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Dear Chamber Board Members,

It has been my great pleasure to chair the Chamber’s Local Government & Community Study Committee. 
Your leadership assembled a group of dedicated, curious, and knowledgeable Community members 
who have good intentions for Tallahassee and Leon County in their hearts. Our task was to consider the 
possibility of consolidating local governments, but in my opinion, we have delivered you the blueprint 
for a more prudent course of action. Consolidation may have many merits, but before we prescribe 
such broad treatments to our local problems, it is our shared opinion that we must first make strides 
in treating the symptoms of our growing dissatisfaction with the status quo.  The enclosed report is a 
thorough review of our findings and conclusions along those lines. 

The Committee spent a season together to review evidence and testimony as to the state of our 
Community. In short, we have found that although Tallahassee and Leon County enjoy many positive 
attributes and desirable qualities, we continue to fall short of our fullest potential. There are four key 
foundational assessments the Committee believes are at the root of those shortcomings: the need 
for increased and diversified private sector growth, economic segregation or “Two Tallahassees, 
reputational risks, and competing preferences for the future.  

Along with those four key findings, the Committee outlined a set of recommended action items that can 
be used to begin aiming for a better shared future. Also included in the report is a set of various next 
steps that should be considered as a means to further engage the Community in the work needed to 
make substantive changes to our trajectory. 

I am proud to have served with a group of well meaning, high spirited, and deliberate citizens who all 
share high ambitions for the Community we call home. I am encouraged by the direction the Chamber is 
heading and I am confident that it is the proper organization to press for positive change in Tallahassee 
and Leon County as we move toward our Community’s landmark bicentennial in 2024.  It has been 
my pleasure to chair the Committee and on behalf of this great group I thank the Chamber’s Board of 
Directors for providing us the opportunity to gather and engage on these important topics. 

On behalf of the Local Government and Community Study Committee, I am pleased to submit the final 
report with a high degree of confidence in the possibility of actions that should be taken to better our 
Community. 

Sincerely,

Major Harding

I. Letter of AcknowLedgement And ApprecIAtIon
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Initial Focus of Committee
Following the release in February 2018 of an independent study commissioned by the Greater 
Tallahassee Chamber of Commerce  (“Chamber”)  and  conducted  by  the  Washington Economics 
Group (WEG), the Chamber Board of Directors appointed a nine-person committee to examine key 
considerations  associated  with  the  potential  merger  of  local  governance  in  Tallahassee/Leon 
County.   The WEG report highlighted potentially significant economic benefits the Tallahassee/Leon 
County Community could achieve in modeling other communities that elected to merge their local 
government(s) structure.

While the primary purpose of the Committee was originally to focus on the many issues, considerations, 
and  benefits and  disadvantages  associated  with  potential  local  government consolidation, 
Committee  Members  and  the  Chamber  quickly  recognized  the  need  to  broaden the  scope  of  
the  conversation.    More specifically, the Committee agreed its primary purpose should be to initiate 
a conversation about:

a. Creating a Community-driven desired future for the Tallahassee/Leon County Community and what 
that future might/should actually look like in 2024;

b. Identifying important Community assets, institutions and “mindsets” needed to achieve such a future;

c. Identifying and assessing the current Community assets, institutions and “mindsets” currently in 
place;

d. Identifying barriers and hindrances to advancing a Community-driven future;

e. Identifying and discussing practical options for addressing specified barriers including, but not 
limited to, some form of government consolidation; and,

f. Developing suggestions/recommendations on next steps to carry this conversation Community- 
wide.

In summary, Committee members agreed the discussions, core findings, and key considerations 
produced by the Committee’s work represent a first step in generating a broader Communitywide 
conversation about the FUTURE of Tallahassee/Leon County and prospectively the need and value 
of government consolidation.   Moreover, the larger, Communitywide conversation should identify the 
critical elements, resources, and action steps needed to pursue that desired FUTURE as the Community 
approaches its bicentennial anniversary in 2024.

