses over 

100,001 sq.ft. and retail over 65,000 sq.ft. would only be allowed with approval in a 

Level 3 or 4 public hearing. Multi-family homes are allowed but are limited to 20% of the 

entire district. This means that only 78 acres of the Business Park Center land use 

would allow mixed use. There is also another limitation that hinders mixed use and that 

is retail uses shall not exceed 15% of the contiguous BPC district. This also includes 

hotel and motel uses.  

The last future land use with significant acreage is the Interchange Activity 

Center. This land use is intended to provide locations for commercial vehicle parking, 

financial institutions, light manufacturing, gas stations, food and bars, hotels and motels, 

heavy machinery equipment sales and services, office, personal services, warehouse 

up to 1000,000 sq.ft. Warehouses over 100,001 sq.ft. would only be allowed with 

approval with a public hearing. Research and development and light manufacturing is 

not allowed and looking at the proximity to Florida Polytechnic University and the 

intention of the Innovation District, this could cause harm in economic growth.  

Lakeland was also analyzed looking within the Innovation District boundaries. 

The primary future land use within the boundaries is Recreation and Industrial. Up until 

2019 the entire area was under a Development of Regional Impact (DRI) known as the 

Williams DRI. The Industrial future land use alone allows for up to 1,000 TO 250,000 

square foot build-out. There are also a number of environmental constraints within these 

boundaries consisting of wetlands, conservation/preservation areas and bordering the 

Green Swamp. The Williams DRI was formerly a mined land area and according to the 

Lakeland Comprehensive Plan these “intervening lands are mostly slime areas with soil 
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characteristics too poor to support development.”                                                              

Much of Lakeland’s area for the Innovation District is conservation and wetlands. As 

shown in the GIS map provided by the City of Lakeland, advanced manufacturing is the 

largest allowable use regardless of land use designation. The northern portion of their 

city limits touches I4 and is closest to Florida Polytechnic University. This area allows 

for more of a mixed-use housing and research and development then Auburndale and 

Polk County. The city also caps warehouses at 30% of allowable use, unlike Polk 

County. They also have vision for health-technology with the potential to pull in 

development that would be compatible with the Universities high tech-research. 

 

*As specified in the Florida Polytechnic University Master Plan 
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Auburndale’s boundary area is a mixture of undeveloped land and some 

residential. They are also home to SunTrax. Located off I-4 between Orlando and 

Tampa, SunTrax is a large-scale, cutting-edge facility being developed by the Florida 

Department of Transportation and Florida’s Turnpike Enterprise, dedicated to the 

research, development and testing of emerging transportation technologies in safe and 

controlled environments. 

This 475 acre site located in the Innovation District is great for innovations but 

does not provide any tax dollars. This center however is the epitome of what the 

Innovation Districts embodies with over 2.25 miles of oval testing site 200 acre infield for 

further testing autonomous vehicles.  

Source: City of Lakeland, Florida 2019 
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Auburndale’s low density residential goes from zero to six dwelling units per acre. 

Low Density Residential has been applied to those areas that primarily consist of 

existing low density single family detached dwellings established over the past years. 

As the City expands its boundaries, this classification will have considerable additional 

application. The primary type dwelling suited for this classification is the free standing or 

single family detached dwelling unit. Schools, parks and related public uses will be a 

part of this classification.  

 

 

 

Auburndale also has a Business Park FLU which is similar to Polk County’s 

although a modified version. This land use are intended to provide locations for the 

placement of establishments to accommodate light assembly (non-manufacturing) and 

wholesale employment needs of the residents of the Auburndale Planning Area and the 

adjacent areas. In contrast to Polk County’s regulations they only allow for up to a 

200,000 gross floor area. Commercial activities to support activity within a Business Park 

Center shall not exceed 15 percent of the total area of the Business Park.  

*1.  This land currently contains the City’s Regional Wastewater Treatment Plant and is used for 

treated wastewater disposal.   

*2. Out of the 565 acres, FDOT owns 431.5 acres for the SunTrax project.  We can anticipate this 

being a closed facility and probably reduce the FAR potential by the 431 acres for a total build-out on 

the 133.6 acres. 
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The city also regulates manufacturing 

more closely. Business Park Center is allowed 

without affecting the fifteen percent (15%) of 

commercial activity permitted for the entire 

activity center provided the operation is 

incidental and subordinate to the manufacturing 

activity conducted on site and does not exceed 

eight percent (8%) of the total floor area or 

15,000 square feet, whichever is the lesser. 

 The largest FLU for Auburndale is over 

565 acres in their Regional Activity Center 

(RAC). This land use has the ability to 

generate up to 2,373 residential dwelling 

units. However, FDOT owns 431.5 acres of the RAC with use for SunTrax so it does not 

produce tax dollars and does not create any area available for a mixed-use 

development.  

Collaborative Projects and Documents 

 

Before the District boundaries were determined the area consisted of several 

collaborative programs including:  

● Utility Service Area Agreement - 1992 
● Polk Commerce Center Community Redevelopment Area (CRA) – 1990-2019 
● DRI- ended in 2016 
● Selected Area Plan (SAP) - 1992 
● Joint Planning Agreement (JPA) – 1995 

 

Source: City of Auburndale, Florida 2019 
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An ID of the area 25 years ago consisted of agricultural property owners with no 

access to their properties. Freezes resulted in loss of agricultural citrus production. 

Saving the situation seemed to come from a CRA which established infrastructure and 

the Polk Parkway that currently runs right through the Innovation District. The DRI 

studied the need to bring the road to the property owners and the SAP established a 

need for development potential through a land use plan and development policies to 

create a live, work, play environment. The CRA became the funding catalyst to make it 

all happen.  

