
Reunite our river communities to create 

a better economic and environmental future.

• Restore three rivers and 50 springs with one project (Pages 2 – 4)
• Address a dangerous dam past its life expectancy (Page 5)
• Provide expanded recreational opportunities for many types of users (Pages 6 – 9)
• Improve fishing along the Great Florida Riverway (Pages 10 - 11)
• Provide essential warm water winter habitat for hundreds of manatees (Page 12)
• Strengthen the Florida Wildlife Corridor from the Ocala to Osceola national forest (Pages 13 – 14)

Ocklawaha Silver Springs St. Johns

Photos by Alan Youngblood and Will Dickey
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The Great Florida 
Riverway

The Ocklawaha River is the 
heart of what some call the 
Great Florida Riverway, a vast 
217-mile system beginning at 
Lake Apopka, flowing north 
along the Ocklawaha River past 
Silver Springs, and ending where 
the lower St. Johns River meets 
the Atlantic Ocean. The river 
was dammed in 1968, severing 
this scenic riverway and historic 
steamboat trail. 

The dam was constructed for 
the Cross Florida Barge Canal, 
which was never completed. It 
blocks the historic and natural 
river route for fish, manatees 
and boaters between Silver 
Springs and the Atlantic Ocean. 
The project destroyed 7,500 
acres of forested wetlands, 20 
springs and 16 miles of the 
Ocklawaha River. Water, forest, 
fish and wildlife and recreation 
damages continue today, all the 
way from Silver Springs, down 
the Ocklawaha River above 
and below the dam, along the 
Welaka and Palatka waterfronts 
and in the 100-mile St. Johns 
Estuary to the Atlantic. 

Scientists agree that reuniting 
this river system by breaching 
a portion of the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam, creating a 
free-flowing river, is crucial to 
improving the environmental 
health of the St. Johns and 
Ocklawaha rivers, Silver Springs 
and the Atlantic Fishery. 

There are few people 
that know more about this 
system than Ed Lowe, Ph.D., 
who served as director of 
environmental services and 
then chief scientist at the St. 
Johns River Water Management 
District (SJRWMD) for more 
than 30 years. His view is that, 
“Breaching the Rodman Dam 
near Palatka would reunite and 
help restore four ecosystems: the 
Ocklawaha River, Silver Springs, 
the Lower St. Johns River and 
the coastal Atlantic Ocean of the 
southeastern United States.”

The Dam and 
Rodman Reservoir’s 
Impact on the 
Palatka and Welaka 
Waterfronts

Some anglers and business 
interests still support the 
dam and 9,500-acre fishing 
pool, even though Florida 
Department of Environmental 
Protection data has shown 
that annual use of the Rodman 
Reservoir recreation sites has 
been on a downward trend 
since 2010, declining by an 
average of 3,627 visitor parties 
per year. Several of the ramps 
and the impounded river 
are often not passable due to 
invasive aquatic plant buildup 

Palatka and Welaka, is being 
hurt by receiving less cool, clear, 
freshwater than it would receive 
with a free-flowing river.”

Submerged aquatic 
vegetation, or underwater 
grasses, are essential to a healthy 
fishery, manatee habitat and the 
commercial shellfish industry. 
Seagrass scientist Bob Virnstein, 
Ph.D., explains that grasses that 
disappeared following Hurricane 
Irma have not been able to 
properly grow back due to lack  
of light from reduced water 
clarity.

“The grasses need lots  
of light to grow. Additional 
clear water from a restored 
Ocklawaha River would help 
us recover these grasses from 
Welaka north along the  

Reunite Three Rivers, 50+ Springs 
and Our River Communities

requiring thousands of dollars of 
herbicide treatments annually. 
The invasive plants thrive on 
the seasonally warm, slow-
moving water in the Rodman 
Reservoir. A restored natural 
river would be as much as 10 
degrees cooler in the summer, 
as well as significantly clearer 
and less prone to invasive plant 
blockages and harmful algal 
bloom outbreaks.

Many Putnam County 
residents do not realize “the 
negative impacts the Rodman 
Reservoir and dam are having 
on our valuable downtown 
Palatka and Welaka waterfronts,” 
explained Dean Campbell, 
retired director of SJRWMD’s 
Lower St. Johns River Project.  
“The St. Johns River, near 

A misguided dam project from 
more than 50 years ago impacts 
many communities along a  
217-mile riverway that includes 
the Ocklawaha, Silver and  
St. Johns rivers and historic  
Silver Springs. Communities 
along the river system are being 
asked to unite for a better future. 

Art by Reinier Munguia

Photos by Alan Youngblood
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St. Johns River Estuary,”  
he shared.

If the reservoir is restored 
to the natural river, Putnam 
County could still be the bass 
capital of the state. The St. Johns 
River within a 50-mile radius of 
Palatka is ranked fourth in the 
Southeastern United States by 
Bassmaster and was the site for a 
national tournament earlier this 
year. A free-flowing Ocklawaha 
could help sustain this fishery. 
The Rodman Reservoir is 
ranked eighth.

A restored Ocklawaha River 
could regain its fishing legacy 
by becoming a healthier fishing 
location as migration paths 
are restored for species such as 
striped bass and channel and 
white catfish.  

Silver Springs 
Continues to Suffer 
from the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam

The Silver Springs Basin 
Plan identified restoration of 
the Ocklawaha, reconnecting 
and restoring the Silver and 
Ocklawaha rivers, as one of 
three critical goals to improving 
the health of Silver Springs.  
Bob Knight, Ph.D., executive 
director of Florida Springs 
Institute, shared, “We can’t fully 
restore Silver Springs without a 
free-flowing Ocklawaha River.”

The building of the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam blocked 
natural fish migration from the 
St. Johns River and Atlantic 
Ocean, negatively impacting 
the fish and aquatic species that 
made the glass-bottomed boat 
rides so famous. Gone are the 
magnificent channel and white 
catfish, the Atlantic striped bass, 
American eel and large schools 
of mullet that helped clean the 
once beautiful green eel grass. 

The desirable fish population 
at Silver Springs is about 
one half of what it once was, 
Knight said. A recent fish study 
completed by the Florida Springs 
Institute revealed that exotic blue 
tilapia are having an explosion in 
Silver Springs. Knight suggested 

that if the Ocklawaha was 
restored, “I would like to see 
a boom and bust of the exotic 
tilapia with the return of striped 
bass and channel catfish.” He 
predicts that those two natural 
predator fish could help knock 
back the tilapia population. 

Although the Buckman Lock 
allows a few aquatic species to 
enter from the St. Johns to the 
Ocklawaha, it does not provide a 
productive migratory connection 
for fish and shellfish from the 
Atlantic and St. Johns River to 
the Ocklawaha River and Silver 
Springs. Many of the historic 
migratory fish are absent or are 
rarely seen in the upper reaches of 
the Ocklawaha and Silver Springs.

Although around 100 
unique manatees have made 
the precarious journey to 
Silver Springs through the 
metal and concrete structures 
at the Buckman Lock during 
recent years, scientists predict 
that hundreds more manatees 
would make Silver Springs 

and the restored springs of 
the Ocklawaha their home if 
they could travel along the 
natural Ocklawaha River in 
a reconnected system. Silver 
Springs could be the largest 
inland manatee viewing spot 
in the state. Silver Springs, a 
Community Redevelopment 
Area, could benefit economically. 
(See more on page 12).

