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 UNATTAINABLE
Challenges and Solutions 

to Attainable Workforce Housing

Workforce Housing in St. Johns County:

September 2023



The St. Johns County 
Chamber of Commerce and 
St. Johns County hosted a 
community roundtable for 
creators, manufacturers 
and sellers of Locally 
Made products and 
services to gather input 
on better supporting these 
businesses and entrepreneurs. 
Supporting local artisans and prod-
uct creators is essential for fostering 
economic growth and promoting unique 
handmade goods.

Scott Maynard, vice president of 
Economic Development with the Cham-
ber, said, “Our goal is to significantly 

contribute to the growth and 
success of local artisans and 
product creators, enriching 

the local economy and 
cultural landscape.”

The Chamber utilized 
the roundtable to learn 

more about these groups’ 
specific challenges and how to 

support them better. From the dis-
cussion, it was clear that St. Augustine 
and St. Johns County strongly support 
the arts, but there needs to be more 
communication between the different 
organizations.

One need is to identify a central point 
of focus where information can be 

gathered and exchanged on the services, 
programs and events taking place. There 
is a need for performance space for all 
genres, affordable studio and classroom 
space, maker space for developing 
products and places to display and sell 
locally made products.

Other ideas included:
•	 Setting aside space in the Visitors 

Center for locally made products.
•	 Creating a “Locally Made” seal or 

tag to identify and brand locally 
made products. and

•	 Building a website to feature these 
goods and services. 

Implementing these ideas also allows 
tourists to quickly identify which prod-

ucts are certified as locally made. The 
Chamber is excited to continue work on 
this project. 

Help us maintain our quality 
of life – join the coalition!

Our quality 
of life depends 
on key ameni-
ties and services 
offered by the 
community we 
live in. In St. 
Johns County, 
we can rely on 
high-quality 
medical services 
delivered by 
multiple health 

systems. This expertise ranked us as 
the second healthiest county in Florida* 
and will continue to get stronger with the 
merger of Flagler Health+ and UF Health; 
now UF Health St. Johns. The best public 
education Florida can offer is the main rea-
son people relocate to St. Johns County. The 
low crime rate and the vibrant and unique 
restaurant and entertainment scene that our 
oldest city offers are other elements playing 
a key role in defining our quality of life.

Each of these elements relies on workers 
to provide the services we are accustomed 
to. Workers such as our nurses, teachers, 
first responders, cooks and servers are all 
hard to come by. A 2.8% unemployment 
rate and a record number of teacher resigna-
tions in May 2023 — an increase of 30% 
over the previous year — are just the tip of 
the iceberg contributing to the challenge St. 
Johns County’s employers face to retain and 
recruit the foundational supporters of our 
quality of life.

Our local employers continue to rank 
workforce recruitment and retention as their 
greatest challenge.  Even after qualified 
candidates are identified many can’t find 
affordable housing in the region and end up 
declining the offer. Employees commuting 
from other counties are often lost once they 
secure a comparable job closer to where 

they are living. The situation became so 
critical post-pandemic that in June 2022 the 
Chamber created a coalition to focus on the 
retention and recruitment of the workforce 
in key sectors — health care, education, 
manufacturing, hospitality, law enforcement 
and fire and rescue. We found that the avail-
ability of the workforce is tightly tied to the 
availability of attainable housing ** in our 
community.

During the past year, the Chamber’s 
Attainable Housing Coalition tackled the is-
sue, explained what contributed to the lack 
of attainable housing, analyzed the situation 
and identified solutions to consider for our 
community. The findings, “Challenges, and 
Solutions to Attainable Workforce Hous-
ing,” were presented to Chamber members 
at the September Economic Development 
Council Breakfast. The coalition also want-
ed to understand the economic and fiscal 
impact of adding attainable housing in St. 
Johns County. We contracted with Dr. Jerry 
Parrish, Florida State University’s chief 
economist and director of State and Local 
Policy Analysis at the Institute of Govern-
ment, to conduct an analysis. Adding 5,000 
attainable housing units is estimated to 
generate these impacts:

•	 $85.3 million in wages during the 
construction phase

•	 $63.4 million in impact fees to cover 
the county’s costs of infrastructure, 
public safety and schools.