Since 2016, the DRI and the CRA are no 

longer in existence. The JPA is still available to 

help guide communication between Polk 

County and Auburndale, though it does not 

provide a vision plan or regulations to help 

differences in development opinion or 

regulations. The SAP is also incorporated into 

the Polk County Comprehensive Plan and 

establishes land uses along with development requirements. The SAP encompasses 

the entire Polk County’s Innovation District portion and has not been updated since 

2010 reflecting the end of the DRI or CRA. Updating this document may be key to 

establishing regulations that are compatible to the cities land uses and also protect the 

vested rights of the land owners.  
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Current Planning Documents 

 A Memorandum of Understanding was signed in 2019 between the three 

jurisdictions Lakeland, Auburndale, and Polk County. This MOU was to show a desire to 

work together to create and advance the vision of the Innovation District through the 

following initiatives (Polk County Florida, Innovation MOU, 2019): 

 

1. Actively engage the landowners and other stakeholders within the Innovation 

District area to balance the expectations of the existing land use system with the 

proposed vision and solicit participation to help shape and implement this vision.  

 

2. Establish the Central Florida Innovation District technical advisory committee 

comprised of managerial and planning staff, economic development 

professionals with representation from the respective local governments, and 

representatives from Florida Poly and SunTrax who will convene to:  

 

a. Finalize the Innovation District concept based on stakeholder 

comments;  

 

b. Guide the activities outlined in the MOU;  

 

c. Provide a support role in the creation of a Research and Development 

Authority; and d. Monitor the need for any future changes to the MOU to 

meet the above objectives.  

 

3. Upon the Parties’ endorsement of the Innovation District and subject to the 

requirements of Section 163.3171, Florida Statutes:  

 

a. Identify and consider adoption of compatible land use districts and 

development standards that advance the Central Florida Innovation 

District vision.  

 

b. Consider adoption of performance standards that establish minimum 

criteria for transportation (highway, public transportation and non-

motorized) connectivity and mobility within the Central Florida Innovation 
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District to establish an interconnected transportation network and guide 

public investments. 

 

c. Consider the use of available incentives to encourage high-end, quality 

development within the Central Florida Innovation District.  

 

d. Continue to work and collaborate with the Central Florida Development 

Council to promote the Innovation District. 

 

Other Data   

 The US Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Business Database (LBD) provides 

measurable outcomes for industries in connection of a university’s strength. Measured 

outcomes regarding employment, wage per hour and wage per industry allow 

calculation of a university’s likelihood to spur the economy around it. The tables 

depicting data after 2017 are expected to release later in 2020, due to this past data 

was utilized. According to the data there where over 809,471 professional, scientific and 

technically advanced firms established in 2017 with over 9,181,261 employees. The 

firms range in NAICS industry codes from 5411, legal services, to 541990, all other 

National Science Board, Science and Engineering Indicators, 2018. 
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professional, scientific and technical services (U.S. Census, Professional, Scientific, and 

Technical Services Data, 2017). 

 An economic impact study was conducted for Florida Polytechnic University in 

September of 2019 by Rick Harper, Ph.D. with Economic Consulting Services, Inc. This 

study was contracted by the University to establish statistics on growth based on the 

potential influence of Florida Poly on the institution itself and economic growth 

surrounding it.   

 The University has intent to capitalize 

its location on I4 and the Innovation District 

establishment around it. The U.S. Research 

and Development Activity by Sector, 1990 – 

2015, shows that land use that allows for 

Research and Development is appropriate 

for economic growth. They go even further to 

show that the volume of Research and 

Development done by “businesses is 4.7 times the dollar volume of Research and 

Development expenditures at the nation’s universities (National Science Board, Science 

and Engineering Indicators, 2018).”  

 The combination of allowing Research and Development land use and the 

potential of research conducted at SunTrax and high tech talent available at Florida 

Poly creates a perfect marriage. Key findings of the economic impact study conclude 

(Harper, Assessment of the Economic Impact of Florida Poly, 2019, p. 9): 
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 The current annual impact of the University to the Florida economy is calculated 

to be more than $161 million in gross domestic product at the local and state 

level.  

 

 This annual level of economic activity sustains 2,350 jobs and generates an 

annual total of $97.6 million in wages to workers and income to business 

proprietors.  

 

 Of this annual economic impact, more than $72 million per year of this GDP 

impact occurs in Polk County alone, assuming that about 10 percent of Florida 

Poly graduates go on to live and work in Polk.  

 

Data presenting job growth, openings of positions and median hourly wages 

matched to the programs available at Florida Poly show job change and growth 

projection.  

 

EMSI 2019.3 – QCEW Employees, Non-QCEW Employees, and Self-Employed 

Correlating these jobs with NAICS industry codes helps establish further explanation of 

how land use can factor in and provide allowable uses. All of the above jobs created 
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from the University’s programs can be correlated under two main NAICS codes. Putting 

these jobs into two categories creates measurable land use categories.  

 

NAICS Code Employment Position  Use Definition Current Land Use 
that Allows NAICS 
Industry 

541512 Computer Programing 
Services, Research 
Scientists  

Office; Research 
and Development, 
Retail  

Business Park 
Center; 
Mixed-Use 

541330 Engineering; 
Mechanical Engineers; 
Electrical Engineers  

Office; Research 
and Development. 
Light 
Manufacturing 

Business Park 
Center; 
Mixed-Use; Linear 
Commercial Corridor; 
Community Activity 
Center; Interchange 
Activity Center; 
Institutional 

 

 

Polk County defines “Research & Development Centers as activities typically 

involving processes or operations of an industrial nature, including establishments 

performing research and development on a contract basis as well as facilities 

performing proprietary research and development. Also permitted are testing centers, 

laboratories (including medical, dental, and other health service laboratories not 

accessory to a clinic or medical office), and business/industry training schools (Polk 

County Land Development Code, 2016).”   

