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The Gainesville Area Chamber of Commerce plans to get more involved in politics, 

announcing its intention to start a political committee that can endorse and 

contribute to local and state candidates and initiatives that support its economic 

development goals. 

The Chamber's board of directors voted unanimously last month to launch the 

committee. 

It will operate as a separate organization with its own board. Chamber members' 

dues will not be used to fund the committee. 

The committee does not yet have a start date and the Chamber will announce later 

how it will operate after working out the details, said Kamal Latham, the Chamber's 

vice president of public policy. 

Bryan Harrington, chairman of the Chamber's Public Policy Committee, said the 

political committee is the next step in the organization's growing involvement in 

public policy. 
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He said when he first volunteered to work in public policy in 2007 or 2008, the 

committee was very reactionary, responding to issues as they arose. 

“But that's not a very good position to be in,” he said. 

As the committee evolved, he said it became more proactive, with subcommittees 

producing reports on issues such as transportation, utility costs and innovation 

used to adopt platforms and engage public officials. 

“I see this as that next evolution in how we engage in public policy,” Harrington 

said of the political committee. 

Latham was hired in 2013 for the new position of vice president of public policy. He 

said his mission was to build on gains made prior to his hire. In April, the Chamber 

added the position of grassroots engagement manager in hiring Vicki Gervickas to 

work in public policy. 

Latham said the Chamber wanted to increase its public policy capacity as it engages 

with multiple levels of government to promote multiple priorities. 

He said they will both work more with elected officials while Gervickas spends 

more time in the community informing stakeholders about what the Chamber is 

doing and getting feedback from them to bring back to the Chamber. 

The Chamber has had mixed results to its public policy agenda in recent years. 

After heavily promoting Plum Creek's Envision Alachua plan for eastern Alachua 

County, the county commission voted it down earlier this year, but Latham pointed 

out that the city of Hawthorne adopted its portion of the plan and the county 

commission decided not to challenge it. 

The Chamber endorsed the transportation sales surtax that voters defeated in 2014. 
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On the other hand, the county commission unanimously adopted 47 

recommendations that came out of a small business forum following a similar 

process with the city that led to more than 20 recommendations now adopted, 

implemented or in process. The city also adopted three out of four 

recommendations from the Chamber's energy competitiveness report and the 

Metropolitan Transportation Planning Organization adopted the Southwest 62nd 

Boulevard connector project as its top priority for future funding. 

Susan Davenport, Chamber president and CEO, said the political committee is not 

being formed in reaction to any specific issue or issues and will be nonpartisan. 

City Commissioner Todd Chase, who has held executive positions at several 

information technology companies, said he thinks the climate has improved for 

businesses in his five years on the commission as a result of the Chamber's efforts. 

He said the Chamber is an important voice in making sure city and county 

commissioners who may have zero experience in business understand how policies 

impact businesses. 

Chase said the city commission has also become more receptive to the Chamber's 

input since a motion several years ago to end the city's membership in the Chamber 

“because it had the audacity to form the energy study group to improve the impact 

the utility had on businesses.” 

The motion failed in a 5-2 vote. 

“We follow the recommendations of many sort of interest groups whether a 

community organizer or a nonprofit organization who's talking to us about some of 

the social issues and challenges we face, or the Chamber, so I think that what I see 

on the city commission side that's no longer viewed as a threat. It's viewed as a 

complement to the policy making process,” he said. 