•	 $28.3 million in ad valorem tax re-
ceipts during the first five years.

•	 $9.4 million in ad valorem tax 
receipts annually once all units are 
completed.

•	 Ability of St. Johns County employ-
ers to fill thousands of open jobs and 
generate more than $500 million in 
additional county GDP and more 
than $4 million per year in additional 
county tax revenue.

Contrary to perception, the building of at-
tainable housing is a revenue generator, job 

creator and an important factor in sustaining 
key employers in our county, including our 
hospitals and school system.

The solution to providing an adequate 
supply of attainable housing is a complex 
matter that needs a collaborative approach. 
To solve it we will need to do it together. 
One significant barrier to adding attainable 
housing to our community is residents’ 
desire to halt residential development of any 
kind in St. Johns County. Large new devel-
opments have been built in recent years and 
most of them were approved decades ago; 
but the perception is that they were recently 
approved, generating an aversion to any 
new developments in our area.

Yet, we need the development of attain-
able housing to maintain the quality of 
life supported by our hospitality workers, 
teachers, nurses and first responders. If you 
believe that attainable housing is important 
to our quality of life, I ask that you join our 
coalition. By joining the Attainable Housing 
Coalition, you are voicing to the decision-
makers of our community and to your 
fellow residents that the development of 
attainable housing is good and essential to 
maintain the quality of life we enjoy.

 Join the coalition as we continue to work 
with our elected officials, builders, land-
owners, financial institutions and commu-
nity organizations to solve this critical issue.

*According to the National County Health Rankings, 
published by the University of Wisconsin’s Popula-
tion Health Institute and the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation health.
**Attainable housing refers to housing that is ac-
cessible and affordable for a significant portion of 
the population, particularly those with moderate to 
middle incomes. It is a concept that addresses the 
gap between traditional affordable housing, which 
is typically reserved for low-income individuals or 
families, and market-rate housing, which can be 
prohibitively expensive for many people.

Isabelle Renault
President and CEO, St. Johns County  
Chamber of Commerce
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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT/CEO

Isabelle Renault
President/CEO

St. Johns County
Chamber of Commerce

OCTOBER
• Chamber Before Hours Ponte 
Vedra: 1912 Ocean Bar and 
Rooftop, Oct. 11
• Joint Chamber at Noon: 
Whitney Meyer, senior VP & 
chief community impact officer, 
Jacksonville Jaguars; Casa 
Marina, Oct. 12
• Chamber After Hours St. 
Augustine: The Exchange at St. 
Augustine, Oct. 12
• Chamber Before Hours St. 
Johns: Viva Stretch, Oct. 18
• Chamber After Hours St. 
Johns: The Blake St. Johns, Oct. 
25

NOVEMBER
• Chamber Before Hours Ponte 
Vedra: Vicar’s Landing, Nov. 1
• Women With Vision Council 
Meeting: Speaker TBA; Palencia 
Golf Club, Nov. 2
• Veteran’s Day Luncheon: Scott 
Mackes; Marsh Landing Country 
Club, Nov. 9
• Celebrate: The Treasury on the 
Plaza, Nov. 15

DECEMBER
• Economic Development 
Breakfast: World Golf Village 
Renaissance St. Augustine, Dec. 1
• Jingle & Mingle: Marsh 
Landing Country Club, Dec. 6

For further information and to 
register at the St. Johns County 
Chamber of Commerce website, 

 go to sjcchamber.com.

CALENDAR OF 
EVENTS

Locally Made roundtable held

Contributed photo
Lori Brandel, Vystar Credit Union and chair of 
the Historic St. Augustine Area Council, and 
Diane Bradley, president of the board for the 
St. Augustine Arts Association.
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Unique Property in Ponte Vedra

This estate property of over 2.5 acres across from the ocean, with access by membership 
to a private beach club, is one of the most unique offerings I’ve ever put on the market. 
The main house is 3brs, office, media room & unfinished 1200 sf upper floor. The guest 

house is about 1200 sf, perched over the 4-car garage. Offered for $2,500,000.  
Contact me for more details! 

