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State officials on Friday will consider a proposal to acquire 37,495 acres of privately 

owned forest land in eastern Alachua County for conservation. 

The Lochloosa Forest project would ensure a 

greenway for people, plants and wildlife stretching 

from the Santa Fe River to Orange Lake, said 

Ramesh Buch, manager of the Alachua Forever 

program. 

“You can achieve an almost 27-mile long corridor 

with two landowners. That's significant,” said 

Buch. “Because of its connectivity, you could walk 

from one end of the county to the other. You 

would cross roads, but you really wouldn't have to walk on road rights-of-way.” 

Weyerhaeuser, formerly Plum Creek Timber Co., owns 32,795 acres in the proposal. 

The rest is owned by Claude Lanier. The total acreage has a market value of about 

$43 million. 
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The land is in various parcels and much of it connects to property already in public 

ownership by the county, the Florida Forest Service, the St. Johns River Water 

Management District and the University of Florida's Austin Cary Forest. 

It would provide a vast outdoor playground for fishing, hunting, hiking and 

backpacking, and mountain biking. 

It is already on several state lists as critical habitat for specific animals and birds 

and for terrain features such as upland sandhills and wetlands. 

And it would provide a vital green link from the Ocala National Forest in Marion 

County to Camp Blanding in Bradford County. 

The Lochloosa Forest proposal is one of five submitted to the Florida Department 

of Environmental Protection's Acquisition and Restoration Council that will be 

considered by the council Friday to determine if they meet qualifications for the 

Florida Forever program. 

The other projects are much smaller than Lochloosa Forest. Gaining approval 

Friday would be the first step in a process to get added to the acquisition list. 

Buch said he believes Lochloosa Forest stands a good shot at being added because 

of how it will connect to other public lands. 

“We and the state over the years have bought lands around Weyerhaeuser, which 

has been a gap in this corridor that is not only identified by us in our 

comprehensive plan but also by the state in the Florida Ecological Greenways 

network or priority corridors,” Buch said. 

“This historically used to be a corridor for panthers and bear — animals that need 

large ranges to move around. Anytime you can put together large pieces and 
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connect them to each other, you are making it more likely they will survive in the 

landscape.” 

Some of the Weyerhaeuser parcels could end of up being part of a swap with 

Alachua County for land along Waldo Road that the company could in turn develop 

— the heart of a proposal by Alachua County Commission Chairman Robert 

Hutchinson to both preserve conservation land and create more jobs in east 

Gainesville. 

Tim Jackson, Weyerhaeuser director of real estate development, said the company 

will consider offers to trade land for creation of a job center. 

“Presuming the job center was of significant size and was going to help the disparity 

of income, the regional economy and UF...we would consider exchanging some of 

our forest lands for a job site on Waldo Road,” Jackson said. 

He recently told The Sun that Weyerhaeuser is 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. 

Hutchinson has created a proposal that involves some of the land sought in the 

Lochloosa Forest application and Tacachale, one of two remaining state facilities 

for the developmentally disabled. Tacachale, located on Waldo Road, is a major east 

Gainesville employer but its future is uncertain as the state considers the operation 

of Tacachale and its sister facility in Marianna. 

Hutchinson has proposed the state declare the Tacachale campus and adjoining 

state land surplus, or no longer needed. Included is property owned by the Florida 

Forest Service. 
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The county could acquire that land and swap it with Weyerhaeuser. Weyerhaeuser 

could then develop the former state land into job-creating enterprises. Tacachale 

could continue to operate as it is but expand services needed in the community at-

large, such as a nursing home or assisted care facility, Hutchinson said. 

Whatever Weyerhaeuser land is not involved in the swap would be bought with a 

mix of funding include state, county and water management district money, he 

added. 

Hutchinson, who will be presenting the Lochloosa Forest proposal Friday, said he 

plans to stress the importance the green corridor it will create. 

“This is the best north/south opportunity you have left in this part of the state,” 

Hutchinson said. “We should grab it while we can.” 


