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DRAFT Population Estimates and Projections 
EAR-Based Comprehensive Plan Amendments 

         Data and Analysis 
 

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 
 

Population is a primary source for determining land use requirements, level of service 
standards, housing supply and demand, and public facilities and services. Rate of population 
growth or decline within a community will determine future requirements for housing, 
recreation, schools and other public and private facilities, therefore, accurate and current 
population estimations are crucial for updating the local Comprehensive Plan. Florida Statute 
9J-5.005, 1986 directs that the Comprehensive Plan shall be based on resident and seasonal 
population estimates and projections. This report includes additional population information in 
order to provide an accurate description of the general context of information and to help 
determine services that may be needed by the City.  Specifically, as Key West is a destination 
location, it has an unusually large visitor population which fluctuates greatly throughout the 
year and which directly impacts local planning.  
 
Within this larger framework, population estimates for the City of Key West are based on four 
distinct groups:  

• permanent residents  
• seasonal residents  
• commuters 
• visitors (including overnight, daytrip and cruise ship visitors) 

 
Permanent residents represent the year round population whereas seasonal residents typically 
reside in Key West less than six months a year.  The commuting population represents those 
who work in Key West but live in other parts of Monroe County.  The visiting population is 
comprised of overnight visitors who spend at least one night on the island; and daytrip and 
cruise ship visitors who arrive by car, ferry, or cruise ship but, do not stay overnight on the 
island. To represent these four combined elements of the population, both the Monroe County 
Planning Department and the Florida Keys Aqueduct Authority use the term “functional 
population” to refer to the total population actually in Key West on an average day.  
 
Between the years 1990 and 2000 there was a slight population growth rate of 2% throughout 
Monroe County and 2.6% in Key West. United States Census Bureau population estimates for 
both the County and the City since 2000, however, have shown a steady decline of 9.3% for the 
County and 12% for the City. Several factors may have contributed to this loss, including the 
high cost of living, the availability and cost of flood and windstorm insurance, and recent 
hurricane events. Further, growth management restrictions which limit new unit construction, 
as well as the lack of significant developable vacant land in the city, have lead to a fairly stable 
number of residential units in the city over time. 
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The City’s most recent population analysis was done in 2005 for the Second Revised Evaluation 
and Appraisal Report (EAR) of the Key West Comprehensive Plan.  The present report includes 
more extensive information that has been sourced and explained as thoroughly as possible. The 
data and analyses in this study are based on census counts in census years and census estimates 
in non-census years, as available. When census data is not available, alternate sources or 
methods have been used to estimate the population.  For example, though the census does not 
estimate the seasonal population, which comprises a significant portion of the local population, 
it does provide information from which estimates can be extrapolated.  The methodology 
behind such estimates is described in the text. Also, in order to convey a range of potential 
population impacts, data is categorized by a daily average for the high month estimates, daily 
averages for a year, and when appropriate, estimates of peak population periods. Specific 
sources are noted with each table.  

 
PERMANENT RESIDENTIAL POPULATION 

 
Census Bureau guidelines define permanent residence as one’s “usual residence”, the place one 
lives most of the time. Permanent population counts and estimates include the resident military 
population, undocumented workers, and the homeless population (U.S. Census definitions). 
However, some of these populations are further described in this report in order to gain 
perspective on local demographics. Permanent population in 2008 is estimated at 22,364, which 
was 31% of the total Monroe County permanent population of 72,243. Both city and county 
permanent population has experienced steep declines in the last decade. 

 
TABLE  1 

KEY WEST AND MONROE COUNTY POPULATION (1990-2008) 
 

 1990 2000 2005 2008 
Monroe County 78,024 79,589 75,750 72,243 
Key West 24,832 25,478 23,935 22,364 

Source : U.S. Census, General Population and Housing Characteristics 1990 and 2000, American FactFinder, 
Population Estimates, 2005 and 2008. 
 
