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I'm writing in response to the Jan. 24 column by Thomas Hawkins and Steve 

Robitaille criticizing Plum Creek and Envision Alachua. It is disappointing to see 

such strong criticism from two usually thoughtful authors without them having first 

learned the facts. After a five-year process pursued with unprecedented 

transparency, the Envision Alachua plan that emerged is admittedly complex and 

requires considerable time and effort to fully understand. 

Preparing a sector plan that includes smart growth, inclusive employment 

opportunities and advancement of the University of Florida's goal of preeminence 

— while assuring regional environmental protection — is no simple task. That's why 

Plum Creek offered to meet with the authors and Florida Defenders of the 

Environment (FDE) to discuss the plan. Regrettably, FDE rejected the offer and 

wrote its piece seemingly without reading the plan policies. 

The Envision Alachua process was partly inspired by the ground-breaking planning 

in Alachua County presumably supported by groups like FDE. The Comprehensive 

Plan's commitment to containing suburban sprawl, promoting transit-oriented 

mixed-use urbanism, and protecting agricultural and natural lands is a bold step 
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favoring sustainable growth. But the county's great work promoting these core 

values fails to reach eastern Alachua County, where instead only the worst form of 

suburban sprawl is allowed. 

The Envision Alachua process was initiated with a simple goal: learn with, and 

from, the community how Plum Creek can best manage its vast Alachua County 

land holdings to support the values of the Comprehensive Plan and extend its 

benefits to the eastern part of the county. No one first involved could have imagined 

what the years of incredible community participation and expert input would yield. 

What emerged is the Envision Alachua Sector Plan, which calls for: permanent 

protection of agricultural and natural lands; compact mixed-use, transit-oriented 

urban development in two locations; and a jobs-oriented focus to elevate UF and 

bring unprecedented opportunity for residents of eastern Alachua County to enjoy 

meaningful employment and a better quality of life. 

The authors fail to acknowledge that the fate of eastern Alachua County under the 

current Comprehensive Plan is precisely the evil they condemn: sprawl, congestion 

and environmental degradation. It authorizes only low-density, single-use sprawl, 

served by wells and septic tanks. If developed according to the current plan, every 

new resident will depend on cars, causing urban traffic congestion in a rural setting. 

Each new residence requires a well with almost unrestricted withdrawals of water 

and a septic tank for sewage disposal. 

The FDE authors call for an “honest conversation” about deficiencies in the 

Envision Alachua “sales pitch.” Better yet, I suggest and welcome, an honest 

conversation about the deficiencies in the current plan for eastern Alachua County 

and any that might also be identified in the sector plan. 
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FDE argues that the sector plan is “not a jobs plan.” In fact, the sector plan contains 

unprecedented policy commitments that directly tie creation of new housing and 

other uses to the attainment of job creation. If jobs do not materialize, neither will 

housing. 

FDE says the plan allows “sprawl” because it is “leapfrogging” over areas closer to 

where “new job centers are already accommodated in east Gainesville.” Leapfrog 

development alone does not constitute sprawl. None of the new job centers 

identified by FDE have rail nor the acreage needed to accommodate the research, 

development and advanced manufacturing proposed by the sector plan. 

FDE suggests that the plan is “not proposing to support east Gainesville” 

apparently because it is too remote. The drive time from east Gainesville to the 

State Road 20 Job Center is only about 12 minutes, about half the average commute 

time of all county workers. 

FDE further suggests the plan is “not committing to build new roads,” seeking 

instead “loopholes” to avoid paying for needed transportation improvements. The 

sector plan assures all needed roads will be built and funded by the development, or 

the county will not approve development plans. 

FDE claims that the plan includes another “loophole” that is “repealing Alachua 

County's wetlands protection rules so that Envision Alachua may destroy several 

hundred acres of wetlands.” In fact, no revisions to any county wetland protection 

rules are proposed. A cap on total acres of wetland that may be impacted by 

development is proposed to reduce the potential impact from 535 acres under 

existing policies to 400 acres. 

FDE is mistaken in its assertions around water use, water quality and wastewater 

management. The sector plan commits to a new water ethic to cut consumption in 
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half — a new and unprecedented standard for water conservation. This aggressive 

conservation — and commitment to wastewater and stormwater re-use — will set a 

much-needed example for new and existing development. The wastewater plan 

minimizes discharges into Lochloosa Creek and other water bodies through re-use 

of wastewater for industry, agriculture and irrigation of public areas. 

Finally, the FDE authors fail to acknowledge the sector plan's approval 

permanently removes from development 22,364 acres in eastern Alachua County at 

no cost to the taxpayers. This is in addition to the substantial Plum Creek acreage 

already under conservation easement. The most environmentally significant areas, 

totaling 3,538 acres along Lochloosa Creek, will be forever preserved. 

Never before has Gainesville and Alachua County been presented with an 

opportunity of this kind and magnitude. Acceptance or rejection of this opportunity 

should be based upon informed assessment of its content and implications, not 

unfounded assumptions and hyperbole. 

Todd Powell is general manager of real estate for Plum Creek. 


