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The numbers in The Sun’s recent stories about Tacachale show our community 

must prepare for changes at the center. 

Once among six centers for the intellectually disabled operated by the state of 

Florida, Tacachale is one of only two remaining. Its population is down to fewer 

than 400 residents from a peak of more than 2,000. 

The average age of residents is 58. More than half of residents are profoundly 

disabled, most of whom have lived there since they were children. The facility rarely 

accepts new residents except for those referred through the criminal justice system, 

who stay in a secure part of its campus. 

Tacachale has a budget of more than $57.8 million, about 80 percent of which pays 

for the salaries and benefits of 1,200 employees. It opened in 1921 on 3,000 acres 

but parts of the land have been distributed to other state agencies over the years. 

The numbers and trends suggest change is inevitable. The large size of Tacachale’s 

campus and its location in the middle of east Gainesville have inspired proposals 

such as the University of Florida taking over the site and a land deal that would 

serve as a substitute for the Envision Alachua plan. 
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Those ideas hold promise but shouldn’t distract from the fact that lives would be 

affected by Tacachale’s closure. Talk of the facility’s future should first focus on the 

well being of its residents and workers. 

If our community can pull it off, we can ensure a better life for those residents as 

well as protect and expand the jobs at the site. Sitting back and hoping things won’t 

change is not a viable option. 

'It's a roll of the dice,” Alachua County Commissioner Robert Hutchinson told The 

Sun. 'The state is essentially unfunding them. The number of clients is going down 

steadily. It's just a question of time.' 

Hutchinson, the swing vote against Envision Alachua, has proposed a complex 

series of land swaps and purchases as an alternative. The deal would mean some 

environmentally sensitive land proposed for development under Envision Alachua 

would become state forest, while the jobs center planned there would shift to 

Tacachale. Tacachale’s residents would be housed in improved facilities on the site. 

But there are questions of whether the deal can be carried out and how agreeable 

Weyerhaeuser, which recently acquired the Plum Creek Timber Company, would 

be. Weyerhaeuser's real estate director has said Tacachale might not have enough 

land for a proposed UF Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences research 

complex. 

UF might have its own designs on Tacachale. UF President Kent Fuchs has said the 

university would be interested if the site became available. UF already has plans for 

further development of its nearby East Campus and recently started a process to 

develop big ideas that involve the university and community. 
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The walled East Campus hasn’t delivered the expected benefits for the surrounding 

area, so additional plans there are welcome. 

Whatever the plan and partners are involved, the goal must be job creation instead 

of job loss for east Gainesville. Tacachale’s location near the Professional 

Academies Magnet at Loften High School and the Gainesville Job Corps Center 

make it ideal for helping young people in the area land quality jobs. 

The status quo could stay the same at Tacachale for years to come. But the numbers 

and trends suggest change is coming sooner rather than later. Tacachale’s residents 

and workers, and our community as a whole, would be well served by an effort to 

shape the center’s fate instead of letting it close without a plan for the future. 


