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INTRODUCTION 
In both the perception of local stakeholders and visually through new and under-construction downtown 
developments, St. Petersburg is a city on the rise. Long-term residents often begin stories about St. 
Petersburg with, “if you would have seen this (fill in the blank) ten years ago, you wouldn’t believe how 
much it’s changed for the better.” Downtown and the waterfront are buzzing with activity and certain in-
town neighborhoods are seeing re-investment after years of decline. The city’s long-time economic 
strengths in tourism and construction are being complemented by growing concentrations in marine 
science, health care, professional and technical services, financial services, and the arts.  

But analysis of the data reveals some continuing concerns. The city of St. Petersburg and its home county 
of Pinellas are among the few Florida communities to have lost population in the previous ten years. 
Economic growth has also stagnated, even before the crippling effects of the Great Recession. The city has 
experienced losses in some higher-wage skills-based sectors, including information technology and 
manufacturing, as well as in historically strong sectors, such as retail, that presumably negatively impact 
city revenues. Poverty and crime remain stubbornly high and performance rates of many public school 
students frustratingly low. 

But – as symbolized by its logo “Mr. Sun” – the Sunshine City of St. Petersburg has a bright future if the 
momentum of its intown resurgence can continue to bolster outer districts and the gradual diversification 
of its economy can be accelerated. Positive signs abound in its entrepreneurial economy as an ecosystem 
builds around a host of key assets and skilled talent is attracted to the walkable and amenity-rich 
downtown. 

Ultimately, what many in the community would like to see is St. Petersburg better differentiate itself in the 
Tampa Bay area, improving prospects not only in the city but also the region as a whole. The Grow Smarter 
Initiative will seek to determine what makes St. Petersburg unique, how it can be developed and improved 
and, ultimately, how the city’s “story” can be told to potential investors and talent across the country and 
globe. 

 

  



Competitive Assessment 

 

 

Page 2  –  June 2014 

OVERVIEW 
The St. Petersburg Area Chamber of Commerce and the City of St. Petersburg are embarking on a 
comprehensive process to assess and enhance the city's competitive position to support quality, diverse 
economic growth now and in the future. As other cities in Florida and across the country focus more and 
more resources and attention on growing their economies, how St. Petersburg is positioned for quality 
growth is a critical issue to address. Comprehensive quantitative and qualitative research will help inform 
the development of a unified Grow Smarter Initiative Strategy, the culmination of an eight-month process. 
The Strategy will include recommendations to advance economic opportunity for all St. Petersburg 
residents and make the city a top destination for companies and talent. 

The phases of the Grow Smarter Initiative include: 

COMPETITIVE ASSESSMENT 
This Competitive Assessment will provide a detailed examination of St. Petersburg’s competitive position as 
a place to live, work, visit, and do business. Rather than simply describing data trends, the Competitive 
Assessment synthesizes key findings from the analysis and community input framing the discussion around 
key “stories” and competitive issues faced by the community. St. Petersburg trends will be compared 
against the cities of Durham, North Carolina; Jacksonville, Florida; and Orlando, Florida. 

TARGET BUSINESS ANALYSIS 
Using the findings from the first phase, we often then review and define the business sectors that most 
strongly align with St. Petersburg’s competitive strengths. The Target Business Analysis will begin with an 
evaluation of the region’s workforce and then reviews existing economic strengths, global trends, and both 
obvious and “aspirational” job sectors. The goal of the Target Business Analysis is to identify how to 
diversify and strengthen the economy through entrepreneurship, existing business expansion, and 
recruitment. A Marketing Review will assess St. Petersburg’s principal marketing programs and tools. 

GROW SMARTER INITIATIVE STRATEGY 
The Strategy will be holistic and inclusive of the many components that affect St. Petersburg’s ability to be 
a prosperous community. From business retention, expansion, and small business support to quality of life 
needs and educational programs that strengthen the talent pipeline, the Strategy’s ultimate goal areas, 
objectives, and actions would build on the findings from the research. 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN 
While the Strategy represents “what” St. Petersburg needs to do, the Implementation Plan determines 
“how” to do it. The Implementation Plan will serve as the “road map” for putting the Strategy into motion. 
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The Implementation Plan outlines the activities of the Strategy’s objectives on a day-by-day, month-by-
month, and year-by-year basis. 

PUBLIC INPUT 
Quantitative analysis in this Competitive Assessment report was supplemented by a comprehensive public-
input process. This included multiple focus groups, over 20 one-on-one interviews with top regional 
leaders, and an online survey available to all regional stakeholders that garnered 1,510 responses. Survey 
responses are provided in a separate document. 

 

NOTE: Public input is incorporated throughout the report in BLUE, BOLDED TEXT. 
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THE ST. PETERSBURG STORY 
The quantitative and qualitative information gathered and analyzed for this Competitive Assessment led to 
the identification of certain key themes that can serve to help tell the city of St. Petersburg’s “story” in 
recent years. The components of this narrative not only address the community’s past, but also present 
questions for its future based on the identified realities, challenges, and opportunities that emerge from 
this assessment. In the end, the principal “takeaways” from this report will inform the subsequent phases of 
the Grow Smarter Initiative, ultimately leading to the development of the strategic and implementation 
plans themselves. The “chapters” of St. Petersburg’s story are: 

1. A Stagnant but Changing Population 

2. Returning to Residential Growth: Attractiveness to Existing and New Residents 

3. A Stalled but Evolving Economy 

4. Returning to Economic Growth: Competitiveness to Existing and New Businesses 

A Stagnant but Changing Population 
As St. Petersburg, Florida makes a gradual transition from a historical retirement destination – once 
pejoratively referred to as “God’s waiting room” – to a diversified economic hub, the city has experienced 
changes in its population dynamics, in terms of numbers and demographic makeup. Despite a highly 
regarded quality of life, both St. Petersburg and Pinellas County have shed residents (-0.7 percent and -0.4 
percent, respectively), while all comparison geographies have experience population growth upwards of 25 
percent. 

POPULATION, 2002-2012 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

A deeper look into population components reveals that in Pinellas County, the source of population loss 
stems from natural change: there have been significantly more deaths than births countywide. It is worth 

2002 2007 2012
5-Year 

Change
10-Year 
Change

St. Petersburg, FL 248,383 245,142 246,541 0.6% -0.7%
Durham, NC 196,432 216,943 239,358 10.3% 21.9%
Jacksonville, FL 759,131 805,325 836,507 3.9% 10.2%
Orlando, FL 199,358 230,239 249,562 8.4% 25.2%
Pinellas County, FL 925,102 918,624 921,319 0.3% -0.4%
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL MSA 2,483,575 2,711,222 2,842,878 4.9% 14.5%
Florida 16,680,309 18,277,888 19,317,568 5.7% 15.8%
United States 287,803,914 301,579,895 313,914,040 4.1% 9.1%
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emphasizing that Pinellas County is the only geography examined that experienced this negative natural 
change between 2000 and 2012.1  

COMPONENTS OF POPULATION CHANGE, 2000-2012 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

The city actually grew rapidly through the 1960s, but growth began to slow in the 1970s. St. Petersburg’s 
population growth has essentially been flat since 1980. The city of St. Petersburg and Pinellas County were 
particularly hard hit in the middle part of the 2000s. According to one input respondent, the community 
faced the “perfect storm” of higher property values, higher property taxes, and a steep increase in 
flood insurance due to the effects of Hurricane Katrina on policy rates in vulnerable coastal areas. 
St. Petersburg “became a place where no one could afford to live.” The next story will examine 
housing dynamics and other quality of life factors that influence residential choice. 

As of 2012, the city of St. Petersburg’s population stood at 246,541, while Pinellas County’s population was 
at 921,319. With St. Petersburg comprising roughly 27 percent of the county’s total population, clearly the 
other Pinellas cities and unincorporated county have also seen stagnant growth. Both the previous table 
and the following chart starkly portray the difference between St. Petersburg’s and Pinellas’ growth curves 
versus this report’s comparison geographies. 

                                                         

1 “Components of population change” data is not available at the city level. 

Natural 
Change Births Deaths

Net 
Migration Domestic International

Pinellas County, FL -32,849 113,375 146,224 32,320 165 32,155
Duval County, FL 72,341 161,000 88,659 29,484 10,789 18,695
Orange County, FL 113,880 196,159 82,279 151,859 63,844 88,015
Durham County, NC 30,160 51,597 21,437 33,004 12,416 20,588
Florida 636,111 2,747,980 2,111,869 2,539,457 1,433,289 1,106,168
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POPULATION INDEX, 2000 = 100 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

AGE DYNAMICS 
Driven by international migration, Pinellas’ impressive levels of positive net migration were not enough to 
overcome the effects of negative natural change, illustrated in a previous chart, which seems to reflect the 
community’s long history as a top retirement destination. This is reinforced by the much higher percentage 
of 65+ residents in St. Petersburg and Pinellas County than all the comparison areas.  

AGE DISTRIBUTION 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Looking at the other end of the age spectrum further illustrates why natural change has been negative. St. 
Petersburg’s 25-44 demographic, which captures the ages where many adults are starting families with 
children, represents a larger share of the population than the average Florida community (26 percent 
versus 24.8 percent), while children under age 17 represent a relatively small share (18.2 percent vs. 20.7 
percent statewide). Accordingly, this suggests that the community has a relatively low birth rate; in fact, of 
67 counties, Pinellas has the 15th lowest birth rate in the state.  

These trends imply that, relative to the average Florida community, St. Petersburg is either more attractive 
to single or married young professionals without children and/or less attractive to young families that have 
or plan to have children. Supporting this hypothesis is the fact that only 21.1 percent of St. Petersburg 
households include children, compared to 24.8 percent of Florida households and 29 percent of U.S. 
households. Further, the average household size in St. Petersburg is 2.27, compared to 2.62 in Florida and 
2.64 nationwide. 

Public input provides evidence why fewer households in St. Petersburg have children under age 17. 
The two biggest challenges to talent retention and attraction mentioned by multiple input 
respondents were housing and public schools. One interviewee said it is “tough” for families moving 
to St. Petersburg to find a quality three-bedroom, two-bath house. When people ask, “Where’s your 
executive housing?,” the respondent said, the answer is, “That’s not really St. Pete.” 

In terms of schools, perceived challenges in many local K-12 campuses was said to be a disincentive 
to live in St. Petersburg. One former higher education administrator said that issues with public 
schools were the “biggest reason we lost faculty.” Other respondents noted that school costs add 
“another tax” if your child does not place in a desirable charter or fundamental school. 

These issues and other location factors will be explored in greater detail later in this report. 

Though St. Petersburg has traditionally been known as a retirement destination, perceptions and realities 
of the city are changing. With a dense, compact built environment conducive to walkability, a revitalized 
downtown and waterfront, and other place-based amenities, St. Petersburg has become an increasingly 
popular regional destination for young professionals (YPs).  

While young professionals said in public input that the St. Petersburg YP community is “very 
active,” they acknowledged that the network is lacking the “sophistication” of a Washington, D.C. or 
Atlanta. There is a lack of engagement with the broader community and entry into the YP network 
still requires the individual to be proactive. “There are plenty of ways to jump right in,” one YP said, 
“but the perception is that it’s hard. The reality is, you just show up.” Respondents said that the 
multitude of YP-focused groups that have cropped up in recent years are disjointed, without a real 
bond between the networks. 

Changing generational demographics is also leading to reported community tensions between long-time 
residents and newcomers with different attitudes about St. Petersburg’s future. Input residents said 
there’s a “difference in vision between generations.” These perspectives crop up during discussions 
of options for the St. Petersburg Pier, reuse of Albert Whitted Airport, and Greenlight Pinellas, 
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among others. One interviewee said of these tensions, “We are not necessarily a ‘nimble’ 
community. The reality is that older people vote.” Another said that St. Petersburg is “almost 
Appalachian” in some ways in terms of trusting outsiders. “It’s probably generational, but it’s so 
hard to get things done sometimes.” 

MIGRATION 
Since Pinellas County (and presumably the city of St. Petersburg) has experienced positive net migration, it 
is important to take a look at who is moving to the city. As the following table shows, domestic in-migrants 
are quite a bit younger than the city’s median age of 41.9, a major benefit to the city as it struggles with 
population growth due to age dynamics. 

MEDIAN AGE OF IN-MIGRANTS, 2010-2012 

 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

More notable is the median age of international migrants to St. Petersburg. Data are not available to 
determine the degree attainment of this specific group of in-migrants, but it is possible that they are drawn 
to the area’s mix of lifestyle amenities and expanding professional opportunities.  

Data covering all in-migrants to the city is available, and in a very positive sign for St. Petersburg’s 
workforce capacity, in-migrants have higher cumulative bachelor’s degree-plus attainment than all the 
comparison areas except for the knowledge hub of Durham, North Carolina.  

 

Moved from 
different 

county
Moved from 

different state
Moved from 

abroad
St. Petersburg, FL 28.6 34.3 45.4
Durham, NC 25.9 25.1 26.0
Jacksonville, FL 25.6 28.1 30.9
Orlando, FL 26.7 29.3 36.8
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL MSA 29.1 34.8 37.5
Florida N/A 34.8 34.0
United States N/A N/A 28.3
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IN-MIGRANT EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF ADULTS 25+, 2010-2012 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

In-migrants are also slightly more diverse than the St. Petersburg average; 39.7 percent of migrants from 
2010 to 2012 were minority, compared to 38.2 percent city-wide. 

While detailed migration data are not available at the city level, a deeper look into Pinellas County’s 
foreign-born population demographics reveals that the county’s international residents are largely from 
Latin America (31.5 percent of all foreign-born residents of Pinellas County), Europe (31.0 percent), and 
Asia (23.5 percent). This is a greater level of diversity among international residents than in the Tampa MSA 
and the state of Florida. In Tampa, over half (53.2 percent) of its international residents are from Latin 
America, while in Florida three quarters are from Latin American countries. 

Compared to the average resident in Pinellas, foreign-born residents are older, have a lower median 
household income, are slightly more likely to live in poverty, and have larger households. Foreign-born 
residents, as a group, are just as likely as all Pinellas County residents to hold at least a bachelor’s degree. 
When origins are taken into account, each subgroup has distinct characteristics. Residents who are 
originally from Latin America are younger but are less likely to have a four-year degree or higher, have 
lower median household incomes, and have higher levels of poverty. Residents originally from Europe are 
much older, have household sizes closer to the average countywide household size, and have the lowest 
poverty rate of the groups examined. Foreign-born residents from Asia have high levels of bachelor’s and 
graduate degree attainment, have comparatively high median household incomes, are younger than the 
average county resident, and also have the largest households. 
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STATISTICS OF FOREIGN-BORN RESIDENTS, 2010-2012 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Data from the Internal Revenue Service is consistent with Census data but provide more insight into recent 
migration patterns. Between 2006 and 2011, foreign in-migrants on average have lower household 
incomes ($34,385) than foreign out-migrants ($50,550). However, this is due to a large amount of high-
income residents moving to another country between 2010 and 2011. In this year, the average household 
income of foreign out-migrants was $119,531. In other years, that figure was much lower and nearly 
equivalent to the incomes of foreign in-migrants. Additionally, international in-migrants during the five-
year span had household incomes $10,000 lower than domestic in-migrants. Interestingly, household 
incomes of all migrants, domestic and international, were lower on average than incomes of existing 
residents. 

An important consideration in any discussion of migration is the degree to which a community is 
“welcoming” of newcomers and provides access to established social and business networks. St. 
Petersburg’s residents, recent and long-term, overwhelmingly assert that the community is a 
welcoming place. Many public input respondents commented on the “Midwestern values” that 
continue to pervade St. Petersburg, with a strong community ethic and neighbor-helping-neighbor 
mentality. One interviewee recalled their first years in the city and the openness of existing residents 
to new professional relationships. The newcomer was “blown away by the sense of community” in 
St. Petersburg and noted that they were able to “make a mark” in a way inconceivable in a larger 
community like Chicago or New York City. “As an outsider, I was still welcomed with open arms,” 
they said, noting that St. Petersburg was even more open to newcomers than Tampa, where the 
“good old boy network is more prevalent.” 