  

TABLE 2 
KEY WEST AND MONROE COUNTY POPULATION CHANGE (2000-2008) 

 
 2000 2008 % Change Population 

Change 
Monroe County 79,589 72,243 -9% -7,346 
Key West 25,478 22,364 -12% -3,056 

Source : U.S. Census; 2008 Monroe County Population Estimate; American FactFinder, 2008 
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Military and Coast Guard 
Military population is incorporated into the U.S. Census permanent resident population 
estimates; however, in order to understand the impact of the military on the city’s population 
estimates, Table 3 is provided.  A similar chart is provided in the following section regarding 
visitors to military properties. 
 

TABLE 3 
MILITARY PERSONNEL 

 
Military Population Assigned to NASKW  1,570  
Military Population Living in Key West 453 
Single Family Military Units (2-4 bedrooms) 897 Units 
Bachelor Housing (1 bedroom) 118 Units  

Sources : DOD, 2008; (US Census, American FactFinder, High (2008); Balfour Beatty Community, NAS Key 
West-February 12, 2010;  NAS Key West Community Plans and Liaison Director, March, 2010 
 
There has been an active U.S. military presence in Key West for over 200 years, but the size of 
that force has varied considerably. In the early to mid 1960s, the number of military personnel 
in the Lower Keys, not counting dependents, was over 10,000 (Report of “Military Personnel 
and Their Dependents in Key West,” courtesy of Tom Hambright, Monroe County Library). By 
1974 the number had been cut to 3,800.  

In 1975, military employment constituted 14% of the total County workforce, but by 2007, that 
number had dropped to 2.9%, although a larger civilian workforce was present. Military 
employment numbers dropped nearly 30% between 1975 and 1980, then went back up 20% by 
1990. Ten years later the change in military employment had again dropped, this time by 60% 
(Florida Defense Industry, Economic Impact Analysis, 2007).   

Military population numbers in Monroe County and Key West have been unpredictable. The 
boom and bust cycle makes long range planning for local infrastructure problematic. However, 
it is important to note that the average earnings per military job were over $73,000 (2007), well 
above average County wages. Additionally, the military has contributed significant land 
conveyances to the City as well as expenditures for a variety of contract services, and provides 
employment for civilians. In 2008 the civilian personnel numbered 1,372 (2008, DOD). 

 
TABLE 4 

NUMBER OF UNITS AVAILABLE ON MILITARY PROPERTY 
 

Total Units 1,015 
  
Current Single Family Occupancy (Military Only) 428 
Bachelor Housing (Military Only) 95 

Total Military Occupied Units 523 
Source: Balfour Beatty Community, NAS Key West-February 12, 2010;  NAS Key West Public Works Department, 
March, 2010 
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Department of Defense Economic Impact Analysis lists 1,570 military personnel assigned to 
Naval Air Station Key West (Florida Defense Industry, V, 3, 2008).  However, not all of these 
employees live on military bases. Some may live outside municipal boundaries and some may 
reside in the City off the military base. The 2008 Census enumerates the local military 
population at 453; however, this number appears to be low based on the number of units 
currently occupied on local military bases. 
 
Figures for the homeless population are gathered every year through a volunteer interview and 
tagging process administered by the Southernmost Homeless Assistance League (SHAL) 
conducted as point in time surveys on January 26, 2010. Table 5 shows the homeless count 
within the city. According to SHAL the sharp decline in homeless numbers since 2002-2003 can 
be attributed to local programs that have been established to provide long term housing for 
people with special needs.  
 

TABLE 5 
HOMELESS COUNT, KEY WEST 

 
 2002 2005 2010 
Individuals 1,252 313 449 

Source : Southern Homeless Alliance League, 2010 
 
 
No information regarding the number of undocumented workers that may reside in Key West 
was found during the time frame in which this report was prepared. 

 
SEASONAL POPULATION 

 
Although it is generally understood that seasonal residents make up a substantial portion of the 
local population, the exact numbers are difficult to estimate and this population is not tracked 
by the Census. For this report, population estimates for seasonal residents were derived from 
related statistics in the Census’ “vacant” housing counts (which include residences which are 
not occupied year round) as provided in Table 6 and described in more detail below. 
 

