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YOU WANT TO STOP THIS DEVELOPMENT
Questions to Ask Yourself and Your Neighbors

Where in the process is the development application?
• Pre-application/Neighborhood Workshop
• Application submitted and under review
• Planning Commission Public Hearing
• BCC Public Hearing
• Citizen Challenge of Approval – or Applicant Challenge of Denial

What are your goals?
• Convince the County Planning Commission to deny it
• Convince the County Commission to deny it
• Create a defensible record of the public hearing to support a denial by the BCC
• Pursue litigation if application is approved Or assist in defense of County denial

What are you and your community willing and able to do?
• Personal time and expertise for research, organizing and hearing testimony
• Funds to hire experts and lawyers



“Disclaimer”
General Introduction to Process & Issues

• This is a very generalized discussion of issues and regulations that may 
be part of the review of a development proposal in Sarasota County

• Many different provisions and requirements in the County’s 
Comprehensive Plan, the County Code, and the Unified Development 
Code (UDC) may apply to each development proposal

• Many different paths, issues, processes, applications, hearings, and 
approvals can be triggered

• This discussion is to provide general information only and cannot be 
relied upon for any specific development proposal

• Please note that I am not providing legal advice on any issues



Basic Sarasota County Review Process

COUNTY 
DEVELOPMENT 

REVIEW 
COMMITTEE

NEIGHBORHOOD 
WORKSHOP APPLICATION 

SUBMITTAL AND 
RESUBMITTALS

STAFF REVIEWS, 
COMMENTS AND 
WRITES REPORT

PUBLIC HEARING 
AND DECISION 

PROCESS

Preliminary review of 
an initial proposal by 
a group of county 
staff  – planning, 
utilities, 
environmental, 
transportation, 
stormwater, 
emergency services, 
etc. 

Mailed notice to 
property owners 
within required 
distance of proposed 
development and 
published ad. Often 
the first-time nearby 
residents and 
property owners have 
notice of a 
development 
proposal.

The Applicant 
prepares and submits 
formal application for 
the required 
approvals. Many 
written and oral 
discussions with staff  
may cause changes 
to initial proposal. 

Staff  reviews the 
application and 
provides comments, 
requirements for 
completeness, and 
other requests to the 
Applicant. Ultimately, 
staff  prepares a 
report summarizing 
the Application and 
outlines issues. 

Staff  prepares 
material for review by 
Planning Commission 
and Board of County 
Commissioners for 
required public 
hearings. PC decision 
advisory. Final 
actions by Board of 
County 
Commissioners.

NOTE: There may be additional County, State and Federal agencies to contact if other reviews are required – 
Dept. of Commerce, SWFWMD, DEP, FDOT, and others if specialized review is required.



Development Proposal Analysis

GOALS, POLICIES AND 
OBJECTIVES

COUNTY CODE
(inc. UNIFIED DEVELOPMENT CODE)

Implements the Comprehensive Plan but 
does not supersede the Comp Plan

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
All development must be CONSISTENT 

with the Comprehensive Plan

ZONING

SITE DEVELOPMENT 
REGULATIONS

“ELEMENTS” OF THE PLAN
Quality of Life, Land Use, Utilities, 

Environment, Etc.



Development Proposal Analysis

REVIEW OF 
DEVELOPMENT 
PROPOSAL BY 
COUNTY STAFF

CONSISTENCY WITH 
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

COUNTY CODE
(inc. UNIFIED DEVELOPMENT CODE)

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

ZONING

PUBLIC HEARINGS
Planning Commission & BCC

SITE AND DEVELOPMENT 
REGULATIONS

COUNTY PLANNING STAFF REPORT TO 
PC AND TO BCC

BCC DECISION



LIVE LOCAL ACT
Development Proposal Analysis

REVIEW & 
APPROVAL OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

BY COUNTY 
STAFF

CONSISTENCY WITH 
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN OTHER 
THAN USE, DENSITY & HEIGHT

COUNTY CODE
(inc. UNIFIED DEVELOPMENT CODE)

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

RESID. ZONING DENSITY AND BUILDING HEIGHT 
DETERMINED BY STATUTE ON ELIGIBLE PROPERTY

PUBLIC HEARINGS
Planning Commission & BCC

SITE AND DEVELOPMENT 
REGULATIONS OTHER THAN USE, 

DENSITY & HEIGHT

COUNTY PLANNING STAFF REPORT TO 
PC AND TO BCC

BCC DECISION


 ZONING DENSITY/HEIGHT



Development Proposal Analysis

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN AMENDMENT

REZONE

SPECIAL EXCEPTION

• County approval of a development application may involve different processes – and 
often requires more than one.  

