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I have admired Charles Lee since the mid-1980s when we both served on the 

Governor's Task Force on Urban Growth Patterns. That was the decade when the 

number of malls in Florida doubled. Developers were ruining cities, clogging roads 

and destroying nature's treasures with underfunded low-density and ribbon sprawl. 

Lee was a forceful advocate for protecting our environment and for rational urban 

planning. 

A description in the Orlando Sentinel, April 14, 1991, rings true: "As every reporter, 

lobbyist and legislator in the state knows, Charlie Lee is no snuggle bunny. Lee has 

all the patience and warm-heartedness of a prosecutor at the sentencing of a 

convicted serial killer. He has the tenacity of a pit bull." 

Fifteen years later, he was still at it. Again from the Sentinel (March 1, 2006): 

"Charles Lee … drives 60,000 miles a year to lobby for the side of green in battles 

between development and preservation." 

Luckily for us, Lee agreed to spend over two years pro bono on the Envision 

Alachua Task Force helping plan the Plum Creek project. He was willing to serve 

because the project was unique in that a developer with enough land to make a 
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large difference was coming to the community to seek its views as a prelude to the 

formal planning process. 

I phoned Lee to ask for his reaction to the recent county Working Staff Report 

recommending denying the Envision Alachua Sector Plan, telling him it would be 

for a column. I started by describing the staff report, noting that it was professional 

but a downer. I'd thought economists were a negative lot, the dismal science. But 

we don't hold a candle to Alachua County's planners. In their 137-page report, there 

is not a single positive sentence. True to form, he cut me off. "I've read it. I'll tell 

you my reaction." 

He said he sympathized with where county staff was coming from. They want to do 

everything they can to protect the county's environment. But they fail to recognize 

the long-run advantages of a sector plan, which can be used for areas over 15,000 

acres. A sector plan is permanent. Restrictions on land use in a sector plan cannot 

be changed because they are enforced by permanent, recorded conservation 

easements, unlike a comprehensive plan that is easily amended when a couple of 

seats change on the County Commission and the growth management staff is 

replaced. 

Lee has seen County Commission control switch between environmentalists and 

developers time after time in Florida. He started listing examples. "Martin, 

Sarasota, …" I cut him off, saying I got the picture. "Regular planning will always 

fail to protect resources," said Lee. "Development will always take over in the long 

run. Once a pro-development commission takes charge, that's it. Sector plans, 

though they make trade-offs, create permanence. They make it absolute. They are 

backed by conservation easements recorded at the courthouse. Development rights 

are deeded away." 
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Suppose you reject sector planning, he continued. Then the landowner will sell 100 

acres here, 500 there and 200 somewhere else. Whenever a favorable commission 

and staff are in place, the new owners develop however they wish. The advantages 

of large-scale planning and conservation design are lost forever. 

With regard to the current Alachua County plan, "All of Plum Creek's land is 

allowed to have one unit per 5 acres. The Alachua staff report acknowledges that 

could amount to as many as 9,420 residential units," Lee said. "The Sector Plan 

gives Plum Creek 10,500 units, but they must be concentrated, generally on the 

least environmentally sensitive land." 

Lee continued, "Because these 9,420 units that could be built under Alachua's 

current plan are one unit per 5 acres, they constitute the worst kind of sprawl." 

If the current staffers are sure they will be in charge forever, he can sympathize 

with them. But if they may someday be replaced, during the next recession perhaps, 

they are being shortsighted. For long-run preservation, a permanent compromise is 

better than a temporary victory. Staff has provided a service in finding that portions 

of the Envision Alachua Sector Plan need further refinement, he said. He pointed to 

a particular need to tie down better conservation practices on 22,865 acres of 

forestry easements previously purchased by the county. 

But, Lee said, this is a company that is willing to work with you. It would be foolish 

to pass up the opportunity. 

Dave Denslow is a local economist and a pro bono consultant to Plum Creek. He 

can be reached at denslow@ufl.edu. 
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