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Editorial: Overcome obstacles to conserve land 

 

Posted Friday, June 24, 2016 at 2:00 a.m. 
Updated Friday, June 24, 2016 at 8:43 a.m. 

Land conservation can be complicated. First money needs to be available to protect 

environmentally sensitive land — and, as Amendment 1 shows, sometimes even 

that doesn't guarantee it will be used for conservation. 

There also needs to be a willing seller. Government programs such as Alachua 

County’s Wild Spaces and Public Places rely on nominations from the public to 

identify properties worth protecting, but the owner of the land has the right to 

reject the idea and any offer. 

The Lochloosa Forest project is land conservation worth pursuing. The project 

entails nearly 37,500 acres of privately owned forest land in eastern Alachua 

County. It would provide a nearly 27-mile long wildlife corridor between the Santa 

Fe River and Orange Lake area, offering opportunities for outdoor recreation and 

protecting water quality and quantity. 

A state group was set to consider last Friday whether the project meets the criteria 

for the Florida Forever land conservation program. Comments in an initial Sun 

article on the project made it seem like the county and Weyerhaeuser, formerly 

Plum Creek Timber Co. and the owner of the vast majority of the land, were 

working together on the project — a welcome change. 
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The company had proposed conserving the same land as part of its Envision 

Alachua development plan, but county commissioners rejected that deal in March. 

The state’s consideration of the project wouldn’t have committed Weyerhaeuser to 

instead selling the land for conservation, but would have provided another option 

to consider. 

Unfortunately after the story appeared, Weyerhaeuser asked the state to remove its 

32,795 acres from the application. Both the company and county blame 

miscommunication. Weyerhaeuser officials said they were interested in a swap, not 

a sale. 

Weyerhaeuser is already negotiating a swap involving its forest land for the county 

fairgrounds site, which would then be developed. Another deal has been proposed 

that would swap some of the Lochloosa land for property in Tacachale, a state-run 

center for people with intellectual disabilities that could be revamped with new 

facilities for residents and other development. 

Even without the Weyerhaeuser land, the state group voted to proceed with the rest 

of the Lochloosa project. It still must be determined where the project should be 

placed on Florida Forever's priority list. 

Lochloosa Forest is the type of project voters had in mind when passing 

Amendment 1, the water and land conservation measure they approved 

overwhelmingly in 2014. Yet state lawmakers have so far used the lion’s share of the 

money allocated under the measure for purposes other than funding Florida 

Forever. 

Alachua County voters will consider a half-cent sales tax increase in November to 

renew Wild Spaces and Public Places, funding local land conservation as well as 
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parks projects. Ideally that money would be matched by Amendment 1 funds to 

cover the cost of major projects. 

Weyerhaeuser certainly had the right to pull its property from the application 

considered by the state. Hopefully it doesn’t dim the prospects of something being 

done to protect the environment as well as help economically challenged parts of 

the eastern county and city. 

The Sun supported moving Envision Alachua forward, finding the plan offered 

economic benefits and would have helped offset its environmental impact through 

land conservation. The Tacachale swap has the potential of providing similar value, 

but requires the state to surplus the land and other steps to make it work. 

However the land ends up getting protected, it is worth overcoming any obstacles to 

make it happen. Members of the public don’t care if a swap or sale is involved — 

just that the deal maximizes environmental and economic benefits. 


