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It was standing room only Wednesday night as the county’s planning 

commission heard timber giant Plum Creek’s plans for 52,000-plus acres in 

Alachua County. 

But residents must wait at least another day to learn what will happen next with 

the plan. Late Wednesday night, the county's planning commission voted to 

adjourn after more than five hours of presentations and public comment. The 

panel reconvenes today at 6 p.m. to continue debating the plan's merits. 

The planning commission is an advisory panel for the Alachua County 

Commission and helps steer commissioners on zoning and land use matters. 

Under state law, every city and county government creates a comprehensive plan 

that lays out a vision of how each area should develop and grow. Proposed 

developments must be evaluated to see whether they mesh with those 

comprehensive plans. 
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Plum Creek’s plan encompasses a total 52,745 acres, with a maximum 3,380 

acres that could be developed. It would allow for 8,700 residential units and 11.2 

million square feet of urban development. 

During an hour-long presentation, several county staff members explained 

reasons the plan — which covers several areas of land in eastern Alachua County 

with job centers north of State Road 20 and west of U.S. 301 — should be a no-

go. 

Among their concerns: Urban sprawl that could negatively impact the rural 

character of the area, including historic settlement areas such as Windsor, 

Campville and Grove Park.  

Plum Creek’s plans would impact up to 400 acres of wetland areas that have clay 

soils, although company officials countered that the new Gainesville Regional 

Utilities building off North Main Street is built on similar soil. 

Timber company officials suggested that the impacts to wetlands would be far 

less than what is allowed under the county’s comprehensive plan, and accepting 

those changes could mean much-needed development for the eastern part of 

Gainesville and Alachua County, where jobs aren’t as plentiful or high-paying. 

County planners said since the latest comprehensive plan took effect in 2011, 

less than a half-acre of wetlands have been impacted by development and they 

believe allowing the Plum Creek development could set a bad precedent. 

County officials also raised concerns over a roaming bear population in the area, 

a need for more services like fire rescue and schools and adding lanes to State 

Road 20. 
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Overall, county planning officials said the proposal doesn’t jibe with its comp 

plan. 

“Staff finds this location is unsuitable based on all the reasons you’ve heard 

tonight,” said Missy Daniels, senior planner with the county’s growth 

management department. 

Plum Creek Project Manager Tim Jackson made his pitch to the planning group, 

telling them that company officials believe the new plan is a marked 

improvement to the comprehensive plan. 

It accommodates a major employment center, would help offset the documented 

economic disparity between the east and west parts of the county — where the 

average income is $35,000 compared to western county’s $60,000 average 

income — and would protect more than 22,000 acres from development. 

Plum Creek’s vision would bring 30,000 new jobs to the area over 50 years, he 

said. 

The proposal would allow research space for University of Florida scientists, 

who currently use lands outside the county and would allow the university to 

augment limited resources by collaborating with business partners, according to 

Jackson and a local economic report. 

The proposed development would create one home for every 2.5 jobs in the area, 

meaning at least half of the employees would need to live somewhere else, which 

was done by design — to fuel more residential development in East Gainesville, 

Jackson said. 

“It’s a really important piece of the plan,” he said. 

3 



Daniels, the county’s senior planner, pointed out that there is no transit system 

to get people from East Gainesville to the proposed site. 

Jackson said new infrastructure, like water and sewer lines, would be funded by 

a community development district on the lands so fees would be collected from 

those developments only and residents who live outside that area wouldn’t be 

responsible for paying the tab. 

Earlier in the day, the Gainesville Area Chamber of Commerce held a press 

conference in the Commerce Building in support of Plum Creek’s plan and then 

walked over to the meeting in a large group to show solidarity. 

“We need new opportunities in this region, and Envision Alachua is key to our 

region’s ability to realize those opportunities,” said Susan Davenport, the 

chamber president. 

During the meeting, about 45 county residents spoke to the planning 

commissioners, about evenly divided between those hoping to see the plan move 

forward and those opposed to it altogether. A handful of opponents wore “Stand 

By Our Plan” T-shirts. 

Kevin Thorpe, a pastor in East Gainesville, pushed the group to support the 

plan. 

“What we have before us now is an epic opportunity for public and private 

partnership to make a difference in the lives of citizens in this county,” he said. 

Steve Oelrich, former state senator and former Alachua County Sheriff, spoke in 

favor of the plan and questioned why the county's staff report couldn’t find one 

thing positive to say about it. 
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"I’m all into protecting the environment and so forth, but I’m also all for the 

citizens who live to my back,” he said, meaning those who live in East 

Gainesville. 

James Dick, who said he lives right near Plum Creek-owned land in 

unincorporated Alachua County, pointed out that no one from the company had 

ever spoken to him about how future development would affect his home and 

questioned what would become of his neighborhood, with its high water table. 

“The unintended consequences are real and they hurt people,” he said. 