More than 30 springs are 
found in the upper section 
of the Silver River, which 
provides approximately 66% 
of the Ocklawaha River’s flow. 
The main boil is one of the 
largest artesian springs in the 
world. Along the Ocklawaha 
River in Marion and Putnam 
Counties, 20 more springs are 
submerged under the weight of 
the water held back by Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam. 

Twenty springs of the 
Ocklawaha would be uncovered 
permanently with partial 
restoration of that river. Two of 
the largest are Cannon Springs 

and Marion Blue Springs, both 
third-magnitude springs.  
Several could become havens  
for manatees and all would 
provide thermal cooling of 
the river and recreational 
opportunities. Freeing the 
springs and eliminating 
evaporation off the reservoir 
would provide an approximate 
150 million gallons a day of 
additional natural downstream 
flow from Welaka to Jacksonville. 
This flow, more than the 
daily water use of the City of 
Jacksonville, could help restore 
the St. Johns River Estuary from  
Welaka to Jacksonville.

The St. Johns 
River Estuary: A 
Struggling Nursery 
Grounds for Fish 
and Shellfish 

The last 100 miles of the St. 
Johns River, beginning at Welaka 
and flowing north to Jacksonville, 
is an estuary ecosystem. Flow 
from the Ocklawaha historically 
helped maintain the salt and 
freshwater balance of the estuary 
needed for healthy habitats. 
This estuary supports healthy 
and economically important 
fisheries and maintains good 
water quality. The increased flow 
from a restored Ocklawaha will 
enhance resilience for future sea 
level rise. 

Estuaries are essential 
nursery grounds for 90% of 
the commercially important 
species we like to eat, such as 
crabs, shrimp and oysters, as 
well as many species of fish. 
With reduced freshwater flows 
from the Ocklawaha River due 
to the Rodman/Kirkpatrick 
Dam combined with increasing 
saltwater intrusion, the 
submerged aquatic vegetation is 
disappearing, the cypress forests 
are stressed and species are 
declining. 

Free the Ocklawaha River  

Coalition for Everyone

 
For more information go to:

https://FreetheOcklawaha.com

https://GreatFloridaRiverway.com

To contact:

Info@FreetheOcklawaha.com

Photo by Will DickeyPhoto by Alan Youngblood

Photo by Alan Youngblood
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 Ocklawaha River 
Restoration and 
Recreation Plan for 
Everyone

A coalition of conservation, 
outdoor recreation and business 
leaders across the state are 
looking at solutions to this 
50-year-old issue that can 
work for everyone. They have 
proposed a strategy that anglers, 
businesses, outdoor lovers, 
conservationists and taxpayers 
can all benefit from now and 
in the future—one that assures 
a healthier and economically 
sustainable riverway. The 
combined partial restoration 
and recreation plan creates 
local jobs, expands recreational 
opportunities, improves water, 
wildlife and habitat upstream 
and down, and saves millions 
on unnecessary repairs and 
maintenance dollars for a dam 
past its life expectancy. 

Dam safety issues are 
coming to a head. The Florida 
Department of Environmental 
Protection (FDEP) and the 
governor’s office will need 
to make a call on restoration 
versus spending millions on 
repairing a dam for which 
the public purpose was never 
implemented. Communities can 
come together to define their 
future by supporting a package 
that provides a smooth and 
successful transition for Putnam 
and Marion counties and 
provides an environmental and 
economic lift to all of northeast 
Florida. 

A Five-Part Plan
The Free the Ocklawaha River 

Coalition for Everyone (FORCE), 
representing 60 conservation 
and user groups, businesses, 
and faith-based organizations, 
supports the following five-part 
plan. 

I. Obtain funding for restoration 
from the 2022 Florida legislature 
and other federal and private 
partners. 

2. Complete partial restoration of 
the Ocklawaha River concurrent 
with recreation improvements.
n   Remove 2000 feet of the 
7500-foot earthen berm of the 
Rodman Dam where the natural 
river channel exists
n   Retain and improve the 
boat ramp and facilities at the 
Rodman Recreation Area
n   Draw the Rodman Reservoir 
down to the natural Ocklawaha 
River channel.
n   Restore historic fish migration 
path and blueway for boaters.
n   Provide warm water winter 
habitat for 100s of manatees. 
n   Restore 7500 acres of 
wetland forest; revive 8000 acres 
downstream and more upstream. 
n   Uncover 20 lost springs of the 
Ocklawaha River creating  
150 million gallons a day  
of downstream flow to the  
St. Johns River.
n   Restore Deep Creek at CR310 
bridge.
3. Provide an economic 
development package for 
Putnam County during the four 
years of restoration. Economists 
have shown that restoring the 
Ocklawaha River would provide 
a $7.6 % return on investment 
over ten years and a 28% increase 
in visitation. However, to offset 
any short-term impacts during 
the first four years of restoration, 
an economic package should 
be created to address some key 
community needs for county and 
city governments.  
4. Develop joint Putnam  
and Marion County planning 
and marketing group. 
5. Identify and develop  
priority recreation infrastructure 
for Putnam  and Marion 
Counties.
n  Develop or upgrade recreation 
infrastructure to foster continued 
fishing opportunities and provide 
diverse outdoor recreation and 
nature tourism experiences for 
residents and tourists.
n  Priority should be given 
to projects identified by 
stakeholders.
n  Public-private partnerships 
for recreational facilities and 
experiences shall be promoted.

 
 

 

 

Tourism expected to 
increase over five years 
as restoration proceeds

Restores a historic 
blueway for boaters 
from the Harris Chain 
of Lakes to the Atlantic 
Ocean, attracting more 
overnight visitors

Increases local and 
nonresident visitor 
revenues and multi- 
use recreational 
opportunities across 
the river system

Expands manatee 
viewing, increasing 
visitor revenues on the 
Ocklawaha and Silver 
Springs State Park

Uncovers 20 springs 
attracting additional 
visitor revenues. Just 
two springs with added 
infrastructure could 
bring in $3 million 
annually. 

Eliminates need to
fund millions in 
necessary repairs or 
replacement costs for 
Rodman/Kirkpatrick 
Dam to meet newest 
dam safety standards

Avoids potential of  
$57 million in 
property damages to 
539 property owners 
with dam failure 

Avoids spending an
average of $363,741
per year in taxpayer
funds for maintenance 
(based on 2001-2019 
expenditures) to
maintain a dam that
is past its 50-year life
expectancy and never
served its intended
purpose

Increased business
revenues in the local
area of Putnam,
Marion, Alachua
Counties due to
increased tourism,
including indirect
multiplier effects in
supporting service
industries and
re-spending of
household income

Generates benefit cost 
ratio of 1.76
on estimated partial
restoration costs of
$25.8 million over ten
years.

