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As the former director of the Alachua Conservation Trust, Robert Hutchinson 

negotiated several land deals with Plum Creek Timber company. But the one he is 

proposing now as a county commissioner might be his most ambitious. 

Hutchinson envisions a series of purchases and swaps with Weyerhaeuser — the 

timberland company that acquired Plum Creek in late 2015 — in a plan that would 

turn Tacachale, a longtime state-run center for people with intellectual disabilities, 

into a broader assisted care facility. 

The northeast Gainesville property involved in the deal could also be used 

foragriculture, industrial development and other job generators. In return, the 

forest land proposed by Weyerhaeuser for development south of Newnans Lake 

would be left in conservation. 

It’s part of an effort to preserve existing jobs and create new employment in east 

Gainesville, particularly after the likely closing of Tacachale by the state. Tacachale 



2 

is one of two remaining former Sunland institutions that once existed throughout 

Florida. 

“If we sit back and wait, what will the fate of Tacachale be? Is this the next one to 

close?” Hutchinson said. “It’s a roll of the dice. The state is essentially unfunding 

them. The number of clients is going down steadily. It’s just a question of time. 

Why should we sit back and wait?” 

And the loss will be sizable if the state does close Tacachale, a major employer in 

east Gainesville where good jobs are in short supply. 

Tacachale employs about 1,200 people, most of whom are state employees. The rest 

are employees on contract, particularly for specialized services such as physical and 

occupational therapy. 

This year's budget for Tacachale is more than $57.8 million, including more than 

$47 million for salaries and benefits of the state employees. Contracted services 

totaled nearly $4 million. 

Tacachale Administrator Michael Mayfield said recently that a panel is being 

formed by the state Agency for Persons with Disabilities to explore the future of 

Tacachale and Florida’s only other remaining center for people with intellectual 

disabilities in Marianna. 

Four others — they were all known as Sunlands at one time — were closed years ago 

as the movement to deinstitutionalize the intellectually disabled grew. 

“You have to ask, what does the state really want? What type of service do we want 

to provide? What do we really want to use places like Tacachale for?” Mayfield said. 

“Our agency right now is starting to draft a white paper on the future direction of 
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our centers. It is a work group, and some of us from Tacachale are on that work 

group.” 

Complex land swap 

Hutchinson’s proposal will open a new phase in the county’s relationship with 

Weyerhaeuser just as the divisive debate of the company’s Envision Alachua plan 

ended with the commission on a 3-2 vote effectively killing the proposal. 

It sought commission approval for a series of land-use changes including 

modifications to the comprehensive plan to allow development of several large 

tracts and essentially create a new city between Gainesville and Hawthorne. Some 

of the land would have been used for agriculture, some for manufacturing, some for 

research and some for housing. 

Some of the tracts were annexed into Hawthorne and are now out of the county 

commission’s jurisdiction. Hutchinson is proposing deals for two that remain: Area 

E, north of State Road 26; and the Windsor tract, north of Hawthorne Road and 

east of County Road 234. 

The exact details of the Windsor proposal have not been settled but the concept 

hinges on the state declaring Tacachale and adjoining state properties including 

Newnans Lake State Forest as surplus — no longer wanted or needed by the state. 

If that happens, the county or the state would buy significant portions of the 

Windsor Tract with land conservation funding such as Amendment 1 revenue. 

Weyerhaeuser could use part of the income from the sale to buy the surplus 

property. Tacachale residents will still have a home there but a new assisted living 

facility would be developed by Weyerhaeuser. 
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Should that plan not be viable, the county could acquire the Tacachale land and 

swap it with Weyerhaeuser for the Windsor Tract. 

“It would mean that some party, it could be the county or a third party, builds the 

new Tacachale facility. The county ends up with the surplus lands and we swap that 

with Weyerhaeuser for their forest east of Windsor,” Hutchinson said. “You tie it all 

up in one deal. You don’t do one thing and hope the next thing happens. All the 

parties involved have to agree to it, so everything is contingent on everything else.” 

The county and Weyerhaeuser are already in negotiations for a swap of property at 

the Alachua County Fairgrounds for Weyerhaeuser’s Area E. The tracts by 

Tacachale and the fairgrounds already are suitable for development with 

infrastructure such as water, sewer, roads and public transportation. 

Hutchinson pointed out that the property is close to the Loften Center, a county 

high school with a career focus, and the Gainesville Job Corps Center. It is also 

across Waldo Road from the University of Florida’s Eastside Campus. 

The plan will need approval from several state agencies. Among them are the 

Agency for Persons with Disabilities and the Division of State Lands within the 

Florida Department of Environmental Regulation. 

State, Weyerhaeuser listening 

Tacachale opened in 1921 on 3,000 acres as the Florida Farm Colony for the 

Epileptic and Feeble Minded. It later became one of six Sunland Centers in Florida. 

The state has whittled away Tacachale’s land by portioning thousands of acres to 

other state agencies. 

The former correctional institution that is now home to the Grace Marketplace 

homeless center was once part of Tacachale. So was Newnans Lake State Forest off 
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State Road 26, the Florida Department of Transportation’s research complex on 

39th Avenue and Santa Fe College’s Kirkpatrick Center for law enforcement 

training on 39th Avenue. 

Hutchinson met with ADA officials Thursday. ADA spokeswoman Melanie Etters 

said that was the first time they have met, adding that ADA has no plans to change 

operations at Tacachale. 

“My understanding is he briefed top management what his plans are,” Etters said. 

'We were happy to meet with him and hear his ideas.' 

Weyerhaeuser’s Envision Alachua plan that was denied by the commission was 

developed with the help of a 32-member task force. Among the members were 

University of Florida staff, business people, a representative from Florida Audubon, 

City Commissioner Helen Warren and members of various community 

organizations. 

Weyerhaeuser Real Estate Director Tim Jackson said the company is open to 

discussing Hutchinson’s proposal but said it will not get involved in the effort to get 

the state to surplus land. 

Jackson added that the Hutchinson initiative has some positive points as the site of 

a new job center. Among them is the availability of utilities and proximity to other 

services. It could be developed in an urban pattern that integrates it into the area, 

he said. 

But whether state agencies will agree to the changes involving Tacachale residents 

and to surplusing the land is questionable at this point, he said. 

It could take a lot of time for the state agencies involved to make those decisions, 

and they might not be favorable, Jackson said. 
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If land is surplused, a factor in Weyerhaeuser’s approval would be the amount of 

land that is available. 

“Weyerhaeuser will certainly consider exchanging some of our forest lands for a 

new job center site on Waldo Road as long as it is of sufficient size and scale that it 

meets the needs that the task force identified — the needs being east Gainesville, 

University of Florida and the whole regional economy, diversifying the regional 

economy,” Jackson said. 

He added, “Our scenario is when the county actually has the land approved and 

controlled for a job center, we will consider exchanging some forest land for that.” 

Envision Alachua proposed a UF Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences 

research complex. Jackson said he does not believe the area proposed by 

Hutchinson would have enough land for that. 

Weyerhaeuser is currently reassessing all of its land in Alachua County that is not 

under conservation easements — about 36,000 acres — to determine the best use of 

the land. That could mean selling some acreage and developing some. 

For instance, Weyerhaeuser property along U.S. 301, which also has a CSX rail line, 

may be best suited for industrial development that would utilize train transport. 

The reassessment, Jackson said, is a result of the commission’s decision on 

Envision Alachua. 