 

Data and Methods Conclusion 

Updates to all three Comprehensive Plans is needed to establish mixed-use 

policy and allow research and development within the land use boundaries of the 

District. The three Plans do have a general agreement on residential densities but a 

great disadvantage to differences on industrial percentages. For instance, Polk County 

allows for maximum buildout of warehouse and light industrial in their Business Park 
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Center future land use area with no percentage cap. Whereas, Lakeland puts a 30% 

cap on warehouse and light industrial in this area.  

Research and Development use category is not currently allowed in the 

Interchange Activity Center FLU. Interchange Activity Center also does not allow for 

light manufacturing. Business park center currently has a cap of office space and retail 

of 15%. Auburndale and Lakeland have Activity Centers allow for low density, however, 

Polk County does not allow for residential in their Activity Center.  Mixed-Use is not 

given a dwelling unit count and Polk County also does not allow a true residential mixed 

use in their Activity Center. This data will help shape future discussions and potential 

policy reform.  

 

V. Literature Review 

 

Future Land use designation not only helps with visioning and growth but it can 

hinder potential urban sprawl. The Polk County Innovation District (District), located in a 

rural portion of the county surrounded by vacant citrus fields, residential and now a 

large university, could potentially create urban sprawl if not handled carefully. 

Compatibility between land uses is also a concern as it is often subjective and can be 

used to adapt each development into the right situation. The American Planning 

Association (APA) defines compatibility as “the characteristics of different uses or 

activities or design which allow them to be located near or adjacent to each other in 

harmony (American Planning Association, “n.d.”).”  Land use change in relation to 

compatibility can affect height, scale, walkability and even the aesthetic element of 

planning. 
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Polk County Board of County Commissioners also defines compatibility in 

POLICY 2.102-A2 of the Polk County’s Comprehensive Plan, “land shall be developed 

so that adjacent uses are compatible with each other, pursuant to the requirements of 

other policies in this Future Land Use Element, so that one or more of the following 

provisions are accomplished: a. there have been provisions made which buffer 

incompatible uses from dissimilar uses; b. incompatible uses are made to be more 

compatible to each other through limiting the intensity and scale of the more intense 

use; and c. uses are transitioned through a gradual scaling of different land use 

activities through the use of innovative development techniques such as a Planned Unit 

Development (Polk County Comprehensive Plan, 2010)” 

Understanding compatibility, in reference to the District, is critical in 

understanding literature resources regarding land use and Innovation Districts as a 

whole. Density and dimension regulations, land use compatibility, and location 

appropriateness establish policy to help land uses coexist and support each other. Over 

the last 50 years, a shift has happened in innovative land use. Formerly isolated uses, 

separated enough for individual vehicle use only, did not coexist to create a live, work 

and play model. This is especially true in suburban and rural settings. A new planning 

model is now rising to highlight Innovation Districts. Areas that are close in proximity 

that have cutting edge technology, mixed with start-ups and accelerators. These 

Districts are not only compact in location, eliminating the land use silos, but are multi-

modal accessible and provide a mix use for live, work and play. 

“Innovation districts are the manifestation of mega-trends altering the location 

preferences of people and firms and, in the process, re-conceiving the very link between 
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economy shaping, place making and social networking (Katz, Bradley, The Metropolitan 

Revolution, 2013).” 

Because Innovation Districts are seen as a new trend data advising land use 

policy is hard to gather and then adapt to each District. Three main reasons that are 

why Districts are established are based on slow growth areas, local funding challenges, 

sprawl and possible social economic disparity. Many Districts are formed based on the 

community wanting to keep the job talent they have and redevelop and area that could 

serve this new purpose. 

The Rise of Innovation Districts provided by Brookings establishes that Districts 

are a mash-up of entrepreneurs and educational institutions, mixed-use, medical and 

should all be connected by transportation (Brookings, The Rise of the Innovation 

District, 2014, p. 2). Because this a method brings job growth and creativity in an 

technically advanced bubble all land uses have to not only be compatible but 

compliment the live, work and play concept. Just establishing a commercial land use or 

high density residential alone will not bring growth to a designated District. Shifting land 

overlays and percentages to allow for true mixed use can assist in not only providing 

innovative jobs but give important services to its workers and residents. A mixed-land 

use would also need to incorporate personalized services such as restaurants, 

hospitality, retail and possibly even a barber.  Establishing regulations in land use to 

provide for electric vehicle charging stations and transit are other ways mixed-use land 

would need to be redefined. 

The Brookings model of Innovation Districts centers on physical space and looks 

at the following strengths: 
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1. “Economic strengths: firms, institutions that drive and can support 

an innovation-rich environment.” 
 

2. “Physical strengths: public and private-owned buildings, open 

spaces, streets and  other infrastructure that can stimulate new and 

higher levels of connectivity, collaboration, and innovation.” 
 

3. “Networking strengths: relationships between residents, businesses 

and institutions that have the potential to generate, sharpen, and/or 

accelerate the advancement of ideas.”(Brookings) 

 

Redefining the physical landscape can bring success as well as establish the 

need to reform tired land uses. Brookings explains, in The Rise of the Innovation 

District, re-imaging the physical landscape is “particularly challenging in places that bear 

the indelible markings of the 20th century development.” Natural districts can be divided 

by railroads, heavy infrastructure and highways. Polk’s County’s Innovation District 

alone has a major toll road, CSX railroad, older rail lines converted to a hiking trail, large 

widened four lane roads and Interstate 4 (I4).  

Creating a new mixed-use policy 

is the course of action that leads to 

redrawing corridors that could highlight 

the District’s strengths.  Re-imagining 

master plans or developing design 

standards to guide change could help 

development come on board quicker and 

with less hurdles. One of the methods 

outlined by Brookings is to promote 

inclusive growth. By understanding the District is a stage to regenerate vacant land and 
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disconnected neighborhoods all-income housing opportunities could be created for the 

area. 