904.382.5875
clare@clareberry.realtor

Clare Berry
Resourceful. Responsible. Respected.

Jacksonville Business Journal 2020
#3 realtor in ne Fl

Five star “Best in client satisFaction” 2005-2023

bestbet St. Augustine  |  904.646.0001  |  800 Marketplace Dr., St. Augustine, FL |  I-95 exit 311

ALL THE
LIVE

GAMES!

$100K GUARANTEE
$300 NLH | October 19th - 22nd

S t A C

Chamber at Noon focuses on state 
of housing, income in county

The St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce Ponte Vedra Beach Division held a 
Chamber at Noon event on Aug. 16 at the Ponte Vedra Beach Public Library with Mark 
Nighbor of One Mark Consulting as the guest speaker discussing the current housing 
market and income spectrum in St. Johns County. 

Photo by Susan Griffin
Mark Nighbor with One Mark Consulting spoke at the Chamber at Noon event on Aug. 16.

A ribbon cutting event was held Aug. 25 for the third Code Ninjas location. The 
World Golf Village location joins Ponte Vedra and Fleming Island.

 Code Ninjas opens 
third location

Photo by the St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce

Allison Misora, 
director of major 
gifts with K9s For 
Warriors, speaks 
during a St, Johns 
County Chamber 
of Commerce 
Ponte Vedra Beach 
division after 
hours event. 

Photo by Susan Griffin

K9s for Warriors hosts 
Chamber after hours
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We’re proud to call St. Johns County home thanks to the high quality of life we have 
here. Workers in our key industries teach us, nurse us, serve us in restaurants, keep us safe and 
contribute to the vibrancy of our economy. But many of these workers who are the foundation of our 
high quality of life are unable to live in the communities they serve due to a lack of attainable housing. 

THE CHALLENGES THE IMPACT

WHAT YOU 
CAN DO

Affordability
• To purchase a home at the county median price of $510,000, buyers need an 

annual income of $176,160 — more than three times the average salary of a 
teachers in St. Johns County.

• Average rent in St. Johns County is more than $2,000 per month — out of 
reach for nearly all essential workers.

Essential workers often must 
seek housing outside of St. Johns 
County — sometimes even 
taking their job with them and 
impacting our local economy and 
quality of life. 

Workers face longer commutes and 
add to traffic on our roads; they’re 
farther from convenient child care, 
leading to stress on families. When 
workers also find employment 
closer to their homes outside of St. 
Johns County, residents experience 
diminished services and a decline in our 
quality of life.

Sign onto the Attainable Housing 
Coalition to endorse smart solutions 
so the ones who help our community 
thrive can also call St. Johns County 
home. 

Scan the QR code or visit  
www.sjcchamber.com/attainable-housing 
to add your name to the coalition.

Shining a Light on Challenges and Solutions 
for Attainable Housing in St. Johns County

Teachers Nurses Hospitality workers Law enforcement Manufacturing workers

Availability
• Only 3% of available rental units are priced between $1,000-1,500, an 

attainable range for only some workers; most rentals are more expensive.

• Inventory of homes for purchase in attainable price ranges has declined in 
recent years, while inventory of more expensive homes has risen sharply.

Affordability 
gap:
$128,660

Average 
teacher 
income:
$47,500

Affordability 
gap:
$147,860

Income 
needed for 
$510,000 
purchase: 
$176,160

Average 
hospitality 
income:
$28,300

Affordability 
gap: 
$111,160

Average 
nurse 
income:
$65,000

Affordability 
gap: 
$111,160

Average 
manufacturing 
income:
$65,000

Affordability 
gap: 
$121,160

Average law 
enforcement 
income:
$55,000

Elizabeth Bernardino was named 
vice president of program development 
and marketing for the St. Johns County 
Chamber of Commerce effective June 
29. In addition to overseeing marketing 
efforts, Bernardino will be responsible 
for membership experience and program-
ming. 

