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As the Missouri River loses water, the 
number of those who want to use it is 
growing. But it’s not a “barges versus 
canoes” issue.

By JONATHON BRADEN 
of the Tribune’s staff 

Mike Gamble has lived on the Mis-
souri River for more than 20 years 
and considers each day like being on 
vacation.

Although the river’s 1993 flood took 
away his first home, Gamble, 60, is 
stubbornly loyal to the Big Muddy. He 
loves to fish on the river and watch the 
setting sun and rising moon shimmer 
on its surface.

One night last week, Gamble peered 
out his screen-door window at the 
river, barely visible through a Novem-
ber drizzle.

“I have a lot of people stop by, and 
they are just in awe of the peaceful-
ness,” Gamble said.

A growing number of Missourians, like 
Gamble, have come to revere the river 
after experiences like paddling a canoe, 
fishing from a boat or just sitting on a 
bank and soaking up nature.

In the era of Lewis and Clark, the 
river’s meandering course was totally 
unpredictable. Today there is a new 
aura of unpredictability about the river, 
but it has more to do with its future.

As the river shrinks, the debate grows 
sharper about how it will be used in 
decades ahead. The river has always 
been a contested body of water, with 
upstream and downstream states and 
multiple stakeholders arguing over its 
use.

Now, as the water resource is being 
depleted, years of court battles seem 
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likely. There are a lot of people with an interest in the outcome: folks who live on the river, state and federal agencies, 
barge operators, paddlers, farmers who want flood protection, environmentalists and those who rely on the stream for 
drinking water.

“We are also at ground zero at a water war,” predicted Ron Kucera, former deputy director of policy for the Missouri De-
partment of Natural Resources. “If we lose it, it could be to the detriment of Missourians and our economy and environ-
ment. Given the water wars in the U.S., if you lose, you don’t get it back.”

On the surface, the river debate might seem to draw lines between the environmentalists and recreational users on the one 
hand and those who want to tap the river for economic development and flood control on the other. But, Kucera says, it’s 
much more complicated than that.

“If river commerce needs are met, then all of the other needs are met - recreation, navigation - it is an all-encompassing 
thing,” Kucera said. “People would say, ‘barges are bad,’ but they wouldn’t know any more than that, and they wouldn’t 
understand that all of our other benefits depend on the flow.”

GONE WITH THE FLOW

The federal government has several assignments for the Missouri River: hydropower generated by upstream dams, naviga-
tion to benefit barge traffic and protect against flooding, and recreation characterized by fishing and boating, much of it on 
the upstream lakes that formed behind the dams.

For decades, these uses have competed for attention. More recently, environmental concerns over the protection of the 
pallid sturgeon and the least tern have added other components to the differences of opinion over how the river should be 
used.

Although the demand for its use has gotten more complicated, the river itself has shrunk as water has been siphoned off 
by surface evaporation from upstream reservoirs and the growing use of irrigation in the dry high plains. Aggravating the 
situation is a prolonged drought that has further depleted the river.

The drop in river levels has the barge industry scraping bottom. Thirty years ago, 15 barge companies moved more than 3 
million tons of freight. This year, four companies operated on the Missouri River, carrying one-tenth of the tonnage.

“The conditions then were we had good water and a fairly reliable system out there,” said John LaRandeau, navigation 
specialist with the northwestern division Army Corps of Engineers. Now, he said, the river is at “minimum service flows,” 
in which there’s barely enough water to move a barge.

This year marked the fifth year in a row that the eight-month barge shipping season ended early - this year by 35 days. 
Last year was the weakest shipping season on the Missouri River since 1951.

Congress has mandated a 9-foot-deep, 300-foot-wide navigation channel for the barges, but conditions have diminished 
the brown river highway to an 8-foot-deep channel 200 feet wide. “We’ve run absolutely as light of a tow as we can pos-
sibly run on the Missouri River - a 7½-foot draft,” said Roger Harris, vice president of operations for Magnolia Marine, 
one of four barge companies on the river.

Based in Vicksburg, Miss., Magnolia can stay on the Missouri River because its barges travel upstream with two barges 
loaded, empty them and then head downstream with two empty barges.

“With the help of the” Army “Corps of Engineers, we can predict the water level and the flows up and out,” Harris said. 
But Harris said that if an 8-foot channel can’t be maintained, Magnolia won’t be able to ship on the Missouri River.

Barge operations depend on how much water can be supplied by sources behind dams upriver. Drought conditions for the 
past six years in Montana, North Dakota and southwest South Dakota have severely reduced the flow.



Six upstream reservoirs must have at least 31 million acre-feet of water, according to an Army Corps of Engineers Master 
Manual finalized in 2004. When the reservoirs dip below the 31 million acre-feet mark, navigation suffers, as the upstream 
states no longer have to release water to support the industry. Harris called it “a gamble.”

“You’re standing on shaky ground; you want to commit to the river transportation because it is the cheapest and most 
available on some parts of the Missouri River, but you can’t land your business model on something that you are relatively 
uncertain of,” Harris said.

Paul Davis, who formerly owned Interstate Marine Terminal in Boonville, said he shifted his shipping from barges to 
truck and rail. He said, however, that a barge is more efficient. A typical barge tow on the Missouri River carries about 300 
truckloads.

