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Joining with Plum Creek to implement Envision Alachua in the best way requires 

anticipating what the world and our corner of it will be like in 2045 and even beyond. 

That's a challenge. How many in 1985 foresaw the explosion of information technology, 

the polarization of wages and politics, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the rise of 

China, the housing bubble, the Great Recession and the pace of global warming? If such 

people exist outside their own reveries, they number only a small fraction of those who 

said that Japan's GDP would pass ours or that the real price of oil would quadruple. 

But we have to plan for the future. For one thing, buildings and infrastructure last a long 

time. To help guide us, urban and regional planners have experience with how built 

environments fit into particular areas, not to mention the mind-numbing details of 

Chapter 163 of the Florida Statutes regulating growth. They take the lead in negotiating 

with and aiding the private sector in projects both large and small, and rightfully so. 

Economics, however, has a vital role to play, especially in large projects such as Envision 

Alachua. In order to work together, economists and planners, coming from distinct 

cultures, need curiosity about how others view the world, along with a dose of humility. 
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Skipping that humility part, here are examples of insights from economics relevant to 

Envision Alachua. One is to project that entrepreneurs will apply existing technology in 

response to incentives. 

Though the roads to the eastern part of the county are adequate for the present, planners 

fear that developing the area at the pace Envision Alachua proposes will cause congestion 

30 years from now. Plum Creek is asked to develop road-use estimates for 2045 using a 

detailed methodology based on current technologies. 

Those estimates will be out of date almost as soon as they are finished. Google already 

builds driverless vehicles, likely to serve as minibuses before long, and congestion tolls 

have become widely accepted. With the aid of driverless minibuses and tolls, opening up 

the eastern side of the county to growth will reduce total congestion in our metropolitan 

area. For a given population growth and the agglomeration benefits of culture and ideas 

that brings, the diversion of traffic from the west will reduce the average time spent 

traveling. 

Another insight from economics is the importance of agglomeration — the benefits of thick 

labor markets, a variety of competing suppliers, the fun of dining and entertainment, and 

especially the enjoyable exchange of ideas — a focus of empirical studies in urban 

economics for the past 20 years. Older cities formed around natural advantages such as 

ports or mines. In the knowledge age, the University of Florida is our gold mine for 

creating high-tech jobs. If we do it right, the forces of agglomeration will add feedback to 

recent growth, making this an even more lively area for ideas and technologies. 

Relatedly, urban economics finds that entrepreneurs and talented workers move from city 

to city in response to opportunity, whereas planners often take population growth as 

given. The size and quality of our future labor force depends on what we do, not on what 

demographers project. 
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If we want growth in high-quality jobs, we must build more infrastructure, which will cost 

money local governments now lack. Indeed, our local governments, like most others, have 

postponed hard choices by passing the burden to future taxpayers. Roads are crumbling, 

pensions are underfunded, spending on education is low and social services are stingy. 

Highly paid people we can persuade to move here will help us by sharing those backlogged 

burdens. 

Except when paid to predict the future, we economists stress our inability to know it. 

There will be recessions, for which local governments appear to have little contingency 

planning, but we have no idea when. Long-term trends will change and we do not know 

how. Because of that, detailed transportation and affordable housing plans for 2045 are 

less useful than creating a framework for resolving Envision Alachua issues that 

unpredictable recessions and changing trends will create. 

Finally, recent economic research confirms that neighborhoods matter. We will never 

reach the ideal of having no poor neighborhoods, as in, say, Bergen, Norway, another 

university city our size, unless the next Microsoft or Google is born here. But by promoting 

growth of technical and manufacturing employment, creating a larger middle class, we can 

reduce our extreme segregation by income. 

David Denslow is a local economist. He is a pro bono consultant for Plum Creek. He can 

be reached at denslow@ufl.edu. 
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