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While the Alachua County Commission hasn’t decided yet where it stands on Plum 

Creek Timber Company’s proposal to develop thousands of acres near Hawthorne, 

that didn’t stop residents – both for and against the plan – from wearing their 

feelings on their sleeve during Tuesday evening’s hearing.

Expecting a large crowd, the county moved its typical Tuesday evening meeting 

from the usual location downtown to Eastside High School. The only item on the 

agenda: the board’s consideration to transmit to the state for review the Envision 

Alachua Sector Plan Comprehensive Plan Amendment.

Plum Creek’s application encompasses 52,745 acres with a maximum 3,380 acres of

potential development that includes two jobs centers — one slated off US 301 and 

another for State Road 20.

As about 350 spectators walked towards the high school auditorium’s entrance, a 

table to the left offered up green Stand By Our Plan t-shirts, the name of the group 

opposed to the project. To the left, another t-shirt table had orange and purple 

shirts in support of Plum Creek and the economic opportunities it hopes to bring.

The 5 1/2-hour meeting began with presentations from county staff who have 

recommended the commission reject the plan. As county employees laid out their 

1



reasons for why Envision Alachua isn’t right for the county staff, comments were 

met with applause from the crowd — despite being admonished by Commission 

Chair Robert Hutchinson.

“We’re one community here regardless of where this thing goes,” Hutchinson said. 

“And we want everyone here to feel good about the process this thing goes 

through.”

The evening consisted of presentations from county staff, applicant Plum Creek and

ended with voluminous public comment that will bleed into Thursday evening.

The application allows 11.2 million square feet of urban development and 8,700 

new residential units.

“It addresses documented economic disparity between the people who live in East 

Gainesville and the people who live in West Gainesville,” said Tim Jackson, project 

manager with Plum Creek.

But the county has concerns.

According to Missy Daniels, with the county’s growth management department, the

development being proposed is outside the county’s designated urban cluster.

“Since the 1980s we have had some type of growth boundary in place,” Daniels said.

Jackson calls the potential for jobs and economic growth the plan would bring to 

the area as an “unprecedented opportunity” and one that has an overriding public 

purpose.

Daniels also said Plum Creek’s plan meets the definition of urban sprawl. 

Furthermore, she has concerns about maintaining and preserving the rural 

character of areas like Windsor and Campville, which would be affected by the 
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proposed development.

Michael Drummond, with the county’s environmental protection department, 

explained soils in the eastern part of the county are rich in clay, which doesn’t 

absorb water quickly like sand.

Tim Jackson, project manager for Plum Creek, points out the county has already 

allowed development on 30,000 acres of poorly drained soils around the county.

Drummond also highlighted Plum Creek’s desire to develop on top of no more than 

400 acres of wetlands.

“Plum Creek is currently proposing that on up to the first 400 acres of wetland 

impacts the county will have no role to play in the permitting of those or the 

approval of those impacts,” Drummond said.

Jackson says the wetlands chosen for development are limited in their function and

value, plus Plum Creek would mitigate the wetland impact.

Plum Creek says a positive of its plan is putting thousands of lands under 

conservation and preservation easements and these lands will now be protected, 

essentially forever. According to Jackson, for every one acre of development, a little 

over six acres are protected.

County staff said while the easements remove development rights on the 

properties, other uses like hunting, silviculture and constructing storm water 

treatment facilities would still be allowed.

According to Drummond, if county staff had a say, it would chose different lands to 

obtain these easements.

County staff also have concerns over services like roads, potable water, sewer and 
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schools that would service the proposed development.

During the last portion of the meeting the commission began hearing from about 

32 of the close to 145 people who signed up to speak. While the commission only 

heard from a small portion of the list, the rest will have an opportunity to speak 

during Thursday’s meeting.

Charlie Lane, Senior Vice President and Chief Operating Officer for the University 

of Florida, spoke during public comment in support of Plum Creek. According to 

Lane, UF believes the Plum Creek plan would bring balanced growth, innovation 

and job creation to the area. Lane says UF is excited about a IFAS research park on 

the Plum Creek lands.

A representative from Santa Fe College also spoke in favor of Plum Creek, 

highlighting the job opportunities it would bring to East Gainesville and the 

training these employees would receive at Santa Fe.

“First and foremost in order to enhance economic prosperity for this region we 

need to create new jobs for the current and future residents, especially in East 

Gainesville,” Susan Davenport, president and CEO of the Gainesville Area Chamber

of Commerce. Davenport said the jobs needed are from “GED to PhD.”

Johnny Dame, a nature artist and environmental educator had a different take.

“The information portrayed is compelling from both sides of the issue,” said Dame, 

calling one a new vision for the future and an old vision. “I would like to support the

old vision tonight.”

Dame said the current comprehensive plan took of a lot of intelligence and thought 

to get in place.

Alice Gridley also had some thoughts for the commission.
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“I do ask the commissioners to keep several things in mind,” she said. “Protecting 

our water and protecting our environment is what will bring companies here. If we 

don’t do that, they won’t come.”

Gridley also said Plum Creek is a landowner not a job creator.

“What guarantee does Plum Creek give that will make these jobs real?” she asked.

Thursday’s meeting will began at 5 p.m. in the auditorium at Eastside High School.

If the board declines the transmittal, Plum Creek can resubmit its application in the

future. If the board transmits the plan to the state, several months down the road it 

will reconvene on the issue again after receiving input from state agencies.
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