III. purpose of commIttee
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III. purpose of commIttee IV. core fIndIngs And recommendAtIons

Over the years, the Tallahassee/Leon County Community (“Community”) has long been known for 
being a great Community to live and provides a high quality of life.  In addition, there is momentum 
with regard to its future, and the Community is host to a number of valuable assets and tools that 
can be strategically deployed to reach that desired future.  Some of these assets include preeminent 
higher education and technical training institutions, dedicated funding resources to support necessary 
infrastructure investments (i.e., Blueprint), an excellent and expanding health care industry, and a 
relatively stable employment base.  

While the Community does maintain a number of strengths and opportunities for the future, there are 
a number of significant “red flags” and concerning trends that should be not only acknowledged but 
strategically addressed by our entire Community.  Moreover, if these “red flags” and trends are not 
acted upon there will likely be negative consequences that affect our entire Community—now and in 
the future.  Many of these “red flags” are described in more detail later in the report and among some 
of the most concerning are downward trends in private sector job growth versus the increasing need 
for additional jobs; less than adequate 3rd Grade Reading scores/aptitude--a key correlative factor in a 
person’s future success in attaining gainful employment; and perhaps the most concerning revelation 
that our Community is comprised of “Two Tallahassees”—one with high concentrations of families and 
children living in poverty, underperforming schools and little to no access to sufficient jobs, and the 
other with significantly lower levels of poverty, higher performing schools, and home to the vast amount 
of prosperity in the Community.

As Tallahassee/Leon County’s 200 year bicentennial celebration approaches (2024), now is the time 
to consciously and strategically prioritize and address the key issues likely to affect the Community’s 
future.  It should be noted the County and School District have developed Strategic Plans designed 
to guide policy decisions in the future while the City of Tallahassee has not adopted an overarching 
Strategic Plan; rather, the City has a series of departmental level operational plans.   There are 
significant opportunities that can transform and move the Community to a higher level; however, these 
opportunities must engage, be defined and pursued by the entire Community, and should address the 
“red flags” identified in this report and by other sources (i.e., objective data).  In addition, any strategies 
and actions designed to advance the Community towards its desired future should be well-defined and 
prioritized, and undertaken with the highest degree of transparency and accountability.

While the Call to Action section of this report provides some detailed directives for consideration, the 
following core recommendations are actions that should be undertaken:

1. Create a “Super Council” comprised of the City of Tallahassee, Leon County and Leon 
County School Board.  The “Super Council” would include all representatives of each elected 
governing body (City of Tallahassee, Leon County Board of County Commissioners, and 
Leon County School Board) and could meet twice a year as a full Super Council and perhaps 
in the other two quarters of the year convene appointed leadership representatives from each 
of the governing institutions.  The overarching purpose of the Super Council would be to share 
information about planned projects, current or anticipated challenges, and possible opportunities 
to leverage resources, personnel, and/or other assets for the benefit of the Community.   
 
If a Joint Strategic Plan is developed, adopted, and implemented, the “Super Council” 
could serve as a mechanism to monitor the progress of its implementation, provide a 
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venue to share and exchange important information, and discuss and potentially prescribe 
actions to address inter- and intra-jurisdictional concerns. This concept has been created 
in at least one Community in Florida (Calhoun County) and has been very successful in 
building collaborative relationships across the entities that comprise their Super Council. 

2. Convene an American Assembly to Chart the Future Course for the Community.  The 
American Assembly provides a setting and process to build Community-wide consensus 
on the most critical and emerging concerns in a Community, and develop and prioritize 
strategies and solutions for addressing those issues.  The Assembly provides a body of 
knowledge, a setting, and a technique for bringing together a diverse group of people to 
discuss issues, voice opinions and reach agreement on critical issues facing a Community.  
 
The American Assembly is a public policy institute founded in 1950 by Dwight D. Eisenhowser 
during his first year as President of Columbia University.  The Assembly, and the consensus building 
process it has fostered, has been utilized to address topics ranging from prison reform to health care 
to nuclear disarmament.  Over the course of the past 30 years, modified versions of the American 
Assembly have been adopted to address community specific issues as well as for community strategic 
planning and issue-specific forums.  This process has been used extensively in Florida communities. 

