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Ocklawaha River Restoration  

Project-at-a-Glance 

About the Resource 
 
• The Rodman Dam was constructed in 1968 as part of the Cross Florida Barge Canal project.
• The damming of the Ocklawaha River flooded more than 7,500 acres of forested wetlands, 16 

miles of river and at least 20 springs. 
• The Ocklawaha River flows north/northeast. It is joined by the Silver River near Ocala, continuing 

until reaching the St. Johns River in Putnam County. It is the largest tributary of the St. Johns 
River. 

• Benefits of restoration extend well beyond Putnam County to the headwaters of the Ocklawaha in 
Lake County to the estuaries of the St. Johns River in Duval County and beyond. 

• Restoration has been identified as one of three essential components of the Silver Springs Basin 
Plan and an essential action to improve water quality in the St. Johns River.

• One scientist called it “the Everglades of the north” but with a cost less than one Everglades 
restoration project. The economic and environmental return on investment would be 
unprecedented.

• The actual restoration area is in Putnam and Marion Counties. 

Key Benefits

• Restoration of 7,500 acres of valuable forested floodplains forest and wetlands destroyed 
• Improvement of 8,000 acres of wetlands downstream of the dam to the St. Johns River
• Uncover most of the 20 natural springs now submerged under the reservoir (See tab 8)
• Increase water supply through reduction of 35 mg/d of evapotranspiration and yielding 

approximately 150 mg/d of increased flow to the St. Johns River (See tab 8)
• Reduce invasive and exotic aquatic plants due to increased water flow and velocity, reduced water 

temperatures and clarity (See tab 4)
• Re-establish tributary flows to the Ocklawaha from Orange and Deep Creeks 
• Increase migratory fish populations, fish diversity and densities in the Ocklawaha and Silver Rivers 

with restored historic connection to the St. Johns River (See tab 7)
• Reconnect of the wildlife habitat to create contiguous wildlife corridor for bears and many other 

native vertebrates (See tab 5)
• Provide safe access and expanded manatee habitat along the Ocklawaha River and Silver Springs 

(See tab 7)
• Expand habitat for up almost a dozen state-listed plants (See tab 5)
• Improved economic resiliency of Putnam and Marion Counties (See tab 9)
• Provide more diverse and attractive recreational opportunities (See tab 10)
• Conserve and showcase the cultural heritage of this historic steamboat route (See tab 11)
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KEY REFERENCE: “With the phasing out of existing power plants with warm water discharges, 
the best hope for maintaining today’s increasingly healthy manatee population in Florida is to 
facilitate access to springs including the removal of dams obstructing manatee access to major 
springs and river segments, particularly those along the Ocklawaha and Withlacoochee Rivers.” 

2013 study by the Marine Mammal Commission and the Sea-to-Share Alliance 

 

Current Conditions 

• Manatees have lost much of their warm water winter refuge habitat in recent years 
• Natural spring habitat has diminished due to reduced flows from groundwater pumping 

and impaired water quality, and many power plants with refuge sites are being retired 
• With fewer alternatives available to them, more manatees are attempting to find a 

pathway to Silver Springs through the metal gates of the Rodman Dam. 
• Manatees are congregating at many nearby sites such as Welaka, Salt Springs and the 

Buckman Locks. Sightings in the Buckman Locks area increased from 246 in 2014 to 
454 in 2018. 

• Habitat areas, such at Blue Springs State Park, are overcrowded  

Benefits of Partial Restoration 

• Provide a gateway into the Ocklawaha and Silver Rivers by removing the dam and 
barriers obstructing manatee access to springs and river segments 

• Expose 20 natural springs that have been drowned by the Rodman dam 
• Create a haven for manatees at historic Silver Springs, increasing visitor counts 
• Attract natural consumers of invasive aquatic vegetation, reducing the need for 

herbicides 

Warm Water Habitat for Manatees 

Because of development impacts to natural historic habitat, approximately 60-70% of Florida’s 
manatee population currently relies on artificial warm water sources, many of which will be 
retired in the coming decades in favor of newer technologies. “With the phasing out of existing 
power plants with warm water discharges, the best hope for maintaining today’s increasingly 
healthy manatee population in Florida is to facilitate access to springs including the removal of 
dams obstructing manatee access to major springs and river segments, particularly those along 
the Ocklawaha and Withlacoochee Rivers.”(Marine Mammal Commission and the Sea-to-Share 
Alliance) 

