
NUTRIENT
POLLUTION &
ALGAL BLOOMS

QUICK FACTS

Excess nitrogen and phosphorus; mostly
from farm fertilizer, manure, and treated
wastewater — travel down the Missouri
into the Mississippi and out to the Gulf.
Missouri is one of the larger contributors
of this nutrient runoff in the whole river
basin.
Those nutrients fuel algae blooms that,
when they die and decompose, pull oxygen
out of the water.
The result is the Gulf of Mexico "dead
zone"; a stretch of low-oxygen water that's
been thousands of square miles most years
for decades.

algae bloom in the stream 

HOW IT STARTS HERE

Fertilizer and manure are good at their job;
growing crops. The trouble starts when heavy
rain washes what plants didn't use off the field
and into a ditch, a creek, or straight into the
river. Add in nutrients from lawns and from
wastewater treatment plants, and you've got a
steady stream of nitrogen and phosphorus
riding the current all the way to the Gulf.

WHAT IT DOES
DOWNSTREAM

Once those nutrients hit warm coastal water,
they trigger the same kind of algae bloom you
might see on a farm pond in August — just at a
massive scale. When that algae dies, it sinks
and decomposes, consuming the oxygen that
fish and shellfish need to survive. Areas with
too little oxygen become nearly lifeless hence
"dead zone." It's shown up most summers for
decades, and some recent years it's run close to
double the size federal agencies are aiming for.
It's a good reminder that the Missouri River
isn't a closed loop; what goes in here doesn't
stay here. It's connected to a much bigger
system, all the way to the coast.

WHAT HAPPENS UPSTREAM
DOESN'T STAY UPSTREAM.
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WHAT HELPS

Cover crops and buffer strips along fields catch nutrients before they reach a waterway.
Reduced tillage keeps soil and the fertilizer in it in place instead of washing off.
Upgrading wastewater treatment to pull out more nitrogen and phosphorus before discharge.
At home: skip excess lawn fertilizer, especially right before rain.
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