  A cookie-cutter approach is difficult in establishing land use policies for a District 

as no two are the same. The general consensus is they are established around 

innovation and anchored by a major institution. Many have a dense urban setting and 

allow little reflection for a rural setting. “What all of these innovation centers do is create 

opportunities for people to cross-pollinate,” says Dennis Lower, president and CEO of 

Cortex Innovation Community in St. Louis. “Innovation districts bring people together in 

an environment that helps accelerate the growth of new companies and the launch of 

new products, he adds (Urban Land Magazine, Making the Case for Innovation 

Districts, 2015).” 

 A master plan can establish the live, work play and learn environment. This must 

be beyond a business park idea with just commercial and research. Everything needs to 

promote the innovate atmosphere. One key note is that many Districts take time to 

evolve. Land use change doesn’t happen overnight and data is needed to recommend 

these changes. “The focus of this is to get the “bones” or underlying support structure 

right to start,” says Caren Dewar, executive director of ULI Minnesota. Developing a 

land use grid to understand the infrastructure in place along with challenges in use is 

essential to establishing a connection between the land uses. This grid had guide 

regulations that can help developers understand the level of projects the area is looking 

for. 

 Local planning decisions are influenced by targeted industries and spending. 

They can also be influenced by housing needs creating jobs. One of the biggest 
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components of the Innovation District is to provide entrepreneurs and creative talent a 

region that will not only provide housing but give work opportunities to can evolve with 

new technology. Establish land uses that allow for maximum buildout potential along 

with housing options is key to a valid mixed-use. Janne Corneil, a principle planner with 

Sasaki Associates, explains that “you can't only support high-end, high-value 

enterprises. You want to keep the low-tech jobs here, too (APA Magazine, Where 

Innovation Rules, 2011)." Designating land use for just commercial will only keep it as a 

commercial district and an Innovation District is about change and creativity. 

 Leveraging collaborative projects can only be accomplished if the correct land 

uses are in play. Establishing data to leverage these changes is critical. The School of 

Architecture at Boston’s Northeastern University has suggested developing new 

scenario-planning software with the Urban Gauge planning tool in conjunction with the 

IBM Smarter Cities Project. “The program uses 3-D mapping capabilities to "rationalize 

the public review process allowing public officials, developers, and residents to 

systematically balance competing concerns (APA Magazine, Brainy Boston, 2011).” 

 This form of data collection could also prevent gentrification within the District. If 

the draw is only the millennium the District will lose its appeal over time and the next 

generation may not feel it is a good fit. Establishing land uses that provide housing for 

all incomes may come at a cost of only allowing high density residential development. 

That doesn’t seem like a stretch for an urban environment, but for a rural and suburban 

setting it can cause compatibility issues with existing land use. Harvard’s Urban 

Planning Professor Susan Fainstein explains that "too often, the tendency in city 

planning is to prioritize growth at the expense of other values," she says. "Instead, we 
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should be thinking about equity and diversity. Creating policies that more widely 

distribute the benefits of growth furthers the ideal of the 'just city (APA Magazine, Brainy 

Boston, 2011).” 

 Just pushing urban land uses can backfire and cause the taking of vested land 

rights. Polk County’s long history of agriculture and citrus use should provide a historical 

understanding of land rights. These citrus farms and cattle land have family homes that 

have been passed down with hopes that if sold would amount to substantial returns. 

Ideas of establishing more than just urban development policy should be weighed 

carefully. Providing the community to speak of their future and understanding their 

development rights with future land use changes ahead of vision rollouts can prevent 

potential disasters. Encouraging affordable housing mixed with development at a good 

ratio can help existing residents remain in established neighborhoods and provide 

opportunities for new development to be established.  

 Plan Houston 

encourages innovation 

through entrepreneur 

support and establishes 

jobs that can support a 

high standard of living at 

affordable costs. This 

plan has several 

approaches to establish 

this by helping historical 
Figure 1 APA January 2020 
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disadvantaged businesses along with obtaining private sector partnerships. Similar to 

Polk County’s Central Florida Development Council and their role in the Innovation 

District, this can better allow for public-private partnerships and promote the high tech 

collaboration the District will need to survive. Houston has issues with mobility and 

finding transit solutions to address bringing in “transportation network companies and 

connect autonomous vehicles.” Houston’s land has block sizes close to one acre and 

create large open spaces between developments giving it the appearance of 

segregated planned developments. 

A need for a third area in the District, as described by Brookings, shows a place 

for socializing, as possible business transactions, commerce and networking and even 

self-identity (Brookings, The Rise of the Innovation District, 2014, p. 4). Incorporating 

open space requirements in land use may be the best way to help connect the District 

but also give it a sense of place. Identifying the ratio between open space, development 

and mixed use is the key to developing the connectivity needed for the District to thrive. 

Georgia Tech combined efforts and relationships between key industries, local 

government and institutions to design physical connections to their main campus over a 

highway. Connections came in the form of shuttle services and transit, government 

funding of street infrastructure and then the Institution, along with industrial funding, put 

in an extensive fiber-optic network (Giuffrida, Clark, Cross, Putting Innovation in Place, 

2013, p. 8). Land uses, however, already allowed for urban services so the struggle to 

redefine the physical space of Georgia Tech was not as hard as places such as 

Houston. 
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 Each Innovation District identifies its key element to focus on and the players and 

stakeholders change. The main theme all Innovation Districts have in common is the 

need for land use policy to make the District thrive. Another theme is the need for 

affordable housing and options for entrepreneurs who have busy lifestyles. Space to 

share ideas and research new concepts is another theme seen in Houston, Boston and 

Georgia. Land use for each of these Districts also clusters businesses, small and large, 

so they can intermingle which fuels job growth and fosters productivity. Retaining talent 

is the important role of the Polk County Innovation District and follows patterns of other 

Districts as mentioned. 

 The Central Florida Innovation District’s theme is the University, Florida 

Polytechnic University. This central hub is the center of innovation and a driver of 

economic growth due to its available high tech talent. Retaining the talent is one of the 

key visions of this District and brining in alongside businesses and mixed use to support 

and retain this talent is vital. “The impact of university innovation increases with 

geographic proximity to the university (Hausman, University Innovation, Local Economic 

Growth, And Entrepreneurship, 2012, p. 2).” 

