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Neighborhood Plan Background/Introduction

Neighborhood Plans engage residents in 1) defining the neighborhood'’s character and
2) identifying opportunities to preserve and enhance that character. Through
conversations with the community, stakeholders explore and prioritize their aspirations
for the future. Generally, neighborhood plans result in a) Capital Improvement Projects
(CIPs) or b) land use guidelines for properties within the neighborhood.
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FIGURE 1: DESOTO ACRES PLAT CIRCA 1945, SHEET 1

Neighborhood Character, Features, and Aspirations for the Future

Neighborhood History

DeSoto Acres is situated on over 850 acres northeast of Downtown Sarasota. Its general
boundaries are marked by four roadways: University Parkway to the north, Lockwood
Ridge Road to the east, 47th Street to the south, and US Highway 301 to the west.
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The neighborhood was developed in the 1920s by investor and realty broker William L.
Van Dame. Originally platted as Van Dame Estates, DeSoto Acres is iconic for its rural
character, large lots, and convenient access to city amenities. The large lots (2 to10 acre
tracts) were intended to promote small farms, groves, and/or ranches. The land was re-
subdivided under the name DeSoto Acres in the early 1940s, and the first of
approximately 700 lots were sold in 1947.
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FIGURE 2: DESOTO ACRES PLAT CIRCA 1945, SHEET 2

From its earliest days, DeSoto Acres has sought to protect its rural residential character.
Deed restrictions prohibited the subdivision of lots prior to 1972. The Van Dame
Corporation screened and pre-approved land purchases to ensure buyers intended to
build a home on the land. Although the lot size intentionally encouraged the keeping of
small farm animals, restrictions did not allow for raising livestock.

All streets were private, crushed shell, and maintained by the community. The unpaved
roads were sufficient for the horse-drawn carts that were common in the
neighborhood’s first decades. As time progressed, the community expressed a desire for
paved roads. In the 1970s the county paved the roads and assumed ownership of them.
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{96) Farms and Groves (96)

Van Dame Estates

2 to 1V acre farm tracts—ideal
for suburban homes—poul
try ranches, small farms;
ball mile to one mile
from city lmits; well
drained; higb and
dry ip al) seasons.

Rlch soil that will
produce anything
grown ip Florida Easy
access; good roads Ip all
directions. A opumber of
small tracts priced as low as
$150. and on terms that please.

FIGURE 3: A NEWSPAPER ADVERTISEMENT CIRCA 1928 FOR THE SALE OF TRACTS OF LAND IN VAN DAME

ESTATES (DESOTO ACRES

¥ TRANQUILITY’S PATH — Shades of a by-
gone era — & pouy cart and a fine day are all
that’s needed for a tranguil ride down 57th
Street off of Tuttle.

FIGURE 4: PONY CART ON THE PRIVATE CRUSHED SHELL ROADS WITHIN DESOTO ACRES

Most homes in DeSoto Acres today were built in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Residents
consider DeSoto Acres “Country Estates in the Heart of Town.” The spacious estates
welcome an abundance of wildlife and many residents still stable horses on their
property. Homesites showcase diverse landscaping and architectural styles.
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FIGURE 5: AERIAL OF DESOTO ACRES.
Environmental Assets

In keeping with the rural tradition of the neighborhood, DeSoto Acres includes a
number of designated Canopy Roads (see Figure 6). Canopy Roads have at least 50%
upper story coverage of native and naturalized tree species, stretching for at least 1/8
mile. The trees within Canopy Road designations are protected by county ordinance.

FIGURE 6: MAP OF CANOPY ROADS AND WETLANDS IN DESOTO ACRES

DeSoto Acres is home to many designated wetlands. The most prominent wetland is
located at the western terminus of 57th Street. Wetland classifications in DeSoto Acres
include: Cypress, Wetland Forested Mixed, and Emergent Aquatic Vegetation.
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DeSoto Acres is also a designated bird sanctuary.

Stormwater Infrastructure

Drainage swales are constructed within the county Right-of-Ways along county-owned
roads. The swales are consistent with the standards that were in place when the roads
were upgraded and transferred to county ownership in the 1970s; the swales are

maintained by the county.

