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This week is a big one for the Plum Creek Timber Company and for Alachua County

commissioners who will be asked to take a significant vote on what the future 

growth of the county should look like.

On Tuesday, the County Commission will begin considering whether to transmit to 

the state for review the Envision Alachua Sector Plan Comprehensive Plan 

Amendment.

Submitted plans from the county’s largest landowner surrounds 52,745 acres of 

land in the eastern part of the county. Plum Creek is calling for a maximum 3,380 

acres for development.

The proposal could allow 8,700 new residential units and 11.2 million square feet of

urban development. Plum Creek has said this project has the potential to bring 

thousands of better-paying jobs to area residents.

In November, the plan received the nod from the county’s planning commission.

Tuesday’s hearing will begin at 5 p.m. at the Eastside High School auditorium 

located at 1201 SE 43rd St. in Gainesville. If necessary, the meeting will continue at 

5 p.m. on Thursday.
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Tuesday's meeting will not be televised live, but should be made available via 

streaming and Channel 12 the next day, according to Mark Sexton, county 

spokesman.

Plan skeptics have concerns about impacts to the environment and the rural way of 

life and overall distrust for Plum Creek, which they believe will sell the land and 

skip town without concern for what actually happens next.

But Plum Creek and its supporters, including the Gainesville Area Chamber of 

Commerce, say this is the best option the area has to bring economic growth, 

including manufacturing jobs and opportunities to partner with local institutions of

higher learning.

Todd Powell, general manager of real estate for Plum Creek, citing data from the 

University of Florida, says this area is expected to grow by about 50,000 people 

over the next 20 years. "To keep our unemployment rate at exactly the same as 

today, it's estimated we need to create 35,000 net new jobs," Powell said. "Here's 

the depressing part, how many net new jobs were created in Alachua County in 

2015, the answer is we lost 675. So I mean, that's part of what the battle is here."

By the same token, from December 2014 to December 2015, the county's 

unemployment rate shifted from 4.5 percent to 4 percent and the labor force 

decreased from 130,433 to 129,096.

While efforts are being made to attract perspective business to the lands, until the 

county changes the land’s designations, many questions — like when the land will 

become available and what could be built on the property — are still left 

unanswered for interested parties.

"There's a lot of people in the community that are very vested into this," Powell 

said. "There's a lot of people in the community that are in need and I think we have 
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a responsibility to help make this a reality and that, to me, that's where the driver 

is."

The company also says while acres are going toward development, many more — 

upwards of 22,000 — are going to become conservation and preservation lands.

Powell points out Florida is a state where 83 percent of the population lives in 

coastal counties and says if you believe what’s going on with climate change and 

global warming, those populations might start turning toward the inner part of the 

state.

“That’s part of the thought process of why it’s important to get this into a 

conservation easement now that would be lock stone forever,” Powell said.

“A future commission can’t vote unilaterally to take that protection away,” said Tim 

Jackson, project manager for Plum Creek. “They would have to convince a third-

party conservation organization.”

If the county does give the thumbs up this week, it’s still not the final step in the 

process.

“This vote would send the application to the state agencies for review,” Jackson 

said.

Those agencies, including the Department of Economic Opportunity, Department 

of Environmental Protection, Department of Transportation, Fish and Wildlife, and

adjacent counties, would review the application for consistency with the state 

comprehensive plan and send back comments and recommendations to the county.

The Department of Economic Opportunity has 60 days to respond, according to 

Jackson. After those 60 days expire, the county has 120 days to take action. That 

would put the county about six months out from an actual decision. Even if the 
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county transmits the plan to the state and it comes back months from now, the 

county could still balk at a final vote or decide to take the conversation in a new 

direction.

If the county votes no this week, Plum Creek would be able to resubmit its 

application.

On Tuesday, both Plum Creek and county staff will give presentations on the 

application to the commission. The presentations will look similar to the ones given

to the planning board in November. According to Jackson, Plum Creek’s will 

include additional information addressing questions raised about flooding, water 

quality and sprawl.

Jackson says the compactness of the plan is part of the reason it's not sprawl.

"At least half the homes have to be able to walk to a job and at least half the jobs 

have to be able to walk to transit," said Jackson, who refers to the development as 

like a town with its own sewer services.

While some on the commission have come out clearly opposed to the plan and 

others in favor, Commission Chair Robert Hutchinson has called himself the “swing

vote.”

Hutchinson has sought to be a mediating force among those on both sides.

He recently offered up an idea roping in Tacachale, a state facility in eastern 

Alachua County, which houses 400 clients with physical and/or intellectual 

disabilities and employs 1,100 people.

Tacachale is in need of improvements and portions of the facility are unused. 

Hutchinson is thinking these lands could play into part of the Plum Creek plan, 

maybe in the form of an employment center.
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“The process of converting that to some other alternative facility is something, for 

one, it’s not our responsibility to get out there and fund that,” Jackson said. “We’re 

not going to go to the state and say we think you should close this and here’s how 

you do it.”

“There’s so many uncertainties, it’s hard today to say, 'OK, yea, we can do that,' ” 

Jackson said.

Powell says the company is looking at all options, but a first proposed swap that 

involved the county swapping lands it actually owns — its fairgrounds property for 

a comparable piece of Plum Creek in eastern Alachua County — has to go through 

so much legal redtape it could be five plus years before that could even become a 

reality.

“I’d say everything’s in play … but we’re thinking this is not a quick process,” Powell

said.

In November, the Hawthorne City Commission voted to annex into its borders 

1,200 acres of Plum Creek land located north and south of State Road 20 west of 

U.S. 301 that’s slated for development. The county decided not to challenge the 

annexation.

Plum Creek is putting together its application to rezone lands north of State Road 

20 and to amend the city’s comprehensive plan to include a conservation land-use 

category and require that all the land go through a planned unit development 

process — two measures the county had asked to be included.
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