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Sand dredging is a familiar sight on the Missouri
River. Specialized boats suck sand and gravel up
from the riverbed, sort it with sieves onboard, and
ship it off for construction projects. Companies
need approval from a combination of agencies to
do this work, including the Environmental
Protection Agency, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, and the Missouri Department of
Natural Resources.

Dredging generally happens away from the main
channel, where the water slows down and
sediment naturally collects. Sand is constantly
moving along just above the riverbed, so there's a
near-continuous supply feeding these areas. Land-
based sand mining is the main alternative, but it
comes with its own tradeoffs.

Even with regulation in place, dredging has real environmental costs. It disrupts natural sediment flow
and can damage habitat, and it's genuinely hard to measure the effects on larval fish, small invertebrates,
and other creatures that can't simply move out of the way.

A 2017 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers study found that dredging contributes to bed degradation, the
gradual erosion of the river channel itself, especially along a 128-mile stretch between St. Joseph and
Waverly, Missouri. That kind of degradation threatens navigation structures, levees, floodwalls, bridges,
and water intakes. The same study estimated $269 million in cumulative costs over the next 50 years if
the problem isn't addressed.

There's also a lot we still don't know. The Missouri River is enormous, and tracking dredging's full
impact across such a vast system is close to impossible, which means some of the risks may not show up
until well down the road.
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