 RACE AND ETHNICITY 
During the last decade, St. Petersburg has also diversified in terms of racial and ethnic backgrounds, 
consistent with national trends. From 2007 to 2012, the city experienced a 1.4 percent decline in non-
Hispanic whites, compared to a 0.7 percent decline nationwide. The growth in St. Petersburg’s Hispanic 
population was substantial—9,793 Hispanic residents were added over the five year period, or 89.5 percent 
growth; this represented the greatest nominal and percentage increase across all racial and ethnic groups 
in the city and increase eclipsed all other comparison geographies. One interesting divergence in St. 
Petersburg from the comparison geographies was its decline in Asian population during this period. 

% White, 
Not 

Hispanic
% 

Hispanic 

% 
Bachelor's 
or Higher

Median 
Household 

Income
Poverty 

Rate

Average 
Household 

Size
Median 

Age
All Residents 76.4% 8.3% 27.4% $44,614 14.2% 2.25 46.6
Foreign-Born Residents 49.2% 25.2% 27.4% $40,257 14.4% 2.64 48.8

Latin America 7.2% 74.9% 18.6% $32,655 16.6% 3.01 41.2
Europe 97.9% 0.8% 27.5% $40,346 11.8% 2.31 54.4
Asia 14.8% NA 36.7% $51,363 13.1% 3.16 45.2
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POPULATION CHANGE, 2007-2012, BY RACE/ETHNIC BACKGROUND 

 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

As the following chart shows, St. Petersburg, while more diverse than the Tampa metro and Pinellas 
County, is still significantly less diverse than its comparison cities, the state, and the nation. As the city 
continues to diversify, it will become increasingly important that the composition of local elected, 
appointed, and private leadership reflects the changing demographics of the city itself. 

RACIAL AND ETHNIC DISTRIBUTION, 2012 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Despite positive feedback about St. Petersburg’s history of welcoming of newcomers, stakeholders 
believe that the city still must work to be more inclusive. One input participant said, “This 
community has never been comfortable talking about race.” Central Avenue has traditionally been 
the “dividing” line between black and white St. Petersburg and, despite progress in recent years, 
residents say some of these long-standing divisions still hold. One respondent said that some 
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officials are “scared” at times to give feedback to minority leaders for fear of being seen as 
antagonistic, adding that, “We need facilitators – bridge builders.” Others said that there is still not 
a great deal of diversity in leadership in St. Petersburg, which leads to the perception among some 
outsiders that the city is “still old and white.” However, the city is changing in other ways. For 
example, St. Petersburg has the largest gay pride festival in the state; many credit the gay 
population with spurring the revitalization of the Grand Central district and other arts hubs. 

When asked to rate statements on the community’s diversity and openness, on a scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), survey respondents collectively rated the statement “St. 
Petersburg is a welcoming place” as 3.99. When cross-tabbed by race, the average rating of non-
white residents was 3.75, compared to 4.02 by non-Hispanic whites. “Opportunities, communities, 
and networks in St. Petersburg are accessible and open to a diverse range of people” received a 
much lower ranking of 3.53 overall, with whites rating this statement 3.58, and non-whites, 3.2. 
Residents noted the “Central Avenue invisible color line” as a persisting issue and that “more could 
be done to integrate and involve low income minority populations.” Another said that “the 2020 
plan is a good start,” and one suggested that St. Petersburg “keep building on the inter-cultural 
exchanges that already exists. Keep celebrating our diverse communities more and more.” 

INCOME AND POVERTY 
Ultimately, economic development is about creating quality jobs that serve to raise the income levels of all 
local residents. As such, it is important to examine the well-being of the population and how it has 
changed over time. As seen in the following table, changing age and racial/ethnic demographics have not 
had an adverse effect on St. Petersburg’s household incomes. The city’s median household income of 
$45,119 trailed only Durham and the U.S. among the comparison geographies. Additionally, St. 
Petersburg’s growth rate of 7.4 percent trailed only Durham among the comparisons. When seen in the 
context of the Florida geographies, St. Petersburg’s performance is even more notable. Jacksonville 
households saw a 12.1 percent decline in income, with Orlando and the state also experiencing losses.  

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

2007 2009 2012
5-Year 

Change

St. Petersburg, FL $42,008 $41,210 $45,119 7.4%

Durham, NC $45,888 $46,136 $49,332 7.5%

Jacksonville, FL $48,699 $46,312 $42,800 -12.1%

Orlando, FL $43,761 $39,881 $41,695 -4.7%

Tampa, FL MSA $46,607 $44,061 $44,402 -4.7%

Florida $47,804 $44,736 $45,040 -5.8%

United States $50,740 $50,221 $51,371 1.2%
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When race and ethnicity are factored in, data show that St. Petersburg’s Hispanic households are doing 
well, with a median income of $40,814, roughly $3,000 higher than the state average. The income gap 
between Hispanic and white households is smaller in Pinellas than both Florida and the U.S. However, not 
all races and ethnicities in Pinellas are experiencing these trends. The black-white median household 
income gap in the county is $19,306, larger than the state of Florida ($18,182). 

As seen in the following chart, rising incomes in St. Petersburg have kept adult and youth poverty rates 
below most of its comparison areas. 

POVERTY 

 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

In 2013, the federal poverty threshold for a family of four with two children was $23,624. In St. Petersburg, 
17 percent of households are in poverty, on par with the state of Florida and slightly higher than in the 
metro (16.4 percent) and the nation (15.9 percent). The city’s youth poverty rate (24.1 percent) has similar 
comparative dynamics. Despite the elevation compared to the metro and nation, St. Petersburg residents 
are doing well compared to its comparison cities. The city has a much lower percentage of families and 
youth in poverty than its peers, and its overall poverty rate has increased over a five-year period at a slower 
pace than Florida comparisons, partially due to St. Petersburg’s relatively small household size. There was a 
marginal increase in the city’s youth poverty rate from 2007 to 2012, much less than that of all comparison 
geographies.  

In order to shed more light on poverty dynamics in St. Petersburg and Pinellas County, the County Board of 
Commissioners published the Economic Impact of Poverty report in 2012. A particular area of focus was 
South St. Petersburg, which has a poverty rate of 25 percent. The report highlights one particular Census 
tract in that area (245.03) that has a poverty rate of 48 percent, the second highest in Pinellas County. 
Overall, the report found that poverty in five high-poverty districts costs taxpayers $2.3 billion per year. A 
2013 update report increased that total to $2.8 billion, while subsequent research estimated poverty costs 
for South St. Petersburg alone at $660 million per year. 

2007 2012
Point 

Change 2007 2012
Point 

Change
St. Petersburg, FL 13.1% 17.0% 3.9% 22.9% 24.1% 1.2%
Durham, NC 18.3% 21.0% 2.7% 21.7% 29.9% 8.2%
Jacksonville, FL 12.6% 18.5% 5.9% 18.7% 27.5% 8.8%
Orlando, FL 15.0% 21.2% 6.2% 23.0% 34.9% 11.9%
Tampa, FL MSA 11.3% 16.4% 5.1% 15.9% 23.6% 7.7%
Florida 12.1% 17.1% 5.0% 17.1% 25.4% 8.3%
United States 13.0% 15.9% 2.9% 18.0% 22.6% 4.6%

Total Poverty Youth Poverty
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Designed to reverse these trends, the 2020 Plan is a five-year $170 million initiative to reduce the poverty 
rate by 30 percent in South St. Petersburg by the 2020 Census. Set to launch in 2014, the Plan emerged 
from discussions and efforts from community leaders who later enlisted the support of Pinellas County and 
the city of St. Petersburg. In 2012, the city formalized a link between the 2020 Plan and the Southside 
Community Redevelopment Area (CRA) investment zone. The Southside CRA is poised to become the first 
new TIF district in St. Petersburg since 1992. Leaders of the 2020 effort see the CRA as a core building block 
of their poverty-reduction strategy. In March 2014, the Florida House and Senate appropriated $1.6 million 
for the 2020 Plan in the state’s next budget. However, in June 2014, Governor Rick Scott vetoed the budget 
recommendation despite the bipartisan support it garnered. The 2020 Task Force plans to move forward 
with its plan, leveraging federal funding, private foundation grants, local public funding, and private 
investments. 

Public input participants identified generational poverty in St. Petersburg as one of the city’s most 
challenging issues. In many ways, one focus group participant said, “St. Pete is a tale of two cities,” 
with downtown and a handful of intown neighborhoods thriving and many others still struggling. 
The impacts of poverty were linked to challenges faced by Pinellas County schools, persistently high 
crime rates, poor local health outcomes in selected populations, and “food deserts” across many 
low-income neighborhoods. 

Opinions varied on the portrayal of high-poverty neighborhoods in the local media. While some feel 
that progress in these districts has not been reported, others said that the magnitude of St. 
Petersburg’s generational poverty issue has actually been under-reported. 

Poverty has also contributed to growth in St. Petersburg’s homeless population. In 2010, a Strategic Action 
Plan to Reduce Homelessness for Pinellas County was developed with recommendations that included, 
among many, coordinating and streamlining existing organizations in terms of decision-making, funding, 
and service delivery; improving services for families with children; and upgrading Pinellas Safe Harbor and 
Pinellas Hope. Pinellas Safe Harbor is a homeless shelter designed to serve as an alternative to jail.  

The city of St. Petersburg has also invested much recent time, effort, and resources towards revitalization of 
disinvested neighborhoods, including helping to form resident and business associations, developing 
neighborhood plans, incentivizing the development of new retail like the January 2012 opening of a new 
Walmart Neighborhood Market in Midtown, and funding streetscape improvements in key corridors. 
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POSITIVES

•Despite flat population change, poverty has experienced relatively slow growth during the period 
(2007-2012) that coincides with the Great Recession and subsequent sluggish recovery. At the same 
time, incomes are rising at a comparatively rapid rate. St. Petersburg also has a lower percentage of 
families and youth in poverty than its comparison cities.

•St. Petersburg has attracted diverse and well-educated new residents. In-migrants have higher 
cumulative bachelor’s degree-plus attainment than all the comparison areas except Durham, NC.

•The city is attractive to young professionals without children, as evidenced by smaller than average 
household sizes, low birth rates, and age distribution dynamics.

•Although overall population growth is flat due to natural change, the city of St. Petersburg enjoys a 
high level of international net in-migration.

•St. Petersburg is a relatively wealthy community. The city’s median household income was higher than 
all comparison geographies except Durham and the U.S.  Incomes have grown more rapidly in the city 
than in its comparison geographies.

•The median Hispanic household in St. Petersburg earns more than their national counterparts. The 
income gap between Hispanics and white is much smaller in St. Petersburg than the state and nation.

•Residents provided resounding feedback that the city has a welcoming atmosphere, important for a 
place experiencing rapid diversification and high levels of in-migration.

NEGATIVES

•The city of St. Petersburg and Pinellas County have both experienced population loss since the 1970s 
and are currently approaching 2000 levels. This is fueled by negative natural change, which has erased 
positive migration trends.

•With low birth rates, the city and county are not producing a growing number of residents who have 
lifelong connections to the community.

•Although the average domestic in-migrant is significantly younger than the average existing resident, 
St. Petersburg's in-migrants are much older than those moving to comparison cities. 

•Although St. Petersburg is aging at roughly the same pace as the average American community, its 
average age is well above that in comparison communities, which has important implications for a 
broad array of issues including workforce, health and social services, and government revenues.

•Data regarding age dynamics of the community implies that St. Petersburg is not as attractive to 
families with children as its counterparts are, possibly reflecting the lack of confidence in public 
schools.

•While the city continues to diversify, its image has not kept up with reality. Although residents feel St. 
Petersburg is a welcoming place, they don't feel it is as inclusive as it could be.
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Returning to Residential Growth: 
Attractiveness to Existing and New 
Residents 
As discussed in the previous section, while St. Petersburg’s total population has been stagnant since the 
1970s, the composition of its population continues to change and diversify. This section will discuss a few 
of the key factors that have impacted and will continue to impact the community’s appeal to existing and 
prospective residents. In addition to economic conditions discussed in subsequent sections, the ability of 
the community to promote residential growth will depend heavily upon the community’s promotion and 
development of certain assets while addressing challenges that serve as residential disincentives. 

ASSETS 
The following elements comprise key assets that contribute to the attractiveness of St. Petersburg as a 
residential destination. The below graphic represents a “word picture” of the most commonly used terms 
when community survey participants were asked, “What is St. Petersburg’s greatest strength?” Downtown 
St. Petersburg and the waterfront are by far considered as the city’s greatest assets, with arts also a key 
amenity. 

 

Downtown St. Petersburg 

As was referenced in the previous section, some St. Petersburg stakeholders view the city as “Downtown 
and everything else.” In only a few short years, Downtown St. Petersburg has become a thriving hub of 
retail, residential, entertainment, and recreation amenities and is slowly becoming the crux of the 
community’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. A potential innovation corridor of healthcare and marine sciences 
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is poised for growth and cranes dot the skyline as new high-rise residential towers come out of the ground 
to meet growing demand for a “live, work, play” downtown environment. 

The waterfront has always been seen as St. Petersburg’s greatest physical asset, serving as an anchor for 
industrial development in the late 1800s and early 1900s and then as the focus of the city’s beautification 
efforts in the 1910s and 1920s.2 The waterfront is now the location for many of the assets that makes St. 
Petersburg’s downtown a hotbed for growth and development: Albert Whitted Airport, the Port of St. 
Petersburg, plush greenspace for residents and visitors, marinas and aquariums, museums, arts amenities, 
University of South Florida St. Petersburg, All Children’s Hospital, Bayfront Family Health Center, St. 
Anthony’s Hospital, and private research firms such as SRI International. 

By city charter, the bayfront cannot be developed, but the Downtown Waterfront Master Plan, currently 
under development, is expected to recommend planning options for sites such as Al Lang Stadium, a home 
for baseball spring training and international baseball, and Whitted Airport. While potentially divisive, the 
Plan is also anticipated to include potential re-use scenarios for the St. Petersburg Pier, the redevelopment 
of which has been a long-standing issue for local residents. A referendum for a new signature Pier structure 
was resoundingly defeated by city voters.  

The St. Petersburg City Council is currently debating the merits of contracting with the planning firm 
AECOM for up to $500,000 to develop the Waterfront Master Plan and the planning geography that will be 
utilized for the analysis. The Council is slated to make its final decision on May 15, 2014. Council members 
would also like to see the results of an earlier development study by the Urban Land Institute incorporated 
into the Master Plan. The city is required to complete the Master Plan by July 2015, the result of a voter-
approved referendum. The specific functionality and design of the St. Petersburg Pier will not be addressed 
in this master plan, however the Pier plan and the waterfront plan will be integrated and the issue is being 
advanced by Mayor Rick Kriseman. 

Scheduled to open in spring 2014, The Sundial, a project by local businessman Bill Edwards, is a completely 
refurbished transformation of the former BayWalk retail/entertainment complex. Edwards has invested $40 
million in the upscale shopping center with planned tenants that include Ruth’s Chris Steak House, 
Diamonds Direct, and White House Black Market.  

