This article outlines the issues surrounding incorporation in Miami-Dade County.  What are the benefits and costs of incorporation – from the perspective of new cities and from the perspective of the County?  That is, how does this problem look from the perspective of ultralocalism and gargantua? 
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        From Day One, Neighbors has told the stories of residents fighting proposed bowling alleys, strip malls and other developments as a growing distrust and sense of alienation from the county government brewed.
        
        The very same pages went on to chronicle the efforts of communities across the county as they pursued cityhood, tracing the challenges, successes and failures of those who sought the right to self-govern. To control police and fire services. To limit growth.
        
        Now, 30 years after the birth of Neighbors, nine municipalities have made it. At least a dozen did not. Some are still trying to form their own local governments.
        
        When Miami attorney Dan Paul drafted the county's charter in 1957, he did not foresee the rash of incorporation that would follow. In fact, at the time, he expected the already existing cities to eventually fold into the sweeping metro form of government.
        
        "These cities all clamored to incorporate because metro government was run so badly," Paul said.
        
        BIRTH OF CITIES
        
        The Village of Key Biscayne opened the doors to a new wave of incorporation in 1991, when it became the first municipality to form since the 1961 birth of Islandia, an island chain within Biscayne National Park populated mostly by park rangers.
        
        Eight others -- Aventura, Pinecrest, Sunny Isles Beach, Miami Lakes, Palmetto Bay, Doral, Miami Gardens and Cutler Bay -- followed, making Miami-Dade a county of 35 cities.
        
        Primarily led by a desire to gain local control over zoning, Key Biscayne's story bears the typical ingredients of most incorporation movements.
        
        Its effort gained steam after the county flattened two acres of Crandon Park's hammock in the 1980s to make way for a pedestrian underpass for the tennis center. Critics said there was little public input.
        
        "It awakened everybody to the real need to incorporate and have more power," said Betty Sime, chairwoman of Key Biscayne's founding council.
        
        It's that smaller, closer-to-home feel of government they wanted. The chance to control the high-rises and high-density developments built in their backyard. To choose the size, color and style of the street signs. To increase police presence.
        
        For many, cityhood symbolized freedom.
        
        NOT SMOOTH
        
        But the incorporation process has been anything but smooth. In many instances, it has bred hostility and outright nastiness.
        
        The county, fearing a loss of control and taxpayer dollars, has even stalled efforts through a series of procedural moves such as indefinitely banning cityhood attempts. While the freeze has been temporarily lifted, the county will soon consider restoring it.
        
        One victim of the incorporation ban: Northeast Miami-Dade, a three-square-mile area west of Aventura that is blocked from continuing the process it started in 2004.
        
        "It's extremely frustrating," said Ken Friedman, who is for incorporation. "We want to control our own density. . . . We want to be able to improve our community."
        
        In 2003, pro-incorporation activists sought to do away with the county's governance of incorporation through the federal courts -- but lost.
        
        Meanwhile, unincorporated areas are losing out, many have argued.
        
        County officials say that when neighborhoods stop paying taxes, it financially drains unincorporated areas, creating a disparity of services between poorer areas and wealthier enclaves. So they have charged some well-to-do areas for the right to incorporate.
        
        Other cityhood hurdles have come from residents themselves, who see incorporation as another layer of government capable of raising taxes or creating new ones.
        
        Neighboring communities have sparred over boundaries. The group that tried to incorporate the Redland met opposition from Goulds and Princeton, whose leaders said their communities stretched well into the proposed Redland boundaries.
        
        The Falls, East Kendall and North Central areas never escaped opposition forces. West Kendall's pitfall: size. With more than 300,000 residents, it would have topped Hialeah as the second-largest city in the county and inched close to Miami's size.
        
        "People really didn't know what it was all about," Miles Moss, president of the Kendall Federation of Homeowner Associations, said of incorporation. "With a smaller group, you can educate the people much easier."
        
        CITYHOOD
        
        Cityhood hasn't exactly meant zoning bliss, either. Nor has it been free of controversy and politics, as the infant town of Cutler Bay quickly figured out when it suggested prohibiting parking on lawns and swales, the area between the curb and the sidewalk. The town eventually abandoned the idea.
        
        "That layer of government is much closer than it ever was, but they're still making decisions without engaging the community," said Ed Wolmers, who unsuccessfully tried to derail efforts to incorporate, of the failed parking plan.
        
        On the city-versus-county form of government, Wolmers said: "Both systems [are not good]."
        
        The handling of some zoning decisions by the newer, local governments has shaken the confidence of even the most unflappable pro-incorporation activists.
        
        Take Key Biscayne's decision to approve the redevelopment of the Sonesta Beach Hotel into luxury condos. The process disappointed voters enough that they amended the village's charter to require a village-wide vote for zoning-code changes.
        
        "It's ironic, isn't it?" said Arturo Aballi, an attorney and one-time incorporation activist. "We had to take charge ahead even further and try to control our own council."
        
        SOME PERKS
        
        All woes aside, many residents note the perks of "city" life. The evidence, they say, lies in new roads, street signs and beefed up parks.
        
        "Cutler Bay, Palmetto Bay, Pinecrest -- they all look different," said Wilbur Bell, a Redland Community Council member. "The signs are different. The streets are different."
        
        Palmetto Bay even dubbed itself "The Village of Parks" because it features so many. The total: six village-run parks, including a $3.6 million bayfront property, a skate and dog park.
        
        Like its southern counterpart, Doral has pumped millions into its parks paradise. Most has gone to transform the 14-acre Doral Park, a landfill Doral bought from the county, into an oasis of fields, courts and a community center.
        
        Doral resident Morgan Levy, who led the drive to form a city, recalled the not-so-good pre-municipal times: "We didn't have . . . any parks, or anybody to be responsive to our needs. . . . We were paying taxes, but we weren't getting anything in return."
        
        Another incorporation plus: Officials listen.
        
        When Miami Gardens activist Marcel Frimond disliked a proposal to make Northwest Second Avenue a skateboard-friendly street, he told planners: "It stinks."
        
        They chose a different plan. He's not sure the county would have done the same.
        
        Officials also boast about the efficiency of their cities. Five of the new cities have lower tax rates than unincorporated Miami-Dade. Pinecrest formed its own police department. Doral and Miami Gardens -- which is just barely recovering from a financial crisis -- are in the process of replacing Miami-Dade Police services, too.
        
        COMBINED FORCE
        
        While cities have picked territorial fights with each other, when it's time to battle the county, they don't hesitate to band together.
        
        Perhaps the biggest show of combined force has been against a yearly charge -- of at least $1 million -- that the county brokered with Miami Lakes, Doral and Palmetto Bay.
        
        The cities vehemently fought the so-called mitigation fee all the way to the Florida Legislature, which this year forced the county to stop the fees. But the county sued in June, arguing it has the right to charge.
        
        There's no telling what 10 or 20 years will bring, but many say that as long as reports of corruption and wasteful spendingsurface from County Hall, Miami-Dade's remaining unincorporated pockets will evaporate.
        
        "More will come along," said attorney Gene Stearns, who has represented communities in incorporation battles.
        
        If the county allows them.
        
        Miami Herald staff writers Rebecca Dellagloria, Laura Figueroa, Tim Henderson, Patricia Mazzei, Carli Teproff, Robert Samuels and David Smiley contributed to this report.
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