Preface: Region overview
Downtown Pensacola, Fla., looking north
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...where millions wish they could

I

t was many years ago that the former
mayor of Pensacola, Fla., coined a phrase
that many still find catchy and appropriate. The late Vince Whibbs, Sr. said his
beloved city along the Gulf of Mexico was the
“western gate to the Sunshine State where thousands live the way millions wish they could.”
It touched on a fundamental truth about economic development. An area has a competitive
advantage if it’s a place where people actually
want to live. The lure might be natural, like
beaches or mountains, or created, like good
schools or cultural amenities. More often it’s
that “just right” combination of the two.

By Tom McLaughlin

A few years ago the Harvard Business Review,
citing U.S. Census Bureau research, wrote that
nearly two-thirds of college-educated 25- to 34year-olds said they first picked a place where
they wanted to live, then looked for a job.
That’s key for companies that want to attract
top-notch talent.
Getting the word out is critical, and in that
regard this region gets a lot of favorable attention from travel publications. The editors and
writers of those publications scour the nation
looking for the most compelling places for people to live or visit, and one of the more popular
approaches is to generate lists of “bests.”
In that regard, coastal communities along the
Gulf of Mexico have received good publicity.
They’ve hung titles on these communities like
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“coolest small town” or “destination on the
rise.” It’s the kind of publicity that causes outsiders to notice.
The hope is that a visit or two will show others that the Gulf Coast is an appealing option,
in part because of a variety of lifestyles ranging
from urban to rural. Add to that a cost of living
that in many cases is significantly lower than the
national average and you have the makings of a
competitive advantage.
The website ViralTravel dubbed Mississippi’s
Bay St. Louis near NASA’s Stennis Space Center “one of the coolest, most unique small
towns in the country.” With a population of
10,282, Bay St. Louis ranked 12 among American small cities “you need to visit.”
It noted that the waterfront city “is a
neighborhood that dates back over 300 years
and features many historic Creole cottages and
inns.” It raved about the city’s “Second Saturday Art Walk” that provides opportunities for
the area’s artists to feature their work along the
bay front. Heavily damaged by Hurricane
Katrina in 2005, the city had a $21 million municipal facelift, including a 1,000-foot pier set
for completion this year.
Another small Gulf Coast community to
make it on ViralTravel’s “Top 12” was Alabama’s Gulf Shores. It quoted sister publication
BudgetTravel reporting that the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill actually “turned out to be
good” for Gulf Shores.
“Ironically, the area’s powdery white beaches
got an unexpected PR boost from the disaster
(and subsequent successful cleanup),” it wrote.
“For many Americans, it was the first time they
learned Alabama even has beaches.”
The city’s “National Shrimp Festival” attracts
about 250,000 each year, and it’s home to the
iconic Flora-Bama lounge and its annual “mullet
toss.”
Further to the east in Florida, Destin was
tagged by TripAdvisor late last year as “one of
the most improved destinations in the United
States.” The popular beach resort known for its

emerald green waters and motto “The World’s
Luckiest Fishing Village,” Destin was singled
out for respecting the environment.
“One of the things that we noticed this year is
that many of the attractions have a really strong
tie to nature. They are beautiful attractions,”
TripAdvisor’s Erin Millard told the Destin Log.
Destin was third on TripAdvisor’s “Top 10
list of Destinations on the Rise,” which used
traveler feedback for its rankings. It also earned
the No. 5 spot from the CitiesJournal website in
its Top 16 list of “Small Cities in Florida.”
“While the area was initially a sparsely populated summer beach destination, it is now home
to a growing permanent population,” CitiesJournal wrote.
The charm the travel journals found in Bay St.
Louis, Gulf Shores and Destin could be applied
to one degree or another to many of the communities spanning the region between New Orleans and Northwest Florida. There are plenty
of urban centers, suburbs, bedroom communities, planned communities and a strong mix of
rural locations to suit just about every taste.
Here’s a brief look, in alphabetical order, at
the seven metropolitan areas that span the I-10
coastal region. While the focus is on those
seven, metro areas of Baton Rouge, La., Hattiesburg, Miss., Dothan, Ala., and Tallahassee,
Fla., could also lay claim to being part of the
socio-economic mix.
Crestview-Ft Walton Beach-Destin MSA
Population (2013): 253,618