One stakeholder called the revitalization of Downtown St. Petersburg, “A 25-year overnight success 
story.” Key catalysts included the construction of BayWalk, the redevelopment of the Vinoy Hotel 
and resort, and the launch of the Grand Prix of St. Petersburg. Subsequent investments in health 
care facilities, marine research institutions, and the University of South Florida St. Petersburg’s 
(USFSP) ongoing commitment to downtown were also major factors in the district’s revival. Now, 
leaders feel that additional meeting space, more Class-A office capacity, and business incubation 
facilities will help further downtown’s development into an even more dynamic mixed-use 
destination. 

                                                         

2 Background of City of St. Petersburg Downtown Waterfront Master Plan. Accessed at  
http://www.stpete.org/downtown_waterfront_master_plan/docs/Background.pdf.  
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Lack of parking was also noted by input participants as a key issue. However, some acknowledge 
that ample parking exists but that it needs to be better promoted or connected via a wayfinding 
system.  

Finally, while stakeholders showed excitement and support for the improvements happening in 
downtown, many expressed the desire to see similarly aggressive attention paid to districts outside 
the city center. 

Another flashpoint for downtown discussion and controversy is the future of the Tampa Bay Rays in St. 
Petersburg. Though they have a use agreement to play at Tropicana Field until 2027, the team has 
expressed the desire to relocate to a new stadium either in the city or across the bay in Tampa. Even those 
who support the Rays remaining in St. Petersburg say that the opportunities to develop the 86-acre 
Tropicana Field site are enticing, especially because it abuts the assets of a potential innovation corridor. 
With St. Petersburg’s and the TDC’s debt obligations fulfilled at Tropicana Field in two years, interest 
groups are positioning themselves to claim the tourism dollars that will be freed up for other uses. 

Arts and Culture 

Known as the “City of the Arts,” St. Petersburg has a long history of supporting arts and culture as a key 
component of its tourism-development strategies. The city was the site of the first art gallery south of 
Atlanta and was the first Florida city to organize its museums. Currently, St. Petersburg is known for its 
concentration of blown-glass artists and benefits from the presence of dozens of top-ranked galleries, 
several theatrical and music venues, many world-famous museums, seven performing arts companies, and 
over 1,000 public events annually. Five distinct arts districts are located in the city, including Grand Central 
and the Warehouse Arts District. In 2013, ArtPlace America named Downtown St. Petersburg one of 
America’s top ArtPlaces. For three years running, American Style Magazine has named St. Petersburg as its 
number one mid-size city for art. The New York Times included the city on a list of 52 global places to go in 
2014, while British newspaper The Independent reported that St. Petersburg now rivals Miami as an arts 
destination. 

As the following table shows, non-profit Pinellas County arts organizations are numerous and receive 
comparatively high levels of support from philanthropists. Only Durham and the U.S. had higher per capita 
numbers of arts organizations and revenue per resident. 
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ARTS PHILANTHROPY BY COUNTY 

 
Source: National Center for Charitable Statistics 

Stakeholders in the arts community expressed concern in public input that St. Petersburg’s 
competitive advantage in the arts is at risk due to a lack of public and private support. One 
participant noted that everyone in the arts world is “hanging on by the fingernails. We need 
businesses to step up and support us.” Another added, “The city is building its reputation on the 
back of artists,” but the sector is not being funded. According to arts officials, six local galleries 
have moved to other cities in the last four to five months. Ultimately, said one stakeholder, “artists 
need more arts buyers, and that comes from promotion.” 

Another obstacle, according to input participants, is St. Petersburg’s “complicated minefield of little 
arts groups” that makes it hard to organize and focus the constituent base. 

Recently, the Tampa Tribune reported that a newly formed alliance of arts organizations called the PinArts 
Coalition is demanding that Pinellas County restore funding that was cut during the recession. At one 
point, the now defunct Pinellas County Cultural Affairs Council provided $600,000 in annual grants to local 
arts organizations, while the Tourist Development Council (TDC) delivered $750,000 in bed tax dollars each 
year. PinArts would like to see $1.5 million in county and TDC money dedicated to arts and culture and the 
creation of a $150,000 “artist resource fund.” It is also calling for the City of St. Petersburg to return the 
amount available for arts grants to prerecession levels. City funding for local arts grants fell from $400,000 
to $175,000 in 2008 and has not been increased.3 

  

                                                         

3 Bradshaw, Kate. Arts supporters want St. Pete to restore funding. Tampa Tribune, April 5, 2014. http://tbo.com/pinellas-
county/arts-supporters-want-st-pete-to-restore-funding-20140405/ 

Number of Arts 
Orgs, Dec 13

Per 10,000 
residents

Total Revenue, 
Dec 13

Revenue per 
resident

Pinellas County, FL 107 1.16 $87,329,491 $94.79
Durham County, NC 50 1.79 $31,168,903 $111.46
Duval County, FL 89 1.01 $52,136,937 $59.27
Orange County, FL 108 0.90 $61,335,400 $51.02
Florida 1,814 0.94 $1,093,644,543 $56.61
United States 44,634 1.42 $34,322,969,230 $109.34
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Walkability 

Communities are beginning to understand that 
walkability is a multi-generational desire. Walkable places 
feature destinations like grocery stores, restaurants, 
entertainment, retail, green space, and other amenities 
that can be accessed by foot on one trip. Research has 
shown that the Millennial generation is partial to 
communities with options beyond cars for getting 
around and that some actively seek places to live that 
provide ample alternatives to driving, such as public 
transportation, ride sharing, and car sharing. Also 
applicable is the growing research showing that seniors 
value walkability in communities to help them maintain a 
healthy, active lifestyle and access to services beyond 
their driving days. More and more people, irrespective of 
age, enjoy easy access to “third places”—a place they can 
go for social interaction outside of home and work.  

The table above shows that the Tampa Bay area has a competitive advantage in terms of walkability 
compared to the other cities profiled in this report. Downtown and Historic Uptown St. Petersburg are 
especially competitive in this regard. Although St. Petersburg’s bike score is higher than Orlando and 
Tampa, the score is relatively low on a national comparison.  The City Trails program is approximately 10 
years old and has been improving the city’s bike score.  , St. Petersburg’s relatively low scores on transit 
and biking capacity show that there is much work to be done to enable true multi-modal mobility in the 
city. 

Even though Shermans Travel named St. Petersburg one of its top ten cities for cycling because of 
its 35 miles of bike trails, 75 miles of on-street bike lanes, and status as a bronze-level Bicycle 
Friendly City by the League of American Bicyclists since 2006, stakeholders would like to see 
enhanced bike lanes and trails, including wider lanes and more off-street biking infrastructure. 

A key initiative that would potentially increase St. Petersburg’s transit score is Greenlight Pinellas, a mass 
transit referendum scheduled for a public vote in fall 2014. The Greenlight Pinellas Plan includes bus 
improvements and future passenger rail that supporters say would significantly enhance public 
transportation in Pinellas County. The plan would be funded by a proposed 1 percent sales tax increase 
and would be implemented over span of 30 years. Components of the plan include:4 

 A 65 percent increase in overall bus service throughout Pinellas County 

 Bus Rapid Transit lines on most major Pinellas corridors. 

 Buses running to and from Tampa and the airport in the evenings and on weekends 
                                                         

4 Source: http://greenlightpinellas.com/get-informed/technical-documents/ 

WALK SCORES BY CITY 

Source: Walk Score 

Walk 
Score 

Transit 
Score

Bike 
Score

St. Petersburg, FL 40 35 55
Tampa, FL 46 30 51
Durham, NC 28 - -
Jacksonville, FL 26 - -
Orlando, FL 39 - 52

Downtown 89 56 90
Historic Uptown 76 47 81
Methodist Town 71 54 92
Five Points 70 39 69
Crescent Heights 70 39 70

Five Most Walkable St. Petersburg Neighborhoods
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 Double the bus service in northern Pinellas County 

 Longer service hours to accommodate second shift workers and evening travelers 

 Light Rail – 24 miles 

 Future passenger rail from St. Petersburg to Clearwater via the Gateway/Carillon area 

Multiple public and private officials speaking in public input identified Greenlight Pinellas as a 
potential “game changer” for St. Petersburg. In addition to improving rail and bus transit capacity 
and connectivity, the opportunities for transit-oriented development (TOD) and the creation of 
activity and job centers around stations could be transformative for the city and complement its 
already high density and walkability. Though the initiative is supported almost unanimously by 
business and civic associations on both sides of the Bay, officials fear that perceived burdens caused 
by increased sales taxes could sway public opinion against the measure. Current polls show that a 
majority of likely voters support Greenlight Pinellas. 

CHALLENGES 
The following pages comprise key challenges to raising St. Petersburg’s population levels as identified by 
research and public input. The below graphic represents the terms most used by community survey 
respondents when asked about St. Petersburg’s “greatest threat or challenge” to overcome. Crime, 
homelessness, transportation, the Pier, and housing were among the top challenges identified. Downtown, 
a top asset, was also a top challenge, likely because of public safety and homelessness issues. 
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Land Capacity 

Though it is a misnomer that St. Petersburg is “built out,” as many people allege, it is true that there are 
few if any major “greenfield” sites available for development, either residential, retail, office, or industrial. 
This notion is validated by the data in the following table showing the comparative densities of St. 
Petersburg and the benchmarks. While the comparison areas have become denser in recent years, St. 
Petersburg is still by far the densest of these geographies. The city has nearly 4,000 people per square mile 
and has likely not shown the increases in density of the comparison areas because of factors possibly 
including residential abandonment due to the foreclosure crisis, limited redevelopment and high-rise infill 
construction due to the effects of the Great Recession, and the plain fact that there is not a lot of land for 
new construction. 
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POPULATION DENSITY (POPULATION PER SQUARE MILE) 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

With seven CRAs, three with available TIF, and other tools, Pinellas County and the city of St. Petersburg 
feature a number of programs supporting neighborhood revitalization, redevelopment and infill 
construction.  

Public officials say that the city and county are still coming to grips with the “new normal” of post-
recession Pinellas. Governments are looking at opportunities for regeneration and adjusting land-
use and zoning controls accordingly. Future land-use plans are being reexamined not only in the 
context of redevelopment but also to capture potential opportunities related to Greenlight Pinellas 
passage and the continuing spread of development pressures outward from Downtown St. 
Petersburg into the downtown’s close-in neighborhoods. 

Housing 

As was noted, along with perception of school quality, the top issue constraining St. Petersburg’s future 
growth identified by stakeholders is the quality of the city’s housing stock. There are over 1,000 condo and 
apartment units currently under construction in Downtown St. Petersburg, with plans for an array of price 
points, to accommodate the demand for housing in the thriving area. However, the need for detached 
homes, both to purchase and to rent, with enough square footage, bedrooms, and bathrooms to satisfy 
growing families is a pressing concern for city officials, and is consistent with the earlier finding that St. 
Petersburg is not currently attracting young families with children. The city’s historic attractiveness as a 
retirement destination led to the construction of thousands of “2+1” concrete block homes-on-slab 
sufficient for the needs of middle-income retirees but inadequate for the demands of modern couples and 
families. More condos and apartments reinforce current dynamics, and housing diversification is necessary 
if St. Petersburg wants to increase its attractiveness to families. Because of the lack of land capacity, 
building new detached homes is not a viable solution—revitalization and renovation of existing homes will 
be key. 

Young professionals and entrepreneurs commented on the unavailability of nice, affordable housing 
in St. Petersburg, stating that newer homes in favorable neighborhoods are unattainable pricewise 
and that affordable homes were either located in neighborhoods they are uncomfortable moving to 
or needed too much rehabilitation work. 

2000 2007 2012
St. Petersburg, FL 4,030 3,970 3,993
Durham, NC 1,750 2,021 2,229
Jacksonville, FL 985 1,078 1,120
Orlando, FL 1,897 2,249 2,437
Tampa, FL MSA 953 1,079 1,131
Florida 298 341 360
United States 80 85 89
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The Venture House project seeks to address this deficit and revitalize neighborhoods at the same time by 
leveraging a combination of private and public funds and “sweat equity” to transform dilapidated homes 
into residences that can attract entrepreneurial and artistic talent from the region and elsewhere into St. 
Petersburg’s core. Venture House is spearheaded by Frank Wells, who uses a community land trust model 
to hold properties and connect buyers with resources to purchase and rehab the homes. 

The quantity of available homes in St. Petersburg increased after the recession as more residents in the city 
turned to rental housing from 2007 to 2012. While consistent with trends across the state and country, St. 
Petersburg experienced a larger percentage decline in home-ownership than all the comparison areas, 
from 66.0 to 57.6 percent. 

In addition to challenges homebuyers face due to tightening credit markets, another major issue affecting 
whether individuals can retain or purchase homes is the dramatic increase in flood-insurance premiums. 
When the Biggert-Waters Flood Insurance Reform Act took effect on October 1, 2013, homeowners saw 
insurance rates increase by 20 percent per year or more. Partial relief is on the way as a new federal bill, 
known as the Homeowner Flood Insurance Affordability Act, recently signed into law keeps rates from 
climbing more than 15 percent annually and institutes a hard cap of 18 percent. The bill goes into effect on 
May 1, 2014, and homeowners should see the new rates reflected in their insurance premiums when they 
renew their policies. While primary homeowners will likely see benefits, businesses and second-home 
buyers will not see significant reductions in their insurance bills. 

Public Safety 

Public safety is a critical component of a community’s quality of life. Dynamics of crime typically involve 
two elements: the reality of crime and the perception of crime. Each is important because perception is the 
equivalent of reality for most residents and businesses. Data reveals that crime is on the decline in St. 
Petersburg. However, crime is very high in the city and considerably higher than the metro average. 
Despite this, the Tampa Bay metropolitan statistical area (MSA) has relatively low crime as compared to 
other Florida metros.  

CRIME RATES 

 
Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation 

2007 2012 Change 2007 2012 Change
St. Petersburg, FL 6,122.9 5,013.7 -18.1% 1,543.9 901.6 -41.6%
Durham, NC NA 4,363.6 NA NA 725.9 NA
Jacksonville, FL 5,695.9 4,124.6 -27.6% 1,021.6 617.3 -39.6%
Orlando, FL 8,547.0 6,613.8 -22.6% 1,902.3 1,017.4 -46.5%
Tampa, FL MSA 4,039.9 2,862.8 -29.1% 703.4 409.3 -41.8%
Florida 4,089.3 3,276.7 -19.9% 722.6 487.1 -32.6%
United States 3,276.4 2,859.2 -12.7% 471.8 386.9 -18.0%

Property Crime Violent Crime
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In a very positive sign, violent crime in St. Petersburg has decreased over time at a rate on par with the 
metro and at a higher pace than the state and nation. It is also important to note that while Orlando 
experienced a higher percent decrease in violent crime, its 2012 rate is still the highest among all 
geographies. Unlike violent crime rates, property crime in St. Petersburg has not declined at a competitive 
rate; its improvement lags behind comparison cities, the metro, and the state. As St. Petersburg attempts to 
reverse its population outflows, persistent issues of crime are a significant barrier to attracting and 
retaining households, especially families with children. 

Survey respondents were asked to name St. Petersburg’s greatest threat or challenge to overcome. 
Among the top answers was crime. When asked “If you will not continue to live in the community, 
and/or feel your children will not choose to live in the community, why do you feel this way?” one 
respondent answered “I am not sure it is a safe place to raise children.” Sense of personal and 
property safety was among the lowest rated quality of life aspects, garnering an average response 
of 3.2 of 5 total points. 

Public Education 

One significant challenge to St. Petersburg’s quality of life is the perceived quality of Pinellas County public 
schools. As noted in the previous storyline, public education was said to be a major deterrent to residing in 
St. Petersburg for young families with children or who plan to have children.  