 Longitudinal data from the US Census shows that employment and wage rate 

around university centers rises when it is related to the university’s innovative strengths. 

Innovation is not the only way a university can boost the local economy. “Skilled human 

capital also predicts higher service firm formation rates (Acs, Armington, Journal of Urban 

Economics, 2004, vol. 56).” 

 Residential development is also a need in the Innovation District. The need fulfills 

the desire to provide entrepreneurs and employees homes in close proximity to work 
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and near the University. Rezoning the land and writing land use regulations can allow a 

livable atmosphere integrated within a research hub. Creating this can help the area 

provide an environment that is self-sustainable in its growth patterns. Looking at mixed-

use housing within a District, can cause concern that it is creating the death of the 

single family resident with one unit per acre as found in many rural settings. 

Death to Single-Family Zoning by Jake Wegmann provides a realistic approach 

in supporting a mixed use environment in a central district. Data shows that proximity of 

housing to work is the single most important factor in reducing sole reliance on the 

individual car. A new generation of entrepreneurs are being encouraged to take on 

small development in conjunction to commercial and city center. The Incremental 

Development Alliance seeks to encourage this development by encouraging the 

replacement of single-family housing with other options such as a fourplex (Wegmann, 

Death to Single-Family Zoning, 2020, p. 117). 

Autonomous vehicles are one of the main components of the Polk County 

Innovation District as SunTrax is considered one of the first tenants of the region. Thus 

if transit and other supportive new tech transportation is a main element, reduction of 

emissions may be a byproduct. Housing zoned for smaller inclusionary purposes could 

also reduce emissions and create a District not only centered around research but on a 

greener space. If history is any indication of the original single-family house model 

driving from racial and class exclusion, then new creative hubs could lead the way in 

breaking the “chain of exclusion (Hirt, TechSolve: Cincinnati Business Courier, 2013).” 

One of the heaviest issues with Polk’s District is the reduction in single-family land use 

and the incorporation of big box warehouses. This is technically untrue but the rumors 
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of what this land area could become can hurt rural lifestyle residents along with stopping 

policy to adapt to change. Land use zoning is critical to offering residents the assurance 

about the viability of their homes 

and land along with encouraging 

investment and economic growth. 

Low density housing can become 

a burden to new development 

options but no one has the right to 

take appreciating property 

revenue. New development and 

an idea of a new District can 

come as a viewed threat to the 

longtime residents in a rural setting. Protecting land-owners vested rights while 

incorporating new standards for research and development will take a steady hand. 

VI. Case Study 

 The following Innovation Districts where analyzed for their land use, use of 

commercial, mixed-use and research and development: 

 Chattanooga  

 Boston 

 Houston 

 North Carolina’s Research Triangle 

 Tampa 
 

Chattanooga’s Innovation District is compact and transit accessible with just under 

140 acres. The creation of this district was forged from combined community goals and 

a need for growth. The city’s Entrepreneurship and Technology Task Force looked at 
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the small downtown area due to its critical mass of dense uses and the presence of 

innovation economy generators (Innovation District of Chattanooga Framework Plan, 

2019). An old public telecommunications and electric company was the main driver of 

growth and drew in other innovative companies focusing on new energy and digital 

technology.  Their district overlaps the city’s central business district which leads to a 

good mix of personal services, eateries, retail and housing.  

Establishing Chattanooga’s District came with challenges of rethinking the corporate 

office building. Open floor plans where needed that included ground floor amenities and 

housing that was diverse. Accommodating different household sizes was another issue 

at the beginning of this plan as the District did not want to gentrify long standing 

residents but also allow for affordable 

mixed housing options. Looking at their 

Framework Plan shows how mixed 

use, which included housing, was 

integrated throughout the District. 

Multiple layers formed services to 

accommodate the growth that 

innovation brought to this small area. 

Increasing density regulations was a 

top priority to provide workers 

a range of housing options. 

A strength of Chattanooga’s District would be the ability to be at the forefront of fiber 

optic technology. The entire District is served by EPB’s, a publicly owned electric power 

https://framework.chainnovate.com/background/ 
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company, smart grid and fiber network (Brookings, How Chattanooga, Tenn. is 

leveraging digital inclusion, 2020). Once marked with land use divisions, this area is 

now considered a model for smart growth and multi-purpose community spaces. Mixed-

Use FLU is the largest land use designation and development is encouraged to always 

inhabit the live, work, play environment. 

Weaknesses in Chattanooga’s Innovation District would be gentrification of older 

residents that do not necessarily want the live, work, play environment. Affordable 

housing has become an issue as well with the city becoming the seventh-highest rate of 

increased rents in 2015. “In 2012, the New York Times described the Chattanooga 

strategy as “a dramatic overhaul with a radical gentrification plan and an aggressive 

citywide push to lure artists (Cohen, 2015, pg. 1).” According to the Chattanooga 

Comprehensive Plan 2030: Renewing Our Vision 2016, 70% of Hamilton County’s land 

area is zoned for low intensive development patterns that promote suburban single-

family subdivisions (Chattanooga-Hamilton County Regional Planning, 2016). Only 

1.2% of the total land area is zoned for mixed-use. Even though the Innovation District 

shows Mixed-Use FLU as the largest designation, there is still a lack of overall mixed-

use.  

Boston is also home to a living, working, play urban Innovation District centered 

around the theme of incubation and entrepreneurship. Over 1,000 acres on the south 

Boston waterfront is set aside for this district and development deals are conducted by 

the mayor’s office. Shared work spaces, entrepreneur think hubs establish this a place 

that didn’t pick specific industries to be the flag ship of their district. More emphasis is 

given on creativity and utilizing their local university knowledgeable talent pool.
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 Boston’s Innovation 

District FLU allows 

for retail, office 

space and multi-

family housing. 