She brings a wealth of nonprofit and 
for-profit, marketing, membership and 
programming experience to the Chamber. 
As head of marketing at Weaver Fun-
draising (Trail’s End Popcorn for Boy 
Scouts), Bernardino’s primary focus was 
to reach, serve and retain every Council, 
Scout and volunteer by providing aware-
ness, resources and support for their 
fundraising experience.

Prior to that, Bernardino was the senior 
vice president at Girl Scouts of Gateway 
Council and implemented strategy for 
many departments, including data analyt-
ics, membership sales and programs, 
including the cookie sale.

The Chamber began the search for 
a new vice president when the an-
nouncement was made that current Vice 
President of Operations & Membership 
Aimee Stafford would be moving back to 
Kentucky to be with her family.

Bernardino received her Bachelor of 
Science degree in integrated marketing 
and communications from San Diego 
State University. She will be responsible 
for recruitment and retention manage-
ment, strategic marketing, brand manage-
ment, member benefit management and 
Council and Division governance and 
programming.

Elizabeth Bernardino 
named Chamber’s VP of 
program development 

and marketing

Elizabeth Bernardino

EnterCircle Entrepreneurship Summit scheduled for Nov. 15-17
The third annual EnterCircle Entrepre-

neurship Summit will be held Nov. 15-17 
at the link, 425 Town Plaza Ave., Ponte 
Vedra.

The event is expected to impact more 
than 350 attendees, including local high 
school and college students, entrepre-
neurs and small business owners. 

The theme is “Thriving with Purpose,” 
and attendees are expected to gain in-
sights through talks, workshops, breakout 

rooms, panel discussions and networking 
sessions.

Each of the three days has a specific 
focus.

•	 Nov. 15: Focuses on small busi-
nesses and startups, featuring a 
startup pitch competition, startups 
and small business expo, charity 
cocktail networking and awards 
night.

•	 Nov. 16: Youth Day. High school 

students will have opportunities to 
pitch business ideas, gain coding 
and design thinking experience and 
plan for their college and career 
paths.

•	 Nov. 17: The women’s entrepre-
neurship event is devoted to provid-
ing resources to women, including 
workshops on revenue modeling, 
growth strategies and financial plan-
ning.

The event will also feature speakers 
representing a variety of careers.

Registration is open for the business 
expo, Cocktail for a Cause charity net-
working night and the women’s entre-
preneurship day event. Details on how to 
sign up can be found on entercircle.zone.

Sapna Foundation hosts this event in 
celebration of Women’s Entrepreneurship 
Day on Nov. 19 and Global Entrepre-
neurs Week from Nov. 13 to 19.
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Visit Our Luxury Office in Ponte Vedra Beach
13000 Sawgrass Village Circle,  Bldg 1, Ste 3   

Ponte Vedra Beach, FL 
(904) 247-0059

YEAR TO DATE PV OFFICE
Closed Units-369

Closed Sales Volume-$274,704,509.50

NO CATEE

284 Cool Springs Avenue
Price: $599,000
MLS ID: 1233934

Lisa Barton - Lisa Barton Team
(904) 465-9139

LisaSellsPonteVedra.com

310 S. Ocean Grande, #101
Price: $859,800

MLS ID: 1245668
Sean Muserallo - Lisa Barton Team

(904) 465-9139
LisaSellsPonteVedra.com

104 Sea Lily Lane
Price: $1,350,000
MLS ID: 1249158

Jim Zeller
(904) 772-5592

LuxuryLeadersTeam.com

OPEN HOUSE 9/30 • 12-3
O CEAN GRANDE COMING SO ON!

OPEN HOUSE 9/30 • 11-2

PROTACTX Brazilian 
Jiu Jitsu opens

Members of the St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce were on hand June 29 for 
a ribbon cutting ceremony at PROTACTX Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, which recently opened at 
200 Sterling Plaza Drive, Suite 204, Ponte Vedra.

St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce photo

Hardage-Giddens hosts 
Chamber after hours

The St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce Ponte Vedra Beach Division hosted 
an After Hours event at Hardage-Giddens St. Johns on Aug. 23. The evening in-
cluded networking opportunities as well as food and drinks.