On the face of the issue, Pinellas County performance measures such as SAT and ACT scores are roughly 
equivalent to the Florida state average, while graduation rates are just slightly lower. Compared to the 
districts of comparison communities, Pinellas County has low four-year cohort graduation rates, though 
ACT scores are higher than in Florida peer counties and SAT scores are higher than two of three 
comparisons. Coupled with lower child poverty and “teenage idleness” rates than the comparison areas, a 
lower percentage of Pinellas students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch – considered a proxy for 
determining low-income student totals for comparisons across states. In fact, when compared to districts in 
the comparison communities, only Duval County, Florida has a lower percentage of free and reduced-price 
eligible students. These common measures of exposure to “at-risk” conditions do not seem in line with 
public perception that Pinellas County Schools are an option of “last resort” for many families.  
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HIGH SCHOOL STATISTICS 

 
Source: Florida Department of Education; North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 

*Note: Due to reporting by North Carolina, SAT averages include only Critical Reading and Math components only. The Writing component is not 
included in this composite. 

When the high schools in St. Petersburg are examined, data continues to contradict the perception that the 
city’s schools are challenged. Only three of the seven high schools in St. Petersburg have a greater 
proportion of students eligible for free or reduced price lunch than the county average. Although college 
readiness exam scores are on average lower in St. Petersburg high schools than the county, graduation 
rates for all high schools in the city surpass the county average. This fact is counter to the feedback of 
many who said the Pinellas schools outside St. Petersburg perform better. Additionally, when Florida 
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) scores are taken into account, there are clear stars in St. 
Petersburg’s public district. Consistent with higher standardized college entrance exam scores, St. 
Petersburg Collegiate High School and St. Petersburg High School have higher percentages across all 
subjects of students scoring satisfactory or higher on the FCAT. This is generally true for students at these 
schools by racial group and for students who are considered economically disadvantaged as well. Gibbs 
students are strong in Writing and Science, but weak in Math and Reading with economically 
disadvantaged students trailing school averages by 11 percent and 10 percent, respectively. While the 
remaining schools do have bright spots in varying subjects, five of the seven high schools in the city have 
low percentages of students performing well in Reading. 

School District
Graduation 
Rate, 2013

Graduation 
Rate, 2009

Average 
ACT, 2013

Average 
SAT*, 2012

Free/Reduced 
Price Lunch 

Eligible, 2013
Pinellas County 71.9% 62.5% 19.5 976 53.7%

Boca Ciega 85.0% 78.2% 17.0 903 66.5%
Dixie Hollins 73.9% 72.6% 17.0 918 51.2%
Gibbs HS 77.9% 69.1% 17.0 923 50.4%
Lakewood HS 81.4% 84.4% 17.0 823 26.7%
Northeast HS 75.2% 78.9% 18.0 928 36.8%
St. Petersburg Collegiate HS 100.0% 98.4% 24.0 1109 60.8%
St. Petersburg HS 82.7% 86.5% 21.0 1014 58.2%

Durham Public Schools 79.6% 64.0% NA 951 65.9%
Duval County 72.1% 55.8% 18.6 959 49.1%
Orange County 75.9% 67.4% 18.7 1016 62.2%
State of Florida 75.6% 65.5% 19.6 984 58.6%
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PERCENT OF STUDENTS SCORING SATIFACTORY OR ABOVE ON THE FLORIDA COMPREHENSIVE 
ASSESSMENT TEST BY SCHOOL 

 
Source: Florida Department of Education 

In 2013, the Pinellas County district was graded a C by the Florida Department of Education, which is based 
on a number of factors including reading, mathematics, science, and writing assessment scores and 
improvements from previous years. Only one high school in the district scored less than an A or B, and that 
school was not located in St. Petersburg. Boca Ciega, Lakewood, St. Petersburg High, and St. Petersburg 
Collegiate High are among the Pinellas high schools earning As. However, this is a new achievement; from 
2012 to 2013, schools earning C scores were upgraded to Bs. In 2010, two St. Pete high schools earned Ds. 
As the school district continues to make valuable changes that result in better performance results, these 
accomplishments will need to be promoted in order to avoid persistent negative perceptions of 
improvement trends that may not be entirely valid. 

More insight is gleaned in elementary and middle schools. Of the elementary schools located in the city, 11 
earned A or B, 7 earned a C, and 8 earned D or F. Unfortunately, many of the low scoring middle schools 
are located in St. Petersburg. Of the seven middle schools in the city, only one, Thurgood Marshall 
Fundamental School, scored an A. Two earned Cs, and the rest earned D or F. It is important to note, 
though, that there are many other elementary and middle schools outside of the city of St. Petersburg that 
have earned low scores. Nevertheless, parents may choose communities outside the city of St. Petersburg 
in these grades if these trends continue.  

While it is evident that St. Petersburg schools have challenges in some areas, the data does not support the 
notion that St. Petersburg schools are not competitive with the rest of the district, and parents do have 
access to a wide range of school models. Alternative campuses include magnet programs, career 
academies, and fundamental schools. There are also independent schools, charter schools, and traditional 
private and parochial schools in the city. The curricula and structure of these schools vary.  

Additionally, the business community has close ties with the district. Through a partnership with Ford Next 
Generation Learning and the Florida Association of Career and Technical Educators, the school district has 
begun implementation of its Academies of Pinellas Five Year Master Plan, which has resulted in a career 
academy at every high school in Pinellas County guided by industry specific advisory councils. The career 

School District Writing Math Science Reading

Pinellas County 61% 55% 56% 57%

Boca Ciega 64% 58% 65% 43%

Dixie Hollins 60% 46% 57% 37%

Gibbs HS 73% 38% 71% 30%

Lakewood HS 56% 46% 58% 42%

Northeast HS 58% 60% 54% 40%

St. Petersburg Collegiate HS 91% 100% NR 88%

St. Petersburg HS 69% 62% 69% 58%

Florida 59% 59% 57% 58%
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sectors represented in St. Pete high schools include finance, information technology, automotive, and 
graphic arts. Lakewood High School has a marine sciences program in its Academy for Aquatic 
Management Systems and Environmental Technology.  

The Pinellas district also has a mentoring program for students called Executive P.A.S.S. (Partnership to 
Advance Student Success), involving several area businesses such as Raymond James, through which CEOs 
along with their employees assist with mentoring students and providing administrators with business 
perspectives. As the district continues to make strides in providing quality educational opportunities for 
Pinellas County students and realize subsequent improvements in performance measures, it will need to 
ensure that residents know about these advancements and that they are happening districtwide, including 
in St. Petersburg. 

Multiple stakeholders indicated that newcomers to the region with school-age children are 
encouraged to choose Tampa over St. Petersburg because of the difference in quality of schools. 
Also per stakeholder input, Pinellas County Schools is not the preferred choice for parents in St. 
Petersburg, unless they are able to win the lottery for the district’s fundamental schools. When 
commenting on alternative Pinellas campuses, one input respondent said that lower income 
students are “left behind in regular school.” Participants said there is a “clear border” that divides 
north and south Pinellas County in terms of perception of school quality with north county schools 
considered strong and south county’s seen as poor.  

Focus group participants added that community and parental involvement is often lacking in 
Pinellas schools, as are effective mentoring programs for students. Some said that a lack of 
resources and “lack of will” to make significant changes in the district are also challenges. 

Survey respondents were asked to rate various statements about public school quality. “Children in 
our district receive a high-quality education” received the lowest rating, with a score 2.69 of 5 total 
points. Career guidance and hands-on work experiences received a rating of 2.93, while the 
commitment of community and business leaders received 3.03. Among the higher rated (yet still 
low) statements were opportunities for parental involvement (3.88), available and affordable pre-K 
programs (3.46), and committed and engaged teachers (3.46).  
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POSITIVES
•Rapid transformation of Downtown St. Petersburg in recent years is a point of pride for the 
community. Its "live, work, play" environment has attracted many new residents, while there 
are several opportunities for business expansion, attraction, and innovation within the 
corridor.

•St. Petersburg's vibrant arts community includes world-renowned attractions and has been 
featured in major publications for its assets. Pinellas County has numerous non-profit arts 
organizations which receive competitive levels of support from philanthropists. 

•St. Petersburg's walkability is attractive to both the young workers it needs to develop a 
sustainable workforce and the older retirees who will become decreasingly reliant on cars 
over their lifetimes.

•Greenlight Pinellas promises to be a game changer for the community if passed this year. 
There are several enhancements within the plan that will address the connectivity needs that 
stakeholders have expressed.

•Pinellas County and the city of St. Petersburg feature a number of tools and programs 
supporting neighborhood revitalization, redevelopment and infill construction. 

•Although public perception of schools is mixed, the Pinellas County school district and St. 
Petersburg campuses have competitive bright spots and  are making strides in improving 
performance results and creating and maintaining meaningful relationships with businesses 
in the community.

NEGATIVES

•Although the city has seen major declines in recent years, St. Petersburg still has high crime 
rates and issues of homelessness, which can be residential deterrents to both existing 
residents and potential new residents.

•Lack of business support, lack of government funding, and disconnected arts organizations 
are among the issues that the arts community has identified as threats.

•Although downtown St. Petersburg will soon have over 1,000 rental and condo units 
available, the city has single-family detached housing stock that needs to be revitalized to 
help the city attract families, especially as limited land is available for new construction.

•Public schools are not the preferred option for parents in St. Petersburg and suffer from key 
perception issues. Residents do not seem to be aware of the improvements that are 
happening in the public system.
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A Stalled but Evolving Economy 
Similar to St. Petersburg’s population decline, the city’s economic fortunes in the past decade have not 
been laudable. Though home to major corporations, large hospitals, a burgeoning entrepreneurial sector, a 
legacy tourism economy, and one of the strongest concentrations of marine sciences employment in the 
southeast, the city’s employment numbers paint a dimmer picture than one would imagine from these 
assets. This section examines St. Petersburg’s recent economic trends and looks at the underlying structure 
of local employment. 

EMPLOYMENT 
When examining trends in employment since the start of the new millennium, it appears – at first glance – 
that St. Petersburg has lost a considerable number of jobs in recent years. In fact, the data show that the 
city shed more than 44,000 jobs from 2001 to 2013, equivalent to roughly 30 percent of its total 
employment base. However, the reality is that these employment numbers are severely 
misrepresenting the true employment situation in St. Petersburg.  

When examining these reported employment losses in greater detail, it is evident that the overwhelming 
majority – more than 42,000 – were attributed to job losses among professional employer organizations 
(PEOs) that provide human resource management services to businesses. These organizations work much 
like staffing agencies in that the employee is physically located at the worksite of the client business but is 
technically employed by the PEO. Thus, PEO employees are counted in the home office’s location even if 
they are working in another city, county, or even state in some instances. So in fact, the losses attributed to 
PEOs located in St. Petersburg are likely widely dispersed across the state and country; very simply, the 
reported job losses occurred at establishments whose staffing is managed by a PEO located in St. 
Petersburg. 

EMPLOYMENT STATISTICS 

 
Source: EMSI 

*Excluding NAICS 56133 Professional Employer Organizations 
Note: Please see Data Appendix for the ZIP code components that comprise the geographies used for this analysis. 

2007 2009 # %
St. Petersburg, FL (Unadjusted) 148,743       126,712       110,597       103,526       (45,217) -30.4%
St. Petersburg, FL (Adjusted*) 106,431       110,036       101,940       103,075       (3,356) -3.2%
Durham, NC 137,543       145,139       143,966       148,342       10,799 7.9%
Jacksonville, FL 231,276       243,907       232,324       236,305       5,029 2.2%
Orlando, FL 257,011       303,827       281,408       300,132       43,121 16.8%
Tampa, FL MSA 1,250,433    1,343,282    1,212,914    1,235,174    (15,259) -1.2%
Florida 7,936,882    8,887,972    8,077,883    8,356,853    419,971 5.3%
United States 145,023,482 152,671,450 145,623,465 149,927,264 4,903,782 3.4%

12-Year ChangeRecession (2007-2009)
2001 2013
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When PEOs – the source of this misrepresentation – are excluded from total employment figures, 
the employment situation looks much less severe. Even so, St. Petersburg still suffered considerable 
employment losses over a 12-year period from 2001 to 2013. More than 3,300 jobs were lost in the 
city, equivalent to 3.2 percent of total employment. While St. Petersburg contains roughly eight percent of 
all jobs in the metropolitan area, it accounted for roughly 22 percent of all job losses in the metropolitan 
area from 2001 to 2013. During the Great Recession (2007 – 2009), the city lost nearly 8,100 jobs, a rate of 
decline (-7.4 percent) that exceeded the rate of recessionary employment losses experienced in the three 
comparison communities, but that trailed the rate of recessionary employment loss observed across the 
metropolitan area (-9.7 percent) and the state of Florida (-9.1 percent). However, while the city’s 
recessionary downswing was not quite as severe as that which was experienced regionally or across the 
state, its recovery has been more sluggish. Since 2009, the city has recouped just 1,135 of the nearly 8,100 
jobs shed the recession, or roughly 14 percent. All comparison communities have recouped at least 34 
percent of recessionary employment losses, while the national economy has recouped 61 percent of all 
jobs shed during the Great Recession.  

Taken together, these trends illustrate that St. Petersburg is a community whose true employment 
situation may be mischaracterized by publicly available and proprietary data sources. However, it is 
also a community that – even when adjusting for these sources of misrepresentation – is still struggling to 
emerge from the Great Recession, much like the rest of the metropolitan area. As a result, it has fallen 
behind in the competition for jobs in the new millennium; while St. Petersburg has lost three percent of its 
jobs since 2001, the cities of Durham, Jacksonville, and Orlando have experienced rates of job growth 
between two and 17 percent since 2001. 

ECONOMIC STRUCTURE 
Founded as a tourism-based economy, the city of St. Petersburg has been sustained over decades by 
business sectors focused on welcoming travelers and providing them with amenities and entertainment. As 
the Tampa Bay region grew, the city of Tampa became the “production” town (most famously through the 
manufacture of cigars), while St. Petersburg focused on services. Certainly, there was, and continues to be, 
a manufacturing presence in St. Petersburg, but the city has increasingly become a location for multiple 
service sectors running the gamut from health care to financial to “big data” and home shopping.  

Over the 12-year period examined, St. Petersburg has experienced job growth in higher-wage, knowledge-
based sectors such as professional, scientific, and technical services; management of companies and 
enterprises; and health care and social assistance, which are all existing strengths in the city with the 
presence of major corporations and headquarters. Over the same period, however, the city has lost many 
jobs in technical and goods producing sectors. It is important to note, though, that not all of these jobs are 
lower-wage—manufacturing and wholesale trade provide very competitive average wages. Additionally, 
the city has experienced a decrease in information services and finance and insurance, two important 
existing strengths, while increasing lower-wage accommodation and food services jobs. Utilities have 
likewise decreased over time. In 2011, the Tampa Bay Times reported that Duke Energy employed 



Competitive Assessment 

 

 

Page 32  –  June 2014 

approximately 400 workers in its St. Petersburg location.5 Losses since that time are likely due to the 2012 
merger with Duke Energy. Losses in the information sector included the restructuring of the St. Petersburg 
Times, which led to layoffs starting in 2003, and losses in finance and insurance included widespread layoffs 
of firms, including Allstate Insurance, Branch Banking & Trust, Mortgage Investors Corporation, and 
Transamerica Life Insurance.  

Location quotients (LQs) are a commonly-used measure for evaluating the composition of a local or 
regional economy. Location quotients measure the relative concentration of a given sector in a local 
economy – as measured by its share of total employment – relative to the national average for that same 
sector. If a location quotient is greater than 1.0 for a given sector, the community has a larger share of 
employment in that sector than the nation, indicating that such economic activities are more heavily 
concentrated in that community than the average American community. Firms operating in sectors that are 
highly concentrated in a given regional often “cluster” because there is some competitive advantage to be 
derived from that geographic location. Such advantages could include an abundance of a specific labor 
pool, proximity to key natural assets, or proximity to infrastructure needs such as a port or intermodal 
terminal, among many other potential advantages. 