TABLE 6 
DATA USED TO CALCULATE SEASONAL RESIDENTS 

 
Total number of housing units  14,059 
Total occupied housing units 9,243 
Number of owner-occupied units 4,272 
Number of renter-occupied units 4,971 
Number of vacant units 4,816 
Size of household: owner-occupied 247 
Size of household: renter-occupied 256 
Homeowner Vacancy for sale* 250 
Rental Vacancy (1) 804 
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Sources : U.S. Census American FactFinder, Selected Housing Characteristics 2006-2008, Estimates for Occupied 
and Vacant Housing Units. 
*The number of houses for sale is generally much higher than 250.  The discrepancy is accounted for in two ways:: 
 1) US Census- Any housing unit that is for sale OR rent is categorized as “for rent” and 2) Many houses for sale 
are occupied, that is, not vacant. These two factors account for the low number of “for sale housing units” in Table 
6.  
 
The Census Bureau describes its formula for determining a housing vacancy, from which 
residency can be derived, as a housing unit that “no one is living in at the time of the interview, 
unless its occupants are only temporarily absent. In addition, a vacant unit may be one which is 
entirely occupied by persons who have usual residence elsewhere.” In the statistics reported 
below it is assumed that all vacant units, minus those vacant housing units that are for sale or for 
rent, are seasonal and that those units for sale or rent will eventually be occupied by permanent 
residents (Total Vacant Units (4816) (-) Units for Sale or Rent (1,054) = 3,362 seasonal residential 
units). This is likely an underestimation of the seasonal population, but there is no way of being 
certain.  
 
Also, for purposes of making seasonal population estimates, the average owner-renter 
household size was calculated on the basis of the owner occupied (2.47) and renter occupied 
(2.56) household size in Key West (Census, Selected Housing Characteristics, 2006-2008), or an 
average of (2.5) persons for owner and renter household size. This average was multiplied by 
the estimated total number of seasonal residential units (3,362) for a 100% occupancy rate of 
9,405 persons.  Assuming occupancy of 100% for three months to be unrealistic, this number 
was adjusted to the average occupancy rate of lodging units for these months (88%) for a high 
season average daily total of 8,276.  For the average yearly figure it was assumed that only 50% 
of the units were occupied.  We considered using the average yearly lodging rate of 77.2% to 
estimate the average seasonal population, but many of the seasonal units were neither rented 
nor occupied by owner or guests for six months or more.   
 

TABLE 6 
2009 ESTIMATED NUMBER OF SEASONAL RESIDENTS 

 
 High 1 

 
Yearly Average 2 

 
Number of Residents 8,276 4,703 

1 Winter - 88% of units occupied for a 3 month period 
2 50% of units occupied over 12 month period 
Source : Calculations based on U.S. Census, Selected Housing Characteristics 2006-2008, Estimates for Occupied 
and Vacant Housing Units and;  U.S. Census Bureau, American FactFinder, Selected Social Characteristics 2006-
2008, Estimates of average household size. 
 

VISITOR POPULATION 
 
For this report visitors are defied as a) day-trippers generally traveling by car or less often by 
ferry, b) cruise ship passengers, or c) overnight visitors who stay in a legal transient rental unit, 
on a personal watercraft, or with friends.  Those who own a house or condo in Key West or stay 
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as a guest in a non-licensed, officially vacant unit are counted as “seasonal”, irrespective of how 
long they stay on the island.  These numbers are included in Table 7. 
 

