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Florida Forever Project: Ochlockonee River Conservation Area 
 
Conservation Method: Less-than-fee Simple 
 
Current Project Area:  4,375 acres 
 
Acres Protected to Date:  1,115 acres  
 
Proposed New Property:  664 acres 
 
Introduction 
 
The Ochlockonee River Conservation Area (ORCA) is comprised of approximately 4,161 acres in northern 
Leon County and consisting of 2 landowners.  The 2004 Florida Forever Project includes 3,105 acres 
along 7 miles of the Ochlockonee River, a designated Outstanding Florida Water.  Although the 
Ochlockonee River has such a prestigious designation much of the rivers length is privately owned and 
therefore threatened by on-going and future residential development.  The river corridor, associated 
floodplain forests, and sloughs have tremendous conservation value encompassing many critical natural 
habitats and wildlife species. Additionally, conservation of this large river corridor section will ensure 
critical linkages between the rural lands in the Red Hills to the public lands along Lake Talquin and the 
Apalachicola National Forest.  This project also serves the public by protecting water resources.  During 
flooding events the many sloughs and wetlands associated with the project can retain large volumes of 
water until levels can recede back to normal.     
 
In 2006, a boundary modification was completed adding an additional 1,025 acres to the original 
project.  It expands the amount of the floodplain forests and sloughs to be conserved by Florida Forever 
and increases the protected river frontage to over 8.5 miles.  The addition includes the primary slough 
connecting the Ochlockonee River to Lake Iamonia, the largest natural lake in Leon County. During 
flooding river water flows through ORCA project lands into Lake Iamonia.  This inflow is the primary and 
most significant source of surface water for the lake.  The natural functioning of this hydrological 
connection is critical for the health of Lake Iamonia, and supports groundwater recharge of the Floridan 
Aquifer through a large sinkhole basin found in Lake Iamonia.    
 
In 2010, another amendment was completed adding 31 acres along Meridian Road protecting the scenic 
resources of this designated canopy road.  Meridian Road is listed on National Historic Register for its 
importance to historic transportation.        
 
Since the ORCA project was listed 2005, Mr. Jim Dahl, landowner of River Ridge Plantation has donated 
2 conservation easements on 1,115 acres with Tall Timbers Research Station & Land Conservancy.  The 
conservation features of these parcels are permanently protected and are monitored by Tall Timbers.  
The landowner continues to own and manage the conservation easement properties.      
 
Mr. James Dahl is requesting to add 664 acres to the Ochlockonee River Conservation Area (ORCA) 
Florida Forever Project (hereafter: Property).  The amended Property is on the southern end of the 
ORCA and will increase the connectivity to the existing ORCA lands.  The new land expands the 
protection of the sloughs and wetlands that link the river to Lake Iamonia.  The Property also contains 
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critical upland habitats and open pine forests managed with frequent prescribed fire.  Many wildlife 
species associated with these habitats are found on this tract including gopher tortoises.  The expansion 
of the ORCA project also ensures the long-term viability of these natural habitats to serve as corridor 
connection to critical conservation lands to the north and south.   
 
1.  A descriptive Location of the project and total acreage. (also include market/just value from Tax 
cards) 
 
This Property is located in northwestern Leon County, Florida with Meridian Road (CR 155) providing the 
eastern boundary.  The parcel is approximately 2.5 miles north of U.S. Interstate 10 along Meridian Road 
and 1.5 miles south of the Georgia State line. The community of Concord is about 3.5 miles west of the 
Property.  
 
There are approximately 1,237 acres of conservation easements surrounding the Property and include 
the 2 River Ridge Plantation conservation easements. In the vicinity are other conservation lands 
including Tall Timbers Research Station, Phipps Park, Joe Budd Wildlife Management Area (WMA), 
Ochlockonee River WMA, and Lake Talquin WMA. This Property also improves the connectivity to the 
Ayavalla Florida Forever less-than-fee project located on the south side.   
 
The 664 acre Property is part of 2 tax parcels. Using the Leon County Property Appraiser 2016 tax 
records, the taxable value of the Property is estimated as the following:  
 

TAX ASSESSED VALUE 
    

Parcel ID 
Parcel size 

(ac) Tax Assessed Value 

Tax 
Assessed 

Value/acre Parcel Size (acre) 
Assessed 

Value 

2626206010000 1480.35 $396,949  $268.15 331.6 $88,917.01 

2402200020000 343.86 $781,260 $2,272.03 332.6 $755,676.95 

      

    
Total Tax Assessed Value: $844,593.95 

 
2. The General physical, natural, resource, biological, hydrological, archaeological and historical 
characteristics of the description, photograph(s) and location. 
 