Over one tenth of 

the companies 

created here are 

non-profit 

organizations. 

Technology companies also account for 30% of the district. Over half of all office space 

is shared and one-quarter of the companies have less than ten employees (The 

Innovation District, City of Boston, 2020).  

One solution and overall strength Boston has created to solve their lack of mixed-

use housing is Neighborhood Innovation Districts. The Neighborhood Innovation 

Districts are designed to create employment opportunities, create physical connections 

and create housing. Innovation District Organizers are also created to facilitate 

conversation and take the weight off the local government’s role. Three main principles 

have derived from their understanding of land use and evolving issues with 

development (Walsh, Neighborhood Innovation Districts, 2015, p. 20):  

1. Planning process needs to be inclusive and community must be brought to the 

table and have ownership in the vision. 

2. Interventions to reduce displacement and ensure benefits of land value 

appreciation are enjoyed widely.  

3. Sustained mission to invest in local talent.  

 

citiesspeak.org, 2014 
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Boston’s’ top priority for addressing land use issues is creating a more defined 

mixed-use. The city recognizes that gentrification of these districts could be a real threat 

and have ensured that new housing will also include commercial space. Land use 

zoning and tax incentives combined with set high density standards establish 

regulations for developers. Maximum build out must incorporate housing with 

commercial and micro-offices. If 

the developers want to build 

further then the city requires 

them to build extra space for 

the community such as 

recreational transitional areas 

and open office space.  The 

following land use categories 

are found in the Boston 

Innovation District: 

Single Family Residential  Mixed Use 

Two Family Residential (duplex) Commercial / Industrial  

Three Family Residential (triple-plex) Institutional 

Residential (4-6 units) Government 

Apartments/Condominium  Garage/Parking  
 

Boston breaks down their 2,000 acre district with GIS mapping to show that the area is 

1,000 acres. Of this residential makes up 5.28%, mixed-use makes up 15%, commercial 

makes up 11% and research and development is 3% of the district (City of Boston, 

2003-2019). 
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Houston was next examined to determine their land use categories. Houston 

established their 771 acre District to center around their ION Innovation Hub. This Hub 

focuses on medical and universities within its 3,000 sq.ft. boundary. Incubators, 

accelerators and startup development are their main attraction (APA, Innovation 

Culture, 2020, p.4).  

Utilizing Houston’s Innovation District 

Midtown Strategic Plan for data collection, 

the area shows a mixed use of multi-family, 

single-family, commercial, industrial and 

institutional uses (Midtown Strategic Plan, 

2017 p. 15). It the plan it describes over 60 

acres if potential redevelopment. Midtown’s 

plan defines mixed-use as high density 

housing, multi-story buildings from four floors 

to 27 intertwined with rental, personal 

services, employment and recreational uses. Defining mixed-use is a strength of their 

District.  

In the few cases of the “urbanized science park,” re-imagining land use is the 

precursor to realizing any aims of urbanization—density, a mixing of uses, and a 

concentration of activities. This counters the original design of science and research 

parks, as exemplified by North Carolina’s Research Triangle Park, which was 

intended to ensure seclusion, isolation, and the protection of intellectual property, often 

on their own “research estates,” as the RTP Master Plan explains. Today, an outsized 
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portion of RTP’s master plan focuses on its physical redevelopment: specific urban 

nodes allowing greater density and amenities, the development of a vibrant central 

district with more retail, and building up to 1,400 multifamily housing units (Brookings, 

2014, p. 17). 

The concept of this Innovation District took around 50 years to launch. A non-

profit runs the District which encompasses 7,000 acres of corporate community houses 

and 142,000 sq.ft. of 

redeveloped office 

space. One area of the 

Research Triangle is the 

15 acre Research and 

Development Durham 

Innovation District.  This 

area is being upgraded 

and repurposed with a 

mixed-use concept.  

The Research Triangle spans across eleven counties. Looking at just Wake and 

Durham County alone, each county differs in coverage ratios. Wake County allows 30% 

total lot coverage including buildings, driveways and parking areas whereas Durham 

County only allows 15% total building coverages (RTP, Real Estate, 2020).  

Using Durham’s section as a model they are retaining over 51.4% of the 

residents, meaning they are practicing live, work, play models. The strength of this 

District is that they provide tax incentives and control a lot of public land which enables 

https://www.researchtriangle.org/news/an-rd-oriented-innovation-district-is-taking-
shape-in-the-heart-of-durham-n-c/ 
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them to streamline land use. Another strength is the counties, cities and neighborhoods 

working together to create one vision of growth and unified economic vision with over 

250 plus high tech employers.  

Practitioners have come to understand that a future vision of a particular district 
does not begin and end with an assessment of its existing institutional assets. They are 
keenly aware of the growing trend of leading edge technology and pharmaceutical 
companies, private and public universities, and even medical campuses to move 
advanced research and other critical assets to those locations that generate the largest 
return on investment for the firm or institution. From this understanding, district leaders 
have become more deliberate in their efforts to lure major innovation assets to their 
sites (i.e., to “un-anchor anchors”) or to form new institutions whole cloth. (Brookings, 
2014, p. 16).” 

 
Tampa is at the start of their new Innovation District covering 19.2 miles. The 

core of this area is 5.6 miles that is home to institutional stakeholders such as the 

University of South Florida (USF), Moffitt Cancer Center and the University Mall, M2Gen 

among others. They define this district with compact, transit-accessible, technology 

wired space mixed with housing, office and retail (Tampa Innovation Master Plan, 2016, 

pg. 1).  