3. Develop a 2024 Joint Strategic Plan involving the City of Tallahassee, Leon 
County, and Leon County Schools.  Decisions made by each governing body and their 
respective staff often have a direct or indirect, and/or short or long-term impact on the 
services, facilities, operations, etc., of the other entities.  It only makes sense for  a formal, 
comprehensive and collaborative planning effort to be undertaken by all parties together in 
an effort to minimize conflicts, leverage resources, and seek as much efficiency as possible. 

4. Business Community as a Driver of this Effort.  As a foundation and a driver of this entire 
Community effort, the Business Community and all of its members must be actively engaged in 
participating in and supporting this process.

Foundational Position Statement
The Tallahassee/Leon County Community (“Community”) is at a pivotal crossroads for 
its future and maintaining the status quo will not enable our Community to reach its 
maximum potential.
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Key Findings and Data Points
By the year 2020, Tallahassee/Leon County will need to generate 5,421 net new jobs and 18,228 
net new jobs by 2030 to meet the employment demands of its projected population growth (Florida 
Chamber Foundation Scorecard).

During the 10-year period of 2007-2017, only 3,454 private sector jobs were created in Leon County, 
and state and local government jobs in the Community actually decreased by 1,791. This dynamic is 
not sustainable to meet the needs of current residents capable of working and the projected net new 
jobs needed for the future.

Data Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, yearly data.

IV. dAtA poInts And Assessments
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Data Source:  University of Florida Bureau of Economic and Business Research (BEBR) Population Studies Group

Developing and Sustaining a Pipeline of Skilled Talent
In addition to generating the requisite net new private sector jobs to meet the Community’s projected 
population growth is an equally important task of systematically building and sustaining a highly targeted 
and trained workforce to meet the needs of existing and new companies in dire need of skilled workers. 
Workforce development efforts should be developed in consultation with existing employers who need 
workers with specific skills to fill current job openings and expansion plans and in response to likely and 
targeted industries the Community hopes to attract.

Workforce and skill development will need to be a diverse mixture of high skills (minimum four-year 
degree) and middle skills (high school diploma and postsecondary education short of a bachelor’s 
degree) including certifications and apprenticeships in such sectors as technology (e.g., medical 
coding, machinists), construction and trades (e.g., welding, plumbing, heavy equipment operators, 
general contracting requirements, etc.), and administrative/professional (e.g., office management and 
clerical skills). Employability/soft skills training should be integrated into all of the above instructional 
and training efforts (e.g., verbal/ written communications, interpersonal skills, professional protocol, 
drug-testing and safety, etc.).

Wealth Migration Concerns
According to How Money Walks, between 1992 and 2016, Leon County is one of three counties in 
Florida (Alachua and Miami-Dade being the others) that had a net loss of wealth to other areas of the 
state and nation—losing more than $950 million of annual Adjusted Gross Income (AGI). On an annual 
basis, the Community’s net wealth migration loss is estimated at slightly more than $50 million. While 
there are a number of factors that affect these figures, including the graduation and transitioning of 
college students, the factors also point to the inability to consistently retain and employ graduating 
students in high quality/high-wage jobs.

Aging Population
The Community’s population forecast for 2016-2030 indicates some important anticipated changes. 
There is expected to be an estimated increase of 106% (additional 20,852) in people 70 years of 
age and older and a decrease in ages 55-64—arguably one of the more prosperous age ranges of 
employment and wealth accumulation.
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Unacceptable Poverty 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, nearly 19 percent of all children (under the age of 18) are living 
in poverty in Leon County and the vast majority of these children are clustered in five zip codes in the 
Community.

Under-18 Poverty in Florida

There are 901,772 kids living in Poverty in Florida
Florida’s under-18 Poverty rate:  22.3%

Top Number:  Kids living in Poverty
Bottom Number:  Under-18 Poverty Rate

Leon County:  9,985 kids living in Poverty
Under-18 Poverty Rate:  18.8%
Leon County Ranked 14th of 67 counties

Data Source:  American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau. 2017 data

Under-18 Poverty 
in Leon County
Under-18 Poverty Rate:
Leon County:  18.8% 
Florida:  22.3% 

Top Number:  Zip Code
Middle Number:  Number of kids living in poverty
Bottom Number:  Under-18 Poverty Rate

Data Source:  American Community Survey, 
U.S. Census Bureau.  2017 data.
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Third Grade Reading Challenges
In 2017, Leon County ranked 25th out of 67 counties in 3rd Grade Reading Scores-a significant indicator 
of how successful a child will be in being gainfully employed as an adult.   It is at this point that “children 
transition from learning to read to reading to learn.”

