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THE RIVER

Flowing for 2,300 miles from Three Forks, Montana, to St. Louis, Missouri, the Missouri River is 
America’s longest waterway. Its watershed encompasses one-sixth of the United States. The 
Indigenous People of the Great Plains called the river the “Center of Life.” Because of the 
river’s role in Lewis and Clark’s famed expedition from 1803-1806, it is often referred to as the 
“Gateway to the West.”  

Once a meandering, dynamic river that spread out across wide floodplains, today’s Missouri 
River is channelized, leveed and dammed to meet conflicting demands, including flood control, 
navigation, irrigation, hydropower, water supply, water quality, recreation, and fish and wildlife 
habitat. The Lower Missouri River from Sioux City to St. Louis is confined by hundreds of miles 
of levees that have contributed to the destruction of side channels and islands and have 
resulted in the federal listings of multiple endangered species, including the piping plover, 
interior least tern and pallid sturgeon. 

THE THREAT

The Lower Missouri River needs more room to safely accommodate floods. Historically, the 
Missouri River experienced floods that spread across wide floodplains — the lands adjacent to 
the river. Though developers built dams in the upper river and an extensive levee system on the 
lower river to control flood damages, even they realized that the Missouri River needed room to 
flood. Federal legislation stipulated that the levees could not constrict the river more than 3,000 
feet. Still, in some areas, the river corridor has been pinched to as narrow as 1,200 feet. 
Consequently, major floods regularly overtop and breach the levee system, particularly at these 
pinch points. During the 2019 flood, 850 miles of levees in Iowa, Kansas, Missouri and Nebraska 
were damaged. Repair costs will exceed $1 billion dollars, according to the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers. This is not a one-time expense. Levees overtop or breach in almost every flood and 
often at the same locations. 

2

STATES: Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, 
Nebraska 

THREAT: Climate change, poor 
flood management

AT RISK: Public Safety

SUMMARY
A critical artery of the Great Plains, the 
Lower Missouri River plays a vital role 
in our nation’s economy. But excessive 
dam building on the upper river and 
levees throughout the region, combined 
with increasingly frequent and severe 
flooding exacerbated by climate 
change, put the river’s communities 
and industries at risk. The Great Flood 
of 2019 resulted in extremely high and 
prolonged flooding that overtopped and 
breached levees in hundreds of 
locations. Experts predict a wetter-
than-normal 2020 will bring another 
year of heavy flooding. In order to 
protect public safety and taxpayer 
investment, states and local 
governments must initiate flood 
protection solutions that give the river 
room, and the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers must prioritize multi-benefit 
projects that reduce flood risk and 
restore habitat.
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As major floods become more frequent and intense in the Midwest, the river must be allowed 
enough room to safely convey the floodwater. A 2012 Bureau of Reclamation report on climate 
change in the Missouri River Basin predicted a 10 percent increase in runoff in the lower river. 
If we do not change how we manage the Missouri River, we will be wasting taxpayer money 
rebuilding the same levees over and over again. 

Unfortunately, federal policy and state relief efforts favor maintaining the antiquated levee 
system. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers policies continue to deter levee setbacks and favor 
rebuilding to pre-flood condition. State leaders and community officials within the Missouri 
River Basin continue to push to rebuild and fortify existing levee systems to maintain and even 
intensify floodplain development — putting more people and investment at risk. 

WHAT MUST BE DONE

Addressing the issues associated with outdated floodplain management on the Lower Missouri 
River will require a major shift in how state and the federal governments manage this 
important resource. First, states and local governments located where catastrophic flooding is 
doing the most damage must commit to non-structural and nature-based solutions in a 
meaningful way. This includes three tactics: setting back levees to give the river room, 
preventing development in the Missouri River floodplain that contributes to rising floodwaters 
and increased flood risk, and funding relocation and flood mitigation projects for communities 
already living in flood-prone areas. In particular, Missouri Gov. Mike Parson’s Flood Recovery 
Advisory Working Group should be a leading voice in exploring how Lower Missouri River states 
can implement nature-based solutions strategically and efficiently. 

Furthermore, as the lead management agency for the Lower Missouri River levee system, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers must undertake a comprehensive study that identifies repetitively 
damaged levees — and it must plan projects, including levee setbacks, that will make room to 

accommodate major floods. This study should prioritize multi-benefit projects that 
would both reduce flood risk and restore habitat, in order to best utilize limited 
funding. 

Finally, flood risk planning along the Lower Missouri River must be an integrated 
process that allows all stakeholders, including conservation groups and communities 
that have been intentionally left out of decision-making processes, a seat at the table. 
Including a diverse set of perspectives will ensure development of a flood risk 
management plan with multi-benefit projects that safely accommodate floodwater 
and improve flood risk management for Lower Missouri River communities.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION: 

EILEEN SHADER
American Rivers
(570) 856-1128
eshader@americanrivers.org 

DAVID STOKES
Great Rivers Habitat Alliance
(314) 918-1007
dstokes@grha.org 

JIM KARPOWICZ
Missouri Coalition for the Environment
(573) 424-0077
jkarpowicz@moenviron.org 
 
GEORGE CUNNINGHAM
Sierra Club Nebraska
(402) 669- 2236
cunningham.geo@gmail.com 

TAKE ACTION: 

AmericanRivers.org/
LowerMissouri2020
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