
This report focuses on the Sea Level 2070 component of Florida’s Rising Seas: Mapping Our Future. As with Sea Level 2040, 
Sea Level 2070 is a GIS-based analysis of the intersection between population growth, development patterns and sea level rise 

in Florida. It builds on the Florida 2070/Water 2070 reports released in 2016, while including updated data, incorporating the 
impacts of sea level rise on lands available for development, conservation, agriculture, and other purposes, and addressing the 
associated need for population relocation.

For this project “state priority natural lands” include lands that are either currently protected or are high priorities for protection 
for Florida’s biodiversity, water, or other ecosystem services. This includes Florida Managed Lands (FLMA), Florida Forever 
conservation land protection projects, and Priorities 1, 2, and 3 in the Florida Ecological Greenways Network (FEGN), otherwise 
known as the Florida Wildlife Corridor. 

The Conservation Scenario avoids development on priority natural lands in the Florida Wildlife Corridor, which has been a state 
legislative focus since 2021. The Conservation Scenario provides an alternative to the Sprawl Scenario by showing what Florida 
might look in 2070 if we adopted denser development patterns while committing to ambitious conservation land protection 
efforts. “Protection” of additional priority conservation lands in this scenario is intended to convey a potential future that shows 
how growth can be accommodated while still achieving very significant land conservation goals. Future conservation lands are 
much more likely to be protected by easements, which means that most land will stay privately owned, will be managed by the 
landowner, and will stay on the tax rolls. 

Densities and patterns of development are determined using Gross Development Densities (GDD). To maintain a methodology 
consistent with the earlier Florida 2070/Water 2070 study, GDD in this study was determined using the same approach as that of 
the earlier models, dividing the 2010 developed acres by the 2010 population. The GDD is increased by 20% for the Conservation 
Scenario to reflect less sprawling development patterns. The lower the number of people per acre, the more sprawling the 
development patterns are in the region. Sea Level 2070 also factors in greater redevelopment in urban areas. 

More detailed information on the methodology is available in Appendix A on page 27.

Sprawl 2070 assumes that 2010 densities and patterns 
of development will continue over the next five decades 
but factors in the impacts of sea level rise on Florida’s 
lands and the resulting need for population relocation. 

Conservation 2070 accounts for the same 
population growth and sea level rise by 2070, but also 
assumes that the state’s priority natural lands will be 
protected, any new development will be 20% more 
compact, and more redevelopment will occur in 
urbanized areas.

The Scenarios are Based on Four Assumptions: 
• Florida’s population will grow to 33,721,828 residents in 2070, based on 2015 Florida Bureau of Economic and Business 

Research (BEBR) medium projections through 2040, and extended to 2070. 

• Sea Level will rise by 0.9 meters, based on a modified version of the 2017 NOAA Intermediate-High projection. 

• Residents on lands to be lost to sea level rise will relocate, with half allocated within or near to their current county of 
residence.  Half are assumed to move out of state. These scenarios are  based on a NOAA “Intermediate-High” sea level rise 
scenario and an FSU study on population relocation (Hauer 2016). 

• Likelihood of future development of land will vary depending on its location and characteristics. For example, in this 
analysis proximity to cities, major roads and/or waterbodies or other features are deemed more likely to develop due to 
desirability, while wetlands are deemed less likely to develop due to higher development costs.
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Sprawl 2070 Scenario

Conservation 2070 Scenario 
(compared with Sprawl Scenario): 

1.3 million fewer acres of developed land

5 million more acres of protected 
natural land

2.3 million more acres of protected  
agricultural land

Nearly 3.5 million more acres of developed land, an increase of 64%

1.9 million acres of “other” land lost (timber, mining, etc.)

1.8 million acres of agricultural lands lost 

FLORIDA’S RISING SEAS
Statewide Summary

12.2 million more residents, a 57% increase

1.7 million acres of land lost, the majority of it conservation land

906,000 residents relocated 

Sea Level Rise

Population Growth

By 2070, Florida is projected to have 12.2 million more residents (a 57% increase) but lose 1.7 million acres of land due to 
sea level rise. Potentially more than 900,000 residents will need to relocate. The amount of developed lands in the state 
would more than double, and about 1.8 million acres of agricultural lands would be lost. 

Florida is at a critical juncture. Will we continue to sprawl, developing 3.5 million more acres and losing prime natural 
and agricultural lands? Or will we develop more compactly, conserve prime natural and agricultural lands, and develop 
1.3 million fewer acres than in the Sprawl scenario? 

The future of Florida depends on planning, development, and conservation decisions – both large and small – that we 
start making now. 

Under the Sprawl 2070 Scenario, Florida would 
lose 190 acres of land per day to development 
during the period from 2020 to 2070, including 
97 acres of agricultural lands. Another 92 acres 
per day would be lost due to Sea Level Rise. 
These total to almost 290 acres of land lost per 
day over the coming five decades while Florida’s 
population is projected to increase by more 
than 12 million new residents. 
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Florida 2070 Statewide Results

By 2070, Florida is projected to have 12.2 million more residents but lose 1.7 million acres of land due to sea level rise.  
More than 900,000 residents would need to relocate. 