                                                         

5 “Q&A: How will Progress Energy merger affect Tampa Bay customers?” Tampa Bay Times. 10 January 2011. Accessed at 
http://www.tampabay.com/news/business/energy/qampa-how-will-progress-energy-merger-affect-tampa-bay-
customers/1144686. 
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ECONOMIC STRUCTURE, ST. PETERSBURG, 2013 

 
Source: EMSI 

Note: Please see Data Appendix for the ZIP code components that comprise the geographies used for this analysis. 

Location quotients reveal some areas of historical strength for St. Petersburg, most notably its legacy 
sectors of Retail Trade (LQ=1.08), Accommodation and Food Services (LQ=1.12), Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation (LQ=1.95), and Real Estate and Rental and Leasing (LQ=1.62) that are heavily tied to the tourism 
economy. The community is also home to a strong concentration of more knowledge-based sectors such 
as Finance and Insurance; Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services; and Management of Companies 
(Corporate Headquarters). Health Care and Social Assistance is not only the city’s largest employment 
sector by nearly 10,000 jobs, but is also considerably more concentrated in St. Petersburg than the average 
American community. Health care services – particularly major hospital systems – are typically concentrated 
in more urban areas; accordingly, some level of concentration of health care services in St. Petersburg is to 
be expected. However, at roughly 20 percent of all local employment, health care’s immense economic 
impact cannot be overlooked. 

Many of St. Petersburg’s most concentrated sectors are consistent with the city’s largest employers. 
Raymond James Financial is headquartered in St. Pete and provides investment and financial planning, 
investment banking, and asset management to its clients. All Children’s Hospital, located in downtown St. 
Peterburg, is the only specialty licensed and freestanding children’s hospital on Florida’s west coast and is 
now in the Johns Hopkins network. Bayfront Health St. Petersburg, located in the same district as All 

Total
Average 

Wages
Share of 

Emp.
Location 
Quotient

Net 
Change % Change

US % 
Change

Total* 103,075 $45,444 -3,356 -3.2% 3.4%

62 Health Care and Social Assistance 21,078 $46,210 20.4% 1.66 2,712 14.8% 32.8%

44 Retail Trade 11,610 $27,349 11.2% 1.08 -1,867 -13.9% -1.8%

72 Accommodation and Food Services 9,511 $17,856 9.2% 1.12 2,080 28.0% 19.2%

52 Finance and Insurance 9,183 $71,515 8.9% 2.16 -240 -2.5% 0.3%

54 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 7,649 $56,782 7.4% 1.19 1,104 16.9% 16.4%

31 Manufacturing 6,304 $64,577 6.1% 0.75 -2,763 -30.5% -26.9%

90 Government (except Health Care and Education) 5,773 $50,685 5.6% 0.35 181 3.2% 3.8%

81 Other Services (except Public Administration) 4,962 $25,702 4.8% 0.98 -421 -7.8% 4.9%

56 Administrative & Support (Unadjusted) 4,564 $31,758 4.4% 0.72 -42,355 -90.3% 8.4%

56* Administrative & Support (Adjusted)* 4,113 $34,789 4.0% 0.66 -494 -10.7% 8.4%

51 Information 4,307 $59,258 4.2% 2.21 -3,340 -43.7% -23.6%

23 Construction 3,811 $38,920 3.7% 0.72 -866 -18.5% -11.6%

71 Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 3,289 $40,019 3.2% 1.95 713 27.7% 14.8%

55 Management of Companies and Enterprises 3,034 $96,478 2.9% 2.13 629 26.2% 20.5%

61 Educational Services 2,853 $34,792 2.8% 1.10 1,587 125.4% 34.4%

53 Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 2,745 $33,879 2.7% 1.62 373 15.7% -2.2%

42 Wholesale Trade 1,978 $66,387 1.9% 0.49 -1,287 -39.4% -1.1%

48 Transportation and Warehousing 680 $47,273 0.7% 0.20 -47 -6.5% 2.9%

22 Utilities 144 $93,134 0.1% 0.38 -1,364 -90.5% -8.6%

11 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 26 $24,378 0.03% 0.02 -18 -40.9% -3.5%

99 Unclassified Industry 18 $30,758 0.02% 0.14 -34 -65.4% -24.1%

NAICS 
Code

Employment, 2013 12-Year Change
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Children’s, is a teaching hospital that has a 15-county medical emergency and trauma helicopter program. 
The Home Shopping Network – categorized an NAICS 51 Information – is a $3.3 billion firm, while Jabil , 
which manufactures products and develops supply chain strategies for electronics and technology 
companies, is a multi-national powerhouse with strengths across multiple sectors. 

CHANGE IN ECONOMIC STRUCTURE, ST. PETERSBURG, 2001 - 2013 

 

Source: EMSI 
Note: Please see Data Appendix for the ZIP code components that comprise the geographies used for this analysis. 

Between 2001 and 2013, a period during which the city lost nearly 3,400 jobs or three percent of its 
employment base, the community experienced considerable change in its economic structure.  

With a few exceptions, the city is very clearly moving towards a more knowledge-based, service-
oriented economy. During the 12-year period, the city shed roughly 4,100 jobs in sectors related to goods 
production and distribution (manufacturing, transportation and warehousing, and wholesale trade). Those 
jobs were replaced by a roughly equal gain of nearly 4,300 jobs in health care and social assistance. Given 
the widespread misperceptions that most manufacturing and distribution-related jobs are low-skill and 
thus low-wage, many would misperceive this shift away from goods-production and towards health care 
services as a movement from lower-wage to higher-wage jobs. And while health care is a relatively 
knowledge-intensive sector with many occupations that pay well above the community’s average wage, the 

Sector
Share of 

Employment 
(2001)

Share of 
Employment 

(2013)
Change in Share 

(2001 - 2013)
Health Care and Social Assistance 17.3% 20.4% 3.2%
Accommodation and Food Services 7.0% 9.2% 2.2%
Educational Services (Private) 1.2% 2.8% 1.6%
Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 6.1% 7.4% 1.3%
Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 2.4% 3.2% 0.8%
Management of Companies and Enterprises 2.3% 2.9% 0.7%
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 2.2% 2.7% 0.4%
Government 5.3% 5.6% 0.3%
Finance and Insurance 8.9% 8.9% 0.1%
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
Transportation and Warehousing 0.7% 0.7% 0.0%
Unclassified Industry 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
Other Services (except Public Administration) 5.1% 4.8% -0.2%
Admin & Support Adjusted* 4.3% 4.0% -0.3%
Construction 4.4% 3.7% -0.7%
Wholesale Trade 3.1% 1.9% -1.1%
Utilities 1.4% 0.1% -1.3%
Retail Trade 12.7% 11.3% -1.4%
Manufacturing 8.5% 6.1% -2.4%
Information 7.2% 4.2% -3.0%
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reality is that the average wage for all positions in the manufacturing, transportation and warehousing, and 
wholesale trade sectors exceeds the average wage across the health care sector.  

Certain segments of the community’s tourism-related economy have held up well and strengthened over 
time. The accommodation and food service (hotels and restaurants) and the arts, entertainment, and 
recreation sectors have added nearly 2.800 jobs since 2001, increasing their collective share of total city 
employment form 9.4 percent to 12.4 percent. However, the retail sector – which often tracks closely with 
the accommodation and food service sector – has shed nearly 1,900 jobs. Although most retail jobs are 
relatively low-wage, retail sales are an important source of revenues for many local governments. 
Accordingly, any precipitous decline in retail employment is likely to be accompanied by a corresponding 
decline in sales tax revenues.  

When looking at other areas of historical strength for St. Petersburg that are commonly associated with a 
more knowledge-based, service-oriented economy, it is evident that professional and technical services 
(including accounting, legal, engineering, research and development, etc.) and the management of 
companies (corporate headquarters) have become more heavily concentrated while information services 
(software publishing, data processing and hosting, etc.) has declined considerably.  

Overall, the community has experienced a transition that has resulted in the elimination of many jobs 
associated with goods production and distribution, and the gain of jobs in more knowledge-oriented 
service sectors. However, there are some important exceptions – most notably the significant decline 
experienced in information services. The community has shed jobs in some lower-wage sectors associated 
with travel and tourism, such as retail trade, but added equal numbers in even lower-wage sectors such as 
accommodation and food service. It has added jobs in the higher-wage professional services and corporate 
headquarters sectors but shed even more in the higher-wage information services and finance sectors.  

But across all sectors, average wages have expanded rapidly in Pinellas County. Given the aforementioned 
observations regarding change in composition by sector, it is clear that much of this wage growth cannot 
be attributed to changing economic composition (shifting away from lower-wage jobs to higher-wage 
jobs); rather, it must largely be attributed to organic growth within sectors. Very simply, employees are 
experiencing upward mobility in terms of wages at a rate that exceeds that which has been enjoyed by 
their peers in the comparison communities. 
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AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGE BY COUNTY 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

Public input participants were most bullish about St. Petersburg’s opportunities in emerging sectors 
like “big data” and also its potential to cultivate and leverage a downtown “innovation corridor” 
spanning employment concentrations in health care and marine science as well as the presence of 
the University of South Florida St. Petersburg campus. While estimates of the total number of 
marine science workers and PhDs located at the city’s port varied, there was agreement that St. 
Petersburg’s marine science industry is one of the most concentrated in the southeast United States 
and even the nation. With ten agencies, hundreds of PhDs, and $1 billion in infrastructure, the 
cluster can potentially be economically transformative with the proper support, stakeholders said. 
This includes opportunities to site research vessels at the port, expand the capacity of USF’s College 
of Marine Science, and leverage potential synergies between oceanographic research and health 
sciences innovation at the corridor’s medical establishments. A potential challenge related to 
expanding a research presence at the Port of St. Petersburg is a ten-year maximum lease period for 
entities located in the district. A previous referendum to extend the lease term was defeated. More 
specific data on the city’s economic structure will be included in the Grow Smarter Target Business 
Analysis. 

Bolstering St. Petersburg’s reputation in the marine sciences is the city’s pending hosting of the Blue Ocean 
Film Festival. Reaching approximately 20,000 filmmakers and scientists and exhibiting film and 
photography projects by popular media outlets including National Geographic and the Smithsonian 
Channel, the week-long film festival is one of the largest global environmental documentary film events.  

Many stakeholders expressed hope that during this festival, strategic dinners and tours will be 
employed to develop relationships and stimulate continued interest in St. Petersburg as a prime 
location for marine sciences. 

Opportunities to grow high-value St. Petersburg employment sectors will be examined in much greater 
detail in the Grow Smarter Initiative Target Business Analysis report, the next deliverable in the planning 
process. 

2002 2008 2012

Five-Year 
Change, 

2008-2012

Ten-Year 
Change, 

2002-2012
Pinellas County, FL $32,160 $39,285 $43,960 11.9% 36.7%
Durham County, NC $47,705 $59,970 $65,114 8.6% 36.5%
Duval County, FL $35,279 $43,724 $47,027 7.6% 33.3%
Orange County, FL $33,650 $41,046 $42,857 4.4% 27.4%
Tampa, FL MSA $32,458 $40,521 $44,205 9.1% 36.2%
Florida $32,426 $40,568 $43,211 6.5% 33.3%
United States $36,764 $45,563 $49,289 8.2% 34.1%
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In the next storyline, we will look at some of the factors that can impact St. Petersburg’s continuing 
evolution into a more diversified, knowledge-based economy. 

 
 

 

  

POSITIVES

•Wages in St. Petersburg are rising at a rate that exceeds the rate of growth observed in all 
comparison areas.

•The city has seen job gains in high-paying, knowledge-based sectors such as private health care 
and social assistance; professional, scientific, and technical services; and management of 
companies and enterprises (corporate headquarters).

•Tourism-related sectors such as accomodation and food service, and arts, entertainment, and 
recreation have added jobs since 2001 in St. Petersburg at a pace that significantly exceeds the 
national rate of expansion.

•Sub-sector data show that job losses in the city are not nearly as significant as what is reported by 
commonly-cited publicly available and properitary data sources. 

NEGATIVES

•St. Petersburg has struggled to emerge from the Great Recession, having recouped a small 
percentage of the jobs lost between 2007 and 2009.

•The city has shed jobs in some of its areas of historical strength, most notably finance and 
insurance, and information services.

•St. Petersburg has lost nearly 2,800 manufacturing jobs since 2001, declining at a rate that slightly 
exceeds the national loss.

•Although it is positive that overall job losses in St. Petersburg are heavily overstated, the 
misperceptions of these trends could lead observers to make false conclusions about the health 
of the city's economy.
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Returning to Economic Growth: 
Competitiveness to Existing and New 
Businesses 
Many U.S. communities are actively pursuing more “21st Century” knowledge-based jobs; the transition that 
St. Petersburg is experiencing is positive on the surface, but only if the city can stay abreast and even ahead 
of the competition. This will require a balanced, targeted, and strategic approach to identifying, nurturing, 
and leveraging the pressure points that will move St. Petersburg’s technology economy forward. This 
storyline examines some of the most important elements of this transition. 

A COMPETITIVE WORKFORCE 
Nothing is more important in today’s economy than the skill level of a community’s workforce. It is what 
technology-focused companies are looking for and they will locate in the places that offer not only the 
talent to grow their operations but also a training pipeline ensuring that that talent base is sustainable. 
Transitioning a workforce like St. Petersburg’s from a commodity services model to a technologically 
sophisticated, knowledge-based model will require time, patience, investment, leadership, perspective, and 
drive. But the building blocks are there in the thousands of existing technology jobs and steadily evolving 
entrepreneurial ecosystem in the city. 

Workforce Skills 

Educational attainment – or the percentage of adults with a Bachelor’s degree or above – is a key indicator 
of a community’s workforce skill capacity. In knowledge-intensive regions, this percentage is often upwards 
of 40 percent of the adult population. While the percentage of adults aged 25 and older in St. Petersburg 
with a Bachelor’s or higher is on par with the national average, the Tampa Bay metro’s rates are slightly 
lower. In fact, of 366 metros in U.S., the Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater MSA ranks number 158 for adults 
aged 25 and over with at least a college degree. What this means is that in order to compete for future 
knowledge-intensive jobs with some of the country’s most talent-rich metros, St. Petersburg will have to 
import talent from outside the region and improve the retention of local college graduates. 
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF ADULTS 25+ 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Durham again provides a useful illustration of the competitive realities of pursuing knowledge-based jobs. 
Nearly half of adults over age 25 possess a college degree or higher, with over one in five earning a 
graduate degree. In order to play in this league, St. Petersburg and the larger Tampa Bay metro will need 
to significantly raise regional levels of degree attainment. Encouragingly, St. Petersburg adults aged 25 to 
44 have higher levels of educational attainment than the overall adult population; 33.7 percent of these 
residents have at least a Bachelor’s degree. This figure again exceeds the regional percentage. 

Another instructive indicator of a community’s skills capacity is its occupational profile. Different than 
measures of employment which are staffed positions reported by companies, occupational data is 
categorized by type of job. This perspective allows for the extrapolation of skills across multiple sectors and 
provides a better understanding of the portability of an area’s labor pool for new and emerging 
employment opportunities. 
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OCCUPATIONAL STATISTICS, ST. PETERSBURG, 2013 

 
 

Source: EMSI 

As seen in the previous table, St. Petersburg’s occupational structure – like its employment structure – is 
still heavily skewed towards lower-paying service sector positions such as Office and Administrative 
Support, Sales and Related, and Food Preparation and Serving Related. Among the bright spots are strong 
concentrations in key health care occupations as well as in the high-paying Business and Financial 
Operations and Computer and Mathematics fields. Again, as with the city’s employment structure, St. 
Petersburg occupational composition displays the building blocks of a more knowledge-based economy, 
but must be significantly enhanced to be competitive with well-known talent magnets such as Austin, 
Texas and the Raleigh-Durham region. 