Transportation Infrastructure

Access to and within DeSoto Acres is enhanced by 1) major roadways bordering DeSoto
Acres to the north, east, and west; and 2) internal public roadways laid out in a grid
pattern. University Parkway (northern boundary) is a six-lane major arterial roadway.
North Lockwood Ridge Road (eastern boundary) is a four-lane thoroughfare road. US
Highway 301 (western boundary) is a six-lane major arterial roadway. Additionally,
DeSoto Road bisects the neighborhood horizontally while Tuttle Avenue bisects it

vertically. Main vehicular access points include:

From the west: DeSoto Road at US Highway 301 (N. Washington Blvd),
From the north: Tuttle Avenue at University Parkway,

From the east: multiple locations along North Lockwood Ridge Road, and
From the south: Tuttle Avenue at 47th Street.

FIGURE 7: MAP SHOWING CURRENT BUS STOPS AND FUTURE SIDEWALK IMPROVEMENTS IN DESOTO

ACRES.
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Sarasota County Area Transit offers 18 bus stops within and adjacent to the
neighborhood. Lockwood Ridge Road and Nature Circle stops include a shelter.

Designated bicycle lanes currently exist along US Highway 301, University Parkway, and
North Lockwood Ridge Road. There is a small portion of paved shoulder along DeSoto
Road where it intersects with Tuttle Avenue.

Many of the intersections on these roads lack ADA-accessible crosswalks. Sidewalks
have been budgeted for Fiscal Year 2023 along DeSoto Road and Tuttle Avenue as a
part of CIP #95703.

Current Land Uses

DeSoto Acres is composed of approximately 300 residential lots, most between 2 to 22
acres in size. An exception is along University Parkway, where the University Parkway
Corridor Plan permits Light Office uses.
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FIGURE 8: FUTURE LAND USE MAP OF DESOTO ACRES AND SURROUNDING AREAS.

Single family and multifamily residential units are the predominant uses surrounding
DeSoto Acres. There are commercial areas against the neighborhood'’s northeast corner,
and at the intersection of Lockwood Ridge Road and DeSoto Road. Land to the
southwest and northwest is designated Major Employment Center on the Future Land
Use map.

Community Aspirations

In October 2018 Neighborhood Services staff facilitated conversations among residents
to discover the neighborhood’s aspirations. The thoughts and themes shared by
residents continued to emerge at the meetings and events that followed. They are also
in line with the results of a survey conducted by the DeSoto Acres Association.
Generally, residents expressed their desires to live in a community that:

e Retains its rural character,
e Protects wildlife and other environmental features, and
e Encourages time outdoors.

During the conversations, residents expressed frustration over the planning and
development process. They felt they were in an endless battle against incompatible
development requests for properties surrounding their community. They felt the
character of their neighborhood was threatened by these requests. They would like to
feel more secure about the future of their rural neighborhood.

Activities inside the neighborhood also concern residents. A specific wetland property
(currently for sale) was a common source of concern. Residents worried properties like
this will be purchased and developed as homesites. This would remove valuable wildlife
habitat from the neighborhood. They would like to protect environmentally sensitive
lands in the neighborhood. This type of purchase could also potentially increase existing
strains on infrastructure.

Although the roadways throughout DeSoto Acres provide access for residents, they also
create less desirable conditions for bicyclists and pedestrians. One resident expressed
she was “afraid for her life” when she walks her weekly trash can to the edge of the road.
Safer roadway conditions are a high priority.

Some properties experience poor drainage. Flooded lands detract from the community’s
ability to enjoy the outdoors. Residents purchased the large lots in DeSoto Acres so that
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they could enjoy and utilize the outdoor space, and would like to be able to take
advantage of that neighborhood feature.

Exploring Opportunities for Improvement

Following these conversations, Neighborhood Services arranged presentations and
discussions from other county departments.