Florida is at a critical juncture.  Will we continue to sprawl, developing 3.5 million more acres and losing prime 
natural and agricultural land?  Or will we develop more compactly, conserve prime natural and agricultural lands, 
and develop 1.3 million fewer acres than in the Sprawl Scenario? 

This represents a call to action, because we need to make significant changes to the way Florida grows and develops 
now to ensure a more sustainable future for our children and grandchildren. 

In 2019, Florida had close to 21.5 million residents. By 2070, using medium BEBR projections, Florida is expected to 
have a population of 33,721,828 people, an increase of 57% in about five decades. With this growth in population 
comes even more development to accommodate new residents and visitors. 

Another significant change is the increasing loss of developed and developable land and the displacement of existing 
residents due to sea level rise. Using the 0.9m projection (or more than 35 inches of projected sea level rise), Florida 
stands to lose 1.7 million acres of land by 2070, likely resulting in the relocation of more than 900,000 residents. See 
Appendix A for more information on how population relocation was estimated. 

As noted in the Sea Level 2040 report, some inland counties will be impacted by sea level rise due to hydrological 
connections between inland water bodies and the coast. This is particularly evident along the St. Johns River. And 
once again, protected natural lands will experience the brunt of sea level rise.  

The bottom line is there will be far more people on increasingly less land by 2070 and beyond. 

continued

  Population Growth

  Lands Lost to Sea Level Rise

TABLE 1: 2070 Statewide Population Projections 
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continued

  Lands Lost to Sea Level Rise

TABLE 2: 2070 Statewide Lands Lost to Sea Level Rise

TABLE 3: Statewide Acreage  
Comparison of 2070 Development Scenarios

*Protected Natural Land is defined for the purposes of this report as all protected natural and other semi-natural land  
(such as timberland) not falling into the protected agriculture category.  

**Other land includes timberlands, mining lands, and other miscellaneous land uses not classified as agriculture,  
developed, protected, protected agriculture, or open water.
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continued

As shown on the map, close to 16% of Florida’s lands were 
considered developed in the Baseline, an area just slightly 
more than all the lands in Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach 
counties combined. Under the Sprawl Scenario, almost 3.5 
million additional acres of lands would be developed, roughly 
the equivalent of developing Monroe, Collier, Hendry, Lee, 
Charlotte, Glades, Okeechobee, and Martin counties as well.  

With the patterns of development in the Sprawl Scenario 
(designed to approximate our current patterns of 
development), close to a quarter of Florida’s lands – 24.44% – 
would be developed by 2070, an almost 64% increase over 
2019. And, as noted earlier, this is further compounded by 
more than 1.7 million acres of land projected to be lost to sea 
level rise.  

As described, the Conservation Scenario reflects the protection 
of Florida’s priority natural lands deemed most critical to the 
long-term health of Florida’s environment. Under this 
scenario, developed lands would still increase significantly, to 
21% of Florida’s lands, representing an increase of 40% over 
the Baseline.  

While significant natural lands would be protected under the 
Conservation Scenario, as noted earlier a modest 20% increase 
in population density over the next five decades is not 
sufficient to significantly curtail sprawling development 
patterns and limit all impacts to priority natural and 
agricultural landscapes. 

  Developed Lands

TABLE 4: Statewide Developed Lands

  Natural Conservation Lands 
Now let’s focus on protected natural conservation lands, excluding protected agricultural lands. Currently, close to 10 
million acres – or 27.1% – of Florida’s lands are protected through federal, state, local and private programs. These 
include conservation easements which entail agreements with private property owners who enter legally binding 
commitments to limit or eliminate development on their property in return for tax benefits, payment or some other 
transaction. Conservation easements can be used to protect both natural and agricultural lands.  

Under the Sprawl 2070 Scenario, if no new lands are added, protected state priority natural lands as a share of 
Florida’s total lands would decrease from 27% to 23%. This is due to the loss of more than 1.4 million acres of 
existing protected natural conservation lands to sea level rise, many of which are coastal or low-lying, or almost 17% 
of current protected natural lands.  

0 2,000,000 4,000,000 6,000,000 8,000,000 10,000,000

5,428,000

8,881,000

7,612,000
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continued

TABLE 5: Statewide Protected Natural Land

The Conservation 2070 Scenario avoids development of 
state priority natural lands currently identified as 
meriting long-term protection. This includes projects 
identified by the State of Florida in the Florida Forever 
land acquisition program, and the highest three priorities 
in the Florida Ecological Greenways Network (FEGN), 
also known as the Florida Wildlife Corridor.  

This scenario reflects a significant 36% increase in 
protected natural lands when compared with the 
Baseline, even when taking into account the 1.4 million 
acres lost to sea level rise. Under this scenario, more than 
13.4 million acres would be protected, or almost 37% of 
Florida’s lands.

