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Plum Creek Timber Company’s plan to develop thousands of acres in eastern 

Alachua County cleared a large hurdle Thursday night when the county’s planning 

commission voted to send the plan to the Alachua County Commission for 

approval.

“It just holds out more promise for this community than anything we've ever been 

presented with and we probably never will be presented with again,” said Planning 

Commission chairwoman Jennifer Springfield.

Plum Creek, the county's largest landowner, submitted plans that encompass some 

52,745 acres, with a maximum 3,380 acres that could be developed. The plan would

allow for 8,700 residential units and 11.2 million square feet of urban development. 

Company officials believe the eventual development could mean thousands of 

better-paying jobs for many East Gainesville residents.

Two job centers would be located between Newnans Lake and US 301, north of 

State Road 20.
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The 4-2 vote pitted commissioners who hope the plan will bring economic 

prosperity against those who have concerns over the project's environmental 

impact and want more assurance the plan will become reality.

County commissioners now will likely entertain the proposed large-scale 

amendments to its comprehensive plan in January or February.

During those discussions, the five-member elected board will be asked to make 

significant policy decisions about the future of the area that could have a large 

impact on the county's future economic and population growth.

Planning commissioner Evan Pitts said he voted in favor of Plum Creek's proposal 

because he worries the current comprehensive plan unintentionally created 

institutional discrimination in East Gainesville, and believes the Plum Creek plan 

would be a way to narrow the opportunity gap.

Planning Commissioner Eric Drummond said he understands concerns about 

losing the Alachua County's rural lifestyle to development, but he also works in the 

construction industry. He made the motion that passed the plan along to the county

commission and said he saw workers from his industry leave the area during the 

economic downturn.

“We need our people to stay here,” he said.

After the meeting, Plum Creek Project Manager Tim Jackson was happy with the 

planning commission's decision.

“We think it's important this planning commission is asking the county commission

to take this proposal very seriously,” he said.
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Plum Creek's plans would affect up to 400 acres of wetland areas that have clay 

soils, and the company is asking to be held to state and federal standards, rather 

than the more stringent local standards.

Springfield, the advisory group's chairwoman, said state law didn't give the 

planning commission any real guidelines on how to evaluate the plan and she felt 

uncomfortable making such a big decision.

“I'm really struggling with how to evaluate this proposal and I don't have any 

objective criteria to apply,” she said, before eventually casting a vote in favor of 

sending the plan to county officials.

County planners had recommended against approving the plan because for a 

number of reasons, among them: they believed the suggested development would 

promote urban sprawl, they feared negative impacts on wetlands, the plan didn't 

specifically state who would pay for needed infrastructure, and they had worries the

county would eventually be asked to take on road maintenance responsibilities.

Jackson has said the area would bring much needed economic opportunities to 

eastern Alachua County, would require developers to pay for new infrastructure 

and that the company will do what it can to mitigate environmental impacts, but 

sometimes such impact would be necessary for growth.

Eileen Roy, the Alachua County School Board's appointee to the planning 

commission, said as a longtime educator she understands the troubles of East 

Gainesville, but she also understand the business side of the plan.

“The proposal makes many promises but the promises are made by Plum Creek 

which has already been sold to another company, Weyerhaeuser,” she said, before 
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voting against the plan. “This would render any agreement moot made with Plum 

Creek. There are no guarantees.”

Planning Commissioner Tim Rockwell, the other dissenting vote, said he is for 

construction but several things in the proposal give him pause.

He said other developers go to great lengths to preserve the environmental aspects 

of their property and it would be unfair to relax such environmental requirements 

for Plum Creek. He also questioned whether the created jobs will be higher-wage 

and beneficial to the area.

“I'd like to see something more concrete, or on a smaller scale, I'd like to see what 

works out with the Hawthorne annexation,” Rockwell said. Hawthorne annexed 

1,200 acres of Plum Creek lands into the city earlier this week that the timber 

company plans to fill with residential and commercial development.

About 50 people attended the meeting, a slimmed-down crowd from the nearly 100 

who attended Wednesday night.

Eric Gonzalez, president of the Builders Association of North Central Florida, spoke

on behalf of nearly 600 member companies and said Plum Creek's pros outweigh 

its cons.

“I believe Plum Creek offers what the east side needs to get back to prosperity and 

have true equality with the west side,” Gonzalez said.

Gainesville resident Kali Blount said Plum Creek's record across the country shows 

a pattern: spend a lot of money on beautiful presentations, rezone property to 

increase its value, sell the property and walk away without looking back.

“Whoever comes along with a fistful of cash gets it (the land),” Blount said.
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Plan skeptics said its a poor choice to build on wetlands, called Plum Creek's 

proposal a “field of dreams” that won't ever become reality, and said the current 

comprehensive plan should remain intact.

Supporters said the plan provides a way to attract opportunities to eastern Alachua 

County, will create jobs and encourage young people to stay in the community 

instead of moving away.
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