
 
 
 
 

Plum Creek a prime conservation player in Alachua 
County 
It is largest private land owner in the county, state and nation. 
 

 
Todd Powell, director of real estate for Plum Creek, discusses plans to develop an area on State 
Road 121 recently. 
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Plum Creek is little known to most of Alachua County, but the Seattle-based timber 
company is a giant in conservation circles and is poised to become a major area 
developer. 
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A transaction little noticed locally in 2001 made Plum Creek the largest private 
landowner in Alachua County when the real estate investment trust merged with 
Georgia-Pacific's 4.7 million-acre timberland division. 

With that came 70,000 acres of forest in Alachua — covering 14 percent of the county. 
That and a subsequent purchase of 56,000 acres in northwestern Florida — while the 
St. Joe Paper Company has divested some of its timberlands — made Plum Creek the 
largest private landowner in the state, with about 600,000 acres in 22 counties, 90 
percent of it in timber production. 

In fact, Plum Creek is the largest private landowner in the nation with 7 million acres 
in 19 states, with 1.3 million acres in conservation. 

Although Plum Creek is the largest local company in land mass, working in the woods 
doesn't make it the best known. But as Florida director of real estate Todd Powell 
points out, it has more conservation land here than Paynes Prairie at 24,000 acres — 
land that people use every time they bike the Gainesville-Hawthorne Trail or use city 
water from the Murphree Well Field in northern Gainesville. 

The company moved its Florida headquarters to Gainesville in 2006, with an office in 
Tioga Town Center that houses three real estate people, two supervisors who manage 
22 foresters statewide, and a community relations manager. 

Powell said the company selected Gainesville to be close to the University of 
Florida and its agricultural research. UF's Institute of Food and Agricultural 
Sciences currently is conducting a study on eucalyptus trees growing on Plum 
Creek property in eastern Alachua County. 

The bulk of Plum Creek's business is in selling timber and pulpwood to saw 
and paper mills. Of $1.3 billion in revenue last year, $520 million was from 
timber sales, while the rest was split between real estate transactions, 
manufacturing at lumber and fiber mills in the Northwest and royalties from 
mineral mining. 

In Florida, Georgia-Pacific continues to be one of Plum Creek's largest 
customers, with pulp going to the Palatka paper mill and timber to the 
Hawthorne saw mill, though its largest customer is the Smurfit-Stone 
Container Corp. pulp and paper mill in Fernandina Beach. 

Real estate deals also have been a big part of Plum Creek's business in Alachua 
County, though to date most have not been the kind that make 
environmentalists cringe. To the contrary, the company's transactions have 
included selling land outright for conservation purposes or selling 
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conservation easements that protect the land from development while Plum 
Creek retains the timber rights. 

The local conservation efforts started under Georgia-Pacific by many of the 
same people still in Plum Creek today. Greg Galpin, senior manager of 
planning, was with G-P when it sold 10,300 acres near Lake Lochloosa to the 
St. Johns River Water Management District in 1993 to form the Lochloosa 
Conservation Area. 

Two years later, G-P sold the first conservation easement in the state, an 
adjoining 16,600 acres to the water district while retaining the timber rights. 

On a recent tour of the property, Galpin pointed out a gopher tortoise preserve 
behind a low enclosure of fabric as a shy tortoise ducked back into its hole. 
Last year, Plum Creek was the first to take advantage of state incentives to 
create such a preserve, setting aside 570 acres to take in tortoises rescued from 
construction sites and converting nearby plantations to longleaf pine, the 
tortoises' preferred habitat. 

Also nearby is the 640-acre Phifer Flatwoods conservation land that includes 
part of the Hawthorne Trail and fronts State Road 20. As part of a periodic 
auction of properties, Plum Creek rejected the highest bid from a Louisiana 
developer and instead sold it to the Alachua Conservation Trust in 2005. The 
trust then sold it to Alachua County. 

