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ALACHUA — Both the incoming and outgoing chairmen of the Gainesville Area 

Chamber of Commerce mentioned income inequality and the need to continue the 

work of trying to create job opportunities at all ends of the economic spectrum at 

the organization’s annual meeting Thursday night.

About 400 people attended the event at the Santa Fe River Ranch north of Alachua.

John Carlson, CEO of construction firm CPPI and outgoing chairman, said the work

of the Chamber is needed to diversify the tax base, create jobs and “and provide 

economic opportunity for our kids.”

“Jobs fix income disparity,” he said. “Nothing else is really going to fix it in a 

sustainable manner.”

As an example, he referred to the Plum Creek Timber Co.’s Envision Alachua plan 

to develop parts of its land in eastern Alachua County “and I do not apologize to 

anyone for supporting it,” he said to applause.
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“Despite scare tactics about environmental catastrophe, it’s not that. It’s our chance

of the century for prosperity and more diversity in our economy. Let’s not let it 

pass,” he said.

Carlson also cited the cooperation of city and county government in adopting more 

than 20 recommendations to become more business friendly.

Although he works for Plum Creek, incoming chairman Todd Powell did not refer to

Envision Alachua by name, but did emphasize the income disparity between the 

west side of the county where the average family income is $82,000 compared to 

$45,000 on the east side.

“We cannot have a city where your future is determined based on which side of 

town that you are born,” he said. “This chamber has a responsibility to create jobs 

across all spectrums, from the GED to the Ph.D and keep the American dream alive 

in this great town.”

Susan Davenport, who took over as president and CEO of the Chamber last year, 

highlighted the organization’s accomplishments in 2015:

— Expansion and retention project companies announced plans for 300 jobs and 

$13 million in capital investments.

— The Chamber’s Tech Council helped create the Gainesville Dev Academy to 

provide job-ready software development training.

— Public policy work helped move the expansion of Southwest 62nd Boulevard 

north of Butler Plaza to the top of the Metropolitan Transportation Planning 

Organization’s list for funding.
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— Leaders from 26 organizations signed the Alachua County Education Compact, 

pledging to align education from K-12 to college with career opportunities in target 

industries.

— Davenport said the Chamber and its community partners “have been hard at 

work laying the groundwork to what I think will come to fruition in 2016.”

For 2016, she said the Chamber will focus its efforts on six core principles:

— Job creation in general.

— Advanced manufacturing in particular.

— Public-private partnerships, bringing together education, public institutions and 

business community.

— Environmental protection and working with the environmental experts in the 

region.

— Downtown vitality — “to have a vibrant calling card to showcase some of the best 

pieces and open up the region to those who visit here on a larger scale basis.”

— Education, to build on the work of the Education Compact.

Keynote speaker John Zogby, author and pollster of the Zogby Poll, said millennials

— born between 1979 and 1996 — are the No. 1 resource in a community like 

Gainesville and one that older age groups needs to understand. He recommended 

that the Chamber create a panel of millennials as a sounding board.

The event included presentations of the following awards:

— Community Progress Award to Rosa B. Williams.
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— Gainesville Leader of the Year Award to Tyler Staab, Tyler's Hope for a Dystonia 

Cure.

— Chairman’s Award Winner to Win Phillips of the University of Florida.

— Business Impact Leader of the Year Award to SharpSpring.

— Chamber Innovator of the Year Award to the Gainesville Mayor's Blue Ribbon 

Committee on Economic Competitiveness

— Rotary Ethics in Business Award to Tom Rothrock, president of Info Tech.

— Chamber Diplomat of the Year Award to Amanda Pool of GTN.

— Community Appreciation Award to business leaders who died in 2015: 

McDonald’s franchisee Curtis Paris; Josh Greenberg of Grooveshark; John J. 

Schroepfer, past Chamber president, county commissioner and FBI agent; and 

Gloria Fletcher, attorney and children’s advocate.
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