Tampa’s District showcases the businesses by industry and it has helped them 

developed a development overview. Much like the data and methodology section of this 

research, they NAICS codes where utilized to show what percentages where not 

represented in their vision. This helped to determine their parcel value per square foot, 

establish a market study and that there was a 7.9% vacancy rate.  
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The biggest challenge that has faced this suburban turned urban area is that 

there where multiple visions plans 

in play. Much like the Central 

Florida Innovation District, 

Tampa’s need to combine several 

visions to create one master plan 

took several years. Tampa 

recognized that density was the 

biggest issue. One plan, the 

Terrace Park-University Square 

Vision plan supported single-family 

housing whereas the University 

Area Community Plan supported 

higher density housing with mixed use (Tampa Innovation Master Plan, 2016, pg. 41).  

Much like the North Carolina Research Triangle, Tampa’s District spans many 

jurisdictions. This District would be the most similar to the Central Florida Innovation 

District as it has unincorporated Hillsborough County land and the cities of Tampa and 

Temple Terrace.  

Single-family zoning has the single most land use and this causes a problem with 

vested land rights of property owners. These areas are separated from commercial 

areas which means incorporating mixed-use concepts could be difficult. The commercial 

FLU of Tampa’s Innovation District is the largest with over 566.8 acres in comparison to 

their mixed-use FLU of only 40.3 acres. As this District is in the early stages, much is to 
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be learned from their next steps plan. They have identified that their greatest weakness 

is the overlap with the multiple jurisdictions and land use. However, they are hoping this 

creates a greater opportunity for unified smart growth with collaboration. Items they 

have decided to streamline in their planning process to help the Innovation area grow 

are: 

 Stack incentives with development proposals 

 Expedited site development and construction plan reviews 

 Permit and impact fee grant programs 

 Mobility fee buy down incentive program 

 Demolition of distressed structures 

 Assistance with infrastructure repair 
 

Defining their open space regulations has been the best example of 

collaboration. “Open space should be designed as part of a linked system that is 

 Tampa Innovation Master Plan 



 THE INNOVATION DISTRICT         Page 42 
 

accessible to the entire community. They have defined this with integrated systems of 

parks, storm water facilities, and greenways become an integral component of the 

planning study area, connected through a series of trails, complete streets and view 

corridors for passive recreation and nature observation (Tampa Innovation Master Plan, 

2016, pg. 79).” 

 Another strength in their collaboration has been defining gateways into the 

District. The idea is to brand corridors and establish development frameworks for each 

area. Each gateway will lead to an innovation corridor such as a research and 

technology corridor, medical corridor and an entertainment corridor.  

 

VII. Recommendations 

 

Unified policy needs to be the first step after visioning to establish regulations for the 

Central Florida Innovation District. A recommendation would be for each jurisdiction to 

establish the same policy when it comes embracing common language. This would not 

only increase economic growth by making development requirements clear but it also 

may streamline the processes for potential developers.  

 “Innovation districts represent paths for new growth and local decision makers—

elected officials and heads of large and small companies, local universities, 

philanthropies, community colleges, neighborhood councils and business chambers—

would be wise to unleash them (Brookings, 2014, p. 24).” 

Inequality in land use cannot be the outcome of the Innovation District. By taking the 

current land use rights away from of the property owners not only would this open the 

door for law suits but for unethical takings.  
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Policies 

The fairest way to approach unified policies would be to create an Innovation District 

Selected Area Plan and have each jurisdiction adopt it. This would keep the current land 

use rights of owners, but also allow them to redevelop or sell their property for new 

uses. Recommendations of policy are based on the data and methods section of this 

research. The following policy recommendations are for the establishment of the Central 

Florida Innovation District Selected Area Plan (SAP).   

 

 GOAL 1. INNOVATION SELECTED AREA PLAN: A vision based developed 

from a partnership with three jurisdictions, unincorporated Polk County, 

Auburndale and Lakeland, and Central Florida Development Council, Polk 

County’s Economic Development Partnership. The objective of the planning 

effort is to provide an area vision for mixed use innovative development.  

 

 OBJECTIVE 1. INNOVATION SELECTED AREA PLAN: Development within 

the Innovation SAP shall occur in agreement with the Future Land Use 

designations and development regulations that enhance the quality of life of the 

residents and provide guidance on the vision of the area.  

 

 POLICY 1 – LAND USE CATEGORIES:  

The following future land use categories and characteristics shall apply: 

 

a. Activity Centers 

 

i. Interchange Activity Center: created to address opportunities 

associated with development closest to the Polk Parkway and I4. 

High intensity of development that allows for retail, light 

commercial, mixed-development that includes research and 

development and office space. An Internal road system is required 

with development.  

 

ii. Tourism Commercial Activity Center: provide services adjacent to 

I4 and Polk Parkway toll road, oriented towards traveling.  
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iii. Community Activity Center: provide mixed-use residential, medical 

offices, childcare centers, community parking, cultural facilities, 

financial institutions and other community related services such as 

medical offices. Industrial and commercial is prohibited.   

 

1. 10% cap of overall use is allowed to be top floor multi-family 

residential.  

 

2. Allow research and development mixed-use development 

within office space. 

 

iv. Regional Activity Center: the purpose of this area is to provide 

shopping needs for the residents and employees within the SAP. 

  

v. Linear Commercial Corridor: located along Berkley Road, this land 

use provides transitional services to residents including personal 

services, small retail, restaurants, small commercial and storage 

facilities.  

 

vi. Research and Development Activity Center: the purpose is to 

develop this area as a unified plan that supports the University, 

provides employment opportunities and interconnectivity within 

development to the University system.  

 

1. 10% cap over overall unified plan is allowed for multi-family 

mixed-use housing.  

 

b. Business Park Center: intended for mixed use of office, research and 

development, industrial-research related, commercial, light manufacturing, 

retail, multi-family housing.  

 

i. 15% cap of entire BPC designation shall have one end user (i.e. 

one manufacturer takes up 15% of overall BPC square footage). 

 

ii. 15% cap on light manufacturing and warehouses. 

 

iii. 15% cap on Multi-family housing for overall BPC area.  