Realizes positive
return in year five of
restoration project

Generates average
annual rate of return
on investment of 7.6%.
Public works projects
generally average less
than 5%

Cumulative net benefit
of $47.2 million
over 10 years under
restoration; cumulative
loss of $5.3 million for
status quo alternative
of no restoration

References:  
Marjorie Harris Carr Florida Greenway Plan 2018;  
Economic Benefits of Ocklawaha River Restoration, Alan Hodges, June 2020. 
University of Florida economic study, 2019, X. Bi, T. Borisova, A. Hodges; 2007 and 2018 
Emergency Action Plan, Kirkpatrick Dam and Rodman Reservoir, USR Corporation, February 2007. 
Dam Failure Flood Boundary Parcels Property Values, Putnam County Property Appraiser’s Website, 2020.
The Attraction of Natural Springs, Dr. Stephen Holland, Retired UF Tourism Professor

28% 

Increase in

Regional

Visitation

Millions in Repair 

or Replacement 

and Maintenance 

Savings

7.6%

Annual Return

on Investment

$8.1 Million 

Economic Output
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The Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam 
is past its life expectancy, with 
visible concrete cracks, scouring 
at the base and rusted gates and 
equipment. It would cost at least 
$4-$14 million to bring up to 
current standards and does not 
provide water supply, power or 
flood protection. An immediate, 
no-cost drawdown to 12-foot 
NGVD (roughly mean sea 
level) would minimize potential 
impacts to downstream people 
and property and is equivalent 
to drawdowns done every three 
to four years, during which 
visitation has increased by 81%.

The FDEP’s 2006 Emergency 
Action Plan for the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam contains an 
inundation map and list of 
properties that would be in 
harm’s way. The maps show areas 
of greatest concern of likely 
inundation if the dam were to 
fail under fair weather conditions 
(not storm or hurricane 
conditions). The map has been 
updated and now contains an 
estimated 539 private and public 
parcels with a conservative 
projected property loss value 
from dam failure of $57 million. 
This does not address the 
potential for loss of life. 

FDEP has released a newer 
2018 Emergency Action Plan 
(EAP) to address dam safety 
at the Rodman/Kirkpatrick 
Dam and how to deal with such 
an emergency. A 2020 Dam 
Assessment Report should be 
available in Jan. 2022.

Other Potential 
Impacts to 
Infrastructure, 
Water Quality and 
Natural Systems

Downstream impacts to the 
Welaka area are not the only 
risks with a dam failure or an 
uncontrolled discharge of the 
Rodman Reservoir. Downstream 
water quality in the lower 
Ocklawaha and St. Johns rivers 
could suffer due to extensive 
turbidity from unmanaged 
release of sediments. This could 
impact the St. Johns River Estuary 
from Welaka to Jacksonville and 
threaten valuable commercial and 
sports fishing resources. Existing 
road and bridges could also be 
damaged, such as Rodman Dam 
Road and the bridge over the 
Ocklawaha River at State Road 19. 

The disaster at Piney 
Point and the collapse of the 
Surfside condos in South 
Florida should give us reason 
to review aging infrastructure 
throughout Florida. One such 
structure is the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam. The dam, 
completed in 1968, is now past 
its 50-year life expectancy. Is 
retaining a man-made bass 
fishing pool, an outcome 
of the Rodman/Kirkpatrick 
Dam, worth putting 539 
homeowners’ properties valued 
at approximately $57 million 
and possible lives at risk?  

Avoiding Another 
Disaster

In 2007 and again in 2017, 
the FDEP acknowledged that 
more than 400 properties were 
in potential harm’s way if the 
Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam 
failed. It is a mystery why the 
state has classified the dam 
as low hazard when Federal 
Emergency Management 
Agency’s (FEMA) definition of 
a low hazard dam is one where 
“failure or faulty operation of 
a low hazard potential dam is 
likely to result in little economic 
and environmental loss and no 
loss of human life.” 

FDEP’s 2018 Cross Florida 
Greenway Plan stated, 
“Approximately 400+ properties 
were shown to be in potential 
harm’s way if the Kirkpatrick 
Dam failed and the impounded 
water in the reservoir flowed 
downstream in an uncontrolled 
discharge.  
– Marjorie Harris Carr Cross 
Florida Greenway Plan, 2018-
2028, approved April 2018 by 
Acquisition and Restoration 
Council 

A Dangerous Dam Past Its 
Life Expectancy

Recommended 
Solutions

The risk of a potential dam 
failure at the Rodman Reservoir 
must be taken very seriously.  
The increased severity of storm 
events in the current climate 
crisis is difficult to predict.  

Based on a FEMA fact sheet, 
between 1975 and 2011, 71% 
of the dam failures in the 
U.S. resulted from “flooding 
or overtopping.” Since these 
situations are commonly 
triggered by major storm 
events, implementing a river 
drawdown during Florida’s 
hurricane season is important. 
The immediate short-term 
solution would be to drawdown 
the waters of the dam to 12 feet 
NGVD or approximately normal 
drawdown levels. This would 

significantly reduce the danger 
of a dam failure, by reducing the 
water pressure on the dam and 
minimizing the potential for 
overtopping the dam during a 
major storm event or hurricane. 
It would not address the 
undermining of the structure 
but would substantially reduce 
predicted flooding impacts 
to downstream properties. 
Drawdown is a level that most 
users find acceptable; in fact, 
visitation was up 81% during the 
last drawdown.

The long-term solution is to 
partially breach the dam and 
restore the flow in the historic 
river channel. This will eliminate 
the risks of a dam failure while 
providing water quality, fish, 
wildlife and recreation benefits. 

Recent Historic 
Examples of Earthen 
Dam Failures

Disastrous failure of two 
earthen dams in Michigan in 
2020, much like the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam, caused $175 
million in damages. Because of 
these failures, the National Dam 
Safety Program was enacted 
in December 2020. It does 
not appear that the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam meets the new 
standards. 

Photos by Alan Youngblood
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Springs Visitation
Natural springs have been 

a magnet for Florida since its 
first visitors. Springs soaking, 
swimming or snorkeling are 
some of Floridians’ favorite 
activities. Decades ago, 20 
springs were submerged by the 
Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam. 
Although some of these are 
very small springs, several 
would create great swimming 
holes. During drawdowns every 
three-four years, a few of those 
lost springs, such as Cannon 
Springs, are revealed to show 
their splendor. Reconnecting the 
Ocklawaha to Silver Springs and 
the St. Johns River would bring 
back these springs, providing 
fish and manatee habitat and 
spots for springs hopping. 
Economists project that two of 
the larger springs, with added 
infrastructure (restrooms and 
access), could bring in 30,000 
new visitors and $3 million a 
year. (Watch the “Lost Springs” 
film to learn more.) 

Paddling
The natural sections of the 

Silver and Ocklawaha rivers 
attract canoeists, kayakers and 
stand-up paddle boarders. 
Because of aquatic weed issues, 
less wildlife viewing and lack 
of banks for stopovers, the 
impounded portion of the 
Ocklawaha is less attractive to 
this market. Padders prefer not 
to go through the Buckman 
Lock and the open waters of 
the reservoir. The Great Florida 
Riverway from Silver Springs to 
Palatka could become a magnet 
for paddlers, much like the 
Suwannee River Wilderness 
Trail, if the river was restored. 
As a special bonus, Deep Creek, 
a tributary of the Ocklawaha, 
would be restored to the unique 

9,500-acre reservoir. The 
warmer, slow-moving warmer 
waters of the reservoir promote 
invasive aquatic vegetation 
that often blocks boat ramps 
and hinders movement 
through the reservoir until 
herbicide treatments are applied 
repeatedly. Plants sprayed 
with herbicide decompose and 
further decrease water clarity, 
release more nutrients in the 
water and cause muck buildup. 

