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Lake Apopka North Shore Eco-Tourism 
 
S T R A T E G I C  A C T I O N  P L A N  

I. INTRODUCTION 
The Lake Apopka ecotourism initiative 
began in January 2013 with the City of 
Apopka’s preparation of two graphic plans 
intended to identify and promote ecotourism 
opportunities in and around the North Shore 
Restoration Area.  The first of the two  
conceptual plans, entitled the North Shore 
Ecotourism Concept Plan (Figure 1),  
encompassed nearly 30,000 acres along 
the north shore of Lake Apopka and 
included a variety of components intended 
to identify ecotourism opportunities within 
the area and build upon existing 
environmental assets.  It took into 
consideration both existing conditions and 
planned improvements as identified by a 
broad array of local governments, 
regulatory agencies and non-profit 
organizations. 
The second of the two plans was an “Eco-
village” concept (Figure 2) which focused 
primarily on a +625 acre tract of land 
along Jones Road in unincorporated Orange 
County.  This property, owned by the St 
Johns River Water Management District 
(SJRWMD), had been identified as potential 
surplus land and offered an opportunity for 
development of a compact and sustainable 
ecotourism hub containing lodging, office, 
retail and recreational opportunities.   
 
These plans were created in preparation for 
the Regional Summit on Land Issues Facing 
Lake Apopka hosted by the Lake County Board of County Commissioners on February 8, 2013.  The Summit 
was well attended and included presentations by more than a dozen state and local agencies, non-profit 
organizations and other stakeholders.  The result was an outpouring of support for ecotourism planning in 
and around the North Shore Restoration Area.   
 
In response to the summit, several of the local governments set a goal of continuing communication with state 
and local agencies and area landowners in an effort to promote ecotourism based programs and initiatives.  
To this end, the City of Apopka initiated a stakeholder outreach process by applying for and receiving a 

FIGURE 1 - NORTH SHORE ECO-TOURISM CONCEPT PLAN 

FIGURE 2 - CONCEPTUAL ECO-VILLAGE 
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Technical Assistance Grant from the Florida Department of Economic Opportunity (DEO) to conduct planning 
activities which evaluate the merits of ecotourism planning for the Lake Apopka area.  This project became 
known as the Lake Apopka North Shore Ecotourism (LANSET) Strategic Plan and was to be based upon 
community outreach and key stakeholder participation. 
 
The LANSET Strategic Plan process was begun in January 2014 with the creation of a steering committee 
comprised of local government, state agency, non-profit and private land and business owner 
representatives.  This group was assembled to guide the strategic planning process, review reports and 
plans, and assist with the identification of key stakeholders. 
 
Stakeholder meetings were held on January 27 and February 10, 2014, at the Fran Carlton Center in 
Apopka.  Over 30 stakeholders, representing more than 21 agencies, organizations or interests, participated. 
Each meeting began with introductions and a discussion of the LANSET objectives, followed by the 
presentation of background information, including the North Shore Ecotourism Conceptual Plan and 
Conceptual Eco-village.  The meetings were then opened up for discussion of key issues and future steps for 
implementation of an overall ecotourism plan for the Lake Apopka area. The following section contains a 
summary of items discussed at these meetings. 
 

II. STAKEHOLDER MEETINGS SUMMARY 
In an effort to better organize stakeholder input, questions, comments and recommendations were sorted into 
four (4) broad categories:  Planning Area, Oversight, Current and Proposed Uses, Marketing, Capital Projects 
and Funding.  

A. Planning Area 
There was consensus among both stakeholder groups 
that a larger planning area (encompassing, at a 
minimum, the entirety of the lake) was needed to 
fully capture all of the ecotourism and agritourism 
opportunities associated with Lake Apopka.  It was 
noted that significant ecotourism opportunities, such 
as the Ferndale Preserve, Oakland Nature Preserve 
and Downtown Winter Garden, were not in the 
original study area, but should be included in future 
plans.  It was suggested the entirety of the Lake 
Apopka Basin (Figure 3) be included in future 
planning efforts.   
 