A number of local talent shortages were reported by public input participants. Among these were 
technical-support engineers, professionals skilled in cyber-science and robotics, and software 
engineers. According to one technology professional, “We’re still a net importer of talent.” Another 
said that it was difficult to attract IT workers because, “They don’t know we (St. Petersburg) exist, 
that’s the problem.” Technology talent is also leery of locating in the city for fear there are no “fall 
back” positions if their original opportunity were to fall through. 

Description Employment
Percent of 

Total
Location 
Quotient

12-Year 
Change

Total 103,529 -30.4% $41,621 96.1%
Office and Administrative Support 18,523 17.9% 1.16 -16.1% $30,534 93.4%
Sales and Related 12,774 12.3% 1.18 -6.7% $33,634 103.0%
Food Preparation and Serving Related 9,697 9.4% 1.16 7.5% $19,469 97.4%
Healthcare Practitioners and Technical 9,082 8.8% 1.63 0.4% $68,162 95.0%
Business and Financial Operations 7,127 6.9% 1.43 -6.7% $57,616 92.4%
Production 4,769 4.6% 0.77 -40.7% $30,181 92.9%
Healthcare Support 4,322 4.2% 1.46 0.0% $25,230 95.1%
Management 4,237 4.1% 0.77 -9.5% $92,789 108.1%
Education, Training, and Library 4,228 4.1% 0.70 2.7% $40,643 87.8%
Installation, Maintenance, and Repair 3,888 3.8% 0.99 -9.6% $36,192 88.2%
Personal Care and Service 3,609 3.5% 0.91 -4.5% $20,966 98.9%
Transportation and Material Moving 3,365 3.3% 0.51 -42.2% $26,624 86.3%
Computer and Mathematical 3,209 3.1% 1.19 -8.9% $66,477 88.1%
Building and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance 3,183 3.1% 0.79 -4.7% $20,779 91.7%
Construction and Extraction 2,611 2.5% 0.57 -25.3% $32,635 84.7%
Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media 2,143 2.1% 1.18 -22.5% $37,336 88.1%
Community and Social Service 1,641 1.6% 0.99 1.0% $34,611 84.4%
Architecture and Engineering 1,471 1.4% 0.85 -19.7% $61,755 82.4%
Legal 1,368 1.3% 1.55 5.3% $62,026 72.6%
Protective Service 1,116 1.1% 0.48 -29.9% $28,974 72.8%
Military 542 0.5% 0.38 5.1% $29,578 90.7%
Life, Physical, and Social Science 522 0.5% 0.62 -11.7% $55,307 87.1%
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 102 0.1% 0.13 -28.5% $23,670 106.9%

2013 Employment Statistics
2013 

Wages

Percent of 
National 
Earnings
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A pervasive deficit of qualified manufacturing talent will only get worse when older workers retire, 
according to one executive, who added that there is a disconnect between the technological 
requirements of a modern manufacturing worker and the public perception of these jobs that often 
dissuades parents and faculty from encouraging students to pursue manufacturing as a career. 

Corporate executives and heads of growing companies also noted that attraction of “C-level” talent 
was also a continuing challenge. 

Higher Education Capacity 

Ultimately, a community’s goal should be to develop as much talent locally as possible and not rely on the 
more challenging pursuit of external workers. This strategy also allows business and education leaders to 
work together to formalize a training pipeline specifically designed for quality jobs being developed in the 
community. 

As the following table shows, institutions in St. Petersburg and its immediate vicinity provide significant 
degree-granting capacity to regional employers. Only Orlando conferred more degrees from 2011 to 2012 
than St. Petersburg. However, reflecting the services-based employment and occupational mix already 
detailed in this report, St. Petersburg area colleges and universities provided more certificates and two-year 
degrees than a more technology-intensive economy like Durham, North Carolina. 

COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY CAPACITY 0

 
Source: National Center for Education Statistics; University of South Florida – St. Petersburg 

Note: Profiled colleges and universities are public or private non-profit institutions located within 25 miles of the respective city center. 

Pre-Bacc 
Certificate Associate Bachelor

Post-Bacc 
Certificate Master Doctorate

St. Petersburg, FL 15 134,001 544 4,617 9,911 11,392 12 2,971 416
University of South Florida - Main Campus (Tampa) 41,116 - 151 7,610 12 2,512 416
St. Petersburg College 32,612 584 4,019 1,044 - - -
Hillsborough Community College (Tampa) 27,754 1,547 3,843 - - - -
State College of Florida-Manatee-Sarasota (Bradenton) 10,765 65 1,714 44 - - -
The University of Tampa (Tampa) 6,912 0 - 1,317 - 313 -
University of South Florida - St. Petersburg 6,500 - 39 706 - 146 -
Eckerd College 2,337 - - 532 - - -
Manatee Technical Institute (Bradenton) 1,361 550 - - - - -
Pinellas Technical Education Center - Clearwater 1,221 426 - - - - -
Pinellas Technical Education Center - St. Petersburg 990 596 - - - - -
D G Erwin Technical Center (Tampa) 936 511 - - - - -
Florida College (Temple Terrace) 531 - 108 53 - - -
Clearwater Christian College (Clearwater) 498 0 4 84 - - -
Brewster Technical Center (Tampa) 254 233 - - - - -
Remington College - Tampa 214 105 33 2 - - -
Durham, NC 12 119,806 501 1,727 2,026 13,676 88 6,878 2,879
Jacksonville, FL 6 51,909 62 2,365 6,204 4,552 18 765 43
Orlando, FL 14 133,575 535 7,563 11,440 12,683 21 2,760 266

Number of Degrees Conferred, 2011-2012
Number of 
Students

Number of 
Institutions

Students 
per 1,000 
Residents
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The number of Master’s degrees and doctorates awarded by Durham area institutions is staggering in 
comparison to the Florida communities and again demonstrates the critical mass of talent needed to 
sustain an economy dependent on innovation and higher-level processes to fuel its growth. 

Amongst the institutions in the St. Petersburg city limits, St. Petersburg College (SPC) has the largest 
student body and has developed valuable relationships with various businesses, providing specialized 
training where needed in addition to its many certificate and degree programs. One such relationship is 
with up-and-coming LED light manufacturer LumaStream, which partnered with SPC on a customized 
training program to supply a segment of its talent needs. SPC continues to expand its campus, having just 
broken ground on a $14 million Midtown Center on 22nd Street South in St. Petersburg. Expected to be 
open by mid-2015, the 45,000-square-foot campus will have a learning support center, library with a 
children’s area, public meeting space and numerous classrooms, some equipped with laboratory and 
computer equipment.6 

The other large institution within St. Petersburg’s borders is the aforementioned University of South Florida 
St. Petersburg. With an undergraduate enrollment of roughly 6,500, the fast-growing school recently 
constructed student housing in an attempt to become a more residential-based campus. In addition to its 
well-regarded entrepreneurial degree program, USFSP’s online MBA program was recently ranked fourth 
among Florida universities for Best Online Graduate Business Program by U.S. News and World Report. 
USF’s College of Marine Science located at the St. Petersburg campus provides a direct pipeline for trained 
talent in the sector. Graduate programs are offered for biological oceanography, chemical oceanography, 
geological oceanography, physical oceanography, and marine resource assessment.  

USF is not alone in supporting development of marine sciences. Eckerd College also offers undergraduate 
programs in marine biology, marine chemistry, marine geology, and marine geophysics. Both universities 
have partnerships with Canterbury School of Florida, a private Pre-K-3 through 12th grade school with two 
campuses in St. Petersburg. Canterbury has a school-wide marine studies program and has the distinction 
of being the first Cousteau Divers partner school in the world. Cousteau Divers is a global nonprofit 
organization dedicated to marine sciences and the legacy of explorer Jacques Cousteau.  

Online survey participants had very positive remarks about the level of communication between 
local universities and businesses. The schools were said to readily assist students with obtaining 
internships, while businesses were able to work with universities to develop training programs when 
needed. This feedback was largely corroborated by focus group and interview participants who 
frequently lauded SPC and USFPC for their contributions to workforce and economic development 
and downtown/neighborhood revitalization. 

Complementing degree-granting institutions is the Tampa Bay Workforce Alliance, comprised of the 
workforce investment boards of Pinellas and Hillsborough counties. The Alliance is currently developing a 

                                                         

6 Boatwright, Josh. Midtown St. Pete breaks ground on college campus. Tampa Tribune, 3/2/14. http://tbo.com/news/breaking-
news/all/midtown-st-pete-breaks-ground-on-collegecampus-20140301/ 
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skills-gap analysis for “big data” employers after having completed similar studies for the manufacturing 
and IT sectors. 

RESEARCH CAPACITY  
It has been said that research universities are the “steel mills of the 21st Century.” Indeed, these campuses – 
as well as not-for-profit and private research centers and institutions – form the backbone of most 
innovation and technology-based economies. This is certainly true for Austin, Texas, Raleigh-Durham, 
Boulder, Colorado, and any number of high-profile innovation-rich communities. 

St. Petersburg-based research, as detailed in the previous section, is principally focused on marine science 
and life/health science. The main members of the marine science research cluster are located in Bayboro 
Harbor, less than a mile from the USFSP campus and multiple hospitals. All Children’s Hospital, which 
became a member of the Johns Hopkins Health System in 2011, is the first U.S. hospital outside of the 
Baltimore and District of Columbia region to be affiliated with John Hopkins. In recent years, the hospital 
has expanded capacity, most notably through a pediatric residency program which will begin in July 2014. 

Researchers participating in public input noted the potential synergies between marine science and 
medical research. These are principally focused on the connections between marine organisms and 
habitats and human physiology and disease management. Integrated research can potentially lead 
to the development of pharmaceuticals and other treatments. 

A number of input participants referenced the potential impact of the St. Petersburg Ocean Team 
(SPOT), a group started by former Mayor Rick Baker including representation from many of the 
district’s marine science companies, institutions, and organizations. While respondents praised the 
quality of its membership, they said the group lacks direction. According to one interviewee, SPOT 
“has intellectual horsepower but no leadership.” 

Although an imperfect indicator of a community’s capacity for technology-based economic development, 
patent awards nevertheless reflect the degree to which intellectual property (IP) is being created in the 
area. How that IP is leveraged is the next stage of the discussion. 

PATENTS PER 10,000 RESIDENTS, 2008-2013 

 
 

Source: U.S. Patent and Trademark Office 

2008 2013
Point 

Change

St. Petersburg, FL 3.1 3.9 25.7%

Durham, NC 18.2 26.9 47.8%

Jacksonville, FL 1.3 2.2 65.6%

Orlando, FL 9.6 13.0 35.9%

Florida 1.8 3.1 71.5%

United States 6.1 9.7 58.6%
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The previous table shows just how far behind St. Petersburg is from its competitors in terms of patentable 
discoveries. At the city level, only Jacksonville trailed St. Petersburg’s 2013 rate of patent awards. Orlando 
was over four times more active than St. Petersburg, while Durham was the clear outlier with 26.9 patents 
per 10,000 residents in 2013.  

Patents reflect IP from individuals, private companies, non-profit research centers, and research universities, 
among others. To get a perspective for the research output of St. Petersburg’s institutional and 
government-affiliated entities, it is instructive to look at university technology transfer and National Science 
Foundation (NSF) grant awards. Unfortunately, as is common with many public university systems, tech 
transfer and IP licensing revenue are not broken out by campus when reporting data to the Association of 
University Technology Managers. Therefore, while we are able to see total research expenditures for all 
campuses in the University of South Florida system, we cannot examine the St. Petersburg campus 
individually. However, as a point of reference, according to the USF-St. Petersburg website, in 2012, the 
campus was awarded just over $4 million in research funding, only approximately 1.4 percent of the $411 
million cited on the USF main campus site. Overall, the USF system is quite competitive with the benchmark 
institutions in terms of research expenditures, licensing, startup development, and patent issuance. 
Research can be further fostered at the St. Petersburg campus through collaborations with other 
organizations and firms, particularly those in the previously referenced innovation corridor of healthcare 
and marine sciences.  There is, of course, always the potential that technology developed at USF in Tampa 
can be commercialized in St. Petersburg. 

 UNIVERSITY TECHNOLOGY TRANSFER, 2012 

 
 

 Source: Association of University Technology Managers 
 *The University of South Florida estimates include totals for all campuses. 

Public input noted that, at least in the past, USFSP was not nimble or savvy when it came to 
technology transfer processes. Research faculty felt that they had no stake in their intellectual 
property development and were not allowed to start companies like faculty at more 
commercialization-focused institutions. In fact, perceived limitations in USFSP’s commercialization 
system were referenced as a key reason why SRI was attracted to St. Petersburg to incorporate IP 
developed on campus into their business model. Research faculty were also heavily recruited by SRI 
to join the team in the company’s new St. Petersburg operations. 

Total Research 
Expenditures

Percent 
Increase, 

2007-2012

Licenses 
and 

Options 
Executed Startups

U.S. 
Patents 
Issued

New Patent 
Applications

License 
Income 

Received

St. Petersburg, FL (University of South Florida) $451,259,000 45.3% 52 10 98 86 $1,243,424

Durham, NC $2,030,256,214 25.0% 243 19 126 249 $33,435,273

Duke University $840,113,651 19.4% 123 6 50 113 $24,590,271

North Carolina State University at Raleigh $404,225,000 21.9% 59 4 45 63 $6,430,764

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill $785,917,563 33.3% 61 9 31 73 $2,414,238

Jacksonville, FL

Orlando, FL (University of Central Florida) $121,650,000 9.0% 10 5 74 93 $1,009,000

no universities included
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Comparative NSF funding, as seen in the following table, provides good perspective on research capacity 
of the many not-for-profit and government-affiliated research entities in St. Petersburg. In this respect, the 
city is far more competitive with its peers than patenting or university-sponsored research. 

NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION FUNDING, 2008-2013 

 
 

Source: National Science Foundation 

Though still dwarfed by Durham’s fund receipts, St. Petersburg is competitive with Orlando and far exceeds 
Jacksonville’s NSF awards. In fact, Durham research entities received almost as much NSF funding as the 
entire state of Florida. While St. Petersburg’s total NSF funding is on par or greater than its Florida peers, 
the growth of these receipts from 2008 to 2013 trails all the benchmarks except Jacksonville and the state 
of Florida. 

BUSINESS CLIMATE 
Business climate is a broad term, but it essentially relates to a community’s cultivated environment for 
growth. While much in this world is out of our hands, there are other elements that are controllable. 
Optimizing a local business climate involves limiting disincentives for growth while capitalizing on available 
tools to support quality job creation. 

Business Costs 

Tax burden is an important component of business costs and is cited as the cause of many relocations from 
high-tax states such as California. Florida regularly appears in top business climate rankings because of its 
lack of a personal income tax, its business-friendly state government, and its access to millions of annual 
visitors. Its corporate income tax is lower than in North Carolina and neighboring states of Georgia and 
Alabama. Residents do pay a higher level of property tax than North Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama, but 
lower when compared to Texas, another state without personal income tax. Florida also has favorable taxes 
in terms of inventory, beer, and gasoline.  

2008 2013 Change

St. Petersburg, FL $12,974,000 $13,909,000 7.2%

Durham, NC $104,164,000 $128,279,000 23.2%

Jacksonville, FL $210,000 $125,000 -40.5%

Orlando, FL $9,733,000 $14,157,000 45.5%

Florida $149,897,000 $156,099,000 4.1%

United States $5,804,845,000 $6,527,595,000 12.5%



Competitive Assessment 

 

 

Page 46  –  June 2014 

 TAX CLIMATE BY STATE, 2014 

 
 

 Source: Tax Foundation; State Boards of Tax Assessors 

Local tax burden was not an issue that arose during Grow Smarter public input. In fact, the lack of a 
state income tax and the potential to receive homestead exemptions were actually cited as 
competitive advantages for St. Petersburg relative to competitor states and cities. 