Agriculture is a mainstay in Florida’s economy, with close 
to 7.3 million acres in croplands, livestock, aquaculture 
and other agricultural uses. Agricultural lands in this 
report are those identified in the Florida Department of 
Agriculture’s Florida Statewide Agricultural Irrigation 
Demand (FSAID) study. This does not include 
silviculture, which is in the “other” category, nor does it 
include some lands identified as agricultural in local 
property appraiser data. 

For the purposes of this study, agriculture includes a 
subcategory of “protected lands,” some of which are 
protected for their natural values, such as wetlands, 
habitat, and the like. More detailed analysis of the 
impacts of development on agricultural lands in the 2040 
and 2070 scenarios has been conducted separately. 

Under the Sprawl Scenario, Florida would lose close to 
1.8 million acres of agricultural lands by 2070, almost a 
quarter of the state’s total. This is due primarily to 
development.  

The Conservation Scenario, on the other hand, shows the 
effect of increased protection of priority natural lands on 
agricultural land uses. While total agricultural lands 
would decrease by more than 1.2 million acres under the 
Conservation Scenario when compared with Baseline 
figures, protected agricultural lands would increase by 
264% from 856,000 acres to 3.1 million acres by 2070. 

  Agricultural Lands

0 1,000,000 2,000,000 3,000,000 4,000,000 5,000,000 6,000,000 7,000,000 8,000,000
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continued

TABLE 6: Statewide Agricultural Lands 

“Other” lands include all land uses not included in the 
developed, protected natural, protected and unprotected 
agriculture, or other categories just covered. Lands in this 
category include timberlands, mining lands, and other 
miscellaneous land uses based on the methods described 
in the technical report. 

This category is the most impacted, due to increases in 
the amount of development and the shifting of lands to 
the protected conservation and agricultural categories. 
While not identified for future conservation, it is 
important to understand that this category does contain 
lands of conservation and agricultural value, especially 
timberlands.  

The “other” category shows a steady decline, from more 
than 32% of Florida’s lands in the Baseline, to just over 
27% in the Sprawl Scenario, to 15.37% in the 
Conservation Scenario. Why is this the case? The Sprawl 

Scenario reflects the steady march of development taking 
over available lands and the “other” categories often 
include lands with the fewest environmental and 
economic barriers to development. The Conservation 
Scenario also reflects the conversion of “other” lands to 
protected status.  

  Other Lands

TABLE 7: Statewide Other Lands
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For more in-depth analysis, Florida has been divided into four roughly equal regions.

Panhandle Florida is projected to lose 279,000 acres 
of land to sea level rise by 2070, including 233,000 acres 
of protected natural land. This region has by far the 
lowest current and projected population and is expected 
to experience a 38% increase in population by 2070. This 
region has the lowest gross development density (GDD) 
at 1.48 people per developed acre. 

Northeast Florida could lose 305,000 acres of land 
to sea level rise, including 195,000 acres of protected 
natural land. It has a somewhat higher population than 
the Panhandle, but its population is expected to increase 
more dramatically by 64% over the next five decades. 
The GDD for this region is a low 1.71 people per 
developed acre. 

Central Florida, with the largest amount of land and 
highest population of the four regions, is also expected to 
grow in population by 64% by 2070. At that time, it will 
have almost as high a population as Northeast and South 
Florida combined. This region will lose fewer total acres 
of land to sea level rise than any other – 248,000 acres, 
including 187,000 acres of protected natural land. 
Central Florida has a GDD of 3.14 people per developed 
acre. 

South Florida is projected to lose 850,000 acres of land 
to sea level rise, including 830,000 acres of protected 
natural lands. This is roughly half of all lands lost to sea 
level rise in Florida. At the same time, South Florida’s 
population is expected to grow 50% by 2070. This region 
is the most densely populated with a GDD of 6.06 people 
per developed acre.

Regional Results

continued

TABLE 8: 2070 Regional Population Projections
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continued

Total acreage declines in all regions due to sea level rise. 

Total Acreage by Region

Regional Results continued

Total Population by Region

2,643,040

4,335,288

0 4,000000 8,000,000 12,000,000 16,000,000

South

Central

Northeast

Panhandle

11,673,817

7,801,938

15,601,747

9,503,600

4,335,2884,335,288

2,110,9762,110,976

4,335,288

2,643,040

2,110,976

1,529,159

49,263

116,672

274,324

465,912

2019 
Census

Relocated
Population

2070 
Projection

0 2,000,000 4,000,000 6,000,000 8,000,000 10,000,000 12,000,000

South

Central

Northeast

Panhandle
2019 
Census

2070 
Projection

2019 
Census

2070 
Projection

2019 
Census

2070 
Projection

2019 
Census

2070 
Projection 6,923,472

7,773,370

10,194,950

10,443,270

2,643,040

4,335,288 7,472,879

7,778,098

8,057,168

8,336,013



1000fof.org/sealevel2070 11

FLORIDA’S RISING SEAS
Panhandle Summary

Sprawl 2070 Scenario

Conservation 2070 Scenario (compared with Sprawl Scenario): 
72,000 fewer acres of developed land

2.2 million more acres of protected natural land

107,000 more acres of protected agricultural land

314,000 more acres of developed land, an increase of 37%

318,000 acres of “other” lands lost (timber, mining, etc.) 

