Palm Coast’s Ambitions for More Parks Soar,
But Development Tax to Fund Them Declines
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Waterfront Park, the most popular of Palm Coast’s parks, was developed at a cost of $13,000 per
acre. (© FlaglerLive)

Palm Coast’s park impact fees levied on new construction are about to decline by a few hundred
dollars, though the city’s ambitious plans for new parks and recreational facilities over the next
few decades are unchanged. It’s not quite a contradiction: population projections are in flux, and
so will be the formula that defines how much new residents will pay for park expansions.

It may not look like it at the moment, with development still shaking off the rubble of the
housing crash and the recession that followed. But Palm Coast still optimistically sees itself as a
city of 200,000 by mid-century—a city almost three times its current size.

Several massive developments, called Developments of Regional Impact, have been approved to
that end. Though for the most part the developments show little to no building activity at the



moment, four such DRIs alone would add 18,000 homes and swell the population by more than
40,0000. That’s without taking into account the roughly 18,000 buildable lots in the city.

Development brings people. New people have an impact on the city’s make-up and services:
people add demands for services. One of those demands is for parks. Florida pioneered the
notion of “impact fees,” a one-time tax added to new construction and designed to defray the
cost of a growing population’s impact on a community. There are impact fees for roads, for
utilities, for fire services, and for parks.

Those impact fees would underwrite the cost of Palm Coast’s big plans for an aquatic center,
more athletic fields, more parks, and so on. Palm Coast’s current impact fee for parks is $1,264
for the equivalent of a single-family house. The city calculates that if it were to grow to a
population of 200,000, it would generate $132 million in park impact fees. It’s a large sum, but
stretched out over several decades, it thins out rapidly.

Community centers would consume $13.9 million of that, parks would consume $80 million,
“special use facilities,” such as a swimming pool, would add up to $30.7 million. A portion of
those costs will benefit the entire community. That means that portion must be borne by all
residents, not just new residents.

For several years, city officials and the building community have been saying that the current
formula for park impact fees is unwieldy, and the fee itself is too steep. “We agree the current fee
is irrational at best,” Palm Coast Mayor Jon Netts said.

The city studied the matter and on Nov. 5 a unanimous city council (council member Jason
DeLorenzo’s hesitant yes vote notwithstanding) approved a new fee schedule that would reduce
the current fee 8 percent, to $1,163.

The fee would be more than what some cities of Palm Coast’s size charge in Florida (among
them New Smyrna Beach, Leesburg, Winter Haven and Ormond Beach), and less than others
(Port Orange, Daytona Beach, Claremont). As the experience of Daytona Beach suggests, higher
park impact fees does not necessarily translate into a better-looking city.

“If we’re going to project forward, the people coming in are going to have to pay their fair share.
I think that’s only fair,” council member Bill Lewis said, describing a city in need of more parks,
not fewer.

The council was to approve a second and final reading of the ordinance on Nov. 19. But Council
member Jason DelLorenzo, who is also the political affairs director of the Flagler Home Builders
Association—and the most vocal critic of impact fees—blistered the city’s approach and raised
several objections to the city’s projections, particularly what he considers the slapdash way the
city went about its calculations.

“This funding ordinance validates or defines the park master plan as reality,” DeLorenzo said.
“And | wonder if it really is reality. First of all, it’s a planning horizon of around 40 years.”
Planning out 40 years doesn’t make for good policy, considering the rapid pace of change,



DeLorenzo said, illustrating his point with comparisons between the 1970s and the current
decade. “We do lots of visioning. We’ve never visioned out 40 years.”

He gave an example of poor projections. Palm Coast has documented the cost of building its
existing parks. Its most expensive, Waterfront Park, was built at a cost of $130,000 per acre. Yet
the city’s projections of future park construction place the cost at $375,000 per acre. That inflates
numbers, and projected impact fees. The projection also calls for three new community centers in
addition to the existing one.

DelLorenzo suggested recalibrating the city’s plans modestly, removing several projects from the
city’s long list of planned park expansions, including removing some of the massive
developments from the calculations. The council initially rebuffed him. DelLorenzo persisted.
And City Manager Jim Landon agreed to look at DelL.orenzo’s objections and return the matter
for discussion to the council, a discussion that took place Tuesday.



