Town of Welaka
400 4™ Avenue
Welaka, FLL 32193
(386) 467-9800

April 7,2025

RE: 2025/26 Florida Budget Funding for Ocklawaha River Restoration

Dear Honorable Members of the Florida Senate and House of Representatives,

The Ocklawaha and St. Johns Rivers are two of Welaka’s most valuable assets, drawing people
to live, work and recreate in our town since the late 19" century. However, the Kirkpatrick Dam
poses a clear and present flood risk to our community and undermines the health of these vital
waterways. As Mayor of the Town of Welaka, I am writing to share my support for restoration of
the Ocklawaha River. This action will benefit public safety, support the health of our rivers and
springs, and expand outdoor recreation and economic opportunities to the benefit of our
community and local businesses.

The Town of Welaka is located immediately adjacent to the mouth of the Ocklawaha River and
the St. Johns River runs along our western boundary. This otherwise prime location is
undermined by the Kirkpatrick Dam. The earthen, 57-year-old structure is categorized as a high
hazard dam due to the risk it would pose to human life and property in the event of dam failure.
An analysis conducted in 2020 identified 538 properties located in the inundation area that, if
flooded due to dam failure, could result in lives lost and property losses of $57.4 million. The
dam also hinders the natural flow of freshwater, delivery of beneficial nutrients and popular fish
and eelgrass that are vital to the health of the St. Johns, Ocklawaha, and Silver Rivers and
springs, as well as the fishermen, communities and business owners that depend on these
waterways.

Restoration of the Ocklawaha River will eliminate a known flood risk for Welaka residents and
establish natural flood protection by restoring 7,500-acres of floodplain forest. Restoration also
makes strong economic sense. It is projected to generate a net economic benefit of approximately
$200 million long-term and hundreds of jobs for Putnam County and neighboring communities.

A restored Ocklawaha River would also contribute to the recovery of our beloved St. Johns
River. As the primary tributary of the St. Johns, restoring the natural freshwater flow from the
Ocklawaha would support eelgrass recovery efforts, improve water quality and deliver nutrients
beneficial to river health. Improved river conditions would support fishing, boating, paddle
sports, and other activities that are part and parcel to our way of life and support local businesses.
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Ocklawaha River restoration is an investment in the Town of Welaka’s public safety, economy
and cherished riverways. I strongly support the legislature’s efforts to authorize and fund
restoration during the 2025 legislative session.

Thank you for your dedicated efforts on behalf of the State of Florida.

Very Best Regar

-

W

Kim Dugger, M

Town of Welaka

400 4" Avenue

Welaka, FL. 32193

Tel: (386) 467-9800 ext. 101
kdugger@welaka-fl.gov

Page 2 of 2