582,000 more residents, a 38% increase

42,000 acres of agricultural lands lost 

50,000 residents relocated, including 18% of Franklin County’s population 

Sea Level Rise

Population Growth

279,000 acres of land lost

Named one of the nation’s “biological hotspots” for its rich diversity of habitat and species, Panhandle Florida will be least 
impacted of the four regions by 2070 due to its relatively small current population and slower rate of growth. However, 
this region could be a prime relocation spot for “sea level refugees” seeking to escape more developed parts of Florida 
significantly impacted by sea level rise. 

Careful planning for the future is essential to protect the rural character and rich biodiversity of this “biological jewel.” 
With appropriately located and more compact future development combined with significant land conservation, more 
than 2.2 million acres of the Panhandle’s natural and conservation lands could be protected from inappropriate 
development. 
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  Panhandle Florida
The Panhandle, comprised of 18 counties including Bay, 
Calhoun, Escambia, Franklin, Gadsden, Gulf, Holmes, 
Jackson, Jefferson, Leon, Liberty, Madison, Okaloosa, 
Santa Rosa, Taylor, Wakulla, Walton, and Washington 
counties, encompasses 8.3 million acres of land.  

The Panhandle is projected to lose roughly 279,000 acres 
– or more than 3% of its land mass – to sea level rise by 
2070. Of these lost lands, almost 233,000 acres were in 
conservation in the Baseline. Sea level rise will likely 
result in the relocation of 50,000 residents, including 
18% of Franklin County’s population. 

As in the past, the Panhandle is projected to remain the 
least developed and slowest growing region in Florida, 

increasing from a little more than 1.5 million residents in 
2019, to approximately 2.1 million in 2070, a 38% 
increase. Unsurprisingly, this region has the lowest gross 
development density (GDD) at 1.48 people per 
developed acre.  

Panhandle Florida has a rich diversity of habitats that are 
home to a diverse range of often rare species, and it is a 
center of biological endemism. Because of this, land 
conservation initiatives have been very robust here, with 
large tracts of land identified as priorities for future 
conservation. 

TABLE 9: 2070 Panhandle Population  
Projections and Gross Development Density

Sprawl 2070 

In both the Baseline and the Sprawl 2070 Scenario, 
approximately half of the lands in the region were in the 
“other” category, in this case primarily timber lands. 
Comparing the Sprawl Scenario with Baseline land uses, 
developed lands only increase slightly – from a little over 
10% in the Baseline to less than 14%. The Panhandle is 
projected to lose 213,000 acres of natural protected lands 
due to sea level rise. Agricultural lands, both protected and 
unprotected, show only a slight decline.

Conservation 2070 
As is obvious in the pie charts, the Conservation 2070 
Scenario shows the most dramatic change, with almost 
52% of Panhandle lands under protection by 2070. Most 
of this is attributed to timber and rural lands in the 
“other” category shifting to “protected” status due to the 
region’s high conservation value. Agriculture, meanwhile, 
only shows slight changes between the Baseline and 
Sprawl Scenario. Interestingly, developed lands increase 
by about 28% over the Baseline, which is only slightly 
less than in the Sprawl 2070 Scenario. Given the low 
density of development in the Panhandle, existing 
communities should focus on increased development 
density moving forward.

continued



continued

Table 10: Panhandle Acreage Comparison of 2070 Development Scenarios

*Protected Natural Land is defined for the purposes of this report as all protected natural and other semi-natural land  
(such as timberland) not falling into the protected agriculture category.  

**Other land includes timberlands, mining lands, and other miscellaneous land uses not classified as agriculture, developed, 
protected, protected agriculture, or open water based on the methods described in the technical report.

TABLE 11: 2070 Panhandle Sea Level Rise Projected Impact by County
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continued

FLORIDA’S RISING SEAS
Northeast Florida Summary

Sprawl 2070 Scenario

Conservation 2070 Scenario (compared with Sprawl Scenario): 
201,000 fewer acres of developed land

1.6 million more acres of protected natural land

144,000 more acres of protected agricultural land

776,000 more acres of developed land, an increase of 62%

656,000 acres of “other” land lost (timber, mining, etc.) 

1.7 million more residents, a 64% increase 

230,000 acres of agricultural land lost 

305,000 acres of land lost

117,000 residents relocated, including 48,000 residents in Duval County alone

Sea Level Rise

Population Growth

Projected to be one of the fastest growing regions in the state, Northeast Florida could add 1.7 million residents over the 
coming five decades, a 64% increase. It also has some of the most sprawling development patterns, second only to the 
Florida Panhandle, with 776,000 more acres of land projected to be paved over. Compounding this, the region stands to 
lose 389,000 acres of land to sea level rise, including inland areas along the St. Johns because of the river’s hydrological 
connection to the sea.  

