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Bills directing Ocklawaha River restoration filed in
Florida House, Senate

The legislation follows Gov. Ron DeSantis’ state budget veto last June
of $6.25 million for restoring the river.
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The Rodman Reservoir on the Ocklawaha River.| Sandra Friend/Forest Service

TALLAHASSEE, Florida — Republican committee chairs in the state House and Senate
filed bills Monday directing the state to develop a plan for restoring North Florida's
Ocklawaha River.



Details: The legislation, filed by state Sen. Jason Brodeur (R-Sanford) and state Rep.
Wyman Duggan (R-Jacksonville), would direct the Department of Environmental
Protection to develop the restoration project plan by July 1, 2027.

The legislation follows Gov. Ron DeSantis' state budget veto last June of $6.25 million
for restoring the river, which would include removing the Rodman Reservoir dam.
Supporters say restoration would allow flooded springs to emerge, create new
recreational opportunities and encourage manatees and fish to migrate upstream from
the St. Johns River.

DeSantis did not say why he vetoed the funding. But the move was requested by state
Sen. Tom Leek (R-Ormond Beach) after the Putnam County Commission said it opposed
the dam removal.

Brodeur said Monday the legislation takes a new approach by addressing economic
concerns about the loss of the popular bass fishing spot also known as Lake Ocklawaha.

"There is still a lot of concern from the local community," Brodeur said. "But I think it's
incumbent on us to say this is not last year's bill — this is totally redone."

As chair of the Senate environmental appropriations committee, Brodeur said he expects
to propose funding for restoration in next year's state budget. But he did not say how
much.

Background: Environmentalists have pushed for the removal of Rodman Dam since it
was erected across the Ocklawaha River as part of the Cross Florida Barge Canal. Then-
President Richard Nixon halted the project in 1971 amid environmental opposition.

Environmentalist Margaret Hankinson Spontak said Monday the governor's office told
restoration supporters after the veto that the project is best addressed in legislation
rather than as a budget line item.

"It's a huge conservation issue," she said. "Legislation provides more opportunities for
people to weigh in on the issue.

Leek and state Rep. Judson Sapp (R-Palatka) could not be reached for comment
Monday.

But Steve Miller of Save Rodman Reservoir said Monday his group is hoping for
legislation to be filed that will maintain the dam. He said environmentalists continue to
overstate the benefits of dam removal and ignore water quality concerns.

"Let's fight to keep the water we know and not add to the problems!!" Miller said in an
email.
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What happens next: The bills, FL. SB1066 (26R) and FL. HB981 (26R), will be
considered during the legislative session, which begins Jan. 13.
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