61% Reading at Grade Level or Above in 
Leon County

Florida average is 57%

Leon County tied for 25th out of 67 Counties

Leon County:  2,678 3rd Graders reported

1,037 3rd Graders not reading at grade level

Data Source:  Florida Department of Education

3rd grAde pubLIc schooL reAdIng scores (2018)
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Positive Attributes
While the data points above certainly present some significant challenges--challenges that demand 
practical, strategic and timely attention--Tallahassee/Leon County possesses a significant number of 
positive attributes and unique economic and Community assets. Moreover, these attributes and assets 
(as well as others) can and should be utilized to their maximum advantage to help our Community 
reach its full potential for all residents. Some of the Community’s positive attributes and assets include 
(in no order of priority):

1. Great quality of life and a good place to raise a family; a Community that provides valued access to 
excellent and unique cultural and natural resources including, parks, trails, rivers and springs, the 
coast/beaches, etc.

2. Two extremely high-quality universities (Florida State University and Florida A & M University), 
nationally ranked Tallahassee Community College, and a very effective and flexible technical training 
school (Lively) with vast potential.

3. Ongoing intellectual capital generated from the presence of high performing higher education 
institutions and unique research and development facilities such as the National High Magnetic 
Field Laboratory.

4. An expansive and somewhat unnoticed entrepreneurial Community that is generating high-quality 
jobs and at the same time in need of significant numbers of high- and middle-skill trained employees. 
The entrepreneurial Community is exemplified by the positive and growing results of Domi Station 
and the need for skilled employees is being seen significantly in the area of health care.

5. Excellent infrastructure and a long-term commitment to invest in future infrastructure needs both for 
direct public benefit and economic development (e.g., Blueprint).

6. Excellent health care facilities and services.

7. Local governments committed to being high-performing, service-focused entities for their constituents.

8. Solid communication and collaboration between and among City of Tallahassee and Leon County 
staff.

9. Diverse and strong neighborhoods.

10.  A relatively stable employment base (currently).



12

Foundational Community Assessments
While the positive attributes and economic and Community assets listed above have served the 
Community extremely well over the years, there are significant “red flags” and expressed concerns that 
demand immediate and focused attention.

Need for Increased and Diversified Private Sector Job Growth

Projection:  The Community will need to generate 5,421 net new jobs by the year 2020 and an 
estimated 18,228 net new jobs by 2030 to meet the projected employment demands in Tallahassee/
Leon County.  Source:  Florida Jobs 2030; Florida Chamber of Commerce, 2018.

For many years our Community has relied on a relatively stable public sector jobs and employment base 
with modest efforts (or success) to diversify our local and regional economy through private sector job 
growth. Given the continuing trends of decreasing state and local government jobs, population growth 
forecasts, an increasing and highly competitive environment nationwide to retain, expand existing, and 
attract new businesses, and the need to create a Community that offers a diversity of high- and middle- 
skill jobs that can address the employment needs of ALL current and future Community residents—the 
stakes have never been higher.  In addition, such an effort and plan must include as a high priority the 
undeveloped and underutilized assets offered by the Tallahassee International Airport.
 
There is a significant need to develop and execute a practical, data-driven private sector job growth 
plan to meet the future population growth and anticipated composition of the Community.  This plan 
needs to have specific metrics that can be measured and evaluated, with accountability tied to those 
entities responsible for the execution of this plan. This issue demands attention immediately.

“Two Tallahassees”

Unacceptable Poverty:  Almost one in five children (18.8 percent) under the age of 18 in the Community 
live in poverty and the vast amount of these children are concentrated in five (5) zip codes in the 
Community.  Source:  Florida Chamber Foundation Scorecard.