Natural Resources 
Wetlands 
Small wetlands are found throughout the Property (64 acres, 10%) and serve as buffers and transit ways 
to the Ochlockonee River and its floodplain. These transit ways are critically important for the Property 
to aid in flood control for the surrounding area. The wetlands are made up of wetland obligate plants 
and some are forested with black gum, tupelo, cypress, sweetgum, tulip poplar, sweetbay magnolia and 
red maples. 
 
Uplands 
The uplands on the Property (600 acres, 90%) are primarily hilly areas over 110 feet above sea level. In 
the past much of the upland area was cultivated, today it is used for timber silviculture and managed for 
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wildlife. Many of the upland pine stands on the Property are managed with single tree harvest selection 
and frequent prescribed fire to create a relatively natural pine upland community. These uplands areas 
support old-field vegetation, dominated by common weedy herbaceous species and shrubby 
hardwoods. The uplands also include small patches native groundcover, which have not been previously 
in cultivation. Some other habitats in the uplands include hickory ridges and slope forests.  
 
Hydrology 
The Red Hills Region is bordered on the western side by the Ochlockonee River which is a major 
hydrological feature of the area. The Ochlockonee River basin is located in Georgia and Florida and 
drains approximately 6,330 square miles. The headwaters are located in Worth County, Georgia and the 
river flows southwesterly into Florida and eventually empties into Ochlockonee Bay in the Gulf of 
Mexico. The largest regional hydrologic feature is the Floridan Aquifer which supplies much of the 
drinking water and crop irrigation to Florida and southwest Georgia.  
 
The Ochlockonee River plays a major role on the proposed Property since the Property lies only 0.2 mile 
from the River and the entire western boundary is river floodplain. The river is an alluvial stream with 
widely varying flow rates and a high sediment load. As a result, the river has a broad floodplain which is 
constantly being reshaped by high and low flow rates. The Ochlockonee often floods during heavy rain 
events and River Ridge Plantation and its vast floodplain aid in the dispersion of these flood waters. 
Therefore the floodplain on the Property is a highly complex mosaic of river berms, floodplain swamps, 
and gum sloughs.  
 
Three of the largest lakes in north Florida, Lakes Jackson (4,325 acres), Talquin (8,850 acres) and Iamonia 
(5,700 acres) are within the Ochlockonee River basin. Lake Iamonia was naturally formed when a 
tributary to the Ochlockonee River dissolved enough of its porous limestone base to seep much of its 
flow into the ground water. Most of this ground water flows into or below the Ochlockonee, but the 
surface flow between the river and the lake has diminish and only when the basin receives a large 
amount of rainfall in a short period do the 2 water bodies reconnect. This can happen as many as 2 or 
more times throughout a year. 
 
The Property’s floodplain connection from the Ochlockonee River to Lake Iamonia is critical to the 
health of both of these important water systems. Water flows between the Ochlockonee River and Lake 
Iamonia in either direction, with the lake spilling into the river or vice-versa. This unique phenomenon 
takes place right in the middle of River Ridge Plantation, making this Property of vital importance to the 
hydrology and water quality of the Ochlockonee River and Lake Iamonia. The volume of water in the 
Lake is not only affected by water in its own drainage basin, but by water from the Ochlockonee River 
and rainfall in Southwest Georgia. This slough connection is the primary source of surface water to fill 
Lake Iamonia. The protection of this slough is critical due to the Lake having a direct connection to the 
Floridan Aquifer through sinkholes. 
 
Soils and Topology 
The Property lies within the Red Hills Region of the Southern Coastal Plain physiographic province. This 
area is known for its red soils and loamy surface sands. These sands cover an ancient layer of limestone 
through which sediments and water both percolate. As the limestone dissolves and caverns cave in the 
surface is modified into large lakes, sinks, and wet weather depressions.  
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The topology of the Property ranges from 100 feet above sea level within the river floodplain as you 
move easterly the elevation climbs to 150 feet above sea level. Traveling southeasterly the topography 
increases dramatically to 230 feet in places, depicting the characteristic Red Hills topography. 
 
Biological  
Approximately 89% (594 acres) of the Property is the preferred soil types (Lucy and Orangeburg) for 
gopher tortoises. There is an active gopher tortoise population on the Property. Also found in the 
uplands is a healthy fox squirrel population.  
 
Floodplain forests attract neo-tropical migrants which probably also spread to the uplands on the 
Property as well and include species such as northern parulas, red-eyed vireos, and prothonotary 
warblers. In addition a whole host of resident species are found on the property, such as, Pileated 
woodpeckers, northern bobwhite, brown-headed nuthatch, Bachman’s sparrow, northern cardinals, 
red-shouldered hawks, red-tailed hawks, eastern wild turkey, bald eagles, and barred owls.  
 
The wetlands on the Property are likely home to a broad suite of amphibian and reptile species. The 
river and the floodplain are also home to the American alligator, and Suwannee cooter each of these 
species is of conservation concern.  The wetlands are likely breeding areas for eastern newts, marbled 
salamanders, and northern cricket frogs.  
 