Photo courtesy of St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce
The St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce hosted an After Hours event at Hardage-
Giddens St. Johns on Aug. 23.

Thinking of Advertising
in the Recorder?  

For more informa�on call (904) 285-8831
to speak with a Sales Rep. today!
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THE 
MORTAGE 
EXCHANGE
SPOTLIGHT

Janet McMillin

THEMORTGAGEEXCHANGE.COM
 

 

 

239-980-2111
 

janet.mcmillin@themortgageexchange.com

Janet McMillin is a lifelong resident of Florida and has been in the 
mortgage industry for over 30 years.
She has experienced market �uctuations and industry challenges 
throughout her career and with her expertise and knowledge she will 
tailor the ideal solution for your mortgage needs.
If you are ready to purchase a home, call Janet to �nd the perfect loan 
for you.

Your Dream Home Awaits, Let Me Help Make It Happen! 

• SPECIALIZING IN THE FIRST COAST AREA

• 2022 TOP PRODUCER FOR TRANSACTION VOLUME
   THE SIGNATURE REAL ESTATE COMPANIES
• TEAM LEADER FOR NORTHEAST FLORIDA
• SPECIALIZING IN THE FIRST COAST AREA

• 2022 TOP PRODUCER FOR TRANSACTION VOLUME
   THE SIGNATURE REAL ESTATE COMPANIES
• TEAM LEADER FOR NORTHEAST FLORIDA

Looking For A First Coast Specialist?Looking For A First Coast Specialist?
MEET DENA KLEINER

JACKSONVILLE • PONTE VEDRA • NOCATEE • ST AUGUSTINE

FIRST COAST
R E A L T Y, L L C

DENA KLEINER
CO-BROKER

908-872-6224
DENA@SIGNATUREFIRSTCOAST.com

WWW.DENASIGNATUREFIRSTCOAST.COM

SIGNATURE FIRST COAST REALTY, LLC • 90 FORT WADE RD, SUITE 100  • PONTE VEDRA, FL 32081

Ponte Vedra Plastic 
Surgery hosts 

Chamber Before Hours

The St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce Ponte Vedra Beach Division held a 
Before Hours event at Ponte Vedra Plastic Surgery on Aug. 9. Members were able to 
mingle and network inside and outside the location. 

Riptide Home Furniture had its ribbon cutting event on Aug. 31. The business is 
located on U.S. 1 north of Palencia.

Photos by Susan Griffin
Karina Coryell, Latisha Akerele and Linda Thomson.

 Riptide team 
cuts ribbon

St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce photo
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BENEFITING VILANO BEACH MAIN STREET

PRESENTED BY

NEW 2023 EVENTS ON SALE NOW!

NOVEMBER 2 - 5, 2023

Tickets include unlimited tasting bites and wine, beer and spirits samples with a souvenir glass!

VILANO BEACH, ST. AUGUSTINE, FL | WHISKEYWINEANDWILDLIFE.COM

EARLY
 BIRD TICKETS  

EXPIRE 10
/15

/23

UNLIM
ITED CULINARY & 

BEVERAGE TA
STINGS!

A CULINARY WEEKEND LIKE NO OTHER

Whiskey, Wine & Wildlife Schedule includes: Thursday, 11/2, W3 Wine Dinner at Pesca by Michael’s, Friday, 11/3, Master Classes and 
Vilano A1A Soirée, Saturday, 11/4, GTM Research Reserve Guided Tour and Wine & Cheese Reception and the W3 Grand Tasting in 

downtown Vilano Beach and Sunday 11/5 finale, all-inclusive Jazz Brunch.

Official Charity Partner

BENEFITING VILANO BEACH MAIN STREET

PRESENTED BY

SPONSORED BY

The above logo’s are set to PMS 369U and PMS 3005U
Please adjust the color break to match the desired destination

based on the supplied color legend.

