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The Cross-Florida Barge Canal was an inland waterway project to be constructed from the St. Johns River in 
Florida to the Gulf of Mexico via the lower reaches of the Oklawaha and Withlacoochee River valleys. While 
plans to seek a route for a canal across Florida began as early as the state's Spanish Territorial Period, a 
complete survey of such a route was not completed until the early twentieth century. In 1935, the U.S. Army 
Corp of Engineers was authorized to construct the "Florida Sea Level Canal," but plans were abandoned in 
1943. At that time, the Corps of Engineers issued a project report, "The Cross-Florida Barge Canal," which 
was presented as a World War II defense measure. An appropriation was requested, but Congress did not 
enact it. During his years in the U.S. Senate and House, Claude Pepper played a significant role in the 
development of this project. 

 
While serving on the U.S. Senate Committee on Inter-Oceanic Canals prior to U.S. involvement in 

World War II, Pepper noted that the "Atlantic-Gulf Ship Canal" would be an important national defense 
resource that would make direct and safe navigation possible from the East coast to the Gulf of Mexico. He 
also believed the Canal would be more economical for shippers that traditionally used the longer route through 
the Florida Keys. At the same time, Pepper was sensitive to the interests of agricultural and horticultural 
workers by supporting the construction of the Canal if it were not economically and environmentally harmful 
to these industries. 

 
During the 1960s, Claude Pepper continued to believe in the economic importance of developing an 

integrated system of waterways in Florida, and realized that the Canal would be an economic boon to the 
emerging space-age industry. In late 1963, Congress approved an appropriation to start construction of the 
Cross-Florida Barge Canal, and work began in 1964. During the mid 1960s, Pepper supported the project, but 
he also wanted to protect the Oklawaha Valley from a possible disaster caused by flooding, in the event that 
the Canal overflowed. 

 
In 1970, the Environmental Defense Fund and the Florida Defenders of the Environment organized 

opposition to the canal. The Florida Defenders of the Environment presented evidence demonstrating the 
need for further investigation into the continued construction of the Cross-Florida Barge Canal, and Pepper 
supported this move. Faced with a court challenge, President Nixon asked for a review of the project and its 
environmental impact. Then in 1971 he signed an executive order stopping the work with only one-third of 
the Canal completed and $70 million spent. Congress de-authorized the canal in 1986, and four years later, the 
Florida Legislature approved a state de-authorization bill. In November of 1990, President Bush de-authorized 
the federal project and the 110-miles of Canal lands were reverted to Florida. This land became the Cross-
Florida Greenway State Recreation area. 

 
This guide will help you locate selected materials in the Claude Pepper and Robert Manning Strozier 

Libraries that document the history of the Cross-Florida Barge Canal and Claude Pepper's role in its 
development. 
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