Archaeological and Historical 
In 2013 Meridian Road was added to the National Register of Historic Places (site number LE 5962). 
Meridian Road was so designated because of its association with events that have made a significant 
contribution to the broad patterns of our history.  The proposed Property buffers approximately a half 
mile of Meridian Road, therefore further protecting the scenic beauty of this culturally important 
landscape. 
 
According to the Florida Master Site File there are fifteen archaeological sites on the proposed Property 
on the southernmost tract (Site numbers LE 00390-LE 00404). All of these sites are Pre-Columbian and 
include the following phases: Early Leon-Jefferson, Late Apalachee, Fort Walton, Middle Archaic, and 
Depford. Several artifacts were observed or collected from all fifteen sites.  
 
3. Any potential recreational activities or other public uses that can be accommodated by the project. 
 
This Property promotes open space along with a scenic viewshed of the Property from 0.5 miles of 
Meridian Road.  Views of the Property are also available from the Ochlockonee River. Activities such as 
canoeing, fishing, birding, and photography are all possible from the Ochlockonee river and public roads 
bordering the proposed Property.  
 
4. Any known threats or development plans that could harm or diminish the values of the project. 
 
Urban sprawl emanating from Tallahassee, poses the greatest external threat to this Property. Many 
residential developments, including the Meridian Hills and Rivers Edge neighborhoods, have been 
constructed along Meridian Road, and pressure is high on adjacent undeveloped land. With more 
residential development, there will also be more pressure to curtail prescribed burning because of 
smoke problems. Burning restrictions would threaten lands of this proposal and the surrounding 
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properties. Prescribed burning is a necessary and regular practice in traditional game plantation 
management. The soils within their area of the Tallahassee hills are poorly suited for septic systems, 
which is the only option for the encroaching residential development. The clays do not percolate well 
and, without diligent maintenance, septic systems are prone to failure, which could begin to negatively 
impact the surrounding water resources.  
 
The Property is also greatly affected by the Ochlockonee River and Lake Iamonia. Water quality in the 
river can be poor, due to insufficiently controlled runoff upstream and discharges from industrial and 
sewage treatment facilities. Residential development without sufficient storm water treatment, along 
the south shore of Lake Iamonia, has also reduced water quality in the lake. Continued degradation of 
water quality in these water bodies will lead to a decline in the aquatic and floodplain habitat of this and 
other properties. 
 
5. Local resolutions, if any, concerning the potential public acquisition of the project. 
 
There are no known local or other resolutions affecting the public acquisition of these properties. 
 
6. A brief clear statement detailing how the project meets criteria and furthers the goals and 
performance measures of the Florida Forever program on the attached Application Addendum.  
 
The proposed Property meets 6 out of 8 goals and 19 out of 34 measures as outlined in the performance 
measures of the Florida Forever Program. 
 
Goals and Performance Measures 
 
Goal A: Enhance The Coordination And Completion of Land Acquisition Projects 
 
Measure A1: The number of acres acquired through the state’s land acquisition programs that 
contribute to the enhancement of essential natural resources, ecosystems service parcels, and 
connecting linkage corridors as identified and developed by the best available scientific analysis; 

The entire Property, 664 acres, contributes to the enhancement of natural resources, connects 
easement lands and waterway corridors. 
 

Measure A2: The number of acres protected through the use of alternatives to fee simple acquisition; 
 This is a less-than-fee acquisition. 
 
Goal B: Increase The Protection Of Florida’s Biodiversity At The Species, Natural Community, And 
Landscape Levels 
 
Measure B1: The number of acres acquired of significant strategic habitat conservation areas; 
 According to FNAI data layers about 600 acres (90%) of the proposed Property is located  
 within a significant strategic habitat conservation area. 
 
Measure B2: The number of acres acquired of highest priority conservation areas for Florida rarest 
species;  

Approximately 49 acres are listed as rare species habitat conservation priority. 
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Measure B3: The number of acres acquired of significant landscapes, landscape linkages, and 
conservation corridors, giving priority to completing linkages; 
 The entirety of the proposed Property, over 660 acres, creates significant landscapes linkages,  
 And conservation corridors both along the Ochlockonee River and in conjunction with other  
 surrounding conserved lands including the ORCA Florida Forever Project. 
 
Measure B4: The number of acres acquired of underrepresented native ecosystems; 
 FNAI classifies both Upland Pine and Pine Flatwoods as underrepresented ecosystems.  
 According to the FNAI maps about 4 acres is considered Pine Flatwoods. Although there are  
 Over 500 acres of upland pine habitat found in the southern corner that is also considered a  
 rare habitat by FNAI. 
 