With its rapid rate of growth, sprawling patterns, and inland sea level rise impacts, Northeast Florida faces major 
planning challenges. Significant increases in development density in appropriate locations combined with meaningful 
land conservation are essential if this region is to retain its unique natural resources and character. 
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  Northeast Florida

TABLE 12: 2070 Northeast Florida Population  
Projections and Gross Development Density

Florida’s Northeast region is comprised of 18 counties including Alachua, Baker, Bradford, Clay, Columbia, 
Dixie, Duval, Flagler, Gilchrist, Hamilton, Lafayette, Levy, Marion, Nassau, Putnam, St. Johns, Suwannee and 
Union counties.  

With slightly more than 7.8 million acres of land, this region is projected to grow in population by 64%, from 
2.6 million residents in 2019 to 4.3 million in 2070. This region also is characterized by “sprawling” 
development densities at 1.71 people per developed acre.  

Northeast Florida is projected to lose almost 305,000 acres to sea level rise by 2070, or approximately 3.8% of 
its land. It is projected that 117,000 residents in the Northeast will be forced to relocate due to the impacts of 
sea level rise, including 48,000 residents in Duval County alone. 

Sprawl 2070 

Under the Sprawl Scenario, about 25% of lands in 
Northeast Florida are projected to be developed, up from 
about 15% in the Baseline. In addition, agricultural lands 
– including protected – will decrease from about 1.1 
million acres in the Baseline to about 890,000 acres in 
2070, due primarily to projected development. “Other” 
lands, in this region, primarily timberlands, will decrease 
from about 46% in the Baseline to about 37% in 2070.

Conservation 2070 
Even under the Conservation Scenario, about 23% of 
northeastern lands will be developed, only slightly less than 
the 25% projected under the Sprawl Scenario. This can 
largely be attributed to existing sprawling development 
patterns where just a modest 20% increase in density 
moving forward does not make a significant difference. 
Protected natural lands would nearly double, increasing 
from about 1.7 million acres in the Baseline to just over 3 
million acres, or more than 37% of the region, in 2070. 
Many of the protected natural conservation acres will 
consist of lands shifted from the “other” category. “Other” 
includes almost 46% of the region’s lands in the Baseline 
but drops to about 20% under the Conservation Scenario. 
Agricultural lands will still decrease under the Conservation 
Scenario, from 1.1 million acres in the Baseline to about 
930,000 acres in 2070. However, almost 180,000 acres will be 
permanently protected. 

continued
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continued

TABLE 14: 2070 Northeast Florida Sea Level Rise Projected Impact by County

*Protected Natural Land is defined for the purposes of this report as all protected natural and other semi-natural land 
(such as timberland) not falling into the protected agriculture category.  

**Other land includes timberlands, mining lands, and other miscellaneous land uses not classified as agriculture, 
developed, protected, protected agriculture, or open water based on the methods described in the technical report.

Table 13: Northeast Florida Acreage Comparison of 2070 Development Scenarios
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continued

FLORIDA’S RISING SEAS
Central Florida Summary

Sprawl 2070 Scenario

Conservation 2070 Scenario (compared with Sprawl Scenario): 
624,000 fewer acres of developed land

870,000 more acres of protected natural land

1.5 million more acres of protected agricultural land

1.7 million more acres of developed land, an increase of 74%

763,000 acres of “other” land lost (timber, mining, etc.) 

6.1 million more residents, a 64% increase 

477,000 acres of agricultural land lost 

248,000 acres of land lost

274,000 residents relocated, including 49,000 in Pinellas County alone 

Sea Level Rise

Population Growth

With projections of 6.1 million more residents and 1.7 million more acres of developed land by 2070, Central Florida 
faces the “perfect storm” of growth and sprawl. Even under the Conservation scenario, a million acres of land could still 
be lost to development.  

With aggressive conservation efforts, 1.5 million more acres of agricultural and 870,000 more acres of natural lands could 
be protected. But given the shear onslaught of projected population growth, significantly more compact development is 
essential if the region is not to be paved over in the coming decades. This is critical to prevent significant decline in the 
quality of life for Central Florida’s residents and major impacts on the region’s natural and agricultural lands and 
ecosystems. 
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continued

  Central Florida

TABLE 15: 2070 Central Florida Population  
Projections and Gross Development Density

Central Florida is comprised of 21 counties including Brevard, Citrus, Desoto, Hardee, Hernando, Highlands, 
Hillsborough, Indian River, Lake, Manatee, Okeechobee, Orange, Osceola, Pasco, Pinellas, Polk, Sarasota, 
Seminole, St Lucie, Sumter, and Volusia.  

The largest of the four regions both in terms of acreage and population, in the Baseline it encompassed 10 
million acres of land with a population of 9.5 million residents. Central Florida is projected to lose about 
248,000 acres – or 2% — of its lands to sea level rise by 2070, which will likely cause the relocation of 274,000 
residents. Manatee County will be the hardest hit with 6.3% of its residents – or 41,000 people – needing to 
move due to sea level rise. 