Sightseeing boat tour 
operators stay booked 
throughout the drawdown 
months because fishing 

During the drawdowns 
that happen every three to 
four years, recreation activity 
goes up because it draws all 
kinds of outdoors lovers—
anglers, paddlers, springs 
swimmers, hikers, campers, 
bird watchers and sightseers. 
The last drawdown resulted in 
an 81% increase in visitation 
compared to the same months 
the two previous years (FDEP 
data). Economists project that 
this demonstrates a pent-up 
demand for diverse recreational 
opportunities on a more 
natural river. 

improves, several springs open, 
wildlife viewing increases 
and banks emerge for people 
and wildlife. These boat tour 
operators have difficulty 
maintaining sufficient business 
once the impoundment has been 
refilled. Closures of the ramps, 
Buckman Lock and  portions of 
the riverway create an unreliable 
recreation resource. A free-
flowing river would restore 
the historic natural blueway 
from Jacksonville to Silver 
Springs along the St. Johns and 
Ocklawaha rivers for all types of 
boaters.  

Boating and 
Sightseeing

Much of the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick reservoir contains 
stumps from the 7,500-acre 
cypress forest that was 
decimated more than 50 years 
ago. Most are not visible about 
the surface of the pool and can 
be a hazard to boaters, as are the 
buried logs that pop up from the 
lake bottom occasionally. These 
hazards would be minimized 
with a restored river system. 

The temperature of the river 
water increases dramatically as 
it simmers in the sun-drenched 

Expanded Recreation  
Opportunities for Everyone

was known for before the dam 
was built, a restored river is 
projected to bring back larger 
striped bass and other native 
fish species, and create a more 
sustainable fishery from the 
Ocklawaha to the St. Johns to 
the Atlantic Ocean. Restoring 
natural downstream flow of 
the Ocklawaha to the St. Johns 
would improve fish habitat in 
the St. Johns River, Palatka’s top 
ranked fishing area. See more at 
https://www.freetheocklawaha.
com/fish . Putnam County has 
260 lakes over 10 acres (FDEP)
in size, but the Ocklawaha 
River provides a unique fishing 
experience. Anglers would fish 
in the wild Florida—a peaceful, 
relaxed setting.  

natural wonder it once was. 
The entire three-river system 
could easily be designated as 
a state paddling trail, bringing 
additional national attention.  

Fishing

Although the artificial 
Rodman Reservoir is a popular 
bass fishing location, use at 
reservoir recreation sites has 
been on a downward trend since 
2010, declining by an average 
of 3,627 visitor parties per year 
(FDEP). Many tournament 
boats are recorded in at 
Kenwood, but locking out to the 
St. Johns, now ranked fourth in 
Bassmaster’s SE US rankings. 
Rodman Reservoir is ranked 
eighth. In addition to the good 
bass fishing the Ocklawaha 

Photo by Reinier Munguia

Photo by John Moran

Photo by John Moran

Photo by Mark Emery

Photo by Julie O’Brien

Photo by Matt Keene
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Hiking, Hunting, and Horseback 
Riding

As the impounded waters of the reservoir 
come down to a natural river level, additional 
areas for hiking emerge along the banks of the 
Ocklawaha. Over time, 7,500 acres of additional 
cypress forest will become available for hiking and 
the potential for new managed hunting areas and 
horseback riding. In the near term, areas such as 
the Buckman Lock can be repurposed, creating 
a better Florida Trail trailhead, a possible duck 
hunting area, children’s fishing area, outdoor center 
for hunters and anglers, and more. See what one 
University of Florida (UF) student team imagined 
for the Buckman Recreation Area at Student 
Showcase—The Great Florida Riverway: https://
greatfloridariverway.com/student-showcase/

View a Putnam County workshop with recreation 
planner David Barth and UF graduate student Sarah 
Lockhart describing the recreational opportunities at 
Student Showcase—The Great Florida Riverway:  
https://greatfloridariverway.com/student-showcase/

Birding and Wildlife Viewing
As banks emerge during drawdown, so do 

alligators, deer, flocks of turkeys and a diverse 
array of birds. The natural ecosystem emerges, 
including thousands of bald cypress, red maple 
and other seedlings that are drowned after the 
drawdown ends. The beautiful, large cypress 
trees, “the sequoias of the south,” become visible. 
The drowned forest at the reservoir becomes 
a gathering spot for limpkins, ospreys, white 
pelicans, sandhill cranes and more. Conservation, 
paddling and other groups and individual 
sightseers come from miles away to see the river as 
it comes alive. The same would occur on a restored, 
natural river. 

Camping 

During drawdowns, tents pop up on banks along 
the natural river from Eureka to the dam and 
near opened-up fishing banks at Paynes Landing 
and Orange Springs ramps. Those banks are now 
covered by the swollen waters from the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam. Under partial restoration, the 
artificial reservoir and associated marsh would 
permanently be replaced by a meandering natural 
river. Riverine boating and fishing, camping and 
hiking would abound. Acres of additional land for 
primitive camping and possibilities for new public 
and privately run campgrounds would expand 
camping experiences. 

Imagine New Outdoor Recreation Along the 
Ocklawaha River

Now that you have seen some of the options for recreation in  
a restored river environment, imagine what that might look  
like for you. 

What is your favorite outdoor adventure? Maybe you like fishing 
along the edges of a wild and scenic river or long-distance paddling  
in Florida’s wilderness. Or perhaps you prefer a tamer option, such  
as hopping on a miniature steamboat reliving a historic travel route or 
booking a driving tour down the backwoods trails of the Ocklawaha. 
Want to master your hunting and fishing skills with best-in-class 
guides? If wildlife is your passion, you could opt for a birding or 
manatee viewing experience. Fourteen University of Florida students 
from the Department of Landscape Architecture, College of Design, 
Construction and Planning, envisioned how to create new and 
exciting opportunities like these along the Ocklawaha River. 

Final student projects were shared virtually to an audience of 
almost 30 leaders, including representatives from the SJRWMD,  
FDEP Office of Greenways and Trails, Putnam County Waterways  
and Trails Committee, leading conservation organizations and UF 
faculty. See short descriptions on pages 8 and 9. 

Photo by Reinier Munguia

Photo by Mark Emery
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1. Putnam/Marion County Recreation Master 
Plan   —Zak Mills

By creating a regional multi-county master plan, 
the region can attract more grants, coordinate 
continuous trail designs, market as a destination 
for outdoor adventure and possibly even leverage 
wetland restoration credits for recreation 
amenities.

  

2. Rodman Recreation Center and NEW Gateway 
Bridge Underpass Park—Clayton Ford and 
Kristen Currington 

The area surrounding the dam gets a facelift with 
expanded boat ramps, kayak landing, children’s 
playground, restaurant and food truck court. 
Fishing is still hot along the loop park southwest 
of the dam, where diverse varieties of fish are 
migrating upstream and downstream. Fishing 
downstream under the dam has diminished, but a 
new children’s fishing area has emerged.

5. Osceola to Ocala Wildlife Corridor—Andrew S. Davidson
A forest is recreated, restoring 7,500 acres of forested wetlands for 

hiking, hunting and primitive camping. Beginning as a marsh filled 
with fish and waterfowl, the forest grows over time into a cypress 
wonderland. Birding is a top visitor attraction. Black bears, Florida 
panther, white-tailed deer and wild turkeys are some of the species 
enjoying the continuous corridor. This project helps enhance the 
important Florida Wildlife Corridor.