It was also noted that several local cities, such as the 
City of Mount Dora, and the Towns of Astatula, 
Montverde and Oakland, had not been involved 
within the planning effort to date.  A City of Mount 
Dora representative stated that Mount Dora was in 
support of the ecotourism plan and wished to be 
involved in future discussions.  They felt that, as an 
already established tourist destination and the closest 
city to the North Shore Restoration Area, linking 

FIGURE 3 - LAKE APOPKA BASIN 
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Mount Dora to the Lake Apopka area would be beneficial to the City as well as the ecotourism planning 
effort. 

B. Oversight 
Oversight of the ecotourism planning effort was considered a key issue for many stakeholders.  Multiple 
jurisdictions, including local governments and state agencies, have regulatory authority over the use of land 
and resources associated with Lake Apopka.  It was suggested that a governance mechanism, such as a Joint 
Planning Area (JPA) and/or Interlocal Agreement (ILA) be considered to ensure consistency and compatibility 
of plans and improvements within the Lake Apopka area.  It was also suggested that a permanent task force 
on ecotourism/agritourism, comprised of key stakeholders, be created and continue to meet on a regular 
basis to discuss issues such as planning, funding and marketing. 

C. Marketing 
There was significant discussion regarding 
the need to develop a strong ecotourism 
marketing plan that worked in conjunction 
with Central Florida’s better known and 
better established tourism opportunities.  
Partnerships with entities such as Walt 
Disney World and linkages to other natural 
resource based tourism opportunities, such 
as the Wekiva River, were suggested and 
an “Ecotourism Brochure” (Figure 4) was 
proposed. 
In addition to the lack of ecotourism specific 
marketing materials, it was noted that, 
digital information for the area was 
generally difficult to come by.  An individual 
seeking to explore the area’s numerous 
nature based opportunities via the internet 
would need to navigate multiple websites (e.g., SJRWMD website, Lake and Orange County’s websites, Long 
and Scott Farms website).  No single, digital repository of ecotourism based information for the area exists.  It 
was suggested that a website, focused solely on Lake Apopka’s ecotourism opportunities, be created.  This site 
would enable visitors to explore multiple opportunities, across a broad spectrum of activities.  For instance, 
someone seeking to visit the area for bird watching might also find information regarding kayaking, cycling 
and agritourism; thereby, co-marketing Lake Apopka’s numerous assets and opportunities 

D. Current and Proposed Uses 
Current and proposed uses of the North Shore Restoration Area and Lake Apopka were a significant topic of 
discussion.  The groups felt that a focus on supporting and expanding opportunities for existing uses, such as 
hiking, biking, birding, fishing, hunting and agritourism was critical.   
Equestrian use of the property was discussed but some stakeholders felt that the lack of shade along the 
North Shore made it a less attractive area for riding.  It was also noted that significant equestrian use of the 
North Shore trails could lead to degradation in water quality. Stakeholders suggested that a representative 

FIGURE 4 - SAMPLE ECOTOURISM BROCHURE 
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from the local equestrian community be included in future 
stakeholder processes to determine the practicality and 
desirability of horseback riding on and around the North 
Shore. 
Access to the lake for fishing and other water based 
activities (Figure 5) was seen as an important issue.  Many 
stakeholders felt that providing more access to the lake 
would attract more visitors and greater interest in the area.  
It was stated that the Orlando Kayak Fishing club would like 
a boat launch facility at the pump house on Lust Road.  Some 
felt that, while the pump house location may be appropriate 
for kayak launching, it may not be suitable for a full boat 
ramp due to access and parking issues.  It was stated that 
other locations, such as the Ferndale Preserve and the Town 
of Oakland, were ideal sites for future boat ramps. 
Agritourism in the area was discussed and it was noted that 
Long and Scott Farms, one of the largest private land 
owners in the Apopka Basin, plays a significant role in the 
ecotourism planning effort.  The farm currently provides a 
broad array of agritourism opportunities, including a 
farmer’s market,   corn mazes, hay rides and farm tours 
(Figure 6) .  It serves as a prime example of agritourism and 
is a model for the creation of similar opportunities within the 
area. 