TABLE 7 
2009 DAILY AND HIGHEST MONTH AVERAGE 

 
 High Daily Average 
Overnight Visitors 18,344 15,984 
Visitors who stay with 
Family/Friends/Personal 
Watercraft* 

367 320 

Day-Trip Visitors 2,675 2,330 
Cruise Ship Visitors 2,526 2,355 
                                   Total 23,912 20,989 

Source : Smith Travel Research.  Research done for The Monroe County Tourist Development Council, 2008, Day-
trip numbers calculated as 14.58% of overnight visitors on the basis of visitor interviews under the direction of Bob 
Leeworthy, Chief Economist, NOAA, 2007-2008. Cruise ship data from City of Key West Port Operations. 
* Visitors who stayed with family or friends or on personal watercraft were estimated in the above study at 2%, or 
all of those who said they were staying overnight, but not at any of the commercial options: hotel/motel, B&B, 
camp/RV, vacation rentals. 
 
The daily average 2009 visitor population statistics, both overnight and day-trip visitors, are 
provided by the Monroe County Tourist Development Council (TDC).  The TDC statistics show 
the highest monthly overnight guest average in March of 2009 at 88.6% occupancy. Table 7 
reflects this visitor population. March is also the month with the highest number of total visitors 
when all types of visitors are combined.  Other months have higher numbers of visiting cruise 
ship passengers for example. Visitors arrived by car (74% in 2008- TDC), by air (18% in 2008- 
TDC), by personal watercraft (less than 1%), and by ferry (undetermined percent of visitors). 
Data for all modes of travel are included in day-trip, overnight, or cruise ship visitor numbers 
overall.   
 
Each visitor type is described generally below. 
 

• Personal Watercraft- As a yearly average, an estimated 76 visitors per day docked at 
public marinas and moorings during the 2008-2009 budget year. This number was based 
on the total number of agreements (1,960) as enumerated by the City’s Port Operations 
Department, to get the daily average transient dockage agreements multiplied by the 
average length of stay of each dockage agreement (4.7 days).  As the number of people 
on each boat is not known, we used the average number of persons per unit in Key West 
lodging (3.12) during this period to estimate this average.  The total dockage numbers 
did not include the relatively small private marina operations.  

 
• Overnight Visitors – Calculations for per nights of stay and not per trip. The average 

number of persons per room (source: TDC) during the 2009 calendar year is 3.12 
persons.  This number is used to calculate the actual number of people on the island on 
an average day in March as well as a daily average over calendar year 2009. Also, during 
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the week between Christmas and New Year’s day, occupancy rates were as high as 99% 
with several nights at 97% or higher.  As indicated above, the average occupancy rate for 
the month of March was 88.6%; February had 88.5% and April had 87% occupancy for 
2009. These numbers represent only overnight visitors, so while there is no way of 
assuring accuracy of the total daily population in Key West during a peak day, a local 
informal estimate of 80,000 total may well be the high peak of a weekend or holiday. 
Other short bursts as well as a sustained three months in the winter may realistically be 
in the 60,000-70,000 range. 

 
• Day-trip Visitor - Numbers derive from interviews of visitors throughout Monroe 

County under the direction of Dr. Bob Leeworthy, Chief Economist, National Marine 
Sanctuary Program, National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration, completed in 2007-
2008. Interview-based research indicates that 14.58% of visitors are in town for one day. 
These numbers do not include commuters or cruise ship passengers.  

 
• Cruise Ship Visitor - Numbers based on passenger counts by the City of Key West Port 

Operations Office.  At the suggestion of the Monroe County TDC, the figures shown 
below included crew who also leave the ship while in port to shop and visit in Key 
West. 

 
• Special Events - Estimates shown here are unofficial, but participating locals such as 

police, event holders and the TDC estimate the counts can swell as high as 60,000 people 
for special events.  If this was a reasonably accurate approximation, special events may 
occasionally enlarge the total numbers of persons on the island to 80,000 for one to four 
days. This estimate could not be verified. Actual number of event attendees are not 
systematically estimated and there is also no reliable estimate of permanent or seasonal 
resident attendees.  However,  the transient occupancy rate (hotel/motel, B&B, etc.) was 
established at 97% by Smith Travel Research for Fantasy Fest weekend, October, 2009, 
and 95% occupancy for three nights during the International Boat races, November 2009. 

