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Now, in 1961...the Cold War is in full swing. 
 
Cuba is an ally of the United States' enemy, the Soviet Union.  Cuba is located only 90-miles south of 
Florida. With Cuba so close, American shippers and the U.S. Government are worried about these ships’ 
safety as they go around Florida. The new proposal is to build a canal that crosses the state and keeps the 
1930s route.  But rather than a 30-foot canal, this canal will be only 12-feet deep. This change is because the 
government engineers studied the saltwater problem.  Their study said that this change would keep the 
region’s freshwater safe.  
 

Definition: The Cold War (1945-1991) consisted of political and military tensions between western countries and communist countries.  The West was 
led by the United States, while the Communists were led by the Soviet Union. 
 
For several hundred years, people have hoped for a quicker, safer route between the Gulf of Mexico and 
Atlantic Ocean.  The question state legislators are considering is this:  Should Florida ask the federal 
government to build a barge canal across Florida? 

 

 
 

1. Think about what you’ve read and what you see in the map above.  Now, imagine it is 1961. You own a 
mining company that wants to ship a heavy load of limestone from Charleston, South Carolina (green 
star) to New Orleans, Louisiana (red star).  Why do you think it would be useful to have a barge 
canal that cuts across Florida?  Please give at least TWO reasons and be as specific as possible. 
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Let’s take a look at the proposed route and follow the barge canal across the state! 
 
This map shows the proposed route 
for the Cross-Florida Barge Canal.  
Look carefully at the map. Try to 
notice the cities that will be 
connected by the canal.  Also notice 
the state’s natural features, some of 
which may be changed during the 
canal’s construction. 
 
This canal route is 171 miles long.  It 
follows as many of the natural 
waterways as possible.  By doing 
this, costs will be brought down and 
it will help conserve the 
environment.  But, 32-miles of land 
would still need to be dredged to 
form the canal and two rivers would 
have to be dammed. 
 
Definition:  To dredge is to move underwater dirt 
to create a path for boats to travel through 
waterways such as canals, bays, and rivers.  
Dredging is often done with heavy machines. 
 
To dam is to block the flow of water in the river.  
Because of this, a lake forms on one side of the dam.  
A dam can affect the speed that the river flows at 
further upstream as well. 

 
 
 
 

(The map is a modified version of an U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers Map) 

 

1. If you were a ship entering the Barge Canal route from the Atlantic Ocean, what is the first major city 
you would pass?  Then, what river would you follow down to Palatka?   

 
 

2. There are several “locks” along the way.  Locks allow barges to get past uneven ground levels during 
their trip.  What is the name of the last lock you would pass through if you were traveling from 
the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico? 
 
 

3. Near the center of the map, find “Lake Oklawaha” along the canal’s route.  This lake will be created 
during the construction of the canal by the Rodman Dam, which will dam the Oklawaha River.   
How do you think this dam might affect the rest of Oklawaha River south of the barge canal? 
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Now you understand the idea behind the canal.  But, you might be asking yourself... 
 

Why is the government in charge of building a canal? 
  

The government is usually in charge of building 
canals because projects like these cost a lot of 
money up front.  However, building them can help 
create new industries, jobs, and better living 
conditions.  Most importantly, these types of 
projects often offer long-term benefits and use for 
the general public.  Canals and other similar 
projects are called public works projects. 
  

 Public works projects cost a lot of money and often 
affect the environment.  The government's goal is 
to pick projects.  If the projects are good, they will 
provide more benefits to the citizens in the long 
run than the project will cost them at the beginning.  
Elected officials must decide if the benefits to the 
public will outweigh the cost and risk to the 
environment. 

Let's take a look at some other public works projects, so you'll get a better idea of what they are... 
 

Dams, power plants, parks, highways, hospitals, airports are often public works projects!  But there 
are many more!  Think of other examples you might have seen in your neighborhood, city or state. 
 
1. Write down THREE more public works projects you can think of and where you might see an 

example of each. 
 

1. 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
3. 

 
 
 
National, state, and local governments all provide different public works for its citizens. For the Cross-
Florida Barge Canal, the state legislators’ job is to listen to all the arguments and then decide if the project is 
in the best long-term interests of the State of Florida.  If they decide it is a good idea, they will send a 
memorial to the U.S. Congress asking for the money to build the canal. 
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Once the memorial makes it through all its committees it will go to floor debate.  
Then, you'll debate this bill on the floor of the State House of Representatives! 

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS: 
 

I. Use your own words and give TWO reasons why people have long wanted a waterway that 
connects the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico through Florida.  If you need help, look back 
at the History of the Barge Canal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
II. Why do you think the State Legislature is asking the federal government for the money to 

build the canal instead of paying for it using the state budget? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

III. Consider all the arguments you have read in favor of the Cross-Florida Barge Canal and against it.  
Do you think the Cross-Florida Barge Canal memorial should be approved and sent to the 
U.S. Congress?  Make a good argument for why you believe this canal will be or will not be a 
good public works project for the state.  Please give at least TWO reasons for your opinion. 
(Remember, the memorial is asking for money to build the canal and shows that Florida supports this proposal.  You 
can look over your responses during the Committee Meetings for help with this question!) 