Official Automotive 
Sponsor

PRESENTED 
BY
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SCAN 
FOR 

MORE 
INFO

RISEPonteVedra.com
(904) 341-5242

BRAND NEW
55+ LIVING COMMUNITY

1, 2, & 3 BEDROOM 
APARTMENTS FOR LEASE

NOW
LEASING 
SIGN ONLINE 

TODAY! 
CREATIVE ARTS 

WORKSHOP

PACKAGE CENTER

MODERN FINISHES

HIGH SPEED FIBER 
INTERNET

& SO MUCH MORE

HEATED RESORT-
STYLE POOL

CLUBHOUSE

24-HR FITNESS 
CENTER

YOGA CENTER

GAME ROOM

UPCOMING CONCERTS
Symphonic Night at the Movies Series 
SEP 22/23  
E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial

Florida Blue Classical Series  
SEP 29/30  
Beethoven, Schumann & Liebermann  

Paysafe Pops Series  
OCT 6/7  
The Music of Earth, Wind & Fire  
Featuring Serpentine Fire  

Concert Organ Series  
OCT 14 
Greg Zelek in Recital

Family Series 
OCT 15 
Stories For Kids By Kids: Spooktacular

For more information and tickets call 
904.354.5547 or visit Jaxsymphony.org

Single tickets and  
subscription packages  
are still available for  
the 2023/24 season!

Music
For All

Courtney Lewis
Music Director
Haskell Endowed Chair

Snyder Air Conditioning, 
Plumbing & Electric cuts ribbon

Snyder Air Conditioning, Plumbing & 
Electric held its ribbon-cutting ceremony 
Aug. 22. It was a morning of networking, 
food and celebrating.

Photo by the St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce

Thinking of Advertising
in the Recorder?  

For more informa�on call (904) 285-8831
to speak with a Sales Rep. today!

Bank branch opens

A ribbon-cutting event was held July 26 for TD Bank — Durbin Creek.
Photo by the St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce

Let’s get social!
“LIKE” US ON

Stay up to date on contests, 
advertising specials, and real-time 

news in Ponte Vedra. 
Our fans get access to exclusive 

content you can’t find anywhere else!
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ENTERCIRCLEENTERCIRCLE
SUMMITSUMMIT  20232023

20
23

ENTERCIRCLE
BUSINESS E

X
P
O

NETWORKING NIGHT

COCKTAILCOCKTAIL

CAUSECAUSE

for afor a

NOV. 15
Business Expo
Cocktail for Cause
Charity & Awards Night

NOV. 16
Youth Symposium

NOV. 17
Women’s Day

CONNECT, START, AND GROW AT
OUR THREE-DAY SUMMIT

AGENDAAGENDA

Scan this code to:

See the Agenda
Book an Expo Table
Register for Networking
Sign up to Pitch your
business

At the link located in
 Nocatee Town Center

Join us for the third annual EnterCircle Summit. 
Learn to “Thrive with Purpose” with North Florida’s  

Brightest Industry Leaders. 

NOVEMBER 15 - 17

Secure your table today and gain visibility in

front of a diverse audience of entrepreneurs,

professionals, and community leaders.

Join us in raising funds  Northeast Florida

Regional Stem2 Hub at our charity networking

and awards night.

November 15, 5:30 - 7:30 p.m. November 15, 5:30 - 7:30 p.m.

Sapna Foundation Presents

The St. Johns County Chamber Ponte Vedra Beach Division’s Chamber After 
Hours was held at Wells Fargo in Nocatee. Heather McDougal, regional branch man-
ager, and her team hosted the wonderful evening of networking, food and drinks.

The Brown Family YMCA at Ponte Vedra Beach held its official ribbon-cutting for 
the Maguire Family Pickleball Center on Aug. 8.

Photo by Susan Griffin

Photo by the St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce

Wells Fargo hosts 
Chamber After Hours

YMCA Pickleball 
Courts open
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New executive director of THE PLAYERS, Lee Smith (fourth from the left) 
spoke at a joint lunch event hosted by the St. Johns County Chamber of Com-
merce Ponte Vedra Beach Division and the Jax Chamber on July 19 at Marsh 
Landing Country Club. A ribbon-cutting event was held Sept. 5 for the Outer Banks Boil Company.

Photo by Anthony Richards

Photo by the St. Johns County Chamber of Commerce

New THE PLAYERS 
executive 

director speaks at 
Chamber lunch

Outer Banks 
ribbon cutting 

held
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A             new 
beginning in 
health care.