Central Florida has been described as the “perfect storm,” in terms of both growth and development over the 
coming decades. Its population – significantly larger than any other region – is projected to increase by 64%, 
to 15,601,747 by 2070. With a current gross urban density of 3.14 persons per developed acre, even a 20% 
increase in future density barely limits further sprawl. Compounding the situation, Central Florida will likely 
be a popular location for “sea level refugees” seeking a home away from the coasts. 

Sprawl 2070 

The pace of development is projected to remain 
relentless in Central Florida over the coming decades. 
The amount of developed land in the region will almost 
double – from 2.3 million acres (or 20%) in the Baseline 
to 4 million acres (or about 35%) in 2070. On top of this, 
Central Florida has by far the most agricultural lands of 
the four regions, with approximately 3.5 million acres – 
or about a third of its area – in the Baseline. Under the 
Sprawl Scenario, the region stands to lose about a million 
acres of agricultural lands by 2070. In the Baseline, about 
22% of the region’s lands were in the “other” category, 
including timber. This is projected to decrease to about 
15% under the Sprawl Scenario in 2070.

Conservation 2070 
With 20% more compact development moving forward, 
the Conservation Scenario results in approximately 30% 
of the region’s lands being developed, somewhat less than 
the 35% projected under the Sprawl Scenario. 
Interestingly, protected natural lands are only projected 
to increase from about 18% in the Baseline to 24% in 
2070. Meanwhile, protected agricultural lands would 
increase from 528,000 acres in the Baseline to close to 2 
million acres in 2070. Total agricultural lands in the 
region (both protected and not) would decrease from 
about 3.5 million acres in the Baseline to about 2.8 
million acres under the Conservation 2070 Scenario, but 
much of the region’s prime agricultural lands would be 
protected. Other lands would more than halve, from 
almost 2.6 million acres in the Baseline to 1.2 million by 
2070. . 
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TABLE 17: 2070 Central Florida Sea Level Rise Projected Impact by County

Table 16: Central Florida Acreage Comparison of 2070 Development Scenarios

*Protected Natural Land is defined for the purposes of this report as all protected natural and other semi-natural land 
(such as timberland) not falling into the protected agriculture category.  

**Other land includes timberlands, mining lands, and other miscellaneous land uses not classified as agriculture, 
developed, protected, protected agriculture, or open water based on the methods described in the technical report.
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FLORIDA’S RISING SEAS
South Florida Summary

Sprawl 2070 Scenario

Conservation 2070 Scenario (compared with Sprawl Scenario): 
372,000 fewer acres of developed lands

387,000 more acres of protected natural land

553,000 more acres of protected agricultural land

656,000 more acres of developed land, an increase of 65%

175,000 acres of “other” land lost (timber, mining, etc.) 

3.9 million more residents, a 50% increase 

500,000 acres of agricultural land lost 

850,000 acres of land lost, roughly half the lands lost to sea level rise in Florida 

466,000 residents relocated, including 55% of Monroe County’s population 

Sea Level Rise

Population Growth

South Florida is already in the crosshairs of sea level rise, and much more is to come. By 2070 the region could experience 
a 50% increase in population and lose 850,000 acres of land to sea level rise, including 743,000 acres of currently 
protected conservation lands. An estimated 466,000 residents – including 55% of Monroe County’s population – could 
face relocation by 2070. 

South Florida stands to lose 656,000 acres of land to development under the Sprawl scenario, but with a 20% increase in 
density and increased redevelopment, that could come down to 284,000 acres as shown in the Conservation scenario. But 
the location of redevelopment and new development should be carefully evaluated to ensure that more residents are not 
put in harms way as the seas continue to rise. 
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  South Florida

TABLE 18: 2070 South Florida Population  
Projections and Gross Development Density

Comprised of 10 counties including Broward, Charlotte, Collier, Glades, Hendry, Lee, Martin, Miami-Dade, 
Monroe, and Palm Beach, South Florida encompasses 7.8 million acres of land. This region is expected to 
experience a 50% increase in population, from 7.8 million residents in the Baseline to almost 11.7 million 
residents by 2070.  

In the Baseline, almost half of the lands in South Florida were already under protection, mostly for their natural 
value. This is due in large part to federal and state conservation lands protecting the Everglades and other large 
swaths of environmentally unique lands in the region. Not surprisingly, because of its low elevation and vast 
expanses of wetlands, this region is expected to experience the greatest loss of land due to sea level rise, totaling a 
little over 850,000 acres lost, including 743,000 acres of currently protected land.  

Sea level rise is projected to cause the relocation of 466,000 residents in the region, including 178,000 in Miami-
Dade and 61,000 in Broward County on the east coast. On the west coast, 98,000 residents in Lee and 37,000 
residents in Collier will likely need to relocate. Of course, Monroe County, home to the Florida Keys island 
chain, will be the most impacted, with 55% of its population likely needing to move.

