
The Nitrogen Cycle

Florida’s Aquifer Systems

[Springshed diagram: FGS PR5]

Nitrogen goes through biological, physical and chemical processes as it 
travels through the environment. This series of interactions is known as the 
nitrogen cycle.

Attenuation of nitrogen refers to the processes of immobilization, 
denitrification, volatilization and cation exchange that prevent leaching of 
nitrogen. 

FLORIDA SPRINGS – AN OVERVIEW
Outstanding Florida Springs Public Meetings, Fall 2024

Lauren Campbell, PhD, Environmental Administrator
Lauren.Campbell@FloridaDEP.gov

850-245-8825

Spring 
Vent

Springshed Diagram
The diagram below represents an overview of the complex processes that impact water flow through a spring system. It also shows how 
human behaviors on the landscape affect nitrogen pollution in the groundwater. Eventually, groundwater flows back to the surface through 
the Outstanding Florida Springs (OFS). Pollutants from the surface can travel long distances, negatively impacting water quality and the 
biology of springs and rivers. The variable distances and underground conditions means it can take time to observe water 
quality improvements at the spring vent from restoration projects being implemented on the land surface across the springshed.
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The Floridan Aquifer 
underlies the entire state of 
Florida and is the source 
water for the state's springs.

In some areas of the state, a 
surficial aquifer system 
separates the Floridan Aquifer 
from the land surface. 

In most OFS areas, the 
Floridan Aquifer is largely 
unconfined and vulnerable to 
leaching of nitrogen from the 
land surface.
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[Aquifer diagram: St. Johns River Water Management District (SRJWMD)]

Currently, 24 of the 30 OFS are impaired for 
the nitrate form of nitrogen. Anthropogenic 
sources of nitrogen such as human waste, 
livestock waste, farm fertilizer, urban fertilizer 
and other sources contribute to nitrate 
loading that results in an ecological 
imbalance. 

Vulnerability 
evaluates how 
easily 
pollutants from 
the surface can 
impact 
groundwater 
quality.

Recharge 
occurs when rain 
or irrigation water 
infiltrates through 
the soil and 
enters an 
underlying 
aquifer system.

OFS includes all historic first magnitude springs and their 
associated spring runs as determined by DEP, using the most 
recent Florida Geological Survey springs bulletin (66), as well as 
the following additional springs and their associated spring runs: 
DeLeon Springs, Peacock Springs, Poe Springs, Rock Springs, 
Wekiwa Springs and Gemini Springs. 

OFS

The Floridan aquifer is contained in limestone units that underly the state. Karst 
limestone results from the dissolution of calcium carbonate rock by acidic 
rainwater, creating voids and channels that result in sinkholes, conduits and 
springs. Water can travel rapidly from high recharge areas to spring vents 
through karst features.

Spring vent monitoring is 
performed by DEP and partner 
agencies to measure progress 
towards meeting the total 
maximum daily loads (TMDLs).

Groundwater monitoring is 
performed by DEP and partner 
agencies to understand how nutrient 
loading and reduction activities 
impact water traveling to the spring 
vent.
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