3. The Kirkpatrick Outdoor Center at Buckman 
Lock—Christian Brewer, Juan Garcia,  
Anthony Paparella 

Through the help of a public-private partnership, 
the east side of the Buckman Lock has been 
repurposed into a state-of-the-art angler and 
hunter center with an outfitter store, small marina 
and tournament center for the St. Johns River. 
The westside of the Buckman Lock was filled in to 
complete a significant link of the Florida Wildlife 
Corridor. It contains shallow ponds for teaching 
fishing and seasonal duck hunting. A day picnic 
area is heavily used.

Ten UF Student Concepts for 
Outdoor Recreation

Outdoor 
Center

St. Johns  
River

Boardwalk

Dock

4. Expanded Shore Fishing Platforms and 
Infrastructure – Kristen Currington

As the reservoir transforms to a natural river, 
additional banks emerge, such as those at 
drawdown at Orange Creek and Kenwood Ramps. 
The restored 16 miles of now reservoir riverbank 
provide natural areas for expanded river fishing. 
A new fishing platform near the breach in the 
dam offers a good spot for capturing striped and 
largemouth bass, striped mullet, white or channel 
catfish, sunfish or possibly an American shad 
migrating up and down the river. Better road 
access and restroom facilities improve the fishing 
experience.

Bartram Outpost Entry 
& Kirkpatrick Outdoor Center

University of Florida College of Landscape 
Design Architecture students, led by instructors 
Dr. Tom Hoctor and Dr. David Barth, created these 
recreation concepts for a restored Ocklawaha.
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6. Manatee and Fish Conservation and Viewing Areas— 
Uma Blandon, Angelina Cabrera, Kate Noel and Xiaoyu Zheng 

Twenty submerged springs appear once the river is restored and the weight of the dam waters is removed. 
Several of the larger springs could provide warm water winter habitat for up to 100 manatees each. With 
added restrooms and viewing platforms, two of these refuge areas could attract 30,000 new visitors a year 
and bring in $3 million annually. Spring hopping is a favorite summertime sport. 
Silver Springs: One of the State’s Largest Inland Manatee Viewing Areas

Breaching the Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam would allow safe, natural passage for more manatees. With adequate 
protections, Silver Springs becomes a center for manatee viewing. Imagine viewing cameras in the springs with 
large monitors for everyone to see from the glass-bottomed boat docks.

7. The Ocklawaha River Trail Paddling  
Experience  —Frank Kravchuk

Like the popular Suwanee River  
Wilderness Trail, the restored river  
opens 20 drowned springs, a continuous  
natural paddling trail, banks open for  
stopovers and platform camping, more  
visible cypress forests and bountiful fish  
and wildlife.

Online Student Project Showcase 
See the full student presentations at  Student Showcase— 

The Great Florida Riverway:  
 
https://greatfloridariverway.com/student-showcase/

 
The above are UF student concepts of what recreation could look 
like on the Ocklawaha River in a restored river environment. 
If you like these concepts and the idea of a restored Ocklawaha 
River, go to FreetheOcklawaha.com to learn how you can help.

Deep Creek Site:
Option 1

Paddling
Recreation Site
Boating

New 310 Bridge

8.The Historic Steamboat Trail— 
Corey Reinchenberg

Unique driving tours originate from the St. Johns River Center 
in downtown Palatka and Silver Springs State Park focusing on 
significant historical, environmental and recreational assets of 
the region. Themed steamboat landings provide an anchor for the 
popular tours.

 
9. Deep Creek William Bartram Trail Site at State Road 310 
Bridge—Thomas Maingot

The Deep Creek Trail Site is one of the known locations where 
naturalist William Bartram’s travels touched the Ocklawaha River. 
Accessible by land and water, the site would feature a picnic area, 
motorboat ramp, paddle launch and camping area. 
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populations in Silver Springs, 
the St. Johns River, and the 
Atlantic Ocean. Many species 
depend on migration upstream 
or downstream from Silver 
Springs to the Atlantic. And 
the sluggish river, reduced 
freshwater flows, warmer water 
temperatures from blocked 
springs, and unfiltered water 
due to lost wetland forests have 
negatively contributed to St. 
Johns River Estuary fish habitat. 

Bring Back the 
Disappearing Fish 

Many of the species caught 
before the river was dammed 
are no longer present or rarely 
seen in the upper reaches 
of the Ocklawaha River and 
Silver Springs. The Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam has not only 
impacted the natural section 
of the Ocklawaha it has also 
reduced fish and shellfish 

A Facebook post in September 
2020 by local river guide Karen 
Chadwick, owner of NorthStar 
Charters stated, “Kenwood 
boat ramp is blocked again. 
Contractors were hired to clear 
plants in 257 acres for over 
$30,000.00, using herbicides and 
mechanical harvesting. After 
recent spraying, the run was 
open for one day before it filled 
back in with invasive aquatic 
plants. I went back there this 
morning and watched the trucks 
with boats pull in and then leave 
disappointed.” The Cross Florida 
Barge Canal and Kenwood Boat 
Ramp were clogged again in 
Sept. 2021.

When the Trophy 
Catches Occur 

After the 2019-2020 
drawdown, the Florida Fish 
and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission (FWC) posted 
this: “Rodman Reservoir offered 
some of the best bass fishing 
in the area over the last year. 
At least 84 largemouth bass 
weighing over 8 pounds have 
been reported to the Florida 
Trophy Catch program since 
January 1, 2020, with 14 of those 
greater than 10 pounds!” 

A look at the data shows that 
great trophy fishing goes up 
and down. It seems to coincide 
during and after drawdowns 
when water levels are down, 
like a restored river, and fish 
are more concentrated. Catch 
and release is also required. 
Extreme drawdowns, as FWC 
calls them, are designed to help 
improve bass fishing and reduce 
the build-up of invasive aquatic 
plants. Look at the chart to 
the right. See what happened 
related to trophy catches during 
the 2015-2016 and 2019-2020 
drawdown years. Notice what 
they were in 2013, 2014, 2017 
and 2018. Bank fishing during 
drawdowns also goes up because 
more fishing banks are available 
to fish from at Paynes Landing, 
Kenwood and Orange Springs 
ramps. 

visitation at Rodman reservoir 
access points increased by 
81% compared to the same 
four-month period in 2017-18 
and 2018-19 (FDEP Office of 
Greenways and Trails).

Many tournament 
anglers choose the 
St. Johns River 
instead.

Many tournament boats  
are seen locking out to the  
St. Johns, now ranked four in 
the Bassmaster’s Southeastern 
United States 2019 rankings. 
Rodman Reservoir ranked 
eight. A historic “Palatka Daily 
News” article confirmed this 
phenomenon with the headline: 
“McIntire, Johnson take top 
honors at Xtreme Bass event.” 
The writer stated, “McIntire said 
they boated through Buckman 
Lock to the St. Johns River 
and finished south of the Lake 
George area. The runners-up 
also chose to lock out to the  
St. Johns River.” 

Fishing ramp 
conditions are 
often unusable and 
unsuitable.

