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Editorial: Shared prosperity

Published: Wednesday, May 8, 2013 at 6:01 a.m.

With the wave of new companies coming to Gainesville, it might seem like local
officials can now sit back and pat themselves on the back.

But groups such Innovation Gainesville are smart to be planning their next phase.
Additional efforts like Envision Alachua promise a whole new way to approach local
economic development.

The last two years have certainly been filled with promising signs for the future.
Local officials today are holding an event to welcome Mobiquity, a Boston-based
mobile app developer that expects to create 260 jobs here over the next three years.

The Mobiquity announcement follows India-based Mindtree choosing to open its
first U.S. software development center in Innovation Square. Sears Holdings also
plans an IT office there.

Such companies are important not only for the technology jobs they bring, but for
the multiplier effect they have in creating other jobs in the area. But it won't be
enough for widespread economic prosperity to just have a bunch of new service-
industry positions.

That's what makes what some have dubbed Innovation Gainesville 2.0 so
important. Part of the effort is a more focused approach to attracting businesses
that would play off the strengths of the University of Florida and Santa Fe College.

But it's about more than just providing jobs for people with four years or more of
higher education. Identifying an area of focus — say agriculture and the life sciences,
to name two areas in which UF is strong — would allow corresponding magnet
programs to be developed in local K-12 schools.

Such efforts would work the same way as the existing magnet programs that
Alachua County schools have in partnership with Santa Fe College. Local students
would come through the programs with exactly the skills needed to get quality jobs
with new companies coming here.

Envision Alachua has similar promise in diversifying the local economy. The Plum
Creek timber company created the group to involve the community in planning for
economic development and conservation on its 65,000 acres in the county.

It is seeking to bring jobs, possibly in manufacturing, that would be attracted by the
location of some of that land being near U.S. 301 and a CSX rail line. Putting
businesses in that part of the county would benefit residents of east Gainesville and
rural areas in the region.

But much like Innovation Gainesville, the Envision Alachua effort has include
discussion about how to best capitalize on the nearby location of UF and Santa Fe.
One promising idea would be moving some of UF's agricultural research and
education facilities off the main campus, locating them in a development where they
can be near companies seeking to license or otherwise benefit from their work.
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The hope is again to create a mix of jobs for those with advanced degrees as well as
GEDs. It's also important that any development be consistent with local priorities
such as protecting the environment, something that the collaborative nature of the
Envision Alachua Process is supposed to ensure.

Both efforts promise a new chapter in local economic development. Hopefully they
mean a more diverse economy and more shared prosperity.
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