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The hastily called Alachua County Commission meeting was testy at times 

Wednesday night, but none of the angry talk was enough to convince 

commissioners to change their position on Hawthorne's annexation of 1,200 acres 

of Plum Creek land. 

Last month, the commission voted 3-2 not to challenge the annexation. 

With the deadline for any challenge looming, commission Chairman Robert 

Hutchinson called an emergency meeting to consider the issue once more. 

That happened late at the group's Tuesday night meeting, after two commissioners 

left near the meeting's end and a group of Hawthorne-area residents got up to 

complain that they had just learned of the annexation, despite it having been in the 

news repeatedly. 

Commissioners Ken Cornell and Mike Byerly, the dissenters in the 3-2 November 

vote, made it clear they wanted the commission to reconsider. 
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At Wednesday's meeting, Commissioner Lee Pinkoson said he was “extremely 

disturbed, perturbed and pissed off” after watching a replay of the last part of 

Tuesday's meeting. 

“I don’t believe an issue that’s discussed on multiple occasions should be 

considered an emergency just because the vote didn’t go the way the commissioners 

wanted,” Pinkoson said. 

Pinkoson said the call for an emergency meeting seemed “orchestrated” and 

accused Cornell and Byerly of knowing what was coming Tuesday and not sharing 

that information with fellow commissioners. 

Some residents who spoke Tuesday said they had gotten a flier in the mail about the 

issue. Other citizens returned Wednesday and said they weren't part of any 

organized effort. 

Byerly denied being part of any political maneuvering, and said he was happy to 

discuss the issue again because many of the upset residents live in the 

unincorporated area near Hawthorne. 

“We are their only representation in this process,” Byerly said. He said the 60 or so 

residents who attended Wednesday's meeting spoke volumes. 

Cornell said it was important to give people who hadn't had a chance to speak time 

to be heard. When the county first discussed challenging the annexation, the 

meeting was held on a weekday morning and drew little interest. 

After three hours and more than 30 speakers, the commission stuck with its initial 

decision, after an attempt to reconsider failed 2-2. Commissioner Charles Chestnut 

did not attend. 
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Hutchinson, who said Tuesday evening he knew he'd likely be the swing vote on 

Plum Creek issues, said environmental protection is important to him, but he 

would not change his vote. 

"Obviously what I want is what's good for the environment and what's good for the 

people and that’s always the challenge in these things," he said. 

At Hutchinson's suggestion, the county sent a letter to Hawthorne outlining 

concerns over buffers, wetlands and conservation. Hawthorne officials said they 

would address those issues and meetings are to begin in January. Hutchinson said 

he'll attend as many as possible. 

The county's ability to stop annexations seems to be slipping away, he said, but he 

said he will work with Hawthorne and Plum Creek to see if they can make plans 

that better align with the county's requirements. 

Hawthorne annexed the land Nov. 17. Days later the county voted not to challenge 

the annexation. 

The deadline for the county to challenge is Dec. 17. 

The property is both north and south of State Road 20 between Newnans Lake and 

U.S. 301. Proponents of the plan say it would bring much-needed jobs to the 

eastern part of the county. 

Plum Creek officials say the northern part of the property could house 2.8 million 

square feet of light industrial space plus 150,000 square feet of commercial 

development. The southern portion would accommodate up to 800 residential 

units. 

The area is estimated to be shovel-ready in 2017, according to Plum Creek. 
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“The progress that is being projected is not in our best interest,” said Ed Lopez, who 

lives within three blocks of the annexed land. “If you want to go ahead and do 

development I am all for it, small-scale. Live and learn, see what the problems are. 

Worry about the development, see what environmental issues arise and then 

progress in slower steps.” 

Hawthorne resident Angela Moore said she grew up in the city and described it as 

having a “wonderful” small-town feeling. 

But she said the Plum Creek debate has "almost torn our community in two." 

Moore described a town where people know what side everyone stands on the 

company's plan and if someone doesn't agree with you, “they won’t even wave at 

you anymore,” Moore said. 

She said she could think of more than 30 families that won’t come to a public 

meeting because they feel their voices don’t matter. 

“Let’s start small,” Moore said, suggesting growth start in Hawthorne’s downtown 

first. 

A member of the Gainesville/Alachua County Association of Realtors read a 

prepared statement from the group supporting the annexation. The statement 

spoke of the plan as an opportunity for economic growth in an area called out by 

national media for having one of the deepest income inequality gaps in the country. 

Susan Davenport, president and CEO of the Gainesville Area Chamber of 

Commerce, asked the county to affirm its previous vote. 

“It’s the opportunities, it’s the jobs that we are looking to bring to the entire region, 

specifically to the eastern side of the county and east Gainesville,” she said. 
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Archer Mayor Doug Jones said he spoke on behalf of all the small municipalities. 

“What we’re suggesting is that you allow the municipalities to make their own 

decisions to follow the rules that were set out,” Jones said. He supported the county 

sticking to its first decision not to challenge the annexation. 

Jones attended Tuesday evening’s meeting and said it looked to him like two 

commissioners ganging up on another. 

“To me, that’s in the ballpark of potential censure-worthy,” Jones said. 

Some residents said they don't know what Plum Creek will mean to the area 

because they expect the land to be sold to another developer. 

County planners say the plan creates unincorporated enclaves that could make 

delivering public services trickier. County Road 2082, which is not in good 

condition, would see a heavy increase in traffic under Plum Creek’s plan. 

Pinkoson pointed out the county provides fire and law enforcement services to both 

the unincorporated area and the incorporated area, so nothing would change on 

that front. 

Hawthorne Mayor Matthew Surrency said the annexed area was already designated 

by the county as urban reserve area. And he said instead of pitting the city against 

the county with legal action, they should work together. 

“We don’t need a threat of a lawsuit to build a partnership,” Surrency said. “You 

don’t threaten somebody to make somebody do what you want.” 


