AGRICULTURAL Missouri
POLLUTION River
WHAT RUNS OFF THE FARM Relief

ENDS UP IN THE RIVER

OVERVEIW

Fertilizers and pesticides are essential to modern
farming, but when they wash into the Missouri
River, they cause real harm. Fertilizer is especially
tricky: the excess nutrients it introduces can
trigger algae overgrowth, drain oxygen from the
water, and reshape the entire food web.

Most fertilizers rely on nitrogen and phosphorus.
When farm runoff carries these nutrients into the
water, algae feed on them and can bloom rapidly.
In bad cases, algal blooms grow so large they use
up nearly all the oxygen in the water, suffocating
fish and other aquatic life. Some blooms also
release toxins that can sicken people and pets

through contact, contaminated drinking water, or Pigs in a concentrated feeding operation

eating contaminated fish.

Animal waste adds another layer to the problem. Concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs)
produce enormous volumes of manure, typically stored in lagoons, a system prone to leaks, overflows,
and mismanagement. Overapplying manure as fertilizer lets bacteria and excess nitrogen run off into the
watershed, and lagoon spills, whether from leaks, overflows, or flooding, can kill fish and contaminate
drinking water directly.

Algal blooms show up prominently on the Missouri River, especially as it flows through heavily farmed
states like lowa and Nebraska. From there, the Missouri feeds into the Mississippi River and eventually
the Gulf of Mexico, where algal blooms create what's known as the Gulf's "Dead Zone," roughly 6,705
square miles as of 2024, the twelfth-largest on record, with a five-year average of 4,298 square miles.
This isn't unique to the Mississippi and Missouri watershed, either: a 2008 EPA river and stream
assessment found that more than 40% of U.S. river and stream miles carry elevated nitrogen and
phosphorus levels, creating ideal conditions for algal blooms nationwide.
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