The “Palatka Daily News” 
archives also included a piece 
explaining, “Rodman Reservoir 
Tournament director Mark 
Roberts said the conditions at 
Kenwood Landing were unfit 
for a tournament launch.” He 
said, “The canal smelled like an 
open cesspool from the rotting 
vegetation, plus the fact that 
outboard motor intakes would 
quickly stop up with trash.”

The Ocklawaha River was a 
magnificent fishing area prior 
to Rodman/Kirkpatrick dam 
construction. 

1955 Daytona Beach News 
Journal— “Norma Clifton of 
Daytona Beach was over at 
the junction of the two rivers 
Friday and reported seeing large 
catches of the stripers being 
made. An unconfirmed report 
said that one man had caught 
100 of them in three days.” 

Historic photos and recorded 
oral histories of life on the 
Ocklawaha River before the 
Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam tell 
the same story of abundant and 
diverse fish.

 

Use of the Rodman 
Reservoir sites is 
going down.

Although the Rodman 
Reservoir is a popular bass 
fishing location, its use is 
declining. User data from the 
FDEP Office of Greenways and 
Trails confirm that Rodman 
Reservoir use has been going 
down since 2010. The exception 
is during drawdown times, 
when the river is closer to what 
a restored river level would be. 
During the peak of the reservoir 
drawdown from November 
2019 through February 2020, 

The Fishing 
       Legacy Will 
          Continue

2015-2016
Drawdown
Oct-April

2019-2020
Drawdown
Oct-April

Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission

Breaching the dam would allow significant populations of fishes such 
as Striped Mullet and Channel Catfish that were historically observed 
in Silver Springs renewed access to the springs and upper reaches of 
the Ocklawaha.

Art by Reinier Munguia
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6. Sixteen miles of shoreline would open providing 
additional bank fishing opportunities like the 
draw-downs. Families and anglers using the loop 
along the west side of the Rodman/Kirkpatrick 
dam will have opportunities to catch new species 
such as striped bass, two times bigger than large 
mouth bass.

7. The St. Johns River fish habitat from Welaka 
to Jacksonville will benefit from increased and 
naturally timed delivery of fresh water flows.

1. The variety of fish and numbers in the river 
upstream of the current dam and reservoir, 
including Silver Springs, would increase.

2. Viable fisheries would still exist in the river 
without requiring the ongoing costly maintenance 
such as repetitive herbicide treatments. The 
invasive plants often block ramps and clog the 
canal and reservoir like below.

3. Removing the dam as a barrier to fish movement 
would allow several migratory fish species such 
as Striped Bass, American Shad, Atlantic and 
Shortnose Sturgeon, American Eel and others 
potential access to historical spawning grounds 
and nursery habitats.

4. The abundance of many sought-after species 
would likely increase upstream of the current dam, 
resulting in an enhanced fishing experience.

5. Largemouth Bass catches will not be as 
concentrated in the currently impounded reservoir, 
but dispersed along the river sytem. Fish will also 
not congregate in large numbers immediately 
below the dam as they do now. These changes will 
be more than offset by renewed populations of 
large, highly desirable, game and food species such 
as Striped Bass and Channel Catfish.

How Fishing Might Look in a 
Free-Flowing Ocklawaha River

For more details go to:
https://www.freetheocklawaha.com/fish/

Striped Bass by Capt. Erika Ritter

Blocked Ramp. Photo by Karen Chadwick

Shore fishing will expand with banks opening up similar to draw downs. Sixteen miles of 
river banks will be restored. Photo by Alan Youngblood.

Photo by Rami Ashouri
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Additional Warm Water Winter 
Habitat is Needed

A natural, free-flowing system of rivers and 
springs would provide more beneficial habitat 
to manatees than the Rodman Reservoir, by 
allowing unrestricted access to warm water 
sources. Manatees have incomplete fat layers and 
low metabolism, and warm water habitat is thus 
essential to their survival in the winter months. 
Springs provide a constant 72-degree temperature 
year-round.

Breaching the Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam will 
uncover the 20 Ocklawaha River springs that 
are currently submerged beneath artificially 
high-water levels created by the dam, meaning 
manatees can’t take advantage of their year-round 
spring water temperatures. Presently, due to these 
high-water levels from the impoundment, the 
Rodman Reservoir is too cold to serve as refuge 
for manatees on chilly winter days. Some of these, 
including Marion Blue Spring, Hasty Greene 
Spring and the Cannon Spring Complex, could 
each supply habitat for 100 manatees or more. 

Restore  
Essential  
Habitat for  
Manatees

Approximately 100 manatees currently find their 
way through the Ocklawaha River system, despite 
the Buckman Lock and Rodman Reservoir. With 
a restored Great Florida Riverway, hundreds more 
could access essential warm water winter habitat in 
this system of rivers and springs.

More than 1,000 manatees have died in Florida 
in 2021, the deadliest year on record. Many of 
these deaths are connected to starvation caused 
by seagrass losses, which are being driven by 
algal blooms fueled by water pollution of excess 
nutrients. Looking beyond the current crisis, 
however, manatees’ greatest long-term threat 
remains loss and degradation of natural habitat 
that provides food and warm water essential to 
their survival.

Restoring essential habitat such as the springs 
of the Ocklawaha River and Silver Springs is 
crucial to ensure the preservation of this beloved 
species. The Great Florida Riverway contains good 
manatee habitat that could support hundreds more 
manatees if restored. It is home to more than 50 
springs, 20 of which are currently submerged by 
the artificially high water created by the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam. 

Manatees Already Using the  
St. Johns and Ocklawaha Rivers 

The St. Johns River has been designated essential 
habitat for manatees since 1976, which means it 
has biological and physical characteristics that are 
essential for manatee conservation. Fresh water 
from a restored Ocklawaha will support healthy 
submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) in the  
St. Johns River from Welaka to Palatka to 
Jacksonville. SAV is an essential food source  
for manatees and fish habitats.

According to data from the Clearwater Marine 
Aquarium Research Institute, as of July 2021, 102 
unique manatees use the Ocklawaha River system, 
despite having to enter through the Buckman Lock 
to travel between the Rodman Reservoir and the St. 
Johns. Sighting numbers reported are not the same 
as unique manatees. Sightings include counts of the 
same manatees using the lock system repeatedly, 
for example, 437 sightings in 2018 do not equate 
437 individual manatees but a small number of 
manatees using the lock system many times.

Millie is one of over 100 manatees that have found their way to Silver Springs through  
the Buckman Lock and Rodman Reservoir. Photo courtesy of Save the Manatee

Additionally, restoring the Ocklawaha will allow manatees 
unimpeded access to the Silver River and Silver Springs, which could 
also serve as important winter habitat for hundreds more manatees if 
adequate protections are put in place. Inclusion of manatee viewing 
areas would increase park visitation and potentially make this the 
largest inland manatee viewing area in the state. 

Millie the 
Manatee
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The Ocklawaha River is located within the Florida Wildlife 
Corridor and is part of the O2O Corridor which runs from the  
Ocala National Forest north to the Osceola National Forest. 
According to the North Florida Land Trust, the O2O corridor is home 
to 34 federally threatened and endangered species. 

