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It is a mistake to believe things will stay the same in eastern Alachua County if 

commissioners just reject Plum Creek’s Envision Alachua sector plan.

Plum Creek is a giant timber company turned real estate trust merging with a 

similar company, Weyerhaeuser. A background in growing trees means they take a 

long-term outlook on their land.

If the County Commission votes this week to send Envision Alachua to the state for 

review, it starts a process that means another commission vote within six months 

and a complicated permitting process after that. If commissioners rule against 

sending it, Plum Creek is left with options that might leave our county in worse 

shape.

The land could be developed under current regulations in a less appealing way than

under Envision Alachua, with houses fenced off on five-acre lots with their own 

wells. Or Plum Creek could help elect new commissioners that will pass whatever it 

proposes, or circumvent the county through annexation or state legislation.

Plum Creek has been criticized for buying good will through its donations to local 

groups and extensive community meetings. But having a company that responds to 
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input from residents and helps improve the community, even if its motivations are 

ultimately driven by profit, is better than the alternative.

The company has negotiated in good faith to reduce Envision Alachua’s 

environmental impact while keeping its economic potential. While environmental 

concerns remain, particularly involving wetlands, the plan would mean much more 

responsible development than what is seen in other parts of Florida.

Plum Creek has agreed to keep 22,800 acres as conservation/preservation land, 

protecting it from development and improving forestry practices on the timber 

portion. Development would be allowed on 3,380 acres in a way that encourages 

job creation before home building and allows people to walk or take transit to work.

Plum Creek estimates three jobs being created for every home. Under the plan, no 

more than 1,500 homes can be built until at least 1 million square feet of 

nonresidential development is completed. The county is projected to add 50,000 

residents over the next two decades, so quality jobs are needed for new residents as 

well as those already here.

The University of Florida has expressed interest in putting an agricultural campus 

on the property, conducting research that attracts companies with a similar focus. 

The site could be an eastern counterpart to the thriving biotech cluster near the city

of Alachua.

Already Plum Creek is seeking companies to locate there and on its land annexed 

into the city of Hawthorne. While some question the benefits for east Gainesville, it 

is an actual plan to bring economic benefits to a struggling part of the area rather 

than just vague promises.
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County Commissioner Robert Hutchinson recently added a new wrinkle with his 

proposal to “re-envision” Plum Creek’s plan with a land swap involving the 

Tacachale community for developmentally disabled individuals. He should be 

lauded for coming up with ideas for Tacachale before its possible closure and 

pursue them as the sector plan process continues.

But for now, he and other commissioners should vote to send the Envision Alachua 

plan to the state for review. The plan deserves at least that step before 

commissioners take the more consequential vote for final approval later this year.

Envision Alachua would mean well-planned development that brings jobs to a part 

of the county desperately needing them. Rejecting it might only lead to haphazard 

development in eastern Alachua County or cause Plum Creek to turn to a plan or 

elected officials that don't provide the same benefits to the economy and 

environment.
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