It could be argued that if you’re interested in
moving to this Northwest Florida metro area,
you might want to get there before everyone
else. The most recent U.S. Census Bureau figures show it’s the 15th fastest growing metropolitan area in the nation.
For a long time the metro area was composed
of just Okaloosa County, but in 2013 the new
federal definition added the more rural Walton
County to the east of Okaloosa form the Crestview-Fort Walton Beach-Destin metropolitan
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area. Between 2012 and 2013 the population
increased 2.3 percent.
While likely best known for the coast communities of Destin, Fort Walton Beach and Seaside,
the inland city of Crestview, the seat of Okaloosa County, has carved a niche for itself outside of tourism. Just north of Interstate 10, it’s
benefitted from being north of Eglin Air Force
Base in an area more rural than the communities
south of the base.
The town in this metro area that has received
the most publicity is Walton County’s Seaside, a
planned community designed to hark back to
the days before vehicles. The idea was to put
everything one might need within a quarter mile
radius - walking distance.
The award-winning, picture perfect town
looks so good with its bright colors and white
picket fences that it was the backdrop for the
movie “The Truman Show,” and inspired a
wave of imitators, many in close proximity.
This metro area is also home to the 2,400-acre
gated resort called Sandestin, a popular location
for business meetings. It has 30 neighborhoods,
golf, trails, boating and beachfront areas on
both sides of U.S. 98. To the north of the resort
is Choctawhatchee Bay.
Daphne-Fairhope-Foley MSA
Population (2013): 195,540

When the federal government in 2013 redefined the nation’s metropolitan areas, Baldwin
County, Ala., went from being a micropolitan
area to a full-fledged metropolitan area. It is one
of the state’s and nation’s hot spots for growth.
The single-county Daphne-Fairhope-Foley
metropolitan area between 2012 and 2013 grew
2.6 percent, ninth highest in the nation. A large
county, it’s across the bay and to the east of the
central city of Mobile. It’s been a popular bedroom community for years, particularly Daphne.
But it has an interesting mix of population centers, historic and non-historic alike, including
the beach communities of Gulf Shores and Orange Beach and the inland blue collar towns of

Bay Minette, Robertsdale and Foley. It’s also
home of Point Clear and the Grand Hotel and
picturesque Magnolia Springs.
One of the truly unique communities in Baldwin County is Fairhope, which has been called
postcard-perfect. Fairhope, within a 30-minute
drive of Mobile, revels in its own quirkiness.
Founded over a century ago as a free tax colony,
Fairhope is overseen by a corporation that owns
about 4,300 acres and that leases property to
about 1,300 residents, farmers and businesses.
Early on in its existence, Fairhope became a
resort area as visitors from Mobile came to the
Eastern Shore to vacation in small bay cottages
and boutique hotels built along a bluff.
The pleasant climate, peaceful surroundings
and inspiring scenery have stood the test of
time. The sweeping waterfront views, mossdraped live oaks and a vibrant downtown shopping district continue to draw people.
Gulfport-Biloxi-Pascagoula MSA
Population (2013): 382,516

