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On Tuesday, we had an unprecedented opportunity to assist those who are 

underemployed or unemployed in our county and make a positive impact for 

generations to come. After decades of talking about Plan East Gainesville, we had 

the chance to usher in future quality jobs focused on reducing the income disparity 

for which Gainesville is nationally recognized. This was possible thanks to the 

dedicated efforts of many stakeholders involved in the four-plus years planning 

process for the Envision Alachua sector plan.

The process produced the most balanced plan that gives everyone something to call 

a win. It’s a win for the people and for the trees, a plan in which 88 percent of the 

land in question is placed in permanent conservation or preservation via deed 

restrictions and 12 percent is available for major jobs centers adjacent to existing 

infrastructure and dense, compact development guided by a newly established 

water ethic.

Already approved on the west side of our county are seven major developments that

are residential and retail-oriented, which predominantly provide service jobs that 
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pay mainly minimum wage. Envision Alachua’s focus is to have land ready to 

accommodate larger companies that can employee more people at a living wage.

At the first public hearing for the transmittal of the Envision Alachua sector plan, 

Chamber of Commerce President Susan Davenport said the plan opens the door for

major co-research projects that could improve the lives of people worldwide, not 

just within our community. Santa Fe College is already prepared to supply the 

community with training programs for those new jobs when employers come to our

area. Depending on the industry, these types of jobs range from $15 to $30 an hour 

with benefits.

Here was the opportunity to end the tale of two cities that local pastor and chamber

vice president Adrian Taylor so eloquently spoke of at that same meeting, where the

west side of the county is doing well while the east side slides further into income 

inequality.

The Envision Alachua sector plan has garnered support from a wide cross-section 

of our community, including University of Florida along with UF IFAS; Santa Fe 

College; the Alachua County Planning Commission, which recommended 

transmittal; the Economic Development Advisory Committee to the Alachua 

County Commission; the Gainesville Area Chamber of Commerce & Council of 

Economic Outreach; the Hawthorne Chamber of Commerce; the Alachua County 

Chapter of the NAACP; the African American Accountability Alliance (4As); AKA 

Sorority’s Twenty Pearls Foundation; the Builders Association of North Central 

Florida, Gainesville Alachua County Association of Realtors and the more than 800 

residents who signed petitions of support.

With this 50-year-plan, our county could be a leader within our state, country and 
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the world and that could have been the legacy of our seated commissioners. 

Instead, three of our commissioners voted against all of these supporters, against a 

willing major business who has been partnering with the community and all of the 

residents (voters) who have participated in the process for over 4 1/2 years. Saying 

no to appease a very small voice within the greater community is disappointing and 

exclusive.

What is particularly dismaying is that Envision Alachua actually reflects the 

original vision of our comprehensive plan while it allows us to reach our missed 

goals. Keep in mind that principle No. 1 of our comp plan is “to promote sustainable

Land Development that provides for a balance of Economic Opportunity, Social 

Justice and Protection of the Natural Environment.” This is in fact the Envision 

Alachua sector plan.

So, instead of a win for our community, we are left with a vote for the status quo. 

Fortunately, we will have another opportunity to speak for positive change at our 

county elections in November.

— Susan Baird is a former Alachua County commissioner.
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