E. Projects 
The need for several specific, ecotourism related capital improvements within the Lake Apopka area were 
discussed at each of the stakeholder meetings.  Below is a summary of the primary projects identified. 
1.  Wayfinding 
The need for a master wayfinding system and specific branding of the Lake Apopka area was emphasized 
by many stakeholders.  Most felt that, despite convenient access to the area via the Western Beltway and 
Florida Turnpike, a lack of signage made finding ecotourism/agritourism opportunities, such as the North 
Shore Restoration Area, very difficult. A specifically themed wayfinding system could significantly increase 
access to and interest in the area and be a key component of an overall marketing effort. 
2. Wildlife Drive 
There was much discussion regarding the St John’s River Water Management District’s planned wildlife drive.  
Stakeholders felt that this particular project was critical to the ecotourism planning effort.  A representative of 
the St John’s River Water Management District’s stated that the District anticipated the planned wildlife drive 
would be open to the public in March 2015. 

FIGURE 5 - WATER BASED ACTIVITIES 

FIGURE 6 - LONG & SCOTT FARM TOUR 
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There was some discussion regarding the use of the wildlife drive as an entrance to the Eco-village.  The 
majority of stakeholders felt that, while the wildlife drive should be connected to the Eco-village, it should not 
be a primary entrance due to its sensitive nature. 
 
3. Eco-village 
Most stakeholders felt the proposed Eco-village was a critical component of the overall plan.  Though there 
was general discussion regarding the design of the village and proposed uses within the village, the greatest 
concern was for its economic viability and funding.  A key component of the village that was singled out was 
its entrance.  Most stakeholders felt that Jones Road via Hwy 441 was not a desirable entrance to the project.  
As previously stated, there was some discussion regarding use of the wildlife drive as a main entrance, but 
most felt that would have a negative impact on the drives primary purpose (wildlife viewing).  It was 
suggested that accessing the site from the Lake County side might provide both a functional and attractive 
entrance to the site. 
 
There was a suggestion that the Village needed a catalyst project, such as an Audubon office and visitor 
center, to draw attention to the opportunities available on the site.  Such an improvement would show a 
willingness on behalf of the public/non-profit sector to invest in the project and could spur private 
development. 
4. Lake Apopka Loop Trail 
Completion of the Loop Trail was a significant 
point of discussion.  The trail currently extends 
approximately 15 miles, through the North Shore 
Restoration Area, from Magnolia Park on the east 
(Figure 7) to Clay Island on the west.  A connection 
south, between Magnolia Park and the West 
Orange Trail was identified as a crucial next step 
in completing the 50 mile loop of the lake.  The 
Lake County connection, from Clay Island to the 
South Lake Trail, was seen as a more distant 
concern due to the lack of trail network currently in 
existence in that area. 
 
5. Blueways 
It was suggested that a “Blueways” plan for the lake and surrounding waterbodies be developed to 
complement the existing and proposed greenway system.  Blueways or water trails are water paths 
developed with launch points, camping locations and points of interest for canoeists, paddle boarders and 
kayakers.  These systems are typically developed by state, county or local municipalities to encourage 
recreation, ecological education and preservation of wildlife resources. A representative from Orange County 
stated that the County may be working on a master Blueways plan which would include Lake Apopka and 
surrounding waterways.     

F. Funding 
Several stakeholders inquired as to sources and availability of funding for ecotourism planning and related 
capital projects.  It was noted that many of ecotourism opportunities within the area were either already in 
existence or planned (and funded) by the various state agencies and local governments.  It was anticipated 

FIGURE 7 – MAGNOLIA PARK TRAILHEAD 
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that the Eco-village would be completed primarily with private sector and non-profit funding, but some 
assistance may be needed to establish interest in the area. 