Preserving Character in the Wake of Surrounding Development

In order to address concerns over the county's land development processes, Planning
staff participated in multiple meetings with residents. Residents received an overview of
the county’s guiding document, the Comprehensive Plan. A major point of interest was
the widening of Tuttle Avenue, which the Comprehensive Plan identifies for expanding
to a four-lane road. In addition to the Comprehensive Plan, zoning districts and the
Unified Development Code were discussed. Equipped with this information, residents
will be better able to anticipate and understand proposals for change in the area.

A subsequent visit from Planning staff focused on Critical Area Plans (CAPs). Residents
inquired whether a CAP could be created for DeSoto Acres itself. Resident-identified
objectives of the CAP would be to:

e Discourage or eliminate non-local traffic on local streets,

e Preserve the Low Density Residential Future Land Use designation within the
neighborhood,

e Prohibit the encroachment of uses other than low density residential, and

e Protect the neighborhood from incompatible uses on adjacent properties.

Protecting Natural Assets

Staff from the county’s Environmental Protection Division met with residents to discuss
concerns over this topic. Staff explained the environmental standards and requirements
for future land development. They also presented protection measures in the
Comprehensive Plan, as well as state and federal protections. Protection of grand trees
and canopy roads was relevant. Residents were interested in learning more about
obtaining a conservation status or creating an environmental overlay district.

Enhancing Outdoor Activities

Environmental Protection staff also explained that land in DeSoto Acres was platted
prior to the implementation of Sarasota County’s environmental standards. As a result,
the neighborhood and its lots were created without consideration for native habitats
10 | DeSoto Acres Neighborhood Plan



(including wetlands). Some historic sites and/or structures within the neighborhood
would not meet current criteria if proposed today. This factor may contribute to
fluctuations in (storm)water levels on residential properties.

Continuing the conversation around stormwater and drainage, staff from the county’s
Stormwater Division joined residents for a meeting. Concerns were voiced to staff about
water pooling on properties, poorly functioning drainage swales, and the potential
impacts of future development on stormwater facilities. Properties on Tuttle Avenue
seem particularly vulnerable to impacts. Residents inquired whether an evaluation of the
DeSoto Acres stormwater system could be performed. Although staff empathized that
the current drainage was not ideal, they reported that the system is not deficient (as
defined by the Level of Service standards in the Comprehensive Plan). Improvements to
the neighborhood stormwater system could potentially be funded by the neighborhood
through a special assessment (taxing district).

Staff from the Transportation Division visited with residents on a number of occasions.
Topics discussed ranged from current road conditions and design standards to the
future thoroughfare plan, including intergovernmental coordination and amenities for
alternative transportation. Residents were provided with crash data and a speeding
analysis. Transportation Division summarized this and additional information in the
Lockwood Ridge Corridor/DeSoto Acres Analysis.

e Sarasota County publishes an annual Crash Summary Report on crashes
throughout the county for each calendar year. The crash rates for intersections
within the DeSoto Acres neighborhood boundaries are less than those of the top
20 signalized intersections in 2017 (the most recent report year).

e Sarasota County evaluates speeds on the upper 85th percentile — the speed at or
below which 85% of drivers are expected to travel in free-flowing traffic
conditions. Although upper 85th percentile speeds in the DeSoto Acres
neighborhood are above the posted limit, they are less than the upper 85th
percentile speeds measured throughout Sarasota County.

e Residents heard plans for future sidewalks along Desoto Road and Tuttle Avenue.
Sidewalks on 47th Street and Shade Avenue were also presented as a possibility.

e In addition to options like pavement markings, signage, lights, and other projects,
the group discussed educational resources for encouraging safe behaviors on
and near the roadways.
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The Sheriff's Office was also part of the discussion. Residents are concerned about
speeding on neighborhood roads and its impact on pedestrians and other travelers.

They requested a more visible law enforcement presence, as well as traffic calming
mechanisms.
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Recommendations

Throughout the planning process, an overlying goal of the residents was to preserve the
neighborhood'’s position as a rural community driven by its outdoor spaces. With that
objective in mind, this plan includes potential actions that preserve natural areas and
create an environment in which residents feel comfortable spending time outside their
home.