 

c. Institutional: designated for health and technology related professional 

office, research development that support institutional in this SAP alone.  
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i. Hotels are allowed in this use if used in conjunction with institutional 

purposes (i.e. Hotel/Conference Center). 

 

d. Mixed-Use Residential: intended to promote combination of residential 

and non-residential uses.  

i. Unified plans are encouraged rather than a lot by lot basis.  

 

ii. Two or more land uses are required for a mixed-use residential. 

  

iii. High density residential, multi-family encouraged.  

 

iv. All development shall incorporate pedestrian design and allow for a 

percentage of electric and autonomous vehicle parking.  

 

v. 5% of mixed-use residential must be set aside to allow for research 

and development office space.  

 

With policies establish, the main four sectors (Activity Centers, Business Park 

Center, Institutional, and Mixed-Use Residential) should be established through 

mapping. The 

following is an 

original example 

of how the 

overall area 

could be defined 

with section 

hubs. This and 

other renderings 

where created 

by The Lunz 
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Group, Lakeland Florida, an architectural firm contracted by Central Florida 

Development Council in 2019.  

Next Steps 

  

The Innovation District vision is still in the planning phase as the inter-local 

memorandum of understanding is the only binding agreement at this point. Steps are 

needed to determine the path for the vision and direction of the overall growth plan for 

this area. Setting a vision of growth also establishes roles of each entity and jurisdiction.  

By defining next steps for this research it identifies recommendations to support the 

District today and tomorrow. One example would be of next steps is to hold public 

visioning meetings. This involvement, according to Brookings, could establish 

accelerated growth in the districts by spurring innovated and entrepreneurial growth, 

financing land and infrastructure improvements, and boost human capital (Brookings, 

2014, p. 23).  

Another example would be as mixed-use is defined determine physical strengths, 

given by Brookings, to understand public and private-owned infrastructure could 

continue to stimulate new and higher levels of connectivity, collaboration, and 

innovation. Including in this next step would be mapping networking strengths by 

showcasing the relationship between residents, businesses and institutions accelerate 

the advancement of the District. 

The following are steps needed to focus vision planning:   

 

 Economic Impact Study 

 Public/Stakeholder Visioning Meetings  

o Discuss vision intention for area 

o Discuss Central Florida Innovation District Selected Area Plan 

o Discuss mixed-use definitions and educate public  
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 Discuss physical strengths and networking strengths 

 Establish Innovation District Taskforce made up of selected stakeholders, 

members of the University, land owners and representatives from each 

jurisdiction and SunTrax 

 Central Florida Development Council to formally adopt Innovation District Vision 

Plan 

o Include phasing options for development 

o Development indicators 

o Smart growth strategies  

 Central Florida Innovation District Selected Area Plan adoption by all three 

jurisdictions 

 Site analysis for potential developers, conducted by Central Florida Development 

Council 

 

VIII. Findings and Conclusion 

Innovation Districts across the United States are encouraging mixed-use 

development land use to further the design and success of their Districts. Central 

Florida Innovation District does not appear to have clear mixed-use land use. The 

Innovation District has signed a memorandum of understanding with Polk County, 

Auburndale and Lakeland but further implementation to adopt mixed-use development 

land use policies is needed.  Establishing mixed-use will redirect smart growth around 

the main theme of Florida Polytechnic University and innovative research.  

The main question of this research was to determine if future land use changes 

affect the success of an Innovation District. Looking at the land use categories between 

each jurisdiction and establishing which NAICS codes correlated with these land uses 

allowed further analysis on what land use was needed for success and better 

compatibility. Understanding that percentage caps for individual uses also allows for 

mixed-use to be prevalent and not end up with one end user.  



 THE INNOVATION DISTRICT         Page 48 
 

 The research concluded that currently research and development was not 

allowed in the Interchange Activity Center (IAC) future land use of the District.  As the 

IAC takes up over 190 acres of the overall District, including research and development 

as an allowable use will allow the main theme of innovative research to be successful. 

Low Density Residential is also allowed in the Lakeland and Auburndale areas. Allowing 

current landowners to be grandfathered in, unless the current use is not used for two 

years, will protect their land use rights. However, changing the SAP to only intent for 

higher density mixed-residential will allow for a live, work and play model focused 

around keeping the students and Districts employees close by. Creating one SAP to 

encompass all jurisdictions will also allow for success in fair and consistent 

development regulations following the vision of the District.  

Business Park Center has the largest combined land use mass of over 863 acres, of 

the overall 3,000 acre area, and each jurisdiction has a significant portion of this FLU. 

Putting a 15% cap on light manufacturing and warehouses will help with curbing single 

end users. In the past two main applications have come forth requesting over one 

million square footage in the Business Park Center FLU district. Both applications where 

denied and not recommended by all three jurisdictions and now the land sits vacant. 

However, by placing a cap on the FLU a smarter approach to mixed-use design may be 

more favorable before each planning commission.  

Allowing mixed-use residential in most Activity Centers and the Business Park 

Center also brings a stronger mixed-use approach to planning. Establishing the SAP to 

encompass the findings and incorporate the recommendations could provide a higher 

success rate of growth and a live, play, work model. The purpose for mixed use is to 
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allow for a standard product of development. “Mixed use cannot resolve all the 

problems of the city, but cities that lack mixed use cannot hope to enjoy long-term 

prosperity or viability” (Grant, 2004).This can differ in terms of measurement to allow for 

a combination of uses centered around the theme of the District. The vision of the 

District is to promote innovative research and by allowing a higher level of mixed use in 

most areas provides for greater compatible development opportunities. This should 

allow for the success and future of transforming this area.   
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IX. Central Florida Innovation Maps and Renderings  

 

 
Exhibit 1: 

Research &  
Development 

 

 

  

Exhibit 2: Aerial 
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Exhibit 3: Concept Land Use Rendering 

Exhibit 4: Health-Tech Research Center 
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Exhibit 5: Retail and Commerce 

Exhibit 6: Mixed-Use Residential  
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