 
• Military visitors – Visitors associated with military employees also constitute a portion 

of the visitor population. These visits can be business or social, and are considered a 
type of overnight visitor not typically included in the TDC statistics due to the existence 
of separate military transient facilities. These visitors are described in Table 8. 

 
TABLE 8 

MILITARY VISITORS (High Season January- April,  2009) 
 
 Units Beds Average 
Inns and Suites, 
Town houses, 
Trailers 

531 823 75% occupancy 

Dry Camp Sites 425  100% occupancy 
RV Hookups 93  100% occupancy 

Totals 1049 units   
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COMMUTER POPULATION 
 
There are a number of people who live in Monroe County but commute to work in Key West. 
There is no official source for the number of these commuters. The Florida Agency for 
Workforce Innovation maps county to county worker flows, but not flows within counties. This 
study assumes that an average of the results of various methods would yield a number that 
could be used for planning purposes. Four methods were calculated and averaged for an 
estimate of the number of workers who commuted to Key West on a daily basis.  These 
approaches use different rationales and data sets, no one of which is thought to be of superior 
reliability. Table 9 summarizes data sources. 
 
 

TABLE 9 
AVERAGE DAILY COMMUTING POULATION 

 
 License 

Study* 
Employment 
Numbers 
Based on 
NAICS % 
Estimates** 

Counting 
Cars on Cow 
Key Bridge 
(7 -9am)*** 

Comparing Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 
and Enterprise 
Florida Data**** 

Average  

Commuters 6,186 3, 922 3, 863 7,336 5,327 
*Key West Business License Study, David Oatway and Perry Johnston, 2008. 
**North American Industry Classification System, 2006. 
***The method used by the 2005 Key West EAR report, relying on DOT studies of maximum capacity of 
the only road leading into Key West. 
****BLS counts resident employees and e-Florida counts total employees, 2008. See Applied Geographic 
Solutions, Database Methodology Guide, 2009 update. 
 
Each type of commuter source is described briefly below: 
 

• Key West Business License Study - All businesses which were required to buy a license 
to do business in Key West were surveyed through the license renewal notices that were 
sent out by the City in 2008.  Twenty percent of the surveys were returned with 
completed data representing approximately 30% of the employed workforce.  Of this 
sample, 72% lived in Key West and 28% commuted from outside of the Key West 
jurisdiction. Using the Enterprise Florida data on the total number of workers in Key 
West, regardless of where they lived, multiplied by the percentage of workers in this 
study who indicated that they commuted from outside of the City (.28 (x)  22092) = 6186 
commuter workforce.  

 
• North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) Employment Numbers - Study 

based on 2006 NAICS employee data by Zip Codes 33040, 33042, and 33043 and the 
2000 Census population data. The 2000 Census had to be used as zip code data is not 
estimated between the decennial censuses. The 2000 Profile of Economic Characteristics 



 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Population Projections Page 9  
City of Key West Revised November 2010 
 

data was multiplied by population rate of decline estimates for Monroe County (similar to 
the trends seen in Key West), minus the active military (Florida Defense Industry, 
Economic Impact Analysis, DOD) and youth population 0-15 (Census: American 
FactFinder, 2000) to match U.S. Labor Statistics data, minus the number of those 
employed outside of Key West (U.S. Census Bureau, Zip Code Patterns, NAICS, 2006).  
Based on this approach, the employed population for those residing outside Key West in 
Zip Codes 33040, 33042, and 33043 and commuting to the City for work were derived as 
follows: employed population of 18,139 from the above three zip codes (-) 9% 
(1,632) = 16,507. Subtract 1,117 active military (excludes those living in Key West) 
and a youth population of 2,220 = 13,170. Multiply by .65 (% of employed 16 and 
over) = 8,561 (% derived from the percent 16 and over employed in Key West).  