Flagler Health+ is excited to share we are now UF Health St. Johns.  
Building on a 130-year legacy of caring for the community, our dedication to 
delivering high-quality and patient-centered care has never wavered. With 
enhanced access to the latest medical breakthroughs, expanded treatment 
options, clinical trials and world-renowned comprehensive care through UF 
Health, this change marks the dawn of a bright new beginning for health care 
in St. Johns County.

StJohns.UFHealth.org

Ponte Vedra Recorder_10X6.25_2023.indd   1Ponte Vedra Recorder_10X6.25_2023.indd   1 9/6/23   9:14 AM9/6/23   9:14 AM

St. Johns County becomes more 
inclusive toward guests with autism

Grants reimburse 
businesses for training, 

certification

By Shaun Ryan

St. Johns County has seen some early 
successes as it moves toward becoming a 
Certified Autism Destination.

Thursday, Aug. 17, representatives of 
three key organizations announced that 
they have been certified by an independent 
credentialing organization for improving 
accessibility for those affected by autism or 
other sensory-sensitive conditions.

After a sufficient number of tourism- 
or hospitality-centered businesses and 
organizations achieve this certification, the 
county will earn the overarching designa-
tion. That threshold, which would signify 
certifications in entertainment, recreation, 
dining and lodging options, is yet to be 
determined.

It’s a significant goal, one that makes the 
community more welcoming for families 
impacted by autism and one that could 

benefit businesses that rely on tourism.
The three Certified Autism Centers are:
The St. Johns County Chamber of Com-

merce and its Ponte Vedra Visitors Informa-
tion Center

St. Augustine, Ponte Vedra & The 
Beaches Visitors & Convention Bureau

Old Town Trolley Tours & Attractions of 
St. Augustine

The certifications were granted by the 
International Board of Credentialing and 
Continuing Education Standards (IBC-
CES). To achieve certification, at least 80% 
of the guest-facing staff must be trained in 
autism and sensory disorders and pass a 
competency exam. The training focuses on 
understanding the unique needs of guests 
on the autism spectrum.

In addition, the IBCCES may conduct an 
onsite review. Certification is good for two 
years.

Certified businesses and organiza-
tions are featured on autismtravel.com, a 
resource used by travelers seeking inclusive 
destinations.

The local effort began four years ago, 
when Chamber President and CEO Isabelle 
Renault read about a community that had 

become a Certified Autism Destination. She 
investigated and realized this would make 
the county a more welcoming environment 
— not only for visitors but also for local 
families with neurodivergent members.

“The program assures visitors that our 
certified tourism and hospitality businesses 
have taken the necessary training and steps 
to provide a welcoming experience to 
neurodiverse guests,” Renault said. “In ad-
dition, the certification is a way to open our 
tourism community to new markets and be 
inclusive to all guests and their families.”

To help fund the effort, the Chamber and 
St. Johns County have launched a matching 
grants program that reimburses participat-
ing businesses and not-for-profits for the 
training. At the Aug. 17 press conference, 
St. Johns County Commission Chair Chris-
tian Whitehurst announced that the county 
would triple its investment in fiscal year 
2024 to $75,000.

The grant application can be found at sjc-
chamber.com. To be considered, a business 
must be in the tourism or hospitality indus-
try, have a St. Johns County address and be 
seeking this training and certification for its 
public-facing staff.

In addition to training its staff, Old Town 
Trolley Tours & Attractions of St. Augus-
tine has posted sensory guides outside 
each of its museums. These guides provide 
sensory levels for visual, olfactory, auditory 
and tactile sensitivities so that parents can 
decide whether their children would be af-
fected should they enter that space.

Old Town Trolley Tours & Attractions 
operates four museums: the Old Jail, the 
Oldest Store Museum Experience, the St. 
Augustine History Museum and Potter’s 
Wax Museum.

Photo by Shaun Ryan
St. Johns County Commission Chair 
Christian Whitehurst announces a tripling 
of the county’s allocation toward grants for 
businesses seeking the certification.
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