Preserving Rural Character

Future development will always require a balancing act between the rights of the
property owner and the desires of those impacted by the property. DeSoto Acres
residents are encouraged to stay informed and involved in the land use processes for
properties surrounding the neighborhood. Additionally, Planning staff will be
conducting an analysis of land uses within the Lockwood Ridge Corridor; the report will
be available to residents.

Protecting Wildlife and Other Natural Features

The existing wildlife habitats within DeSoto Acres are currently held in private
ownership, which reduces the certainty of their futures. Sarasota County’s
Environmentally Sensitive Lands Protection and Neighborhood Parkland Acquisition
Programs accept land nominations for acquisition by the county. Nominated properties
must have a willing seller; nominations are reviewed and ranked by citizen advisory
committees. Members of the public are invited to submit nomination forms.
Neighborhood Services is recommending residents of DeSoto Acres consider these
types of programs, as well as other conservation organizations, and possibly nominate
(one form indicating both program options) as a method of preserving lands in the
neighborhood.

Enhancing Outdoor Activities
Improvements to transportation infrastructure in DeSoto Acres could help residents feel

safer and more welcome while in their front yards and traveling on the roads. Some
improvements are already scheduled through the Public Works Department.

e After meeting with the community, Public Works cleared brush and vegetation to
improve the line of sight at the DeSoto Road and Shade Avenue intersection and
mounted “CROSS TRAFFIC DOES NOT STOP” plaques on the northbound and
southbound stop signs at that intersection. Police reports indicated that
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vegetation and incorrect assumptions that cross traffic would stop may have
been contributing factors to crashes.

e Tuttle Avenue is identified in the Comprehensive Plan for widening. When the
improvement occurs, pedestrian/bicycle amenities could also be incorporated.
Although the project does not fall within five-year budgeting forecasts, it is
anticipated to be funded by Public Works.

e Based on the condition index for roads in DeSoto Acres, pavement resurfacing,
restriping, and re-marking (STOP bars, crosswalks, etc.) is likely to occur in the
next five years. In the meantime, residents can reach out to the county’s Contact
Center or SeeClickFix app to report worn pavement markings.

e Public Works staff has budgeted for the installation of sidewalks along Tuttle
Avenue and DeSoto Road in 2023, per CIP #95703. Design of the sidewalk project
is slated to begin in Fiscal Year 2021.

Neighborhood Services staff conducted a survey to determine if residents/property
owners on 47th Street and Shade Avenue would be interested in having sidewalks along
those roads. The decision to move forward with the sidewalks would rely on a showing
of 60% support from the impacted property owners. Neighborhood Services staff
conducted a mail-in survey with those owners. Of the 81 surveys mailed, 37 responses
were received.

e In favor of sidewalks: 20 votes,
e Not in favor of sidewalks: 15 votes, and
e Undecided: 2 votes.

The 60% support threshold was not met for Shade Avenue or 47th Street.

Residents are also encouraged to share their thoughts in county-sponsored surveys,
such as the Bicycle Pedestrian Master Plan Survey, to influence decisions related to
safety on their roads.

Neighborhood Services is recommending residents of DeSoto Acres host/promote
educational programming related to transportation safety. Examples of available
programs include WalkWise Florida, driver safety courses, literature, and videos available
through the Florida Department of Transportation and the Sarasota County Sheriff's
Office, and multimodal support groups.
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Figure 9: WalkWise Florida program logo

Stormwater drainage: residents are responsible for maintaining drainage from their
property to the drainage swale. Despite reports of pooling water, the system is not
currently deficient. Neighborhoods in Sarasota County have the option to request a
special stormwater assessment to fund improvements; DeSoto Acres could pursue that
method to improve stormwater function.

Next Steps

Generally, neighborhood plans result in a) CIPs or b) land use guidelines for properties
within the neighborhood. Recommendations for DeSoto Acres did not fall within either
category. Upon acceptance of the DeSoto Acres Neighborhood Plan, Neighborhood
Services staff will continue to serve as a liaison between the DeSoto Acres neighborhood
and other county departments.
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