 
• Counting Cars/Bus Riders on Cow Key Bridge (the only bridge into Key West) 

Between hours of 7am to 9AM - Automobiles: The 2005 EAR used what was 
termed a generally accepted capacity of a two-lane bridge as a means of 
calculating the number of commuters to Key West. Using those numbers: of 1,800 
cars/hour (+) 6% (the number of KW workers who carpool; Census, American 
FactFinder, 2005-2007) = 1,908 (x) 2 hours = 3,816. Bus rider numbers were 
courtesy of the City’s Transportation Department. The number of commuters 
who came to work by bus averaged 47, including weekend travel (52 average on 
week days and 33 on weekends).  As in calculating private automobiles, this 
number assumed that all who came to Key West on the bus between 7 and 9AM 
are coming to work. Using this method, any riders during these hours not 
coming to work overestimated the commuter population; those who come to 
work at different times would underestimate the commuting worker population. 

 
• Florida Agency for Workforce Innovation (LAUS) and Enterprise Florida - The Florida 

Agency for Workforce Innovation, reporting employment data collected by the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (LAUS program), publishes monthly data on employment.  The 
Enterprise Florida data is a yearly average, the latest available is 2008.  The estimates 
that follow were therefore based on this comparable time period.  The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, as reported by LAUS, bases its employment counts on employed Key West 
residents.  The average employment counted by place of residence for 2008 was 14,756.  
The 2008 Enterprise Florida declares that “total employees” in Key West for that year 
was 22,092.  Though these are different data sets, if it is assumed that there are few Key 
West residents who traveled east of the U.S. 1 bridge for work, and estimates from each 
source were assumed as reasonably accurate, the number of commuters would be 22,092 
(total employees) – 14,756 (Key West residents who are employed) = 7,336; that is, 7,336 
persons who commuted to Key West for employment. 

 
SUMMARY OF FUNCTIONAL POPULATION  

 
Table 10 summarizes the functional population for the City of Key West at average and high 
levels. 
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TABLE 10 
SUMMARY TABLE: FUNCTIONAL POPULATION IN KEY WEST AS A DAILY AVERAGE 
 

*Daily average for 2008 (resident); 2009 for all others 

 Average* High** 
Permanent Residents 22,364 22,364 
Seasonal Residents   4,703   8,276 
Commuters   5,327   5,327 
Overnight Visitors 15,984 18,344 
Visitors who Stay with 
Family/Friends 

     320      367 

Day-trip Visitors   2,330   2,675 
Cruise Ship Visitors   2,355    2,526  
Total Average Daily Persons 53,383 59,879 

**Daily average for March 2008; 2009 for all others 
 
The Functional Population as used here does not include those who came to Key West for a day 
or so during the peak special events described above.  Rather, functional here means the total 
permanent population (2008) plus daily averages of seasonal population, commuters, and all 
other visitor populations combined (2009). 

 
POPULATION PROJECTIONS 

 
Because Census projections are not available for counties and small cities, the University of 
Florida’s BEBR projections for Monroe County are used to calculate Key West projections.  
Projections for Key West were based on: projections from the Census 2008 estimate that Key 
West is 31% of the total Monroe County population; and, the BEBR projections for the County. 
The Key West projection assumes the 31% ratio as a constant through 2030. Also note that BEBR 
estimates are generally higher than Census estimates (e.g., the 2008 Census estimate for Key 
West is 9% below the 2009 BEBR estimate). 
 

TABLE 11 
ESTIMATED PERMANENT POPULATION PROJECTIONS: MONROE COUNTY 

 
 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 
Low 75,800 72,900 69,900 67,000 64,200 
Medium 78,200 77,600 76,900 76,200 75,500 
High 80,500 82,200 83,300 85,300 86,800 

Source:: Bureau of Economic and Business Research. School of Business, University of Florida, V. 43, Bulletin 156, 
March 2010. 
 
 

TABLE 12 
KEY WEST POPULATION PROJECTIONS* 
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 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030  
Low 23,498 22,599 21,669 20,770 19,902 
Medium 24,242 24,056 23,839 23,622 23,405 
High 24,955 25,482 25,823 26,443 26,908 

Source : *Extrapolations from Bureau of Business and Economic Research (BEBR), University of Florida, V. 43, 
Bulletin 156, March 2010 (see Table 11). 
 
