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For decades, Florida City was ignored.
Not any longer.
Big Box Business wants to move in, from Best Buy to Badcock Furniture.
And if you want a latte to sip, Florida City now has a Starbucks.
Prefer home-style cooking? Cracker Barrel isn't far away.
Florida City has attracted so much commercial development that this year it led the county's cities 
in the rate of property value growth, a 13 percent jump.
Indeed, while most cities in South Florida are suffering declining property values, Florida City is 
only one of three that saw significant increases.
The city in far south Miami-Dade that is nestled between the Upper Keys and Homestead enjoyed 
a $70 million jump in property values.
Consider it a winning strategy of Florida City concentrating on business rather than residential 
growth.
"We are pretty active in marketing and encouraging the start of new businesses," Florida City 
Mayor Otis T. Wallace said. "We have a good location to serve the Upper Keys and shoppers 
from Homestead."
Cracker Barrel, Starbucks, Badcock Furniture, Largo Honda, Power Financial Credit Union and 
other major businesses have recently moved in.
And one of the nation's busiest Wal-Mart Supercenters already calls Florida City home.
It's stores like Wal-Mart and BJ's that attract shoppers such as Lincoln Pijuan, a commuter from 
Miami.
"I get my shopping done in one small area," Pijuan said, adding that he doesn't want to spend too 
much time shopping. "It's better than going to too many different locations."
Pijuan also said he goes to the specialty stores and looks forward to the opening of a new one -- 
Best Buy.
Best Buy will join the other big box businesses this fall just in time for Christmas. The store 
services manager, Josh Kunkowski, said the store is expected to open by October.
"Best Buy has been eyeballing Florida City for a long time," Kunkowski said. "It is one of the 
fastest-growing cities in the United States."
Florida City is also profiting from neighbor Homestead's growth -- some 10,000 new families since 
2000.
But for decades Florida City was a tiny rural community that was best known for being the 
gateway to Everglades National Park -- and the last stop before going to the Keys.
It also has been one of the poorest communities in South Florida. The U.S. Census Bureau 
reported that in 2000 about 40 percent of Florida City's families were below the poverty level and 
the median household income was about $19,000.
In 1992, Hurricane Andrew decimated it and the city had to rebuild.
But in the last decade the city has begun to boom as one of the county's last areas with open 
land. It now looks to commercial development to help raise it.
OPPOSITE DIRECTION
Indeed, the city jumped in property value this year at a time when the Miami-Dade County 
Appraiser Office reported that showed the county's value, as a whole, decreased by 2.6 percent.
Homestead, a neighboring city, saw a slump of 5.2 percent, or almost $200 million, in property 
values.
"Homestead has been overbuilt," said real estate analyst Jack McCabe, CEO of McCabe 
Research and Consulting. "[Homestead] just overbuilt based on a speculative demand."



He added that the cities that grew this year in property value had stable, long-term residents. But 
Homestead and other cities that depended on what McCabe calls more transient residents are 
seeing that the demand did not come -- and homes are empty.
The jump in gas prices also didn't help, causing some of their transient residents to move back 
closer to their jobs.
Florida City's Mayor Wallace said he was wary of South Florida's home boom of just a few years 
back before 2005's Hurricane Wilma hit.
The key, he said, was remembering the basic law of supply and demand when Florida City 
leaders prepared 2006-07 and 2007-08 budgets.
"It was just common sense," Wallace said. "We did not project more homes and we did not get 
hurt."
Although Florida City can thank its residents for staying put more than other cities', McCabe said 
the city also did right by providing infrastructure and commerce to balance its slow yet steady 
growth.
"There is a lesson to be learned in what is happening," McCabe said. "Hopefully, we will learn that 
a steady, regulated and guided approach is a better approach."
INCENTIVES HELP
Mary Finlan, executive director of the Homestead/Florida City Chamber of Commerce, said that 
Florida City has also provided incentives in order to attract businesses that will create more 
higher-paying jobs. She said, for example, the city will offer to waive impact fees or provide 
financing through tax increment funding.
"Florida City is good at reducing the bottom-line cost," Finlan said. "They make practical deals."
And so businesses continue to come.
The Florida City Commission recently approved rezoning to allow for a new shopping center, the 
Shops at Dolphin Square, to be built just a few blocks south of Prime Outlet Mall.
Dolphin Enterprises will build the shopping center on 12 of 37 acres it has -- with more 
development to come.
Still, Wallace wants to maintain land for light industrial uses in order to bring more jobs to the city. 
He wants to attract companies that will provide higher-paying jobs and lower the city's millage 
rate so owners will have cheaper property taxes.
And to save money, he continues to scout for grants to pay for city services.
Earlier this summer, for example, Wallace announced at a commission meeting that the city had 
just been awarded $1.1 million in federal and state grants to replace old water lines as well as 
repair and repave the sidewalks and streets that are broken or disrupted in the process. Wallace 
himself wrote the application for the $300,000 state grant.
Despite the spike in property value, he said the city still needs to carefully watch over its money.
"It is not a utopia," he added. "My people are hurting" from the current economic tough times.
Still, Florida City faces better circumstances than most in South Florida. The Chamber's Finlan, 
for one, has high hopes that Florida City will continue to prosper.
"I think it is a good time for us," Finlan said. "It is going to brighten."

ALLISON DIAZ/MIAMI HERALD FILE DOWN HOME: The Torres family waits for their table at 
Cracker Barrel in Florida City on a Sunday morning in May. More businesses are moving into 
what was once rural Florida City.
PATRICK FARRELL/MIAMI HERALD STAFF RECENT ADDITION: Badcock Furniture is one of 
the companies helping to create Florida City's commercial boom.
PATRICK FARRELL/MIAMI HERALD STAFF SIGN OF TIMES: This site on U.S. 1 will soon 
house a Best Buy in time for Christmas.
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