Whenever a company shifts away from the river and barges, he said, it adds to the packed highway system, “a conse-
quence that people don’t always think of.”

“That’s why the Department of Natural Resources has always been pro-navigation, because they recognize that navigation 
is more environmentally friendly - uses less fossil fuels, less tires and all those things,” Davis said.

RECREATIONAL RESOURCE?

More people are viewing the river as a valuable recreational resource. This summer, there were paddling events on the 
stream and, for the second year in a row, a canoe/kayak race across the state.

Phil Baumel predicts this as the future for the river. Baumel, an emeritus professor at Iowa State University, has studied 
agricultural transportation for almost 30 years and believes the future of the river is in recreation.

“There’s a lot more money to be made on the Missouri River in recreating than there is in corn and soybeans,” Baumel 
said. “Obviously, those who are invested in barge and shipping facilities will disagree with that, but recreation is the future 
of the Missouri River and providing water to the lower Mississippi River.”

It’s cheaper to ship on the Mississippi River, and companies can ship more, Baumel said. Barge companies can push 15-
barge tows on the Mississippi, much larger than what travels on the Missouri. He predicted freight traffic would continue 
to fall on the Missouri River, especially as railroads improve in efficiency.

“I think over the long haul the Missouri River is going to decline in terms of barge traffic,” Baumel said. “How long will 
Congress support the river by investing in maintenance? That’s a political, not an economical, question. My guess is that 
they’ll support it long after it serves any useful purpose ... because of the politics. You can get votes by keeping the river 
open.”

In the Missouri River Master Water Control Manual published in 2001, the Army Corps of Engineers estimated recre-
ational economic benefits of almost $88 million. Navigation brought in just less than $7 million.

But Bryan Hopkins, a DNR environmental education specialist, said it would be a mistake to cast the differences of opin-
ion over the river into an “us versus them” approach.

“We’re not going to take this river back to pre-European times,” Hopkins said. “We’re also not going to make it a concrete 
line to ship goods.”

Still, Hopkins hopes to get more people out on the river to relax. He has twice competed in the Missouri River 340, the 
cross-state paddling race. And he is behind the state’s latest effort to get more folks on the Missouri River with the help 
of a Web site: www.missouririverwatertrail.org, which features tips for paddling on the Missouri River and also provides 
maps for the water trail.

“I wanted folks to reconnect to the river,” Hopkins said.



For now, the Web site features maps of the river, including river towns and possible destinations for tourists. In the future, 
those maps will provide a guide to the towns with information on hotels, restaurants and shops.

The water trail Web site is also the latest in what river enthusiasts see as a movement at its inception.

“We’re building momentum like gangbusters,” said Jeff Barrow of Missouri River Relief, which conducts cleanups along 
the Missouri River from March to early October. The momentum is defined by the organization’s growth. It held one 
cleanup in 2001 and six this year. During a five-year period ending last year, the organization’s budget has grown from 
$30,000 to $150,000.

“People hear about problems facing the Earth, and this is something they can do,” Barrow said.

USE IT OR LOSE IT

Talk of a strictly recreational river concerns people such as Mike Wells, deputy DNR director. He points out that the water 
that comes out of the reservoirs for navigation is also water that’s available for other uses. Wells said a concern is that if 
the Corps of Engineers didn’t have to provide the water for barge traffic, “how much lower would they try to go?”

“We feel we’re right on the verge of a critical point,” Wells said. “That’s why we fight very hard for the navigation indus-
try - I don’t want to sell the navigation industry short, though … it’s an economical way to move bulk in this country.

“If we lose it, I don’t think we’ll ever get it back,” Wells said.

LaRandeau, the corps’ navigation specialist, said Congress has already ordered that the river must support many purposes. 
He said Congress wants the corps to balance all the purposes for the entire river basin.

“One year one purpose may be up, one purpose may be down,” LaRandeau said.

Of the competing interests for the Missouri River, Hopkins said cooperation can exist. “They all have the exact same pas-
sion for river systems,” he said. “Everybody that thinks the river is valued and cared for is on the same side of the fence.”

Bob Dimmitt, program manager for the Missouri River Recovery and Mitigation program, is well aware of the water 
battles. “There were issues between competing interests 70 years ago, and many of those issues still exist today,” he said 
in an e-mail.

Dimmitt lists six government agencies, the barge industry, nearby levee districts and private citizens or groups as possible 
Missouri River stakeholders. “It is a very difficult job to balance all these competing interests,” Dimmitt said.

To help pacify the process, the Missouri River Recovery Implementation Committee is being formed, Dimmitt said. The 
committee will consist of stakeholders, agencies, private citizens and tribes that will provide guidance to the Corps of 
Engineers, he added.

Kucera, the former DNR official, said the river’s future rests with Missourians.

“The Missouri River is shrinking like all of the Western rivers,” Kucera said. “If Missourians don’t wake up and do some-
thing about the loss of the river’s flow, they will find out they will have lost a resource, and it will be an irretrievable loss.”

Reach Jonathon Braden at (573) 815-1720 or jbraden@tribmail.com.