Interested in gambling? This Mississippi metropolitan area is for you. The historic city of
Biloxi was quick to jump on the opportunity
when the state allowed gambling, and the city is
still defined by the large casinos that dot the waterfront of the old city.
Biloxi is part of a metro area that apparently
confuses the federal government. Years ago the
counties of Harrison, Hancock and Jackson
were grouped into a single metropolitan area.
Then two counties to the north were added and
it was split into two metro areas. Then in 2013 it
went back to three counties.
If Harrison County’s Biloxi is the gambling
big dog, then Gulfport to the west is the business kingpin. It has gambling, but it’s better
known as the financial and transportation hub
for South Mississippi. It has the state port and is
also the location of a commercial airport.
The other big town is to the east is in Jackson
County, and may be the epitome of blue collar.
Pascagoula has been the home of Ingalls Ship-
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growth of the suburban areas that have grown
up around the city.
The port city, like New Orleans to its west,
Metropolitan area
current constant has been an old hand at keeping businesses
downtown. The core area is filled with historic
New Orleans-Metairie
$84,835 $68,864
sites along with museums and an entertainBaton Rouge
$47,709 $37,044
ment district that includes bars and restaurants. The city has the oldest Mardi Gras celeMobile
$16,780 $14,522
bration in the United States, a more sedate
Gulfport-Biloxi-Pascagoula
$16,359 $13,482
and family-oriented affair than the one in
Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent
$14,555 $12,280
New Orleans.
Mobile is a cultural hub, home to a museum
Tallahassee
$13,385 $11,338
of art, the Saenger Theatre, a symphony and
Crestview-Ft. Walton Beach-Destin $11,806 $10,176
opera, civic center and convention center. It
Panama City
$6,838
$5,871
also has college and professional sports teams.
The city is an educational hub as well for
Daphne-Fairhope-Foley
$5,706
$4,949
Mobile and the region. The University of MoHattiesburg
$5,412
$4,598
bile, Spring Hill College, Faulkner University
Dothan
$4,639
$3,965
and the University of South Alabama are all
Total
$228,024 $187,089 located in Mobile, as are Bishop State Community College and Fortis College.
Constant in 2005 dollars
The Alabama School of Mathematics and
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
Science, dedicated to advancing the education
building since before World War II, and it con- of the state’s best and brightest, also calls Mobile
tinues to build Navy warships. Jackson County is home. The city boasts a science learning center
the most industrialized county in the state.
known as the Exploreum.
Picturesque Bay St. Louis in rural Hancock
Mobile is a major transportation corridor for
County is beloved by travel magazines, but the the Gulf Coast region. Commerce moves in and
county is filled with small towns where life
out of the city via the interstate, the railroad, the
seems to have slowed down a notch. But all that airports and the Port of Mobile, Alabama's only
belies the fact that the county hosts NASA’s
saltwater port and one of the busiest. It will also
Stennis Space Center, where the nation tests
be the location where Airbus will ship all the
huge rocket engines. Home to scientists and
major components that will be put together to
technicians, it has one of the largest concentra- build A320 jetliners in Mobile.
tion of oceanographers in the world.
Gross Metropolitan Product 2012
(in millions)

New Orleans-Metairie MSA
Mobile MSA

Population (2013): 1,240,977

Population (2013): 414,079

New Orleans is one of the world’s premier
cities and arguably, the most European flavored
city in the country. Known internationally for its
party atmosphere, food and drink, it’s a city that
was brought to its knees by Hurricane Katrina in
2005 and has been on a remarkable rebound.
What’s particularly remarkable is that the historic city has become one of the best examples

For years Mobile County has been a singlecounty metropolitan statistical area. But its core
city, Mobile, has been the central city of a much
wider economic area that includes surrounding
counties in Alabama and Mississippi. Mobile, the
third largest city in Alabama, has maintained a
vibrant downtown for decades despite the
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of a place where the young want to live, and the
jobs are following. For a city that some thought
should not be brought back after the hurricane,
it’s not only back but thriving. The city itself had
a 2.4 percent growth rate in the past year, ranking 62nd in the nation.
The New Orleans-Metairie metropolitan area
is composed of eight parishes, a term Catholicfounded Louisiana uses for counties. While there
are multiple sizeable towns within the metro
area, New Orleans is its heart and soul.
Founded by the French in 1718 at the mouth
of the Mississippi River, New Orleans grew to
become a major trading post and the South’s
most important city. It’s still the largest urban
area on the Gulf Coast., and by far the richest
with a gross metropolitan product in constant
dollars of $68.9 billion in 2012, more than
nearby Baton Rouge and Mobile combined.
Famous for debauchery on world-renowned
Bourbon Street and beignets in its French Market, New Orleans has been ranked among the
nation’s best for everything from the food at
many of its famous eateries, stylish boutique hotels, live music, cocktail hours, coffee bars and
people watching.
New Orleans has the world-famous Superdome, home of the NFL’s Saints, and also
boasts the NBA’s Pelicans.
It is also an educational center, home to Tulane University, the Univerisity of New Orleans,
the New Orleans campus of Loyola University,
the medical center of Louisiana State University,
and more.