Ocklawaha  
River Restoration 
Strengthens  
a Critical Link in  
the Florida  
Wildlife Corridor

Before

After

Proposed
Ocklawaha River 

Osceola National Forest 

Camp Blanding 

Ocala National Forest 

The Rodman Reservoir and Dam 
and Barge Canal Create Wildlife 
Barriers 

Black bears, Florida panthers, white-tailed deer, 
and other large terrestrial wildlife are not likely to 
cross the 9,500-acre Rodman Reservoir or steep 
banks of the remnant Cross Florida Barge Canal. 
Furthermore, the dam blocks fish and aquatic 
wildlife from access to their historic migratory 
routes. These all create barriers to movement of 
animals through the Florida Wildlife Corridor. 

These barriers sever the northern route leading 
to the Rice Creek Conservation Area and Wetland 
Preserve. Ocklawaha River restoration would 
remove these barriers to north/south movement 
and even strengthen an east/west wildlife corridor. 
Completing this project will help animals thrive 
and survive, reduce habitat fragmentation, and 
decrease human-animal conflicts. 

Over 15,000 Acres  
of Forested  
Wetlands Restored  
with One Project

One project can restore 7,500  
acres of forested wetlands  
submerged above the dam,  
8,000 of acres stressed below  
the dam due to restricted flow,  
and thousands of acres stressed  
above the dam due to unnaturally  
high-water levels. These forested  
wetlands would expand essential  
habitat, serve as water quality  
filters, provide natural flood  
protection, and offer a cooling  
canopy.

River Restoration Creates a 
Stronger Wildlife Corridor for 
People, too.

Wildlife viewing is a $5.8 billion dollar industry 
in Florida. A restored river will improve bird, 
manatee and other wildlife viewing. This project is 
strategically located alongside the Ocala National 
Forest and the Marjorie Harris Carr Cross Florida 
Greenway. The Florida National Scenic Trail runs 
right over the Ocklawaha historic river channel 
next to the Rodman Reservoir. These connections 
could make it a magnet for hikers, trail runners 
and mountain bikers with improved planning and 
facilities. Filling in the west side of the former 
barge canal, links Caravelle Ranch, a wildlife 
management area, with the corridor, providing 
the potential for expanded hunting areas, where 
appropriate.
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development. That project will 
remove less than one percent 
of the nitrogen polluting local 
springs. 

The reason why Ocklawaha 
restoration is many times more 
affordable and impactful than 
comparable environmental 
projects is because the project 
allows nature to do much of 
the work. Unlike projects that 
attempt to engineer around part 
mistakes, breaching the Rodman 
Dam corrects them. The only 
thing standing in the way of a 
healthy free flowing Ocklawaha 
is a 2000-foot section of a 
7500-foot earthen berm. Once 
it is removed, the springs of 
the Ocklawaha - like Cannon 
Springs and Marion Blue 
Springs - will return to their 
previous splendor.

Nowhere else in Florida 
can we do so much for our 
environment, for so little money. 
Restoring the Ocklawaha River 
is a project we can’t afford not 
to do.

The difference is in the 
impact that restoring a free-
flowing Ocklawaha River will 
have on our springs and rivers. 
The benefits of removing five 
percent of the septic tanks in 
the Silver Springs basin would 
not even be noticeable from a 
glass bottom boat. The benefits 
of removing a portion of the 
Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam will 
be impossible to miss. 

Florida already has enough 
money set aside next year to 
restore the Ocklawaha fifty 
times over. In 2014, Floridians 
overwhelmingly voted to use a 
portion of the taxes collected on 
real estate sales to fund projects 
to restore Florida’s natural 
lands and waters. Next year, 
amendment one funds, which 
must be spent on environmental 
projects, is estimated to be more 
than $1.2 billion. 

Unfortunately, in recent 
years these funds have not 
always been fairly distributed 
or directed towards the most 
important projects. Central 
and North Florida’s springs and 
rivers have received only a tiny 
fraction of the money allocated 
to water projects in South 
Florida. What money does 
make its way to Central and 
North Florida has been spent 
on costly infrastructure projects 
with limited environmental and 
economic benefits. 

This year, for instance, 
state agencies have proposed 
spending $26 million from 
this fund (the same amount of 
money needed for Ocklawaha 
Restoration) to replace a 
single wastewater treatment 
plant servicing one private 

Breaching the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam to restore the 
Ocklawaha River is the most 
beneficial and cost-effective 
springs protection project 
in Florida today. The project 
unleashes 20 springs of various 
sizes submerged by the waters of 
the dam and is key to restoring 
Silver Springs, one of the largest 
artesian springs in the world. 
Silver Springs, comprised 
of thirty springs, provides 
approximately 66% of the flow 
to the Ocklawaha River. 

For around $26 million, the 
estimated cost of restoration 
by The Florida Department 
of Environmental Protection, 
hundreds of manatees would 
have essential warm water 
winter habitat, 150 million 
gallons a day of natural water 
flow would help restore the 
100-mile St. Johns River estuary 
from Welaka to Palatka to 
Jacksonville, and communities 
would benefit economically 
from increased recreational 
opportunities.

Twenty-six million is 
approximately the same as 
it would cost to remove five 
percent of the septic tanks 
polluting Silver Springs and $15 
million less than what the state 
spent on just legal fees in the 
lawsuit to restore flow to the 
Apalachicola River in 2017. 

The Most Beneficial  
and Cost-Effective Springs  
Protection Project    
in Florida Today

Painting of Marion Blue Spring
by Elizabeth W. Smith, prior to the dam

Photo by Alan Youngblood

Photo by Joe Cruz

Photo by John MoranCannon Springs at Drawdown

Cannon Springs at Drawdown

Silver Springs

Marion Blue Spring is covered by the waters of the dam.
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Question: Doesn’t 
the Buckman Lock 
and Barge Canal 
already provide the 
same downstream 
water flow and fish 
and wildlife passage 
as would a free-
flowing river?  

Answer: The total volume of 
water flow through the lock and 
canal during an average year 
amounts to less than 2.5% of 
the flow that passes through the 
dam gates or that would flow 
down the natural, undammed 
river.  So, while it is true that 
a very limited number of fish 
and manatees do make their 
way into the lock and then 
into the pool, the numbers are 
significantly less than would 
occur in the free-flowing 
river. This is particularly true 
since many fish are attracted 
by constantly flowing water 
and not by intermittent pulses 
such as those generated by the 
occasional opening and closing 
of a lock.  

Some have suggested just 
leaving the lock wide open but 
that would drain the Rodman 
Reservoir quite quickly.  It is 
important to remember that 
the water in the reservoir is 
staged up about 18-feet higher 
than in the downstream 
receiving waterbody – the St. 
Johns River.  Other operational 
possibilities such as leaving the 
lock partially open is against 
federal lock operation protocols 
and operating the lock more 
frequently is discouraged due 
to potential adverse impacts to 
manatees. 

Question:  Will 
draining the 
reservoir down 
to the natural 
Ocklawaha River 
channel create a big 
mud hole? 