Whether or not Community leaders, elected and otherwise, want to acknowledge that our Community 
has major inequalities, objective data reveal that it does.  Maintaining the status quo has enabled an 
incremental and alarming creation of “Two Tallahassees”—one with high concentrations of families and 
children living in poverty, underperforming schools, and little to no access to sufficient jobs; the other 
with significantly lower levels of poverty, higher performing schools, and home to the vast amount of 
prosperity in the Community.  While there are a number of factors that contribute to these disparities, 
bold, different, innovative and laser-focused approaches to addressing these issues must be developed 
and executed, and this effort needs to begin immediately.

While the issues are complex and involve accountability throughout the Community, there is a burning 
imperative that our Community develop a practical and defined roadmap, including the financial and 
sweat equity investment necessary to attack these disparities.   The “Community” includes our city 
and county government(s), public and private K-12 schools, higher education, postsecondary and 
technical trade/skills training institutions, business Community leaders (employers), clergy, non-profit 
organizations, and individual citizens. This effort will be daunting, will require accountability, and should 
be driven by objective data to determine where investments should be made and risks undertaken. 
The development of this roadmap must be inclusive, emphasize a “bottom up” approach that insures 
all perspectives are considered, and recognize that addressing these issues must be sustained over 
the long-term.
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Reputational Risks

Headlines: “Tallahassee, the crime capital of Florida” and “FBI agents went undercover in Florida’s 
capital for the biggest investigation in years.”  Sources:  WJHG.com and USA Today.

Reputational risks are also a major factor challenging our Community’s future.  National, state and local 
media coverage of the recent elections and ongoing FBI investigation(s) into various forms of alleged 
ethical and criminal misconduct within City government, formal findings of ethical misconduct by City 
officials, and high crime and poverty rates are highly detrimental to the reputation and attractiveness 
of our Community. Couple these factors with a traditional perception that Tallahassee/Leon County 
is highly bureaucratic and can offer an uncertain, and at times unfriendly, climate for business and 
economic development, the Community’s reputational risks are evident.

While there are no magic bullets to resolve these issues immediately, our Community must demand that 
elected officials, appointed executives with important decision-making authority, and other governmental 
and quasi-governmental institutions (e.g., CRA) and their leaders demonstrate professional and ethical 
leadership. Moreover, if our reputational risks continue to grow, and if our Community exhibits stagnation 
in terms of job growth, and if tangible and quantitative progress is not made toward defined educational 
and socio-economic benchmarks, our Community should strongly consider other local governance 
options—including consolidating our city and county governments together to form a single- entity 
governance structure.

Competing Preferences for the Future

Community Vision/Brand:  Challenging the Status Quo

There is a strong perception of intense and competing preferences for our Community’s future—a 
“tug-of-war” so to speak between those who want to see Tallahassee/Leon County grow, expand and 
diversify, and those who would like to see the Community remain as it is (i.e., the status quo).  On 
the one hand, there are entrenched, generational attitudes that often harbor negative perceptions of 
economic development and growth. There is a concern that economic growth will change the character 
of the Community, lead to the detriment of the environment and loss of natural spaces, and increase 
traffic and crime.

On the other hand, there are members of the Community who believe a “status quo” mindset significantly 
impedes the ability to address a range of evident Community challenges.  Some of the challenges 
include creating an attractive landing place for high-quality, high-growth industry/companies and new 
jobs; providing the assets, resources and amenities necessary to retain graduating students and attract 
young professionals and their families; and ultimately, providing a diversity and quality of “place” where 
those who have left the Community desire to return.

While both views offer potential opportunities and concerns, the “status quo” most likely will result in 
stagnation, and stagnation in ANY system often leads to eventual decline and decay.
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As stated earlier, maintaining the status quo will almost certainly not enable our Community to 
reach its full potential. The following provides a series of Call to Action efforts that need to be strongly 
considered or undertaken by our Community (in no order of priority):

Quantitative Directives

1. The City of Tallahassee, Leon County, and the Leon County School District must develop a 2024 
Joint Strategic Plan that includes measurable outcomes designed to position our Community and 
its economy to thrive.

2. Children living in poverty in Tallahassee/Leon County must be reduced by a minimum of one 
percentage point annually over the next 10 years

3. Third Grade Reading Scores should significantly improve to insure Leon County’s 3rd Grade readers 
are in the top five ranked counties in Florida by the year 2024.