• County allows concurrent processing of multiple actions – which means you only get one 
shot at a public hearing to talk about all of them. Below are common development order 
approvals you need to know about.

Each process has specific 
criteria and requirements that 
you need to know if the 
proposal you are fighting 
includes them.  



Development Proposal Analysis

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN AMENDMENT

REZONE

SPECIAL EXCEPTION

Legislative decision by the BCC. Process 
governed by state statute with multiple 
hearings usually required.  Citizen testimony 
is a significant part of the hearing and 
decision. Can amend text or map or both.

Quasi-judicial process used for rezone and 
SE requires that BCC decision be based on 
competent substantial evidence presented at 
or as part of the public hearing. Citizen 
testimony must be factual and based on 
citizen’s personal knowledge and 
experience. Use of experts and expert 
testimony is needed for “competent 
evidence” on issues such as engineering, 



CITIZEN ACTIONS

Engage as early as possible in the process

• Contact Planning staff with any questions and concerns
• Ask for Development Review Committee comments on the proposal
• Talk with the assigned Planner – they can be very helpful 
• Document all your questions and the answers/response received
• Review the application materials against the requirements in the Comp Plan 

and Code
• Contact Commission Office to schedule meetings with Commissioners – be 

prepared with facts, problems/issues of concern
• Reach out to local reporters – online, print, television  Good press can be very 

helpful
• Talk with Commissioners and Staff early and often
• Short emails raising one or two issues and concerns can help
• Establish a relationship with as many County Commissioners as you can



CITIZEN ACTIONS

In all your conversations with staff and Commissioners
   and at all Public Hearings –

 stay factual, 
 be polite, 
 be brief and focused, 
 have pictures if appropriate, 
 know your audience, 
 leave a hand-out with them, 
 go with a partner to help with notes and information, 
 send follow up emails.
 



PREPARING FOR PUBLIC HEARINGS

• Prepare and practice – you only have 3 or 5 minutes.
• That time goes very quickly – don’t lose time with emotion or 

complaints.
• Focus  your testimony on facts and information in the 

Comprehensive Plan and County Code. 
• Be polite but clear about your concerns and the facts. 
• If you can, organize testimony with others in your 

community. If you can divide the issues among you, it is 
easier to address an issue completely. 

• Be clear about what you want – Deny _____
• Get everyone to practice staying within the time limit.
• If using power point presentation, get it loaded on the 

computer before the meeting starts or during a break. Ask 
staff for assistance if you need it. 



CREATING A GOOD OFFICIAL RECORD FOR BCC DENIAL

• Include Planning (planner@scgov.net) as a cc on every email you 
write about the application and specifically request “Please include 
this email in the official record of the public hearing on ______”

• Be clear about what you want – Deny _____
• Provide sources for information you use – cite the published source 

or say “I measured this using Google Earth” or “I took these 
pictures on ____ date”.

• Submit your testimony in hard copy at the hearing – print your 
name, public hearing date and subject on each page, give a copy to 
the Clerk saying “please include this in the record of this hearing”.

• If using power point presentation, have printed color copies to leave 
with the BCC and the Clerk.  If you don’t give a hard copy to the 
Clerk, your presentation may not be visible in the official record of 
the hearing. 



• Development Review 

       Committee

• Neighborhood Workshop

• Submittal of Application and 

  County Staff Review

• Meet with Staff and County 
Commissioners

• Currently citizens are not allowed to attend 
DRC meetings and DRC meetings are not 
recorded, Request a copy of the DRC report 
and any related materials as soon as possible

• Attend online (or in person if provided), Send 
word out to increase participation, Get 
documents online as well as what is included 
in mailed notice. Take screen shots of the 
presentation with your computer.