III. VISION STATEMENT 
The following vision statement was created with the assistance of LANSET Steering Committee and based upon 
input received during the stakeholder involvement process.  It is intended to capture both the objective of the 
Lake Apopka ecotourism planning process as well as the potential inherent in the area’s future. 

A world-class ecotourism destination which balances economic development with the 
protection and restoration of Lake Apopka’s vast and unique environmental resources to 
create significant nature-based opportunities for both visitors and residents of Central 
Florida. 

IV. RECOMMENDATIONS 
As with the Vision Statement, the following recommendations were created with the assistance of the LANSET 
Steering Committee and based upon input received during the stakeholder involvement process.  These 
recommendations are intended to form the basis of the strategic action plan and serve as “next steps” in the 
ecotourism planning process for the Lake Apopka area. 

A. Oversight and Implementation 
A primary area of concern for stakeholders was the governance or oversight of the ecotourism planning 
effort.  This topic was discussed, at length, by the steering committee members.  Several options for oversight 
were provided to the committee by the consultant.  These included the use of the Regional Planning Council or 
an existing economic or business development council, local government(s) oversight, or the creation of a 
nonprofit organization specifically tasked with guiding the Lake Apopka ecotourism effort. 
Committee members felt that the best approach towards governance and oversight would be the creation of 
a Lake Apopka Ecotourism Development Council.  The Council would be similar in nature to the LANSET 
steering committee itself and could be comprised of; 
� representatives from each of the area’s local governments,  
� state agencies (e.g., St Johns River Water Management District and Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission),  
� nonprofit organizations (e.g., Audubon Florida and the Friends of Lake Apopka (FOLA), and  
� private interests (e.g., Long and Scott Farms and Mosquito Creek Outfitters). 

This council would be tasked with items such as developing a combined ecotourism marketing program, 
identifying potential capital improvements needed to advance ecotourism in the area and generally 
overseeing the continued ecotourism planning effort. 
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It was suggested that local government participation could be memorialized through the adoption (by 
participating local governments) of a resolution which generally outlines the intent and purpose of the 
ecotourism planning effort and specifically addresses such things as participation (appointees) and the 
commitment of resources (website hosting, printing and staff resources). 

B. Planning Area 
At each of the stakeholder meetings, the need for a 
larger planning area was identified.  Suggestions 
included expanding the planning area to encompass: 
� The entirety of Lake Apopka and the North 
Shore Restoration Area, 
� the entirety of the Lake Apopka drainage 
basin, or 
� a hybrid boundary incorporating both the 
entirety of the Lake as well as most of the 
municipalities adjacent to the Lake. 

Steering committee members felt that a hybrid 
boundary was most appropriate.  They identified an 
area roughly bounded by the Florida Turnpike (SR 
91) and West Colonial Drive (SR 50) to the south, the 
Green Mountain Scenic Byway to the west (CR 455 
and 561), US 441 to the north and the Western 
Beltway (SR 429/451) to the east (Figure 8).  They 
felt this should be an approximate boundary with the 
ability to vacillate as necessary to capture peripheral 
areas and uses that would support the ecotourism 
planning effort. 
There was also consensus regarding the need for an updated ecotourism map similar in nature to the North 
Shore Ecotourism Concept Plan.  This map would identify all ecotourism opportunities within, and proximate to, 
the aforementioned hybrid boundary and serve as the primary exhibit for both future planning efforts and 
marketing.  This map could be produced by a consultant, hired by the Lake Apopka Ecotourism Development 
Council, or through the donation of staff and technical resources by one of the participating organizations.  

