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Before Hawthorne readies itself for the recently annexed Plum Creek property, 

before the company’s less-than-certain approval from Alachua County, the timber 

giant is busy preparing to recruit companies that might want to move onto its land. 

The effort includes an army of local, state and national economic development 

experts, planners and consultants, and trips to areas with model developments. 

The effort also extends beyond Plum Creek’s property as its recruitment plans are 

intertwined with county and even region-wide economic development strategies 

developed by the Gainesville-Area Chamber of Commerce to capitalize on the area’s 

strengths, in particular to build on research and talent coming out of the University 

of Florida and job training out of the nation’s top-ranked community college in 

Santa Fe College. 

Last month, Plum Creek officials and consultants visited the Boston area, following 

up on a June trip by a marketing delegation put together by the Chamber and 

hosted by Plum Creek’s Boston-area planner Sasaki Associates. 
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Similarly, a Plum Creek trip to Greenville, South Carolina, in May was followed by a 

Chamber delegation there in October to study university-industry partnerships for 

economic development. 

Todd Powell, general manager of real estate for Plum Creek, said he started 

working on local economic development efforts five years before the company 

started its Envision Alachua process, so he dismisses any notion that his work 

serves only Plum Creek. 

Last year, he served as chairman of the Chamber’s Council for Economic Outreach 

and this year he serves as the Chamber’s chairman. He is also chairman of a five-

county regional board of the Florida Chamber of Commerce. 

“We’re trying to figure out what are the best practices for public-private 

partnerships around universities in the U.S.,” he said. “It also applies whether 

you’re trying to land tenants at Innovation Square and figure out what’s left at 

Progress Park. This is about selling this region, so in some respects it’s bigger than 

Envision Alachua.” 

December’s trip was to Kendall Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to see how 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has partnered with industry there and 

how that has fed into the Devens biomedical manufacturing hub 35 miles from 

campus. Sasaki had a hand in both developments. 

Powell said Kendall Square is equivalent to Gainesville’s Innovation Square, and 

Devens provided ideas on how to draw employers to Hawthorne, which is 15 miles 

away. 

He said they plan to cast a wide net on the types of companies to try to recruit to 

Hawthorne. The perfect match would be smaller to medium-sized manufacturers 
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that want access to rail, a line to the ports in Jacksonville or Tampa, some 

connection to UF or agriculture assets in eastern Alachua County. 

Former Florida Secretary of Commerce Gray Swoope is helping with site selection 

and the plan is to start actively marketing Hawthorne to companies later this year, 

as well as be ready with the portion in the county if and when the county approves 

Plum Creek’s Envision Alachua plan, Powell said. 

“At the end of the day if we do get through the approval cycle, people are going to 

want to see things happen,” Powell said. “We have a lot of people in the community 

who are very invested in the process. What keeps me up at night is not what gets 

approved, it’s recognizing the responsibility to make this a reality to help improve 

our community.” 

A lot of the focus now is on Hawthorne since that would be the first shovel-ready 

piece, but Powell said they are also in the early stages of recruitment planning for 

the county portion. 

In particular, they are working with the UF Institute of Food and Agricultural 

Sciences to learn about its relationships in the ag industry to recruit for a possible 

ag research and corporate park. 

The idea came out of the Chamber’s work that identified agricultural sciences as 

one of the region’s particular strengths on which to build its recruitment efforts, 

thanks to IFAS. 

Chamber President and CEO Susan Davenport, who went on the Boston trip, said 

Plum Creek’s land can help the Chamber as it recruits companies in agriculture and 

advanced manufacturing. 
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“I’m feeling very optimistic a site like that can be very advantageous as we start 

getting into our marketing,” she said. 

After traveling to other areas to see how they have done public-private 

partnerships, Davenport said the work ahead includes putting together a list of 

prospects to target, make sure the local business ecosystem is ready for them and 

engage partners such as UF and Santa Fe College to create the right scenario. 

“It’s how to put the best foot forward and start driving some prospects to that area,” 

she said. 

Davenport said the Chamber will work to educate people on the opportunities Plum 

Creek's Envision Alachua plan could bring in hopes that the county commission will 

pass the land-use change. Corporations that are interested in the region are paying 

attention, she said. 

Whether the plan passes, Plum Creek has been very instrumental in developing the 

Chamber's overall economic development strategy and helping put together the 

Alachua County Education Compact designed to align all levels of education with 

job opportunities, Davenport said. 

"Those are things that last hopefully for generations," she said. 