Because there is an undocumented number of students from outside the City who attend 
schools within City limits, and others that live within City limits and are enrolled in schools in 
the County, it is not possible to document an exact school age population for the City without 
obtaining individual student data.  The following numbers, therefore, are based on a) the six 
public schools currently located within City limits, b) the BEBR projected decline (medium 
projection) in total population for Monroe County (which is extrapolated for Key West given a 
similar population history).  
 

TABLE 13 
SCHOOL ENROLLMENT PROJECTION: PUBLIC SCHOOLS LOCATED 

IN KEY WEST CITY 
 

 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 
Projected 
Enrollments 

3,796 3,758 3,720 3,683 3646 

Source :  Monroe County Public Schools, Official February, 2010 Count (six schools only); BEBR percentage 
change in total population 

SUMMARY  
In summary, population in Key West is impacted by the following key factors: 

• The confluence of issues that are constraining growth in Monroe County and Key 
West, including affordability and growth management laws;  

• An increase in seasonal rather than permanent population indicating that second 
home owners are becoming more dominant;  

• A year-round visitor presence even during “off” season.   
 
Combining data on permanent and seasonal residents creates a functional view of not only 
demographics of the past decade, but how to plan for the future of the City. Combining the 
seasonal resident average with the permanent population numbers, there are approximately 
27,000 total residents currently on the island. Using the 2005 EAR reported residential 
population data (US Census, 2000, 25,478) and combining it with the reported seasonal 
population of 2,000 the 2005 EAR functional population would have been 27,478. Using this 
methodology it appears that seasonal residents might be exchanging population proportions 
with permanent residents. Therefore, the Key West population may not be declining but, 
shifting resident type.  
 
Another indication of the shifting demographic of Key West is the aging permanent resident 
population.  The median age in 2000 was 38.9 and by 2006-2008 the estimated median age had 
advanced to 43.4 (US Census, 2006-2008), four times the national increase. Between 2000 and 
mid-decade Key West permanent population between the ages of 20-44 years of age decreased 
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from 44% to 34%. During the same time period, those between the ages of 55-65 years of age 
increased by 4% (Census, 2006-2008).  Concurrently, Florida International University conducted 
a study of Monroe County demographics in the late 2000’s, concluding a younger working age 
group was leaving homes in the Keys and an older retirement or near retirement group was 
coming to buy homes (Metropolitan, 2007, p.28).  Although the County’s median age is higher 
than the City’s, and both are in the middle age range for Florida, these figures indicate distinct 
trends in the past decade throughout Monroe County.  
 
Also notable are significant economic shifts during this same decade. There was a 19% increase 
in household  income between 2000 and 2006-2008 in Key West  and a 22% increase in per capita 
income, seven times the rate in southeast Florida generally (extrapolated from Metropolitan, p. 
28).  County-wide, the decade has also witnessed a steady increase in the percentage of personal 
income that does not depend on the local economy. Specifically, only 34% of the income 
reported to the IRS from Monroe County in 2006 came from salaries, wages, tips and bonuses. 
The nationwide rate was double that amount and the Florida average was 59% (IRS).  On the 
other hand, and despite the upward shifts in income across the board, the average wage and 
salary income in Monroe County remained 9.7% below the Florida average (OEDR, March 2010; 
2008 data). Given the now extended trend in the hospitality/service industry that accounts for a 
number of these wages, the FIU study concluded that “it seems safe to assume [that the low 
wage industries] will continue to be the leading job creating sector of the economy for the 
foreseeable future” (Metropolitan, p. 20). 
 