C. Marketing 
Marketing of Lake Apopka’s ecotourism opportunities was a key discussion item and a primary concern 
amongst both the stakeholders and the steering committee.  Both groups felt that a uniform wayfinding plan 
was a priority and could have the most immediate impact on the ecotourism planning effort. The steering 
committee noted the conspicuous lack of ecotourism based wayfinding in the area and the fact that any 
existing signage was inconsistent in both content and design.  The committee felt that a master wayfinding 
system could be the first, and possibly, most critical component of a larger branding effort.    

FIGURE 8 - HYBRID PLANNING AREA BOUNDARY 



Lake Apopka North Shore Eco-Tourism 

 
Page 8 

The steering committee also identified the need for a single, easily accessible information source, such as a 
website, to better market the broad array of ecotourism opportunities in the area.  Leon County’s 
“Trailahassee” website (http://trailahassee.com/) was presented as an example of an ecotourism based 
website that combined data from various federal, state and local agencies into a “one-stop” information 
source for area trails.  Committee members anticipated that a similar website, combing the multitude of both 
public and private sector ecotourism opportunities, could be created for the Lake Apopka area.  As with the 
ecotourism mapping effort, it was felt that the construction and hosting of the website could be handled by 
either a hired consultant or through the donation of staff and technical resources by one of the participating 
organizations 

D. Funding 
Funding for both the Eco-village and 
ecotourism related capital improvements 
within the Lake Apopka area was a key 
concern for stakeholders.  Steering 
committee members felt that many of the 
planned or programmed capital 
improvements within the area were already 
being funded by the District (wildlife drive) 
or local governments (Lust Road recreation 
facility).  They also pointed out that many 
ecotourism opportunities already existed 
and that significant funding of improvements 
was likely unnecessary.   
In regards to the Eco-village, it was 
suggested by committee members that the 
majority of the project would likely be 
privately developed and could utilize 
typical infrastructure funding mechanisms, 
such as a Community Development District 
(CDD).  Committee members did have 
concerns for the funding of the proposed 
environmental education/visitors center 
within the Eco-village.  Committee members 
felt that the construction of such a facility 
was critical to the success of the village and 
may require multiple funding sources, 
including charitable donations. 
  

FIGURE 9 - ECO-LODGE, CALLAWAY GARDENS, GA 

FIGURE 10 - AUDUBON VISITOR CENTER, COLEHARBOR, ND 
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V. TASK LIST 
The following is a specific, prioritized task list based upon the aforementioned areas of focus as identified by 
both the stakeholders and LANSET steering committee.  It is intended to serves as the primary “to-do” list for 
the implementation of a master ecotourism plan for the Lake Apopka area and adjacent communities. 
 

1. Formation of Lake Apopka Ecotourism Development Council (LAEDC) 
a. Existing LANSET Steering Committee develops ecotourism planning resolution containing 

language describing the intent and purpose of the Lake Apopka Ecotourism Plan and 
specifically addressing the formulation of the Lake Apopka Ecotourism Development Council 
(LAEDC) and commitment of resources to future planning and implementation efforts 

b. Adoption of ecotourism planning resolution by participating local governments and 
appointment of members to the LAEDC 
 

2. Preparation of Lake Apopka Ecotourism exhibit(s) 
a. LAEDC finalizes planning area boundary 
b. LAEDC prepares master Lake Apopka Ecotourism map 
 

3. Preparation of master branding and marketing plan 
a. LAEDC, in coordination with the Tri-Cities Partnership, the Orange and Lake County Economic 

Development Departments and the Metro Orlando Economic Development Commission, 
develops and adopts a master branding plan for Lake Apopka Ecotourism area 

b.  Utilizing branding plan elements, LAEDC develops master wayfinding plan and promotional 
materials, including such items as brochures, newsletters, press releases and a web page 
 

4. Development and implementation of Eco-village concept 
a. LAEDC works with St Johns River Water Management District (SJRWMD) and Long and Scott 

Farms to further develop Eco-village concept 
b. LAEDC works to identify and secure funding for nonprofit environmental education center 

within Eco-village 