area. The population growth between 2012 and
2013 was 41st fastest in the nation.
It has the smallest metropolitan population in
the aerospace corridor, and is the only one
through which Interstate 10 does not pass.
While dotted with towns and unincorporated
population centers, it may be most notable for
the large swaths of land being developed by St.
Joe, the second largest landowner in the state.
While it might take years to develop, the company has set its sights on creating planned communities throughout the county and elsewhere in
Northwest Florida. One of the most significant
master-planned communities is in West Bay,
where St. Joe donated land for the establishment
of the Panama City airport.
The metro area is also home to Tyndall Air
Force Base, where F-22 pilots are trained, and
the Naval Support Activity and its Naval Surface
Warfare Center.
Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent MSA
Population (2013): 466,913

If not for a 1500’s-era hurricane, Pensacola,
rather than St. Augustine, Fla., would be the oldest permanent European settlement in the
United States. The Spanish established a settlement in 1559, but it was wiped out the same year
and wouldn’t be settled again until 1571.
The two-county metro area, the easternmost in
Florida, is anchored by Pensacola, seat of Escambia County. The only other incorporated city
in the county is Century, north of Pensacola and
just south of the Alabama state line.
Pensacola has been involved in a major push
to
improve amenities downtown to ensure dayPanama City MSA
time and nighttime activities. And it’s had a large
Population (2013): 190,816
Ask young people for the first place that
measure of success. There are plenty of green
comes to mind when they think of Spring Break spaces and parks, and the city has two profesand the chances are good they might mention
sional sports teams that draw people to town.
Panama City Beach. It’s the best-known city
Tourists flock to Pensacola Beach, which sits
within the two-county Panama City metropolitan on one end of a 40-mile long barrier island south
area. The metro area was Bay County alone until of Pensacola. East of the beach is Gulf Islands
2013, when the federal government added Gulf National Seashore, and to the east of that, NaCounty to the east of Bay as part of the metro
varre Beach.
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Santa Rosa County’s Gulf Breeze is on the tip during the summer months. Milton, north of
of a peninsula that separates Pensacola from the Interstate 10, is the county seat and home to Nabarrier island. It is a typical bedroom community val Air Station Whiting Field.
with multiple neighborhood developments and a
central business district that’s heavily traveled
▫▫▫

Region’s metropolitan areas, populations
Ranking
Population estimates
(as of July 1, 2013)

Change, 2012 to 2013

Population estimates
(as of July 1, 2013)

Change, 2012 to 2013

2012

Number

2012

Number

2013

Percent

2013

Percent

New Orleans-Metairie, La. (Jefferson, Orleans, Plaquemines, St. Bernard, St. Charles, St. James, St. John the Baptist, St. Tammany parishes)
1,227,656

1,240,977

13,321

1.1

45

45

38

92

Baton Rouge, La. (Ascension, East Baton Rouge, East Feliciana, Iberville, Livingston, Pointe Coupee, St. Helena,
West Baton Rouge, West Feliciana parishes)
814,896

820,159

5,263

0.6

69

69

80

167

Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent, Fla. (Escambia, Santa Rosa counties)
462,190

466,913

4,723

1.0

110

110

90

101

489

0.1

127

127

250

265

138

137

112

116

140

141

376

359

Mobile, Ala. (Mobile County)
413,590

414,079

Gulfport-Biloxi-Pascagoula, Miss. (Hancock, Harrison, Jackson counties)
379,007

382,516

3,509

0.9

Tallahassee, Fla. (Gadsden, Jefferson, Leon, Wakulla counties)
375,391

373,255

-2,136

-0.6

Crestview-Fort Walton Beach-Destin, Fla. (Okaloosa, Walton counties)
247,841

253,618

5,777

2.3

186

185

70

15

2.6

221

220

86

9

1.6

224

224

125

41

276

278

276

270

278

276

187

131

Daphne-Fairhope-Foley, Ala. (Baldwin County)
190,675

195,540

4,865

Panama City, Fla. (Bay, Gulf counties)
187,748

190,816

3,068

Dothan, Ala. (Geneva, Henry, Houston counties)
147,552

147,691

139

0.1

Hattiesburg, Miss. (Forrest, Lamar, Perry counties)
146,759

147,991

1,232

0.8

Sources: Metro definitions, Office of Management and Budget, February 2013; figures U.S. Census Bureau, March 2014
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