Among the highest rated business climate aspects are state tax climate (3.93), labor costs (3.59), 
local tax climate (3.49), and government support for business (3.31), rated by survey respondents 
on a scale from one to five. The lowest rated aspects were insurance costs (2.38), availability of 
qualified employees (2.87), cost of utilities (3.03), and “business friendliness” of development 
review process (3.19).  

Utility rates are another common business cost concern for companies, especially those in power-intensive 
industries. As seen in the following table, St. Petersburg’s largest power provider, Duke Energy, is 
comparatively higher than the benchmark utilities for residential electricity, but equivalent to the largest 
utilities in the comparison cities for commercial and industrial power. 

Florida North Carolina Georgia Texas Alabama

Sales tax
State and local 
rates

State: 6.0% 
St. Petersburg: 1.0% 

Jacksonville: 1.0% 
Orlando: 0.5% 

State: 4.75% 
Durham local: 2.75% 4.0% 6.25% 4.0%

State individual income tax Rate and brackets No state income tax Flat rate, 5.8%
Six brackets, 
1.0% - 6.0%

No state income 
tax

Three brackets, 
2.0% - 5.0%

State corporate income tax Rate and brackets Flat rate, 5.5% Flat rate, 6.0% Flat rate, 6.0%

Gross receipts 
tax, 0.95%, $1 

million exemption Flat rate, 6.5%

Property tax

Property Tax as a 
Percentage of 
Median Home 
Value, 2012 1.07% 0.83% 0.96% 1.72% 0.41%

Apportionment Double wtd. sales Double wtd. sales Sales Sales Double wtd. sales

Inventories Exempt Exempt Exempt Taxable Exempt

Manufacturing 
Machinery Taxable Exempt Exempt Exempt

1.5% Reduced 
Rate

Beer ($ per 
gallon) $0.48 $0.62 $0.32 

$0.20 + 14.95% 
on-premise and 

$0.05/drink on 
airline sales $1.05 

Gasoline 17.1 37.8 19.3 20.0 18.0

Other
taxes
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ELECTRIC RATES BY UTILITY COMPANY, 2014 

 
 

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration  

Incentives 

The availability of development, expansion, or relocation incentives is leveraged either when a potential 
project needs public money to justify private investment or when an expansion or relocation project has 
narrowed down its list of potential investment sites and is looking for a benefit to elevate otherwise evenly 
matched destinations. 

While a number of state and local statutory tools exist to incentivize relocating companies, a recent Tampa 
Tribune article7 profiled the new tools Pinellas County cities are utilizing to ensure growing companies 
decide to expand locally. This is especially germane in Pinellas, where, according to the article, “only about 
5 percent of the peninsula’s commercial land remains empty and redevelopment costs are high.” In the 
past two years, St. Petersburg and two other Pinellas cities passed referenda to empower city officials to 
negotiate tax breaks or property improvements in exchange for hitting agreed-upon job-creation targets. 
At the county level, Pinellas is reviewing a set of tax breaks and fee waivers they are calling a “regeneration 
toolbox” to address the reality that much of the county’s industrial property is outdated and only a few 
large-scale undeveloped parcels exist to support a major expansion. Pinellas is also considering an ad 
valorem tax exemption similar to one St. Petersburg enacted in 2012. The city’s incentive is industry-sector-
specific and applies only to the city’s share of a property’s taxable value increase for a period of up to ten 
years. 

St. Petersburg can also leverage an alphabet soup of state, federal, and local tools such as Enterprise 
Zones, Hub Zones, TIF, Urban Job Tax Credits, and others. The city is also assembling continuous tracts of 
land to offer developers and employers as incentives for investment. 

                                                         

7 Boatwright, Josh. Pinellas cities rework taxes to retain employers. Tampa Tribune, 2/24/14. http://tbo.com/pinellas-
county/pinellas-cities-rework-taxes-to-retain-employers-20140223/ 

Utility Residential Commercial Industrial
Central Florida Electric Coop 13.53 12.61 11.46
Duke Energy 13.17 10.25 9.14
Florida Power and Light Co 10.40 8.72 6.86
Tampa Electric Co 11.42 10.21 8.84
Piedmont Electric Member Corp 14.02 13.42 5.18
Progress Energy Carolinas Inc 10.43 8.50 6.64
Beaches Energy Services 12.52 12.96 -
Clay Electric Cooperative 11.55 10.28 7.88

Orlando, FL Orlando Utilities Commission 11.11 9.38 -

Cents per kWh

St. Petersburg, FL

Durham, NC

Jacksonville, FL
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As one government official said in public input, “We can virtually give some of this land away.” 

Existing Business Services 

A critical component of business climate is the support existing businesses receive to best enable them to 
retain and grow jobs. Often termed business retention and expansion (BRE) programs, these services are 
coordinated and implemented by economic development organizations as critical parts of their strategic 
efforts. 

In this vein, the St. Petersburg Area Chamber recently relaunched a program called the Growing Business 
Council as a tool to facilitate networking opportunities during bimonthly Business Connection Lunches. 

While the Chamber does not have staff wholly dedicated to BRE and does not utilize software to build a 
database of existing business information, the Pinellas County economic development office conducts 
existing-business visits and provides monthly reports to regional partners in addition to maintaining an 
inventory of development sites to inform prospect development and negotiations. The city of St. 
Petersburg also has an active economic development and planning office that cultivates relationships with 
existing employers. 

In public input, certain businesses said more could be done to ensure that their competitive issues 
are understood and managed. Some would like to see more frequent and focused existing business 
visits, while others said they would be interested in serving as “ambassadors” for St. Petersburg with 
corporate prospects if asked. 

On the survey, business owners were asked how likely their business will remain in St. Petersburg for 
the long term. The response was favorable, with an average rating of 3.99 of five total points. To 
“My business receives the support from economic development organizations it needs to grow,” 
business owners responded with an average of 3.03, slightly higher than the 2.92 rating for 
government support. 

Regionalism 

More often associated with marketing than business climate, the concept of regionalism nevertheless helps 
establish a tone for cooperation and communication across city and county lines. Intra-regional 
governments that are seen as hostile to each other are often red flags for companies looking to locate or 
expand in the community or site consultants comparing regions for clients. While truly seamless regional 
partnerships are rare, there are nevertheless metro areas that strive to speak with one voice on key issues 
and initiatives. 

In the Tampa Bay region, the two population centers on either sides of the Bay have long been seen 
internally and externally as adversarial. Historically different both demographically and economically, St. 
Petersburg and Tampa have not always seen eye to eye on issues as diverse as major league baseball and 
transportation. However, there are issues that serve as uniters between regional governments, principally 
including Tampa International Airport, but also Port Tampa Bay and, more recently, Greenlight Pinellas. The 
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issue of better connecting the region is paramount for many public and private officials from across Tampa 
Bay. 

Founded in 1994, the Tampa Bay Partnership serves as the external marketing entity for the eight-county 
region inclusive of Citrus, Hernando, Hillsborough, Manatee, Pasco, Pinellas, Polk, and Sarasota counties; 
the Partnership also encompasses nearly 150 public and private businesses and 11 local and sub-regional 
economic development organizations. In addition to marketing, the Partnership also coordinates 
programming in transportation, baseball (keeping the Rays in Tampa Bay), public policy, talent 
development, and community wellness. 

St. Petersburg’s relationship and impact on Tampa Bay Partnership efforts was adversely affected by 
difficulties the St. Petersburg Area Chamber experienced prior to its renewal under its current leadership. 
Regional partners are now looking for the Chamber, in addition to the city of St. Petersburg and Pinellas 
County, to become more engaged in regional efforts and communicate the “story” that they want to be 
told nationally and internationally. 

Tampa/Hillsborough’s support of Greenlight Pinellas is seen as a potential game-changer for 
regional relations by many public input participants. This is bolstered by the recent joint press 
conference in support of the transit referendum by the mayors of Tampa and St. Petersburg. As one 
interviewee said, “You hear ‘Tampa Bay Area’ more these days, but it’s still fragmented. There’s a lot 
of parochialism from both sides.” However, another participant noted that “there’s a lot of 
cooperation that’s not being recognized.” One business leader commented, “The big challenge for 
St. Petersburg is getting over the provincialism and insecurity vis a vis Tampa. There’s greater 
vitality if we’re part of a larger regional economy.” 

Survey respondents were asked what differentiates St. Petersburg from the city of Tampa. 
Responses were both positive and negative. One respondent noted, “A beautiful waterfront and lack 
of traffic congestion.  Plus nicer residents.” Another offered, “The communal pride us residents 
have.  It's a livable city, not a commuter city.   

ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
The reality is that the vast majority (upwards of 80 percent according to some studies) of a community’s 
jobs are created by existing companies, including small businesses. Thus, programs to seed, launch, 
nurture, and expand small businesses and entrepreneurial enterprises are de facto economic development 
needs for places large and small. Especially in recent years, the concept of support for entrepreneurs and 
startup businesses has become all the rage in economic development circles. Communities are building 
and staffing incubators and accelerators as fast as possible and claiming that they have established an 
entrepreneurial “ecosystem.” Unfortunately, becoming a true entrepreneurial economy requires factors that 
may be manageable (availability of capital, inclusive leadership, place-based amenities attractive to young 
professionals, entrepreneur-led event programming and networking) or beyond a community’s control 
(presence of a major research university, mild climate, beaches and mountains, major international airport, 
etc.). 
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Encouragingly for St. Petersburg, the stars are beginning to align for its entrepreneurial economy. 
One input respondent said the city is “an ideal epicenter for developing the regional technology 
ecosystem.” Reasons cited included a nearby university, arts and cultural vitality, a walkable, vibrant 
downtown attractive to the “Creative Class,” and a beach lifestyle that could draw investors and 
entrepreneurs from across the country. The respondent added, “We have the elements of becoming 
another Boulder. Light rail would be huge.” Another said that a key catalyst for spurring the 
development of St. Petersburg’s ecosystem was the opening of The Greenhouse – a partnership 
between the City of St. Petersburg and the St. Petersburg Area Chamber – as a venue for 
entrepreneurs to meet, network and host events. 

The Greenhouse, located in a renovated historic building in Downtown St. Petersburg, serves as a “one-
stop shop” for many programs and services supportive of startup enterprises and entrepreneurs. On site 
staff from the City of St. Petersburg and the St. Petersburg Area Chamber of Commerce work with clients to 
assist them with opportunities to grow or locate their business in the city. Mentorship services are provided 
through partnerships with organizations such as SCORE and ASPEC (Academy of Senior Professionals at 
Eckerd College) as well as through relationships with area business leaders. The City/Chamber collaboration 
also allows entrepreneurs and small business people to promote events and accomplishments of their 
companies across a broad network of firms and influencers. Opportunities also exist to help companies 
host ribbon-cutting events.  

A core tenet of the Greenhouse is to provide entrepreneurs and business owners with access to 
educational resources such as the fundamentals of starting/running a business as well as information about 
new and innovative growth practices. Funding is a critical programmatic component of the Greenhouse. 
Through its network of partners, the organization provides access to financial institutions and experts that 
can help businesses improve their chances of securing financing. Perhaps the most critical role of the 
Greenhouse is to facilitate relationship-building amongst St. Petersburg’s private sector. Whether through 
in-house “office hours” from top business people or events like the Kauffman Foundation’s 1,000,000 Cups, 
the Greenhouse facilitates connections and collaborations in the area’s business and entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. 

Another potential anchor for St. Petersburg’s entrepreneurial economy is set to come online later in 2014. 
TEC (Technology Entrepreneurship Center) Garage St. Petersburg will be a 6,000 square foot incubator 
located in the ground floor of St. Petersburg College’s downtown campus. The facility will be run by the 
staff of the Largo-based Tampa Bay Innovation Center and operate on a three-year lease. TEC Garage will 
be funded by $400,000 set aside by state legislators in 2013. The Innovation Center’s CEO said that TEC 
Garage will be a smaller and “near-term” incubator that will one day complement a larger and permanent 
downtown facility, potentially with wet lab space to accommodate biotechnology businesses.8 

                                                         

8 Trigaux, Robert. In downtown St. Petersburg, a business incubator will open in St. Petersburg College facility. Tampa Bay 
Times, 4/15/14. http://www.tampabay.com/news/business/in-downtown-st-petersburg-a-business-incubator-will-open-in-st-
petersburg/2175222 
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USFSP is also a key player in the development of St. Petersburg’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. The school’s 
nationally recognized entrepreneur program is up to 85 students and growing. Gazelle Lab, an accelerator 
program affiliated with USFSP faculty, has been a catalyst in the launch of three established companies and 
enables the university’s entrepreneurship students to serve as consultants and interns in the program. 
Gazelle Lab was the first university-affiliated accelerator to be run by TechStars, a pioneer of the 
acceleration concept and operator of the nation’s largest network of affiliated programs. Gazelle Labs is 
also now part of the Global Accelerator Network. 

A look at the numbers provides a comparative perspective on the dynamics of St. Petersburg’s 
entrepreneurial economy. As seen in the following table, there are 5,107 identified self-employed (see 
Appendix C: Data Sources for definition) workers in St. Petersburg, comprising 4.9 percent of the city’s total 
economy, a lower rate than the national figure of 6.6 percent. However, the self-employed in St. Petersburg 
earn slightly more than the national average at $25,917 per year.  

 SELF-EMPLOYMENT STATISTICS, ST. PETERSBURG, 2013 

 
 Source: EMSI 

Despite an overall decline in self-employment from 2001 to 2013, there are several sectors that are more 
concentrated in St. Petersburg than they are in the average American community, including information 
(LQ = 2.26), finance and insurance (2.07), professional, scientific, and technical services (1.29), and health 
care and social assistance (1.12). These are consistent with the city’s economy as a whole and its transition 
away from service-based jobs to knowledge-driven employment. 

Availability of capital is one of the principal concerns of any entrepreneurial economy and a prime 
differentiator of dominant startup communities like Silicon Valley and underperforming areas. Capital 

NAICS 
Code Description

Self-
employed

12-Year 
Change St. Pete U.S.

Total 5,107 -6.6% 4.9% 6.6% $25,917 101.8%
81 Other Services (except Public Administration) 901 2.6% 18.2% 21.8% $16,796 108.5%
54 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 767 5.2% 10.0% 12.4% $33,710 86.7%
62 Health Care and Social Assistance 506 -13.1% 2.4% 4.7% $38,389 100.7%
56 Admin & Support & Waste Mgmt & Remediation Svcs 421 -10.4% 9.2% 10.3% $23,754 134.4%
71 Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 403 33.9% 12.3% 17.4% $16,130 86.4%
23 Construction 392 -8.8% 10.3% 22.4% $21,654 101.9%
44 Retail Trade 370 -29.0% 3.2% 4.0% $23,105 99.8%
53 Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 356 -15.2% 13.0% 17.5% $23,513 81.2%
52 Finance and Insurance 262 -26.2% 2.9% 4.0% $43,730 100.6%
61 Educational Services (Private) 171 98.8% 6.0% 6.4% $18,529 104.5%
51 Information 155 9.2% 3.6% 4.7% $30,721 97.2%
72 Accommodation and Food Services 119 -33.1% 1.3% 1.7% $19,773 95.7%
48 Transportation and Warehousing 107 -4.5% 15.7% 7.7% $26,824 93.5%
42 Wholesale Trade 95 -28.6% 4.8% 2.6% $25,487 73.1%
31 Manufacturing 66 -42.1% 1.0% 1.6% $38,350 103.6%
11 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 18 0.0% 69.2% 29.0% $25,222 103.0%

2013 
Wages

Percent 
of 

National 
Earnings

% of Total Sector 
Employment
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formation is comprised of numerous types, including proof-of-concept, seed, bridge, venture, and angel 
financing, but the overall purpose of investment at any stage of an enterprise’s development is to ensure 
that the capacity exists to take an idea successfully to market and scale it for maximum return. 