This evolving economic and demographic profile of Key West has placed upward price 
pressure on housing. As the economic numbers above attest and as the Metropolitan/FIU study 
notes, those coming to the Keys have a higher disposable income than those leaving, resulting 
in higher home values. This is reflected in the Enterprise Florida 2007 Cost of Living index for 
housing in Monroe County of 194 (Florida average = 100), that is, almost double the state 
average cost of housing. This pressure, coupled with the discussion in this first part of this 
section on the confluence of issues that are constraining housing growth in Monroe County and 
Key West, suggests a continued high cost of housing. Barring a marked change in the economic 
trends in which housing costs are disconnected from local wealth-building (Florida, p.128), 
affordable housing, and the cost of living generally is likely to continue to be a key issue in 
planning for the future of Key West (Enterprise Florida, 2010).  
 
Beyond the underlying trends of the permanent and seasonal residents, we have attempted to 
demonstrate that local demographics also include a large visitor population whose numbers 
maintain a year-round presence even during “off” season. On a perfectly average day in the 
City, well over half of the people here, many of whom are spending the night, are not 
permanent residents.  And during the high season months, nearly two thirds of our daily 
population do not claim Key West as their “usual residence”. But as with the resident 
population, the general demographic numbers for visitors tell only part of the story. The 
average age of Keys visitors has increased by almost 3 1/2 years over a 12-year period ending in 
2008, and the $100,000 and over category of yearly household income category has gone up by 
35%. In other words, there are markedly similar trends in visitor population to that of 
permanent and seasonal populations. 
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As we have shown, federal and state civilian and military operations and personnel remain 
important to life in Key West.  They are not analyzed here primarily because those operations 
do not fall under the purview of City Planning Department and resident personnel are 
accounted for in the Census counts of Key West. 
 
Clearly the Key West populations of permanent residents and visitors have become older and 
more affluent, and it seems reasonable to assume the same for seasonal residents. The 
significance of this trend is pointed up by a conclusion of the resident survey by professional 
pollster Lou Harris: “without question,” the study concludes, “age is the most dynamic factor 
differentiating public opinion in Key West” (Key West Survey on Tourism and the Community,  
2004). As residents age,  what they want from our community changes.  
 
In looking at just visitors, the correlation between the older visitor and recreational activities 
provides an example of what is happening.  Activities that have long been a major part of the 
Key West experience such as diving, fishing and snorkeling, are now among the least sought 
after activities, in clear contrast to those more leisurely activities such as dining out/night life, 
sightseeing, beach activities and museums and historical interests which attract most visitors 
(TDC,  2008). In a more general discussion of those who visit or come to stay, Richard Florida 
(162-183) avers that cities tend to attract those most like themselves. From several studies of Key 
West values in the past decade, our understanding of the draw of Key West has evolved to 
mean a city that is aesthetically pleasing, environmentally sensitive, tolerant, and a socially 
friendly community with a small-town feel—and of course a community which provides 
security and good basic services. Even with its climate, Key West is not totally unique, but it is 
rare, and that is its draw. As such, interpreting its established demographic trends, that rarity is 
the basis of its economy going forward. 
 
In short, Key West has been and remains a people-magnet.  But it is in transition. From a 
planning perspective it is fortunate that major segments of those who live here and those who 
come for a visit are drawn to the city for the same reasons. It was this fortuitous circumstance 
that the 2004 Key West Resident-Visitor study observed “the same things that make Key West a 
wonderful place to visit also make it a wonderful place to live.” That’s the good news. But the 
experiences of others suggest Key West may wish to question how much convergence is a good 
thing; that is, how much is too much?  As Jacobs observed, cities can destroy themselves by 
being too successful—too much sameness leads to an uninteresting community (Jacobs, 242).  
When that happens, Florida (2008) would argue, those who already live here and those who 
Key West is now attracting may not continue to contribute to its economic engine. Given that 
many do not depend on the local economy for their income, moving is always an option. 
Balanced goals, therefore, though difficult to discern and often even more difficult to 
implement, remain at the heart of our long-term planning.   
 
It is within this ambivalent context that the Key West Planning Department assumes the 
responsibility to produce a Comprehensive Plan that has a studied and consistently balanced 
long-term perspective on community and economic interests. 
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