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More than ever, there exists in greater Gainesville a sense that our region is on a 

precipice of unprecedented opportunity. Happening across the community are 

collaborative, bold and complementary efforts all with the potential to advance our 

region toward achieving a vision of being a global hub of talent, innovation and 

opportunity.

Over the last year, we have made major and measurable economic development, 

public policy and educational strides, including a $6 million campaign for 

Transforming Greater Gainesville, and city and county approval of nearly 80 public 

policy recommendations to improve business friendliness. The Alachua County 

Education Compact is working to transform opportunities for all Alachua County 

students. Santa Fe College has been ranked No. 1 by the prestigious Aspen Institute,

and the University of Florida — which brought in $706 million in research funds in 

2014 — has hired 90 faculty in preeminence areas.

These and other achievements validate our region’s sense of being on the brink of 

something great. Yet some game-changing opportunities remain beyond our grasp. 

New perspective gained by about 40 greater Gainesville business leaders on a 
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recent, Chamber-led visit to Greenville, South Carolina, underscores a 

discomforting truth: Many opportunities will remain out of our grasp until we 

reach the level of public/private collaboration needed to overcome barriers 

standing between our region and new levels of job creation, growth and progress.

While in Greenville, our group got a glimpse of a region that has leveraged 

public/private collaboration to catalyze new levels of prosperity, growth and 

competitiveness in the 10-county region referred to as “the Upstate.” Greenville 

Mayor Knox White, who refers to the region’s economic resurgence as its “30-year 

overnight success story,” shared Greenville’s story of transformation from a city 

devastated by the death of textile manufacturing, to a region that today is propelled 

forward by partnership and alignment among business, education and government.

While in Greenville, our group learned from the leaders of the Clemson University 

International Center for Automotive Research, which has been an anchor for a top-

producing BMW manufacturing facility and the many auxiliary vendors, services 

and businesses that typically are drawn to a major manufacturer and exporter. We 

walked the streets of Greenville’s revitalized downtown, which is home to more 

than 100 local businesses and, even on a weekday, was teeming with hundreds of 

diners and shoppers.

Seeing is believing. The Gainesville leaders saw our region’s possibilities in 

Greenville’s prosperity, and have returned home rejuvenated and ready to infuse 

our efforts with best practices and fresh concepts of success. More importantly, last 

week’s excursion became a springboard for action toward turning that possibility 

into reality, beginning with bold steps to strengthen job creation, downtown 

vitality, environmental conservation and a culture of collaboration.
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The business community is ready to galvanize around actions that support the kind 

of game-changing economic prosperity, business growth and community progress 

we saw in Greenville, and know are possible here. The business community’s 

readiness to support these actions is made timely by the recently released county 

report, within which county staff recommend the County Commission deny the 

most recently proposed Envision Alachua Sector Plan. In the wake of this 

recommendation, the Chamber’s commitment to achieving a vision of greater 

Gainesville as a global hub of talent, innovation and opportunity demands that the 

voice of business strongly articulate outcomes that support a bright future for 

everyone in greater Gainesville.

We want jobs in the areas that really need them and have been left behind. We want

to address underemployment. We want to help UF reach preeminence. We want to 

see our county achieve its conservation goals at no taxpayer expense.

To facilitate these outcomes, we need the Alachua County Commission to adopt 

policies that are both business-friendly and supportive of conservation efforts. We 

are asking our county leaders to be more open-minded and improve the Alachua 

County Comprehensive Plan to support this direction. Specifically, we are urging 

county commissioners to approve the Envision Alachua Sector Plan.

In addition to the question of whether or not to approve Plum Creek’s proposal, our

community will soon encounter further key decision points that will test our 

readiness to change the game. Should we take the actions needed to make greater 

Gainesville a serious contender as a global business and lifestyle destination? 

Should we support the mayor’s blue-ribbon panel on economic competitiveness and

the county’s economic growth task force? Should we support the Alachua County 

Education Compact’s work to create gateways to opportunity for county students?
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Foundationally, are we ready as a community to remove barriers to opportunity?

As we reach these and other decision points, we must commit to uniting behind an 

answer that supports new opportunities for local businesses and families. On all 

counts, that answer is “yes.”

—   John V. Carlson is the chair of the Gainesville Area Chamber of Commerce’s 

board of directors and president/CEO of Charles Perry Partners Inc.

4