Sprawl 2070 

Under the Sprawl Scenario, developed lands will increase 
from a little over 1 million acres in the Baseline to almost 
1.7 million acres in 2070. Combining this growth with 
the loss of land due to sea level rise, roughly 20% of 
South Florida’s lands would be developed. During the 
same period, unprotected agricultural lands would 
decline, from roughly 1.6 million acres (or 19%) in the 
Baseline to about 1.1 million acres (or 13%) by 2070. 
Other lands, including timber, would decline from 14% 
to 12% during the period, from 1.2 million acres to 
about 744,000 acres.

Conservation 2070 
With its major metropolitan areas, South Florida 
understandably has the highest gross development density 
of the four regions, with 6.06 people per developed acre. 
This means that if new development in the region is 20% 
more compact moving forward, less land will be needed to 
accommodate new residents than in other parts of the state. 
Under this scenario, developed lands will increase from a 
little over 1 million acres in the Baseline to about 1.3 million 
acres in 2070, an increase from about 12% to a little under 
16%. Protected natural lands will decline by about 440,000 
acres even under the Conservation Scenario due primarily 
to sea level rise. Unprotected agricultural lands will decline 
in total acreage by more than half but protected agriculture 
will increase from about 276,000 acres in the Baseline to 
almost 830,000 acres in 2070.
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TABLE 20: 2070 South Florida Sea Level Rise Projected Impact by County

TABLE 19: South Florida Acreage Comparison of 2070 Development Scenarios

*Protected Natural Land is defined for the purposes of this report as all protected natural and other semi-natural land 
(such as timberland) not falling into the protected agriculture category.  

**Other land includes timberlands, mining lands, and other miscellaneous land uses not classified as agriculture, 
developed, protected, protected agriculture, or open water based on the methods described in the technical report.
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Appendix A
  Sea Level 2040 Methodology

Sea Level 2070 includes a Baseline and two future scenarios, with each future scenario reflecting the impacts of 
population growth and sea level inundation in Florida by the year 2070.  Each future scenario reflects that 50% of the 
population displaced by sea level rise in each county will relocate in the county or nearby counties, with the 
remaining 50% projected to leave the state.   

Sprawl 2070 reflects each county continuing similar patterns of development as in 2010 amid sea level rise and 
population growth, with development allowed to occur on state priority natural lands.  Conservation 2070 
accommodates the same population growth and sea level rise, does not allow development to occur on identified state 
priority natural lands, and includes some redevelopment of existing developed areas and a 20% increase in gross 
development density in each county. Table 21 outlines major differences between the two future scenarios. 

TABLE 21: General Comparison of Sprawl and 
Conservation Modeling Assumptions
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Methodology: 
The University of Florida Center for Landscape Conservation Planning undertook these steps to develop the 
baseline and two future scenarios:

1. Calculate the projected new population county by county — To provide greater consistency with the 2016 Florida 
2070 and Sea Level 2070 scenarios, the 2015 Florida Bureau of Economic and Business Research (BEBR) medium 
projections for 2040 were used, with a linear projection to extrapolate the 2040 population to 2070. These 
projections are based on 2019 U.S. census data, with regional projections shown in Table 22.

2. Map existing developed lands — County property appraiser data for the land use categories identified in Table 23 
was used to identify developed lands for the Baseline. These were also shown as developed for both the Sprawl and 
Conservation 2070 Scenarios. 

TABLE 22: Population Projected Change by Region and State

TABLE 23: Developed Categories
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TABLE 24: Protected Natural Lands 

TABLE 25: Protected Agriculture

3. Map existing protected lands and state priority natural lands — The Baseline included lands already protected in 
Florida based on May 21, 2021, Florida Managed Areas (FLMA) data from Florida Natural Areas Inventory.  
Additional state priority natural lands included projects identified as priorities in the Florida Forever land acquisition 
program and Florida Ecological Greenways Network (FEGN) highest priorities 1-3 (also known as the Florida 
Wildlife Corridor).   The 2070 Sprawl Scenario assumed that priority natural lands could be developed over the 
coming decades, while the Conservation Scenario assumed they were not developed.  Tables 24 and 25 include 
additional information on protected natural and protected agriculture lands in the Baseline and future scenarios. 

4. Identify lands and population projected to be impacted by sea level rise — Sea level rise was based on a 0.9m 
projection by 2070 (a modified version of the 2017 NOAA intermediate high projections).  The number of people 
impacted in 2070 by a 0.9m SLR was identified using the percentage of population impacted in coastal counties by a 
0.9m SLR in 2100 (Hauer 2016) and then applying those percentages to BEBR’s 2015 medium 2070 population 
projections for coastal counties.  

For this analysis, 50% of the population on inundated lands was assumed to relocate out of state as shown in Table 
26, with the remaining 50% relocating within or near their existing county of residence, based on the premise that 
existing residents would want to move to locations close to their existing employment, social networks, and home.  

continued
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TABLE 26: County Population Impacted by SLR

Counties with sufficient capacity accommodated the full 50% of the relocated population, but in counties with 
insufficient capacity, “overflow” population was assigned to an adjacent county or counties.  