Looking at small business loan data published under Community Reinvestment Act regulations provides 
perspective on one potential source of enterprise-development financing. Data for Pinellas County in the 
following table (data not available at the city level) shows that Pinellas has more loans per capita than the 
comparison counties, but on average lower loan amounts. 

COMMUNITY REDEVELOPMENT ACT SMALL BUSINESS LOANS 

 
 

Source: FFIEC 

Public input participants were not complimentary of St. Petersburg’s capital-formation capacity, 
noting that there is ample private equity in the community, but limited venture and angel financing. 
According to one entrepreneur, “The capital markets are horrible here. It’s one of the biggest 
challenges of this area.” Lack of financing at multiple stages of the startup cycle risks new 
enterprises “launching here and leaving.” Even so, other respondents said funding prospects are 
looking up in the community. According to one serial entrepreneur, in the last six months people 
with resources have approached leaders of the ecosystem and said, “We want to invest.” 

One potential source of capital is the St. Petersburg Downtown Partnership (SPDP). The non-profit 
organization focuses mainly on advocacy and public planning issues, but occasionally makes direct 
investments in local startups with the potential for high-paying job creation. A recent $20,000 investment 
in mobile-funding company SavvyCard was the second made by the SPDP, following a $25,000 investment 
in smart-LED startup LumaStream in 2012. The selection of potential investment opportunities is done on a 
case-by-case basis.9 

Survey respondents were asked to rate an array of components of St. Petersburg’s entrepreneurial 
climate. Among the most favorable were availability of talent, which is considered strong or very 
strong by 42.5 percent of respondents, entrepreneur-focused events and meetups (42.4 percent), 

                                                         

9 Brown, Jo-Lynn. St. Petersburg Downtown Partnership invests $20K in SavvyCard. Tampa Bay Business Journal, 12/19/2013. 
http://www.bizjournals.com/tampabay/news/2013/12/19/st-petersburg-downtownpartnership.html 

Loans per 
establishment

Average 
Loan 

Amount
Loans per 

establishment

Average 
Loan 

Amount
Pinellas County, FL 1.87 $20,696 0.59 $33,695
Durham County, NC 1.48 $28,782 0.53 $47,223
Duval County, FL 1.40 $23,958 0.46 $37,171
Orange County, FL 1.70 $20,816 0.55 $29,452
United States 1.66 $24,327 0.57 $39,152

2007 2012
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small business development support (32.9 percent), and mentorship opportunities (29.5 percent). 
The lowest rated were availability of seed loans, which 58.8 percent of respondents consider weak or 
very weak, availability of angel investment (59.6 percent), availability of venture capital (55.4 
percent), acceleration programs (46.3 percent), and incubation facilities (49.5 percent). Survey 
respondents would like to see a more streamlined startup process, more opportunities for learning 
and training, and more exposure for youth about entrepreneurship.  

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 
Despite the prevalence in current economic development circles to talk about the competitive priorities of 
place-based lifestyle amenities and entrepreneurial incubation facilities, the reality is that some of the 
traditional concerns related to physical infrastructure capacity still matter when it comes to corporate 
location decisions. Throughout its history, the city of St. Petersburg has experienced accessibility challenges 
due to its location on a narrow peninsula straddling a bay and ocean channel. Early breakthroughs came 
with the extension of a rail line to the city as well as the construction of bridges east to Tampa and south to 
Palmetto. Now, the city has access to Class I rail, two ports, three airports, and multiple federal interstates 
and state and federal highways. 

However, while there are no deficiencies from an economic infrastructure standpoint in any of these areas, 
the city’s position southeast of Port Tampa Bay and in the Southeastern corner of the United States means 
that it is not a particularly attractive location for manufacturing and distribution, with the possible 
exception of goods being produced and exported in high volume to the Caribbean, Central America, and 
other common export destination for goods leaving Port Tampa Bay. 

Highways and Roads 

While traffic congestion and east-west connectivity were cited often in public input as concerns, data show 
that commute times for St. Petersburg residents are competitive relative to the metro average and Florida 
peers. Just over a quarter of St. Petersburg residents spend more than 30 minutes traveling to work  
compared to 37.7 percent metrowide, 30.5 percent in Orlando, and 29.8 percent in Jacksonville.  
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TRAVEL TIME TO WORK, 2012 

 
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

A series of ongoing improvements to U.S. 19 in Pinellas County has improved access into north St. 
Petersburg, while work will begin in 2017 on a five-year, $337 million expressway project linking I-275 to 
U.S. 19 with elevated tollways, easing a long-time chokepoint for travelers entering the city from the east. 
The so-called Gateway Express project also includes a link from I-275 to the St. Petersburg-Clearwater 
Airport. 

As noted, public input respondents expressed frustration that the “further north you go in Pinellas 
County,” the harder it is to cross the peninsula east-west. One respondent said that there is not a 
“coordinated network” to get people in and out of St. Petersburg. Another noted that the Skyway 
Bridge is becoming a barrier for ingress and egress of large cargo ships in Tampa Bay. 

One stakeholder suggested that St. Petersburg and Tampa work together to provide hourly ferry 
service to connect the two downtown areas, which would also connect resources and provide 
visitors greater access to regional amenities. 

Rail 

St. Petersburg is served by one Class I rail line owned by CSX. Of the comparison cities, only Durham and 
Jacksonville are served by a second Class I system. When compared with major distribution hubs such as 
Memphis, Dallas, Kansas City, Atlanta, and others, St. Petersburg’s capacity and connectivity pales in 
comparison. Many of these locales are served by up to four, and even five Class I lines. 

Therefore, combined with its geographical location in the southeastern corner of the country, it is unlikely 
that St. Petersburg and Pinellas County will become a major multi-modal distribution hub. This is especially 
true because of the lack of large-scale development sites that would accommodate these facilities. Large-
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scale development sites near the city’s Class I rail infrastructure would be an important asset for the city to 
leverage. 

Water Ports 

The recently re-named Port Tampa Bay (to reflect its regional presence) serves as a major processing and 
distribution center, especially for steel, and is a part of Foreign Trade Zone #79. The largest cargo tonnage 
port in Florida, in fiscal year 2013, Port Tampa Bay reported handling 34.9 million tons of cargo, 2,988 
vessel arrivals, and over 850,000 cruise passengers. The deepwater port is currently adding a new terminal 
specifically for importing and exporting automobiles, opening up lucrative new markets in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 

The Port of St. Petersburg is located on the city’s downtown riverfront and primarily serves cruise ships. As 
noted earlier in this report, many feel the Port could be leveraged more aggressively for economic 
development if a ten-year maximum lease provision is extended. This would require a public referendum to 
change, and an effort that has been defeated in the past. 

Airports 

St. Petersburg’s three accessible airports are Tampa International – by far the largest of the three – St. 
Petersburg-Clearwater International, and Alfred Whitted Municipal Airport, located downtown. Whitted 
does not serve commercial travelers.  

Tampa International ranks 27th in the nation for passenger departures. From 2012 to 2013, St. Petersburg 
and Tampa were the only airports of the comparison geographies that experienced an increase in 
passenger departures. In terms of freight cargo capacity, Tampa International ranks 44th in the nation.  

AIRPORT PASSENGER STATISTICS, 2013 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Transportation Statistics 

The increase in the St. Petersburg Clearwater International Airport’s passenger traffic is attributed to 
Allegiant Airlines launching service to six new destinations in fall 2013, including Columbus, OH; Elmira, NY; 
Fargo, ND; Sioux Falls, SD; Stewart International Airport, near Newburgh, NY; and Syracuse, NY. Year-to-
date passenger numbers are up 25 percent from 2013. 

As with the Port of St. Petersburg and Al Lang Field, many stakeholders feel that Whitted Airport is 
not the highest-and-best-use for prime downtown waterfront property. Nevertheless, all efforts to 

Airport
Departures 

(ths.)
12-month 

change Rank # of carriers Top destination
St. Petersburg, FL St. Petersburg-Clearwater Intl (PIE) 494 17.23% 116 4 Gulfport/Biloxi, MS

Tampa International (TPA) 7,998 0.39% 27 20 Atlanta, GA
Durham, NC Raleigh-Durham International (RDU) 4,372 -0.11% 38 25 Atlanta, GA
Jacksonville, FL Jacksonville International (JAX) 2,540 -1.09% 56 21 Atlanta, GA
Orlando, FL Orlando International (MCO) 14,939 -2.15% 12 25 Atlanta, GA

Passenger departures Carriers and destinations
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free up the property for redevelopment have failed resoundingly at the polls. In addition, millions of 
dollars have been invested at Whitted in a new terminal, while runway-expansion plans are currently 
underway. Input respondents feel the redevelopment of Whitted is a “dead issue” and would not 
pass any referendum to convert the site to non-airport uses. 

POSITIVES
•St. Petersburg area colleges and universities provide significant training capacity to regional 
employers. Universities and businesses feel they are effective collaborators.

•Marine science is a major opportunity area for St. Petersburg with several existing research, support 
and training organizations and partnerships already in place.

•St. Petersburg has competitive capacity relative to its comparisons in terms of not-for-profit and 
government-affiliated research. Despite some deficiencies when compared to top local innovation 
economies, research is on the rise and St. Petersburg has a ripe opportunity to leverage these 
resources in the burgeoning downtown innovation district.

•Florida has a favorable business climate, as noted by public input respondents, with business-friendly 
tax structures and recent regulation cuts at the state level. Stakeholders consider the tax climate a 
competitive advantage to businesses.

•St. Petersburg has an entrepreneurial spirit, while its quality of life is a major asset for young 
professionals and business owners. Small business development support received high ratings, in part 
due to best practice programs such as the Greenhouse.

•St. Petersburg has access to Class I rail, two ports, three airports, and multiple federal interstates and 
state and federal highways.

•Despite public input identifying transportation as a challenge, commute times are competitive when 
compared to peer communities; multiple projects underway in Pinellas County are poised to provide 
continued improvements.

•Although there is very limited land for new developments, there are promising opportunities for 
redevelopment.

NEGATIVES
•St. Petersburg has to  be proactive in ensuring that it can provide talent well-matched to its economy. 
Although the percentage of St. Petersburg's adults with at least a bachelor's degree is on par with the 
nation, educational attainment levels for the Tampa region are uncompetitive, especially as St. 
Petersburg transitions to more knowledge-based jobs.

•Availability of capital is a major issue for the city's tech ecosystem; stakeholders have identified lack of 
angel investment, seed loans, and other forms of capital as key needs

•St. Petersburg must raise its capacity to be competitive for research output at the university level. Its 
patent production trails all comparisons except Jacksonville, while Durham area universities have 
invested over five times USF's amount in research expenditures.

•Although the city has strong infrastructure assets, its location inhibits attractiveness for large-scale 
manufacturing and distribution growth.
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CONCLUSION 
In many ways there is a dichotomy between residents’ attitudes and perceptions of St. Petersburg and what 
data show as the city’s recent economic and demographic trends. In some instances, the perception lags 
behind reality, such as pervasively negative views about the public school system despite recent 
improvements in both programming and performance results. In other instances, attitudes are optimistic 
despite data indicators. There is a tangible sense of renewal in the minds and attitudes of many 
stakeholders who tout St. Petersburg’s downtown renaissance, great quality of life, walkability, revitalizing 
neighborhoods, arts scene, Fortune 500 companies, innovation and entrepreneurship opportunities, and 
other factors as signs that the city is poised to become Tampa Bay’s community of choice and a magnet for 
talent and companies from the southeast and beyond. But numbers paint a more concerning picture, one 
of a community losing residents and jobs and struggling with high crime rates and persistent poverty. 

Despite certain of these trends, there can be no denying that St. Petersburg is in a much better position 
than in years past when many residents said they could not see themselves remaining in the city long-term 
and downtown was a ghost town in the evening hours. The ultimate direction St. Petersburg’s growth 
trajectory will take may well be dependent on resolving long-standing divisions between the haves and 
have-nots in the city and groups of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. The city “divided between 
downtown and everywhere else” may need to become a city united for truly sustainable population and job 
increases to take hold. 

This Grow Smarter Initiative process will go a long way towards identifying the key strategies that will 
position St. Petersburg to return to net-positive residential and employment growth. It will not happen 
overnight, but neither is the city starting from scratch in its evolution as a top destination for talent and 
investment. Buzz is building and momentum is strong. The next stage is ensuring that trend data matches 
the sentiments of St. Petersburg residents and businesses about the city’s future prospects. 

Key Takeaways 
The following represent the principal findings from the quantitative and qualitative research conducted for 
this Competitive Assessment. 

 St. Petersburg’s leadership dynamic is gradually transferring to a new generation. Data show 
that a shift is occurring in the city as the percentage of young professional residents grows and 
they become more involved in political and community affairs. While tensions between younger 
and older cohorts may continue to play out over key issues and referenda, the “new normal” in St. 
Petersburg may be a younger-skewing outlook on the city’s future direction. 

 Opportunities to further diversify St. Petersburg’s economy away from hospitality and 
tourism are encouraging, but key challenges remain. As analysis of the city’s changing 
economic structure confirm, a number of its fastest-growing sectors are knowledge- and 
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technology-categories that pay strong wages and attract and retain top talent. But competition for 
these jobs is fierce, and St. Petersburg must enhance its workforce competitiveness and innovation 
capacity to truly capitalize on these opportunities. The benefits of this changing economy must 
also be more equitable to those residents still struggling under the burdens of poverty. 

 St. Petersburg’s development patterns, walkability, density, and traditional character are in 
full alignment with the preferred destination of today’s highly skilled young professional 
workforce. One entrepreneur after another said it: St. Petersburg features the type of lifestyle and 
built environment sought by highly mobile technology companies and workers. Now the challenge 
is to not only continue nurturing the development of these districts but also actively promote what 
St. Petersburg has to offer. 

 Downtown St. Petersburg is approaching a critical mass of destinations and amenities that 
creates real possibilities of extending the district’s momentum further into the city’s 
neighborhoods. In order to stimulate and sustain comprehensive neighborhood-improvement 
strategies, local stakeholders must address the perception, reality, or both of St. Petersburg’s 
public education system and housing stock. 

 Though still in its early stages, a dynamic entrepreneurial ecosystem is forming in St. 
Petersburg that can be transformational for the city’s economy. Much work must still be done 
to develop a critical mass of assets needed to become a top entrepreneurial economy. These 
include additional options for funding new enterprises at all stages of their growth, creating more 
spaces and places for established and fledgling entrepreneurs to meet and network, and 
expanding the awareness of St. Petersburg’s burgeoning status as fertile ground for startup 
development. 

 Local and regional divides must be breached for St. Petersburg to reach its true economic 
potential. Internally, historical and current frictions between residents of different races, 
ethnicities, and incomes must continue to be addressed so that all city constituents share in its 
success. Externally, St. Petersburg must acknowledge that a stronger, more united Tampa Bay is to 
the benefit of governments across the region and act accordingly through sustained outreach and 
development of new partnerships and programs. 

 

This Competitive Assessment is only the first of a multi-phase process to determine a vision and strategic 
roadmap for St. Petersburg to pursue along its journey to quality growth. Future components include 
research and recommendations on the city’s most competitive target business sectors, analysis of current 
and potential marketing activities, and a strategy and implementation plan leveraging all the process’ 
research to position St. Petersburg for quality future growth to benefit both the city and Tampa Bay region. 


