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The Alachua County Commission correctly decided last week that negotiation is 

better than uncompromising confrontation when it comes to Plum Creek.

Commissioners voted 3-2 to reject a proposed legal challenge over the annexation 

of 1,200 acres of the timber company’s land into the city of Hawthorne.

Now all parties must work together to minimize environmental impacts while 

maintaining economic benefits. These kind of negotiations will be critical as an 

even larger development plan from Plum Creek moves closer to county 

consideration.

On Nov. 17, the Hawthorne City Commission unanimously approved the 

annexation and a related change to the city’s comprehensive plan. The vote cleared 

the way for a development that could change the fortunes of the economically 

struggling city.

Plum Creek’s plan for the land includes up to 800 residential units, 150,000 square 

feet of commercial development and 2.8 million square feet of light industrial 

space. The company expects the project to be ready for development by 2017.

1



County staff expressed concerns over wetlands protections and a lack of 

conservation areas and buffers between agricultural land and industrial space. 

County commissioners were left to decide whether to pursue a legal challenge that 

could be costly and time consuming. Instead, they voted 3-2 to send a letter to 

Hawthorne officials asking that they address the wetland, conservation area and 

buffer issues.

Despite commissioners Mike Byerly and Ken Cornell expressing concerns about 

these issues, they voted against sending the letter. Such an uncompromising 

approach leaves them looking in from the outside as these issues get addressed.

The county has received criticism from outlying municipalities, particularly the city 

of Alachua, for interfering in their home rule. In the case of Alachua, city officials 

refused to work with the county to protect environmentally sensitive land slated for 

a Wal-Mart Supercenter.

The county filed a challenge and was able to reach a settlement with Wal-Mart that 

protects land over an underground cave system as a public park. Alachua decided to

make a political point rather than participate.

Hopefully Hawthorne and Plum Creek will show the benefits of working together 

rather than at odds with the county. The stakes will be even higher when plans for 

the development of nearly 3,400 acres of Plum Creek land between Hawthorne and 

Newnans Lake comes before the County Commission.

Earlier this month, the county’s planning commission voted 4-2 to recommend 

comprehensive plan changes for that project. Before the County Commission votes 

in January or February on those changes, further improvements can be made. Plum

Creek has shown it is receptive to changes in making adjustments to past proposals.
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Issues such as protecting wetlands, limiting groundwater pumping and reducing 

the environmental impact of forestry practices should be further addressed. County

commissioners shouldn’t erect roadblocks to compromise or sit passively hoping 

for these issues to be resolved.

Environmental issues deserve attention, but so do the economic prospects of 

residents living in a long-neglected area of the county. Critics blast Plum Creek for 

making big promises for the eastern county, yet fail to provide any sort of 

alternative.

County commissioners should weigh whether the economic benefits of the project 

outweigh environmental costs, not reject it outright without giving it a fair hearing. 

The decision against challenging the Hawthorne annexation shows an interest in 

negotiating in good faith.

If commissioners really want to have an influence over Plum Creek’s larger plan, 

they must engage rather than simply obstruct. This is too big of an issue to sit on 

the outside criticizing rather than negotiating to reach an agreement beneficial to 

everyone.
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