Measure B6: The percentage increase in the number of occurrences of imperiled species on publicly 
managed conservation areas. 
 This Property will be privately managed.  
 
Goal C: Protect, Restore, And Maintain The Quality And Natural Functions Of Land, Water And 
Wetland Systems Of The State 
 
Measure C2: The percentage of water segments that fully meet, partially meet, or do not meet their 
designated uses as reported in the Department of Environmental Protection’s State Water Quality 
Assessment 305(b) Report; 
 According to DEP’s 2014 report the Ochlockonee river is trending positive for Chlorophyll a and 
 Dissolved Oxygen but is at net zero for nitrates, TKN, TP, TOC, fecal coliform, and pH for surface  
 water stations. The report also shows that the Ochlockonee has low levels of arsenic, coliform  
 but is within the standard for lead, nitrates and sodium. 
 
Measure C4: The number of acres acquired that protect natural floodplain functions; 
 According to FNAI data, about 63 acres protect natural floodplain functions. 
 
Measure C5: The number of acres acquired that protect surface waters of the state; 
 According to FNAI data, the entire 664 acres of the proposed Property protect significant  
 surface waters in the state. 
 
Measure C6: The number of acres identified for acquisition to minimize damage from flooding and 
percentage of those acres acquired; 
 Given the proximity of the Property to the Ochlockonee River and the surface water protection  
 it provides, likely the whole 664 acres is important for flood control. 
 
Measure C8: The number of acres of functional wetland systems protected; 
 Approximately 53 acres of the proposed Property are listed as functional wetlands. 
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Goal D: Ensure That Sufficient Quantities Of Water Are Available To Meet The Current And Future 
Needs Of Natural Systems And Then Citizens Of The State 
Measure D1: The number of acres acquired which provide retention and storage of surface water in 
naturally occurring storage areas, such as lakes and wetlands, consistent with the maintenance of water 
resources or water supplies and consistent with district water supply plans; 
 Given the proximity of the Property to the Ochlockonee River and the surface water protection  
 it provides, likely a large portion of the Property is important for retention and storage of  
 surface water. 
 
Measure D2: The quantity of water made available through the water resource development component 
of a district water supply plan for which a water management district is responsible. 
 River Ridge South Uplands is found within the North Florida Water Management District. 
 
Measure D3: The number of acres acquired of groundwater recharge areas critical to springs, sinks, 
aquifers, other natural systems, or water supply. 

The entire proposed Property has recharge value to the Floridan Aquifer.  The entire Property is 
ranked within priority 3-5 for groundwater recharge protection. 

 
Goal F: Preserve Significant Archaeological Or Historic Sites 
Measure F1: The increase in the number of and percentage of historic and archaeological properties lists 
in the Florida Master Site File or National Register of Historic Places which are protected or preserved for 
public use; or  
 Fifteen Archaeological sites will be protected and one historical roadway will be further  
 protected. 
  
Measure F2: The increase in the number and percentage of historic and archaeological properties that 
are in state ownership. 
 This Property will remain in private ownership. 
 
Goal G: Increase The Amount Of Forestland Available For Sustainable Management Of Natural 
Resources 
 
Measure G1: The number of acres acquired that are available for sustainable forest management  
 Approximately 154 acres of uplands can be managed with sustainable forest management  
 according to FNAI maps. Likely this number is higher because nearly the entire Property (598  
 acres, 89%) is considered timbered uplands. 
 
Measure G3: The number of acres of forestland acquired that will serve to maintain natural groundwater 
recharge functions; OR 

According to FNAI shapefile layers, the forestland on this Property does not serve to maintain 
natural groundwater recharge functions. Likely with further analysis all of the uplands (598 
acres) on the Property will aid in the maintenance of natural groundwater recharge functions. 
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7. A clear statement of whether the project is proposed for fee simple acquisition or less-than-fee 
acquisition and why. If less-than-fee acquisition is proposed, include a brief description of the current 
use(s) of the property, and any known activities of property rights proposed to be acquired by the 
state and those proposed to be retained by the property owner. 
 
This Property is proposed as a less-than-fee acquisition. The owner will retain all property rights. 
 
8. Suggested or proposed land manager. 
 
The Property will be managed and maintained by the landowner.  This Property is proposed as less-than-
fee and therefore will only require easement monitoring. We have been informed that DEP’s Office of 
Environmental Services is willing to serve as the easement monitor.  
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River Ridge South Uplands  
Photographs 

 
Uplands on the Property consist of old-field vegetation with pines and live oaks. 

 
Several large live oaks on the Property dot the uplands. 
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Blooming wildflowers on the Property are pollenated by bees housed on the Property. 

 
Pine flatwoods along the southwestern boundary of the Property. 
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Wiregrass remnants are found sporadically throughout the Property. 

 
The wetland along Meridian roads provides storm water protection for the roadway. 
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