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Snowmelt from the Rockies feeds the Missouri
River, and historically, that meant serious
flooding. After a devastating flood in 1943,
Congress passed the Pick-Sloan Act, calling for a
system of levees, dams, irrigation, and
hydropower along the river. It's brought real
benefits for the people living along the Missouri,
but it's also reshaped the river in ways that carry
environmental costs.

The Pick-Sloan Act gave the Missouri River six
mainstem dams that have shaped much of its
modern history. Gavins Point Dam, on the
Nebraska-South Dakota border, is the furthest
downstream of the six. Built between 1952 and
1957, it created Lewis and Clark Lake, spanning
31,400 acres, and today it helps reduce flood risk Gavins Point Dam on the Missouri River
while generating hydroelectric power. % g -

The Act also called for 1,500 miles of levees, stretching from Sioux City, [owa to St. Louis, where the
Missouri meets the Mississippi. Levees are earthen structures built to contain or redirect river flow,
protecting homes, farmland, and businesses in the floodplain from flooding.

Both dams and levees come with real environmental tradeoffs. Filling the reservoir behind a dam floods
the surrounding land, permanently changing the habitat there and altering conditions downstream. As
the river slows entering a reservoir, the sediment it carries settles out, leaving the river downstream
clearer. After generations spent in the Missouri River's naturally muddy, sediment-rich water, native
species now find themselves competing with sight-hunting predators that never had to deal with that
murkiness before.

Dams also cut off habitat. Gavins Point Dam separates the Upper Missouri River Basin from the Middle
Basin, and the dams upstream of it further divide the Upper Basin from itself. For fish, a dam is an
impassable wall, and many species rely on moving up and down the river to spawn. That segmentation is
especially hard on Pallid Sturgeon, which migrate hundreds of miles to spawn.
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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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