4. Local governments (Office of Economic Vitality) should define what economic development actually 
means for our Community, develop a clear “brand” and targeted industry priorities, and produce 
a defined list of competitive advantages that may be available to existing companies seeking to 
expand and prospective companies exploring relocation options. Measurable metrics should begin 
with the forecasted need for net new jobs in 2020 (5,421) and 2030 (18,228).

Qualitative Directives

1. An expanded, highly inclusive, well-defined, and structured “Community conversation” must be 
continued in an effort to define a practical roadmap designed to improve the Key Findings and 
Data Points and Foundational Community Assessments described in this report. There needs 
to be a burning imperative shared throughout the Community to act on these issues.

2. Local governments should be laser-focused on prioritizing, increasing and diversifying private 
sector job growth to meet the needs of the current population and projected job demands of the 
Community’s population growth. There needs to be specific job generation, lead generation, and 
other metrics defined to insure accountability.

3. A laser-focused effort must be undertaken to transform the Tallahassee International Airport into a 
vibrant, economic development asset by 2024. This effort should focus on recruiting aviation-based, 
advanced manufacturing, and other similar industries/companies, as well as significantly increasing 
the commercial ridership. In order to achieve this goal, the transformation of the airport MUST be a 
priority of the City, specific measurable metrics for improvements need to be defined and evaluated, 
and all options need to be considered, including the creation of an Airport Authority.

4. A world-class workforce development system must be developed that can respond to current and 
prospective industry training needs including a focus on postsecondary, middle-skill jobs. The 
system must be flexible and adaptable to meet the specific skills needed by current and prospective 
employers, and insure maximum access to persons seeking to work.

5. A much more collaborative and formalized working relationship should be built between and among 
our universities, post-secondary and technical training institutions, K-12 education system, and our 
business Community to ensure all students are aware of the high-skill, middle-skill, and lower-skill 
employment opportunities and careers available to ALL students and young adults.

VI. cALL to ActIon And next steps
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Project Next Phases/Next Steps
The Committee believes it essential to expand the reach and impact of this report if our Community 
is to reach its fullest potential.  As a result, a number of next steps should be considered to carry the 
Committee’s work forward including (in no order of priority):

a. Formally sharing the Committee’s final report with the Chamber’s Board of Directors with the intent 
of gaining support and direction about the next steps needed to pursue those call to action items 
determined to be of greatest urgency and priority.

b. Sharing the findings of the Committee’s work and seeking additional, direct input and feedback from 
a broader number of Community sectors and individuals including:  Southside African American 
Clergy, Churches and neighborhoods; K-12 education and Lively Technical Center leaders and 
representatives; leaders and representatives from Florida State, Florida A & M, and Tallahassee 
Community College; Community non-profit organizations; business and industry leaders; Community 
small businesses and entrepreneurs; neighborhood associations; and millennials.

c. Presenting the report and the key Committee findings as part of a formal presentation to the City 
of Tallahassee City Commission, the Leon County Board of County Commissioners, and the Leon 
County School Board.

d. Developing a robust communications strategy to more broadly communicate the Committee’s 
findings including mainstream (television, radio, print), social and other media modes, in-person 
presentations to targeted groups and at specific Community events, and Community town-hall type 
forums.

e. Organizing and hosting a larger Community forum, possibly using a modified American Assembly 
or similar consensus-building process. The intent of the forum would be to solicit additional input, 
develop specific and practical action steps needed to address Community priorities, develop 
accountability measures associated with those action steps, and identity “champions” to advance 
the Community efforts.

f. Continuing to research, identify, and monitor key data indicators that affect the future of the 
Tallahassee/ Leon County Community and perhaps build a robust dashboard so that progress can 
be measured regarding the Community’s priorities.

6. It is imperative that our local elected officials and all appointed officials and employees with 
important decision-making authority serve in their capacity as true professionals and carry out their 
responsibilities without even an appearance of ethical or criminal misconduct.
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A. Committee Meeting Agendas and Minutes 

B. Presentations and Data 

C. Literature Review

 1. Consolidation Studies,  Abstracts and Articles  

 2. Strategies Plans, Targeted Industries, and Visioning 

 3. Charters and Bylaws

AppendIces


