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DeSantis vetoes legislation to breach dam

By Peter Willot on Wednesday, July 2, 2025

A decades-long debate over Kirkpatrick Dam continued this week after Gov. Ron DeSantis
vetoed $6.25 million in state funding that would have launched a plan to remove the dam and
begin restoring the Ocklawaha River. The money, which the Legislature had approved for the
2025-2026 budget, was cut Monday as part of more than $567 million in line-item vetoes
DeSantis issued before signing a $117.4 billion state spending plan. The veto halts, at least
temporarily, efforts backed by environmental groups, anglers and state Sen. Jason Brodeur, R-

Sanford, to reconnect the Ocklawaha River with the Silver and St. Johns rivers.

Putnam County leaders and residents who have long opposed the removal of the dam welcomed
the governor's decision, citing the dam's importance to local water management, recreation and

economic stability.

“We did the happy dance," said County Commissioner Larry Harvey, one of the area's most vocal
defenders of the dam. “This is the best thing for Putnam County. It's home rule. It's local issues,
local decisions" Built in the 1960s as part of the now-defunct Cross Florida Barge Canal, the dam
created the Rodman Reservoir, a lake known for its bass fishing. However, critics have argued
for decades the dam has severely altered the natural flow of the Ocklawaha River, flooded

springs and wetlands, and disrupted wildlife habitats across the region.

The Rodman Dam was officially renamed the Kirkpatrick Dam in 1998 by the Florida Legislature

to honor former state Sen. George Kirkpatrick, a longtime advocate for preserving the reservoir
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and maintaining the dam. Kirkpatrick, who represented North Central Florida, was instrumental in

blocking efforts to breach the dam and restore the Ocklawaha River.

Environmentalists, including the Great Florida Riverway Trust, celebrated the Legislature's
inclusion of $6.25 million in the new budget to begin restoration planning. They saw it as a
significant step toward what would be the largest springs restoration project in the state and a

major environmental milestone for North Florida.

“The veto is a setback, but it doesn't change how much we care about our local waters," Putnam
resident Sam Carr said in a media release from Great Florida Riverway Trust, a group advocating
for restoration of the river. “We love the outdoors and want to see these places thrive, not just for

us, but for the next generation."

For opponents like Harvey, the reservoir's current benefits and concerns about how dismantling
the dam would affect water supply and property owners in West Putnam County are of utmost

importance.

“There are 21 billion gallons of freshwater in that reservoir, 19 feet above sea level," Harvey said.
“That's critical. Someday, were going to need that water" He added that West Putnam lakes and
groundwater levels are impacted when the reservoir is drawn down to control vegetation.

Removing the dam, he said, would destabilize the region's hydrology even further.

This isn't the first time the dam's future has sparked political tension. Harvey recalled a push in
the 2010s when environmental groups and the Jacksonville Chamber of Commerce considered
removing the dam as part of a mitigation strategy to allow for dredging in the St. Johns River near

Jacksonville.

“They wanted to take down the dam to avoid a lawsuit from the riverkeeper while dredging the
port," Harvey said. “Quit using us. Let us live. Let our environment be" Harvey credited a unified
local effort, including lobbying by county officials, environmentalists and residents, for convincing

DeSantis to veto the project funding.
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“l can't speak for the governor. All | can say is that we made a very conservative effort with our
legal team, our lobbying team and our PR firm," Harvey said. “We had private citizens, fishermen,
conservationists, calling the governor and asking them to leave our environment alone. Its very
important for Putnam County" Brodeur, whose district includes part of the Saint Johns River and

had championed the funding, expressed disappointment but vowed to continue the push.

“Despite today's governor's action, | remain committed to Ocklawaha River restoration,"
Brodeur said. “This is a water resources project of state and national significance.. while
generating hundreds of jobs and millions in economic benefits for Putham and Marion counties"
Meanwhile, Rep. Tom Leek, R-Ormond Beach, who also represents part of Putnam County,
praised the veto and said the funding would have “destroyed the Rodman Reservoir and the
quality of life in our surrounding communities" The divide over the dam is not just political, it's

deeply personal in Putnam County, where many see the reservoir as central to the area's identity.

Linda Myers, a former Putnam County commissioner, tax collector and Chamber of Commerce

president, also said in the media release she was disappointed in the veto but remains hopeful.

“Our community's passion, energy, and ideas will continue to guide the conversation," Myers
said. “The call to action is for us to stay engaged and ensure that the voices of the Ocklawaha
River and Rodman Reservoir communities shape future restoration efforts," For now, those who
support maintaining the dam view the veto as an opportunity to protect the status quo. At the

same time, restoration advocates see it as a temporary setback in a longterm campaign.

“I told our fishermen the other day," Harvey said, “this is like breakfast, the chicken makes a
donation, but the pig gives his life. And we're the pig. We're tired of being the target of people who
just want to use us" “This river system is part of who we are," said Carr. “The conversation isn't

over, it's just begun again."

“Thisisn't the end," Harvey said. “l expect another fight next year. And the year after that. There's
always someone who sees us as a pawn in a bigger game" Information from the Florida News

Service was used in this story.
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“We had private citizens, fishermen, conservationists, calling the governor and asking them to
leave our environment alone. It's very important for Putnam County." ~ County Commissioner

Larry Harvey
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