Answer: Restoring the river 
will not leave the Rodman 
pool as a mud hole. Opened-
up banks along the river will 
quickly form compacted areas 
for shore fishing and camping 
like you see during the short 
drawdowns done every 3-4 
years. The flow of the river 
will establish itself along the 
river’s natural path. Alongside 
the natural river, over 7500 
acres of wetland forest will 
return beginning as marsh 
and transitioning to mature 
bottomland hardwood forest. 
Cypress, black gum, and other 
trees will sprout quickly as seen 
during drawdowns. The restored 
forest and river will attract an 
abundance of fish and wildlife 
and offer expanded recreational 
opportunities like hiking, 
primitive camping, wildlife 
viewing and the potential for 
managed hunting areas. A free-
flowing river would also restore 
the flow of 20 natural springs of 
varying sizes.

species such as Striped Bass, 
Redbreast Sunfish, Spotted 
Sunfish, Channel Catfish, White 
Catfish, and Brown Bullhead. 
It is true that the “tailwater 
fishing” that is currently popular 
just below the dam will no 
longer exist as it is. There will 
remain a shallow pool in that 
location and the existing boat 
ramp and recreational facilities 
will remain. 

Question: Will the 
additional natural 
water flow created 
by restoration be lost 
to tide and wasted 
if it leaves Rodman 
pool?  

Answer: Additional natural 
water flow from a free-flowing 
Ocklawaha River will not 
be wasted. It will provide 
many downstream benefits. 
Restoration will increase 
downstream flows by over 
150 million gallons a day on 
average by reducing Rodman 
pool surface evapotranspiration 
and uncovering more than 
20 springs that are currently 
suppressed under the pool. 
The cooler, clear spring water 
will also improve water quality 
and improve critical nursery 
habitat for fish, shellfish, 
manatees, and other species 
in the St. Johns River Estuary 
from Welaka to Palatka to 
Jacksonville. The additional 
and better-timed delivery of 
freshwater downstream will 
also help provide a natural 
barrier to higher salinity water 
moving upstream and impacting 
the fishery, forests, and 
underground aquifer.

Question: Would the 
Rodman pool make a 
good drinking water 
supply source?  

Answer: Using the Rodman 
pool as a drinking water source 
has been researched by the St. 
Johns River Water Management 
District (SJRWMD). SJRWMD 
concluded that production, 
treatment, and transmission 
costs would likely be two to 
four times more expensive 
than utilizing the traditional 
source, the Floridan Aquifer. 
The relatively poor water quality 
in the pool compared to aquifer 
water coupled with high costs 
to transport and treat the water 
renders the Rodman pool an 
inferior drinking water source. 

Question: Would 
restoration eliminate 
bank fishing for low-
income people that 
are dependent on 
caught fish for food?  

Answer: The 2017 University 
of Florida economic study 
confirms that bank fishing 
opportunities will increase as 
miles of riverbanks along the 
natural stretch of the Ocklawaha 
River dramatically increase. 
During drawdowns some 
of these banks at Kenwood, 
Paynes Landing and Orange 
Springs are open and very 
popular. Additional sites will 
open with full restoration. The 
Ocklawaha River will run freely 
along the loop park on the 
southwest side of the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam. A free-flowing 
river in this location will bring 
more varieties of fish species 
migrating up and down the 
riverway. These will include an 
abundance of many sought-after 

Question: Isn’t the 
Rodman Reservoir 
its own thriving 
ecosystem? 

Answer: Though the reservoir 
does provide some ecological 
value, it is mostly replicating 
values that would exist in much 
greater proportion by restoring 
a free-flowing river system. The 
damming of the Ocklawaha 
River significantly altered the 
hydrology and ecology of the 
historic floodplain, resulting 
in significant loss of habitats, 
wildlife, and connectivity, as 
well as other ecological values 
specific to a free-flowing river 
system. In addition, the current 
reservoir system is not a natural, 
self-sustaining ecosystem and it 
creates ecological problems that 
require intervention. The stable 
water conditions in the reservoir 
promote the growth of several 
undesirable aquatic plant species 
that require routine application 
of herbicides and drawdowns 
for control. The altered 
hydrology of the reservoir also 
contributes to the build-up of 
high nutrient sediments that 
require management. Without 
this costly and labor-intensive 
intervention, the Rodman pool 
wouldn’t be in the seemingly 
healthy state it is in now. The 
breaching of the dam would 
greatly benefit many fish and 
mammal species that rely on 
the hydrological connectivity 
between lakes, springs, and 
coastal waters. When looking 
at the value and management 
of an ecosystem it is important 
to look at this entire connected 
watershed from Lake Apopka to 
the Atlantic Ocean not just one 
part of the system. 

Ocklawaha Restoration:  
Frequently Asked Questions

For a complete list of frequently 
asked questions, go to  
www.freetheocklawaha.com
 
These answers were developed 
with assistance from the Free 
the Ocklawaha River Coalition 
science team members. www.
freetheocklawaha.com/science-
team/



ESSENTIAL MANATEE 

HABITAT

Three strong reasons why restoration can’t wait…

RESTORE  
3 RIVERS AND 50 SPRINGS

A DANGEROUS  

DAM

The dam is past its 50-year life expectancy and 
presents a danger to the town of Welaka and other 
downstream communities. Northeast Florida’s 
strongest resiliency project, breaching approximately 
one third of the Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam creating 
a free-flowing Ocklawaha River, protects over 539 
property owners with lands valued at over $57 
million. It does not make sense to spend millions to 
repair a dam that does not provide any major public 
benefit. Restoration is the only fiscally responsible 
answer.

The 2018 Emergency Action Plan for the Kirkpatrick 
Dam and Rodman Reservoir by the Florida 
Department of Environmental Protection confirmed 
that the dam has serious structural issues. Advocates 
are awaiting the pending 2020 assessment of this 
dying dam.

Providing warm-water habitat for wintering 
manatees that is safe, has available food sources, and 
the right temperature to avoid cold stress syndrome 
is key to manatee conservation. Restoring the 
Great Florida Riverway by breaching the Rodman/
Kirkpatrick Dam could provide manatees with access 
to this essential type of habitat.

The Ocklawaha springs, now drowned by the 
impounded waters of the Rodman/ Kirkpatrick 
Dam and Silver Springs have been identified on the 
warm-water site list in the Florida Manatee Warm-
Water Action Plan prepared by the Florida Fish 
and Wildlife Commission and US Fish and Wildlife 
Service. 

Downstream, the dam blocks 150 million gallons a 
day of freshwater flow to the lower St. Johns River 
and communities such as Welaka, Palatka, Green 
Cove Springs, and Jacksonville. This has contributed 
to loss of submerged vegetation, undermined 
the economically valuable fishery and increased 
saltwater intrusion. 

It has reduced fish populations at Silver Springs 
contributing to tourism loss, growth of harmful algae 
and invasive Tilapia  explosion. Silver Springs cannot 
fully recover without a free-flowing Ocklawaha 
River. 

The Rodman Reservoir is plagued with weed 
blockages, excess herbicide spraying, and muck 
build-up resulting in loss of over an average of
 3,000 boat visits per year since 2010.

It is time to begin restoration of three rivers—the St. Johns, Ocklawaha, and Silver, now known as The Great Florida 
Riverway—plus 50 springs including Silver Springs. Governor DeSantis and the legislature can achieve the most important 
restoration project currently available for central and north Florida. This is the year to move forward.

The plan and permit application for partial restoration of the Ocklawaha are done, essential lands have been acquired, 
ample federal and state funds are available, and overwhelming public support has been demonstrated.

FREE THE   
OCKLAWAHA

FREE THE   
OCKLAWAHA


