
What We’re Finding 

Within park boundaries, stream flow in the 
Mississippi River  increased significantly over the 30
-year period, ranging from 17 to 27% depending the on the 
gauging location. Stream flow in the Minnesota River also 
increased significantly (44%) at the gauging site near its confluence with the Mississippi River. Seasonally the highest flows 
occurred in early spring, with snowmelt, and to a lesser extent in late spring and fall due to storm events.   

Studies have shown that stream flow has increased across Minnesota since the early 20th century, 
with greater increases occurring in recent years. Summer and winter low flow periods have seen increased flow, 
peak flow due to rainfall has increased, and the number of days with high or extreme flow has increased. The increased flow is 
correlated with increased precipitation, but increased urbanization and artificial drainage (drain tiles) also play a role. 
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Why and How We Monitor 

 The amount of water flowing in the Mississippi National River 
and Recreation Area (MISS) is fundamental to the river’s 
ecology, recreation opportunities, and commercial activities. 
Measurements of flow are also crucial for understanding excess 
sediment and nutrient loads.  

 The Great Lakes Network uses river flow data collected at 
gauging stations operated by the U.S. Geological Survey 
(USGS) and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE). 

 Analysis of the change in flow over time was conducted using 
USGS and ACOE flow data collected from both the Mississippi 
and Minnesota Rivers over a 30-year period (1976-2005). 

Monitoring Water Flow on the Mississippi River 

What It Could Mean 

Higher stream flows and more frequent extreme flow events may impact people’s ability to access and recreate on the river. 
Boat landings and parks often close during high flow events, and river conditions can become unsafe.  

Restoration efforts, such as the proposed island-building in Spring Lake to inhibit the re-suspension of sediments and increase 
wildlife habitat, must account for the island’s ability to 
withstand increasing river flows and frequency of extreme flow 
events.  

Higher river flows can also negatively impact commercial 
activities by limiting the number of barges that can be pushed 
by towboats. In 2011, barge traffic was affected on 133 days, 
compared to only 25 days in a typical year.  

Increased flows on the Minnesota River are of special 
management concern because they carry higher sediment loads 
into the lower reaches of the park. Too much sediment can be 
detrimental to fish and other aquatic life, inhibit growth of 
rooted aquatic plants, and degrade the overall appearance of 
the water. Sediment originating from bluff, ravine, and 
riverbank erosion comprises a significant portion of the 
sediment load from the Minnesota River and is a big 
contributor to the Mississippi River’s impaired water quality in 
the lower portion of the park. 
For more information: http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/units/GLKN/monitor/LargeRiversWQ/WQ_LargeRivers.cfm   3/2012 

Flooding on the Mississippi River in 2010. 

Approximate locations of four gauging stations used to analyze 
changes in river flow over a 30-year period. 
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