An additional 0.5m buffer (corresponding with a 1.4m sea level rise and a 2017 NOAA “High” sea level rise scenario) 
was included where new population was allowed but given a low likelihood in the Sprawl Scenario and not allowed in 
the Conservation Scenario.    



1000fof.org/sealevel2070 31

continued

TABLE 26: County Population Impacted by SLR (Continued)

5. Determine the potential location of future — Shown in Table 27, the likelihood of development criteria are used to 
determine where projected new development is to be allocated.  These assume that available lands closer to cities, 
close to major roads, and in proximity to waterbodies would be more likely to develop.  Due to higher development 
costs, wetlands were deemed less likely to develop.  Likewise, lands with prime agricultural soils in the Florida 
Statewide Agricultural Irrigation Demand (FSAID) study for 2045 were determined less likely to develop in the 
Sprawl 2070 scenario because of the considerable investment in irrigation to make these lands more productive.  
These lands were excluded from development in the Conservation 2070 Scenario.
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TABLE 27: Likelihood of Development (Development Suitability) Criteria

6. Determine the density of existing and future development — Gross Development Density (GDD) was used to 
determine the density of existing and projected development. GDD reflects the average number of people per every 
developed acre and is calculated on a county-by-county basis. For the future scenarios, the GDD was used to 
determine the acreage required to accommodate new development in each county.   

To achieve results consistent with the earlier Florida 2070/Water 2070 study, both the 2016 version and this current 
2070 analysis used the same 2010 GDD, as shown in Table 28, so the impact of sea level rise would be clearer.   For the 
2070 Sprawl Scenario, the 2070 population projection for each county was divided by the 2010 GDD for that county 
to determine the amount of land needed to accommodate potential future development. This means that current 
patterns of development are presumed to persist.   

In order to show an alternative future scenario with less sprawling development patterns, for the Conservation 2070 
Scenario the GDD was increased by 20% and some redevelopment was included. For the 2070 Conservation 
Scenario, the same 2070 population projection for each county was divided by a 20% more compact GDD for that 
county, thus reducing sprawl. County-level population projections were based on the 2015 population projections 
used in the 2016 Florida 2070 scenarios for maximum parity with those scenarios.  The Conservation Scenario also 
includes some redevelopment in existing developed areas. The amount of redevelopment was based on a ratio of 
developed 2010 land to available land for development. Counties with less land available for redevelopment were 
assumed to have a higher percentage of the future population accommodated through redevelopment. 
Redevelopment percentages range from 10% in counties with abundant available land to 60% in counties with less 
land for new growth.   
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TABLE 28: Gross Development Density (GDD) by County 

7. Identify lands within special planning areas that were available for new development — It was assumed that certain 
lands that had already been approved for development were more likely to develop first.  To address these lands, a 
special planning area mask was created for lands designated as Developments of Regional Impact (DRIs) and 
Detailed Specific Area Plans (DSAPs).   Lands within those planning areas that could not be developed were excluded, 
including open water, major road rights of way, existing protected lands, mitigation banks, and Miccosukee Indian 
Reservation lands in western Broward County.  

The lands with the highest in Likelihood of Development scores derived from Table 27 were the first to have 
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population allocated to them, using the 2010 GDD from the appropriate county, as shown in Table 28. This allocation 
process was repeated until all DRI/DSAP lands in each county were used or all new population accommodated.  The 
population allocated to DRI/DSAP lands was then subtracted from remaining new population data to determine 
infill/greenfield population. 

8. Identify lands outside of special planning areas that were available for new development — This involved creating 
an infill/greenfield mask for land use categories identified in the county property appraiser data from Table 29, and 
then excluding lands that could not be developed for other reasons (open water, major road rights of way, existing 
protected lands), mitigation banks, and Miccosukee Indian Reservation lands in western Broward County.  
Population was allocated first to the areas identified as having the highest likelihood of development following the 
methodology in Table 27 and using the appropriate county GDD from Table 28.  This allocation process was repeated 
until all the population was accommodated or all infill/greenfield lands in each county were used.

TABLE 29: Infill-Greenfield Categories

9. Allocate spillover population — If there was insufficient land available to accommodate the projected population 
increase for a particular county, spillover population was allocated to adjacent counties.  This was based upon the 
percentage of the sum of the total 2019 population of the adjacent counties, following the Likelihood of 
Development criteria in Table 27 and the GDD in Table 28 for the county accommodating the spillover.  For example, 
if there was spillover population from Orange County, then Lake, Seminole, Brevard, Osceola and Polk counties 
received their proportionate share of the spillover. Population to be accommodated through redevelopment was 
calculated using the ratio of 2010 developed lands to available lands for development. Counties with less land 
available for future development were assumed to have higher levels of redevelopment than counties with abundant 
available land.


