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The answer to Ocala’s water sustainability problem was right under its feet; 1291 
feet, to be exact.  The solution to finding an alternative water supply for the north 
central Florida city of 55,000 lay at the bottom of a well drilled 1291 feet into the 
Lower Floridan Aquifer.  Ocala’s response to the charge from the St. John’s River 
Water Management District, to find an alternative water supply, was by no means 
the path of least resistance.  Options such as desalination or pulling surface water 
out of a nearby river, while more conventional and predictable, presented 
numerous economic and environmental challenges.  Drilling an exploratory well 
was risky and provided no assurance of success.  Time, however, was not on 
Ocala’s side.  The importance and urgency of the situation demanded a different 
approach. 

 Ocala is part of the St. John’s River Water Management District, one of six 
regionalized districts having jurisdiction over water in the state of Florida.  The 
Upper Floridan Aquifer, part of the Floridan Aquifer system, provides water for 
approximately 90 percent of Florida, including Ocala.  It also serves parts of 
Alabama, Georgia and South Carolina.  In Florida, to pull water from the ground or 
from a surface body of water, a Consumptive Use Permit (CUP) must be issued by 
the relevant water management district.   In 2005, Ocala’s CUP was up for 
renewal.  Ocala, like many other Florida cities at the time, was experiencing a 
staggering growth rate.  Projections indicated Ocala would reach larger than 
sustainable water withdrawal rates in 2013 if growth continued at its current rate. 

In reaction to the high withdrawal rates across the state and in anticipation of a 
potential water shortage, the water management districts began to advise the 
state was approaching rates that would soon be unsustainable.  When Ocala’s 
CUP was renewed in 2007, the St. John’s River Water Management District placed 
limits on the amount of water Ocala would be allowed to pump from the Upper 
Floridan: 12 to 17 million gallons per day.  Any needs above that could only come 
from an alternative water supply. 

Ultimately, the alternative water supply had to be approved by the water 
management district.  The options most likely to receive approval were 
desalinization and pulling surface water out of the nearby Ocklawaha River.  
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Desalinization would involve partnering with other communities to build a 
desalinization plant on the coast and piping the water a minimum of seventy 
miles to Ocala.  In addition to logistic issues, there were concerns associated with 
maintaining and keeping secure the seventy miles of pipe.  After months of 
consulting, estimates for desalinization were in the $300 million to $500 million 
range.  With this option, user rates would increase from $1 per thousand gallons 
of water to $10 per thousand gallons of water.  For elected officials, city staff and 
customers this would be hard to swallow. 

An alternative was pulling water out of the Ocklawaha River, one of the principal 
tributaries of the St. John’s River.  Ocala wasn’t the only municipal utility 
researching this route, however.  Estimates indicated up to thirty others were 
investigating the Ocklawaha as an alternate water source.  Yet unknown was the 
amount of water Ocala would be permitted to pull from the river, should it be 
approved as an alternative.  The upside was that this option would be much less 
expensive than desalinization, approximately $100 million for the city with user 
rates at $3.50 per thousand gallons.  However, the environmental concerns were 
great and the anticipated resistance from river conservationists would be difficult 
to overcome.  Elected officials and city staff recognized there were too many 
uncertainties to justify the expense.     

Water and Sewer Director, Jeff Halcomb, Water and Sewer Utility Manager, Darryl 
Muse and Water and Sewer Engineer, Ed Earnest were relegated back to the 
drawing board.  Together, the three began to research.  Their subject: the Lower 
Floridan Aquifer, a deep region of the Floridan Aquifer that was by and large 
untapped and thought too mineral laden to consider as a source for drinking 
water.  Their investigations lead them to a failed real estate endeavor located just 
outside of Ocala.  Ten years prior there were plans for a 14,000 house community.  
In an effort to find a viable water source for the community, the developer tested 
parts of the Lower Floridan.  The plans for the community were eventually 
abandoned when the land was purchased by the state for conservation purposes.  
What remained however, were the results of the tests conducted on this part of 
the Lower Floridan. 
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The team scoured the developer’s log books which were on file with the St. John’s 
River Water Management District. The findings of the decade old water analysis 
were encouraging.  The water from this part of the Lower Floridan would not 
require much treatment to be considered a viable source of water.  More recent 
tests on the Lower Floridan in the nearby Villages showed water suitable for 
irrigation, but not for drinking.  Conversely, testing done in the neighboring 
Southwest Florida Water Management District indicated the potential for 
drinkable water.   Two of three areas within a twenty mile radius of Ocala showed 
that promise lay in the Lower Floridan.  This was enough to prompt city staff to 
pursue an exploratory well into the Ocala portion of the Lower Floridan. 

 Despite staff’s enthusiasm for the prospect, in 2008 the water management 
district discouraged the city from pursuing the well.  They felt the result would 
not be worth the investment.  There was a requirement dictating any water found 
in the Lower Floridan must prove to be a separate water source from that in the 
Upper Floridan.  The technical term is “confinement.” Regulations stated that an 
alternate water supply must be separate from the primary.  In some parts of the 
state, the Upper and Lower Floridan are separated by thick layers of limestone.  In 
others, the separation consists of only thin sheets and the two sources can 
eventually comingle.  Water testing would be required to determine if water 
found in the Lower was indeed separate from that in the Upper.  The water 
management district again asserted expending resources on a 1,500 foot 
exploratory well to find it tapped the same water source found at 250 feet would 
be unwise and not worthy of a permit.  City staff acknowledged the district’s 
directive to actively pursue other options but continued to keep the exploratory 
well in the front of their minds. 

Staff began planting the seeds it hoped would eventually grow into full support of 
this unconventional approach.  Informal educational sessions were held with city 
executive staff and city council members.  The posture of the water management 
district was tested, to see if there had been a change.  Little by little, the pieces 
started to fall into place; support from executive staff and council was obtained.  
In 2010, the water management district had a change in leadership and in 
philosophy and finally granted Ocala a permit to drill a test well.  The last step was 
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obtaining formal approval from city council to appropriate $200,000 to fund the 
experimental well.  All waited to see if the risk would pay off. 

In mid-2010 Ocala’s journey to the Lower Floridan began at a sited well plot that 
had not yet been developed.  Estimates were that it would take 1500 feet to hit 
the Lower.  It took 1291.  In June of 2011 results of water tests to determine 
confinement began to come in.  Early indicators showed mineral levels from the 
test well into the Lower Floridan were different from those of surrounding wells 
pulling from the Upper Floridan.  On July 6, 2011 it was official: confinement had 
been established.  To quote the St. John’s River Water Management District letter 
to the city, “After a review of the water quality results from the Upper Floridan 
and Lower Floridan aquifers…the District acknowledges that the Lower Floridan 
aquifer well meets our criteria as an alternative water source.”  The waiting was 
over.  The risk had paid off.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K2JRCEp0nn0&list=UU7NRkiqpb7AEmQ6l01s
SGVg&index=12&feature=plcp  (See our journey) 

Ocala is allowed to pull 17 million gallons per day from the Upper Floridan.  It is 
currently averaging 10 to 14 million per day.   Halcomb, Muse and Earnest hope 
the city never has to move forward in tapping their Lower Floridan well.  They will 
continue to push Ocala toward a conservation mindset, knowing it may only delay 
the need for an alternate water source.  But should that need arise, Ocala will be 
ready thanks to the persistence of staff, the trust of elected officials and 1291 feet 
of fortune.     
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