• Find out assigned planner during NW (ask 
what staff is attending and assigned)

• Contact planner and ask for DRC Report, 
download Application from Accela

• Meet with the Planner and other County staff

Access  Points for Citizen Participation



• Public Hearing Process

• Planning Commission

• Board of County Commissioners

• Other Agencies, if applicable

• Number and type of  public hearings varies by 
type of  approval needed, advertising 
requirements also vary

• Submit comments in advance of  hearings to 
the assigned Planner and to PC or BCC and 
ask that your comments be “included in the 
hearing record”

• PC is advisory only to the BCC. Important to 
attend and learn from Applicant presentation, 
show resident support/opposition, and submit 
comments/questions 

• Final decisions are by BCC, Ask Planner for 
any changes by Applicant, Review Staff  
Report and Applicant packet, Submit written 
copy to Clerk of  comments or presentation

• Communicate with other agencies as 
appropriate, may have limited options

Access  Points for Citizen Participation



• Effective citizen participation requires knowledge about the 
application, its impacts on your community and the rules the County 
has for the hearing and denial/approval of development order 
applications. 

• Sources for citizen information include the County’s Comp Plan, 
County Code including the UDC (Unified Development Code), the 
Application, staff comments on the application, developer responses 
to staff questions.

• Knowledge of the applicable process is critical – is this a Comp Plan 
Amendment, Rezone and/or Special Exception?

• Citizens need to use every resource available – County website and 
related sites such as MuniCode, property appraiser and tax collector 
websites, stormwater GIS, FOIA/Sunshine Public Records requests, 
and any other source of reliable information.

Access  Points for Citizen Participation



How to access some information:
• Get on the email list for County published public notices

• https://www.scgov.net/government/planning-and-development-services/public-
notices

• Email Planner of the Day at planner@scgov.net with questions or 
problems

• Planner of  the Day is a person in the Planning Dept. assigned to field general 
questions that come into the department.  Sometimes they answer your question 
directly and sometimes they refer it to another County staff.

• This is a person that handles a lot of  different issues and questions and is a very 
valuable source of  information.

• Access documents on the County website (see following slides)
• Find UDC provisions – go to Municode at https://library.municode.com/fl
• Email request for public hearing record – 

Boardofrecords@sarasotaclerkandcomptroller.com

mailto:planner@scgov.net
https://library.municode.com/fl
mailto:Boardofrecords@sarasotaclerkandcomptroller.com


Research County Comprehensive Plan, 
Code and Unified Development Code on 

MuniCode website

• Go to library.municode.com/fl















Find Application Documents on 
County Website

• Go to https://www.scgov.net/government/planning-and-
development-services

• Recent documents must be accessed through Accela
• Follow the instructions found on the PDS Documents and 

Petitions page
• Accela will need to be explored further at another meeting







Meetings and Agendas 

• Google search for “Sarasota county meetings on demand”

•  should take you to 
https://sarasotacounty.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?vie
w_id=49

• Can watch a meeting live, view video of a past meeting 
and access the agenda and each item

https://sarasotacounty.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?view_id=49
https://sarasotacounty.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?view_id=49
https://sarasotacounty.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?view_id=49








MAXIMIZE YOUR CITIZEN ACTION

• Engage as early as possible in the process but understand 
that many things on the application may change over time

• Contact Planning staff with questions and concerns
• Talk with the assigned Planner – they can be very helpful 
• Document all your questions and the answers/response 

received
• Contact Commission Office early to schedule meetings with 

Commissioners – be prepared with facts, problems/issues of 
concern

• Establish a relationship with as many County Commissioners 
as you can

• Understand that this is a marathon – not a sprint. Be 
prepared to win some, lose some and then keep fighting.



MAXIMIZE YOUR CITIZEN ACTION

• Be polite and respectful when talking with staff or elected officials – they are 
trying to do a job that often is not easy.

• If you end up talking with the applicant or their representatives and you feel 
angry or upset – just walk away.  You do not have to talk or engage with them 
at all. Their approach & actions may mean your work has had an impact. 

• Be mindful of the increased use of threat of defamation, slander and other 
lawsuits by developers with the assumed intent to scare citizens.  If you always 
limit your statements (verbal or written to anyone) to the facts and issues, you 
should be protected by the First Amendment.  SLAAP (a Strategic Lawsuit 
Against Public Participation) suits are prohibited by Florida law.

• Reach out to local reporters – online, print, television  Good press can be very 
helpful.

• Be factual and minimize emotion – this can be very difficult at times but is 
important. Convert your emotional reaction into a quality of life or public 
health, safety and welfare issue that the BCC could use for a denial.



Questions, 
Good Luck

 and
Thank You

Presentation to CONA on April 14, 2026
By Susan Schoettle, Esq., Susan Schoettle-Gumm PLLC
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