Missouri
CHANNELIZATION River

STRAIGHTENING A RIVER THAT Rellef
WAS NEVER MEANT TO RUN
STRAIGHT

OVERVEIW

Channelization is the process of artificially
straightening and deepening a river channel,
largely to make room for bigger boat traffic, hold
a stable and predictable channel, and protect
nearby towns from the river's natural meander. It
was undertaken without a full understanding of
the long-term environmental tradeoffs, but for
the people living along the river, the ability to
ship goods up and down it was critical.

Before channelization, the Missouri River ran
wide and meandering, full of tree snags and
islands. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers began
reshaping it in 1934, building wooden wing dikes
that jutted out from the banks. These dikes slowed
the water near them, letting sediment settle and
gradually become part of the bank, narrowing and
straightening the channel over time. The Corps
also wove mats from willow branches to stabilize
the banks. By 1977, land where the river once
flowed had become farmland, and upstream dams
now help regulate river depth for ship traffic.
These changes made the Missouri safer for
steamboat travel, but they came with major
environmental consequences.

Narrowing the river speeds up the current, which increases erosion, a serious threat to infrastructure,
especially in developed areas. Removing the river's natural bends gives the water a longer, unobstructed
stretch to build speed, and faster water carries away more of the surrounding soil, creating an ongoing
erosion problem that has to be actively managed.

The biggest environmental cost may be to habitat. Historically, the river supported wetlands and had
slow, shallow stretches. With upstream dams reducing flooding, the wetlands nearby have lost the
nutrients that flooding once deposited. Channelization has also eliminated much of the slow, shallow
water and sandbar habitat the river once offered, a real loss for species that depend on it, like the Pallid
Sturgeon, which relies on slow-moving water during its juvenile life stage.
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Levees carry similar consequences, disturbing habitat and cutting animals off from the floodplain, and
they aren't foolproof flood protection either. They can speed up water flow and reduce how much water
soaks into the ground. A wider floodplain lets water spread out, soak in, and deposit nutrients back into
the environment. Some levees are set back from the river to preserve a bit of that natural floodplain
while still protecting nearby infrastructure, but not all of them are built that way.
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