"They bent over backwards to make that property a success," said Robert 
"Hutch" Hutchinson, executive director of the trust. "I think their local folks 
really love this community and saw the cost/benefit of selling to a developer 
versus a conservation organization and made it work for us." 

Hutchinson said he would like to see Plum Creek forestland conserved to 
guarantee a nearby supply of fuel for GRU's planned biomass plant. 

Galpin said the company has not been part of the biomass discussion, but "any 
market for forest products is good." 

In 2000, G-P sold the 7,200-acre Murphree Wellfield conservation easement 
in northern Gainesville that includes five Gainesville Regional Utilities water 
wells and rights for a sixth to the St. Johns and Suwannee River water districts 
and the city of Gainesville. 

Not included in the easement was 1,800 acres of "high value" property along 
both sides of State Road 121 that G-P set aside for future development. 
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As a publicly traded investment trust, Plum Creek's strategy is to determine 
the best value of each parcel of land, said Pete Madden, vice president of 
operations support who also started at G-P. 

In recent years, that has included development projects in Florida, such as a 
700-acre industrial park in Palatka. 

For the Murphree property, it meant carving out 1,800 acres along SR 121 
north of U.S. 441. 

Galpin said the company figured Gainesville eventually would grow north 
toward the Seminole Woods subdivision north of its property — "so we kept 
this out of the conservation easement for potential long-term opportunities." 

That opportunity arose when Plum Creek — then in partnership with LandMar 
as the builder — came to the city in 2007 with plans for a development with 
1,890 homes and 100,000 square feet of retail and commercial space, nearly 
the size of Haile Plantation. With LandMar out of the picture, Plum Creek now 
is referring to it as the Gainesville 121 project. The city annexed part of the 
property that wasn't already in the city limits, and after years of revisions, the 
City Commission and state Department of Community Affairs signed off last 
year on a comprehensive land use amendment for the project. 

Mayor Craig Lowe, then city commissioner, was the sole vote against its 
original plan in 2007 but was part of a unanimous final approval in 2009 after 
several changes, including preserving more than 60 percent of the property. 

"My position didn't change so much as their plan changed to where they did 
incorporate more set-aside of natural areas," he said. 

Rob Brinkman, then with the local Sierra Club, also spoke out against the 
development over concerns about its impact on Turkey, Rocky and Hatchet 
creeks that originate on the property. 

While he said he is not totally happy with the final comp plan, he said Plum 
Creek is "not as bad as they could be." 

Though he said he is at odds with the company's development plans, he takes 
comfort in the company it keeps, such as Gainesville land use attorney David 
Coffey and UF wetlands ecology professor Mark Clark, who worked on the 
project. 
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With more zoning and site plan reviews ahead, Powell said it would be late 
2012 at the earliest before the company started moving dirt, but that also 
depends on new housing demand that has been absent in recent years. 

Between the 121 project and a 500-acre industrial park approved for Lake City, 
Powell said Plum Creek's development plate is full and that timber will always 
be its top priority. 

But long term, a 17,000-acre woodland east of Newnan's Lake between State 
Roads 20 and 26 could become the company's next big development. 

About a third of the property is unusable wetlands, while Hutchinson said 
conservationists would like to see another third conserved to protect 
Lochloosa Creek and link to other conservation lands. 

That leaves another third for possible development. 

Powell said there are no such plans and that talk is premature. 

But Hutchinson said Plum Creek has laid out maps showing where it could 
develop a portion of the property with minimal environmental impact. 

Galpin said the future of the property will depend on what the public will get 
behind. 

Hutchinson points out that the city and county have expressed a desire to see 
more economic development in east Gainesville that — unlike other areas — 
still has the capacity for traffic and schoolkids. 

"They're in it very, very long term, and they're large enough that they can be 
patient with this," he said. "And they're making decent income off the timber, 
too." 

 


	Plum Creek a prime conservation player in Alachua County
	It is largest private land owner in the county, state and nation.
	Published: Monday, November 15, 2010 at 6:01 a.m.
	Last Modified: Monday, November 15, 2010 at 6:11 a.m.



