
Trash caught on a log in the river

OVERVEIW 

Nearly everything we buy comes with some part
destined for the trash, so it's no surprise we
generate a lot of waste. Most of it gets disposed of
properly, but some inevitably ends up in the
environment, and the Missouri River, with its
huge watershed and countless tributary streams,
catches more than its share.

Once trash gets in the river, it doesn't stay put. In
2006, Missouri River Relief ran a 754-mile Mega
Scout to map trash along the river. Along the way,
the crew tagged a refrigerator, and found it again
over a year later, 326 miles downstream.

Plastic makes up the majority of what we find. It's a real threat to river wildlife: fish eat small fragments,
birds get tangled in six-pack rings, and plastics leach chemicals into the water whose long-term effects
on animals and people are still not fully understood. Plastic also doesn't break down the way natural
materials do; it breaks apart instead, into microplastics and even smaller nanoplastics, which have turned
up throughout the environment and can be ingested by wildlife.

During the Osage Missouri River Cleanup in 2025, Missouri River Relief crew and volunteers pulled out
3.85 tons of trash. That trash included 1.4 tons of tires and 2.45 tons of trash that went to the landfill.
That garbage contained of a 500-gallon plastic water tank, a hot water heater, a freezer, a headless
stuffed baby doll, 14 cattle mineral tubs, a kitchen sink and more. The trash filled 140 trash bags. Cutting
back on individual waste and single use plastics helps, but real change also requires accountability from
companies and policymakers.
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