We’ve divided our Top 10 Metros for Economic Growth Potential ranking into two sub-categories, giving large cities and their smaller brethren a chance to shine side by side.

In the small population sub-category Panama City, FL remains front and-center on our growth radar. As we detailed in our June cover feature [Editor’s Location Picks], it would be hard to find a better example of the seemingly overnight transformation

of a region than the current activity on the Florida panhandle. One of the nation’s largest economic development initiatives is taking shape amidst the piney trees and pristine beaches in Northwest Florida near Panama City. What makes the 75,000-acre West Bay development unique is not just a huge public-private effort that is

spearheaded by the area’s largest property owner, The St. Joe Co. and has brought together state, regional and local agencies: West Bay is the only economic development project in the nation that comes with its own brand-new international airport. The $318-million Northwest Florida Beaches International Airport began operations with the first landing by Southwest Airlines on May 23 after a ribbon-cutting ceremony attended by Gov. Charlie Crist. It is the first greenfield commercial service airport to be built in the U.S. in more than 15 years, replacing the existing

Panama City-Bay County International Airport. The new airport

boasts a 10,000-foot runway built on approximately 1,300 acres of a 4,000- acre site in the West Bay development. The land for the airport was donated by St. Joe Co.

The 125,000-square-foot passenger terminal at NW Beaches features seven gates, two restaurants, two retail shops and six car-rental counters.)
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Southwest Airlines and Delta Air Lines will offer daily service to Atlanta, Memphis, Orlando, Cincinnati, Houston, Baltimore and Nashville. The West Bay Sector Plan initially calls for a business center and a regional employment center, divided

into more than two dozen parcels ranging from 7 to 44 acres each. The business and retail sites are surrounded by more than 40,000 acres that have been set aside by the developers for environmental preservation. St. Joe’s new headquarters will

be located within Phase I of the West Bay Sector Plan development near the entrance of the new international airport. The new offices will provide the company with a location central to its numerous residential communities and commercial properties under development.

Editors' Location Picks

A galaxy of emerging stars made this year’s selections a tough choice for our panel of

editors. Here are the standouts that caught our eye with sparkling innovation and

steadfast growth.

Posted By: Business Facilities Editorial Staff

When we begin our annual ritual of selecting the year’s Editors’ Location Picks, we shine our spotlight

across the economic development landscape and see what shines back. The gems that sparkle amidst

the roughly 250 Metropolitan Statistical Areas that we cover throughout the year tend to stand out and make the selection process easier. Not this year. Despite the slow and sometimes painful progress of the national economic recovery, a galaxy of fast-moving and innovative stars clearly merit recognition in our annual showcase. Frankly, there were so many good picks, we could have filled three issues of this magazine if we selected them all. So the choice was tougher, raising the standard for this year’s selections.

.The locations we have selected are not waiting for lagging economic indicators to steady their upward climb before putting down their investment markers; they have boldly chosen to double-down on the future—and they are the best indicator of better days ahead.

Without further ado, here are our 2010 Editors’ Location Picks.

PANAMA CITY/WEST BAY, FL

Perhaps no better example of the seemingly overnight transformation of a region can be found than the current activity on the Florida panhandle. One of the nation’s largest economic development initiatives is taking shape amidst the piney trees and pristine beaches in Northwest Florida near Panama City.

What makes the 75,000-acre West Bay development unique is not just a huge public-private effort that is spearheaded by the area’s largest property owner, The St. Joe Co. and has brought together state, regional and local agencies: West Bay is the only economic development project in the nation that comes with its

own brand-new international airport. The $318-million Northwest Florida Beaches International Airport

began operations with the first landing by Southwest Airlines on May 23 after a ribbon-cutting ceremony attended by Gov. Charlie Crist. It is the first greenfield commercial service airport to be built in the U.S. in more than 15 years, replacing the existing Panama City-Bay County International Airport. The new airport boasts a 10,000-foot runway built on approximately 1,300 acres of a 4,000-acre site in the West Bay development. The land for the airport was donated by St. Joe Co. The 125,000-square-foot passenger terminal at NW Beaches features seven gates, two restaurants, two retail shops and six car-rental ticketing counters. Southwest Airlines and Delta Air Lines will offer daily nonstop service to Atlanta, Memphis,

Orlando, Cincinnati, Houston, Baltimore and Nashville. The West Bay Sector Plan initially calls for a business center and a regional employment center, divided into more than two dozen parcels ranging from 7 to 44 acres each. The business and retail sites are surrounded by more than 40,000 acres that have been set aside by the developers for environmental preservation. St. Joe’s new headquarters will be located within Phase I of the West Bay Sector Plan development near the entrance of the new international airport. The new offices will provide the company with a location central to its numerous residential communities and commercial properties under development. St. Joe will be consolidating offices from Jacksonville,

Tallahassee, Port St. Joe and South Walton County. Construction of the 50,000-square-foot Class A multi-tenant office building is scheduled to begin this summer, with relocation of the headquarters and personnel to be completed by the summer of 2011. “This move is a very important step in the evolution of The St. Joe Company, and we are excited about expanding our relationships with the people of Northwest Florida,” said Britt Greene, St. Joe president and CEO. “The relocation represents a new phase where we will be able to closely align our resources in an area that we have been actively involved in developing for the past 12 years. We expect to capitalize on the many significant business and economic development opportunities that we see emerging as the region continues to evolve into not only one of the nation’s topranked

vacation destinations, but [also] one of the newest business and technology corridors.”

St. Joe Co. also recently announced the launch of VentureCrossings Enterprise Centre at West Bay. VentureCrossings is an office, retail, hotel and industrial development encompassing the first 1,000 acres to be developed by St. Joe within the 75,000-acre West Bay Sector Plan. VentureCrossings includes 100 acres designated for retail, office and hotel uses, 300 acres for light industrial uses, and 600 acres for manufacturing, distribution and logistics companies seeking “through the fence” access to the new airport’s 10,000-foot runway. “VentureCrossings is an unparalleled greenfield site and a unique multi-modal opportunity for expanding businesses interested in air, land and sea access,” said Kevin Johnson, St. Joe’s vice president of economic development. “Because of our region’s strong military presence and transportation assets, West Bay is an ideal growth area for industries including aerospace, defense, renewable energy and logistics services.”

Northwest Florida already has seven military installations and research institutions, including Tyndall and Eglin Air Force Bases. The region also is home to more than 1,900 aerospace and defense businesses, in addition to a well-trained workforce that includes military personnel, veterans and retirees.

St. Joe has engaged CB Richard Ellis Group, Inc., the world’s largest commercial real estate services firm, to help attract VentureCrossings’ first retail, office and industrial occupants for this prime development location. “VentureCrossings is an exceptional location for companies requiring large capacity and room for expansion with proximity to the new international airport, the deepwater port at Port Panama City, rail and highway connections, and an attractive quality of life,” said Robert McFarlane, senior vice president, CB Richard Ellis Global Corporate Services.