Second and third magnitude springs, connected to the Ocklawaha River in areas exposed due 
to a draw-down, but generally submerged under dammed water of the Rodman Reservoir, were 
assessed as possible thermal refuges for Manatees. The assessment identified numerous 
springs which had characteristics suitable for much-needed manatee warm water refugia. If the 
Ocklawaha River was restored allowing uninterrupted access to this system by manatees, Silver 



 
 
Springs and the Silver River could provide warm water habitat for many hundreds of manatees. 
(Jennings, Adimey, Know and Smith; FWC, USFW) 

 “Wetlands scientist Robin Lewis predicted that anywhere from 200 to 300 manatees would 
migrate all the way to Silver ‘Springs’ headwaters once the dam is breached creating a new 
tourist draw rivaling that of Blue Springs State Park in Volusia County, where visitors wait in car 
lines outside the park to enter and see manatees each winter.” (Robin Lewis Study) 

The Sea to Shore Alliance has conducted scientific research to assess the conditions and 
manatee use in the St. Johns River Basin. The scientists have studied nearby springs such as 
Welaka, Salt and Silver Glen Springs, all providing refuge for manatees. They tagged two 
manatees known to have used the Ocklawaha over the past ten years and documented their 
use of the springs. One manatee spent 95% of its time within the Ocklawaha system. This 
tracking data along with citizen science viewing data in the Buckman Locks underscore that 
manatees are attracted to the Ocklawaha. Manatee sightings in the Buckman Locks area 
increased from 246 in 2014 to 454 in 2018. Includes multiple sightings of the same manatee. 

Volusia Blue Spring State Park: A Manatee Success Story 

 “Conservation measures can produce astounding results. In 1970, two years before Blue 
Spring State Park was established, researchers tracked 14 manatees in the spring run. By 
2005, after years of park impoundments and manatee protection efforts, wintering manatee 
numbers exceeded 200 and by 2018, that number skyrocketed to a record 485.”    

“From mid-November to March, hundreds of manatees congregate in the spring run to seek 
shelter from the cold.”(Website: Floridastateparks.org – Blue Springs State Park) 

New Silver Springs habitat for manatees would take pressure off Volusia Blue Springs and help 
Volusia county better achieve the established MFL for Blue Springs. 
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Sustainable Thermal Network,” U.S. Marine Mammal Commission: https://www.mmc.gov/wp-
content/uploads/taylorFLspringsreport.pdf  (discussion of benefits to manatees from Ocklawaha restoration; search 
"Ocklawaha" in the document) 
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Alliance for the restoration of the Ocklawaha River 

 

1. Florida Defenders of the Environment (organizing member) 

2. 1000 Friends of Florida 

3. Alachua Audubon Society 

4. Alachua Conservation Trust 

5. Audubon Florida 

6. Bullsugar Alliance 

7. Calusa Waterkeeper 

8. Center for Biological Diversity 

9. Defenders of Wildlife 

10. Duval Audubon Society 

11. Earth Justice 

12. Florida Native Plant Society 

13. Florida Springs Council 

14. Florida Springs Institute 

15. Florida Wildlife Federation 

16. Friends of the Everglades 

17. Ichetucknee Alliance 

18. Marion Audubon Society 

19. Matanzas Riverkeeper 

20. Our Santa Fe River, Inc. 

21. Orange Audubon Society 

22. Paddle Florida 

23. Rainbow River Conservation, Inc. 

24. Santa Fe Audubon Society 

25. Save the Manatee Club 

26. Sierra Club Florida Chapter 

27. St. Johns County Audubon Society 

28. St. Johns Riverkeeper 

 




