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Aids to Navigation

First tim e Missouri River b oaters sh ould  b ec om e inform ed  of th e
h azard s and  c h alleng es assoc iated  with  b oating  in swift c urrent.
Wh en you plan your trip, note th e area nam es and  pub lic  land s
along  your route on th e m ap. Th en use th e inform ation on S HEET  L
to c ontac t th e ag enc y and  sec ure d etailed  m aps, inform ation and
reg ulations.
Boaters sh ould  prepare a trip plan and  inform  anoth er person of
th eir travel plans inc lud ing  th eir d estination and  estim ated  tim e of
arrival.
Take a b oat safety c ourse and  g et a free b oat safety c h ec k from  th e
Coast Guard  Auxiliary or U .S . Power S quad ron.
Inspec t your b oat to m ake sure you h ave all of th e required  b oat
safety equipm ent.

River Hazards

Planning Your Trip

Th e Missouri River is d eep in som e areas, b ut oth er loc ations m ay
h ave roc k d ikes, sand b ars and  sh allow spots. S nag s and  floating
d eb ris also present h azard s th at m ay b e d iffic ult to see until you are
rig h t on top of th em . Varying  river levels c an expose or sub m erg e
h azard s with in a sh ort period  of tim e.

Th is c h art c ontains num erous safety tips and  g uid elines for b oaters
and  oth er water rec reationalists. Please use c aution wh en b oating
on th e river and  keep safety in m ind  at all tim es.
Wh en Lewis and  Clark traveled  th e river in 1804 th ey left no trac e of
th eir passag e. We h ope th at all river users will respec t th e
environm ent and  “Leave no trac e”.
Before putting  a b oat on th e Missouri River you sh ould  b ec om e
fam iliar with  th e system  of aid s to navig ation estab lish ed  b y th e U .S .
Coast Guard . Th ese aid s to navig ation (sig ns, m arkers, and  b uoys)
m ark a 300’ wid e b y 9’ d eep navig ation c h annel m aintained  b y th e
U .S . Arm y Corps of Eng ineers.
By c onstric ting  th e m ajority of th e river’s flow b etween sets of roc k
d ikes loc ated  on b oth  sid es of th e river, th e navig ation c h annel
g enerally m aintains a m inim al d epth  of 9’. Th e d ikes extend  nearly
perpend ic ular into th e river and  m ay h ave a d ownstream  “L-h ead ”
on th e end . Th e d ikes are often sub m erg ed  just und er th e surfac e of
th e water and  c an b e a sig nific ant h azard  to waterc raft.

Boating & Safety on the Missouri River

Th e c om b ination of b oating  and  alc oh ol c an prove to b e d ead ly.
Alc oh ol im pairs jud g m ent and  reac tion tim e and  d ec reases your
b od y's ab ility to d efend  itself from  h ypoth erm ia.
Alc oh ol g reatly inc reases th e risk of d eh yd ration.
Bring  along  plenty of d rinking  water. Th e rule of th um b  is one g allon
of water per twenty-four h our period  per person.

Boating and Alcohol

As you travel th e river, look for water areas with  b oils or ripples. Th is
ind ic ates sand b ars, d ikes or possib le h azard s c lose to th e surfac e.
Maps and  c h arts m ay not nec essarily sh ow th e loc ation of sand b ars
b ec ause th ey sh ift with  th e flow of th e river. At loc ations wh ere th e
river narrows, or wh ere th ere are ob stac les in th e river, tong ues of
relative g lassy water form  inverted  'V's d ownstream  of th e
ob struc tion.
Roc k d ikes are num erous. Th ere is a possib ility of sub m erg ed  d ikes
th at c reate a h azard  for b oaters. Th e loc ation of th ese d ikes are
ind ic ated  on th ese navig ation c h arts. Mile m arkers (wh ite with  b lac k
num b ers) m ake it easy to trac k your loc ation. Th ese are plac ed  on
th e b ank you sh ould  b e favoring . Navig ation Markers are provid ed
wh enever th e c h annel c rosses from  one sid e to anoth er. A rule of
th um b  is to stay toward  th e outsid e of every b end  and  th e d ikes
sh ould  g ive you no troub le.

Navig ation b uoys, looking  d ownstream  g reen "c an" b uoys m ark th e
rig h t d esc end ing  c h annel and  red  "nun" b uoys m ark th e left
d esc end ing  c h annel. Keep your b oat b etween th e g reen and  red
b uoys and  g ive th em  wid e b erth . Buoys are not always present and
m ay b e c arried  off position b y h ig h  water, c ollisions, d rift in th e
riverb ed  or oth er c auses.

Beac ons are perm anently fixed  to a post or oth er struc ture along  th e
b ank. Lig h ted  b eac ons are c alled  lig h ts and  unlig h ted  b eac ons are
c alled  d ay b eac ons or d ay b oard s. Bec ause th e navig ab le c h annel
of th e river swing s b ac k and  forth  from  b ank to b ank as th e river
b end s, th e b eac ons ind ic ate wh ere to c ross or wh ere to stay to th e
b ank. Beac ons are loc ated  at th e b eg inning  and  end  of eac h  b end
and  c rossing .

Passing  Beac on is found  at th e start and  finish  of a
b end  and  ind ic ates th at you sh ould  stay on th at sid e
of th e river until you reac h  a c rossing  b eac on.
Crossing  Beac on is found  at th e start and  end  of a
c rossing  and  ind ic ates th at you sh ould  c ross th e river
and  aim  for th e c rossing  b eac on on th e opposite
sh ore.
Buoys are floating  aid s attac h ed  to th e riverb ed  b y
c onc rete sinkers with  c h ain or rope. Buoys are
m aintained  b y th e U .S . Coast Guard  d uring  th e
navig ation season, 1 April th roug h  10 Novem b er.
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Mile Marker Board s are useful navig ation aid s th at h elp
you loc ate your position on th ese navig ation c h arts. Mile
m arkers ind ic ate th e d istanc e upstream  from  th e m outh

of th e river (river m ile 0), at th e c onfluenc e of th e Missouri and
Mississippi Rivers. Th e b oard s are attac h ed  to b eac ons (see b elow)
on th e river b anks and  ind ic ate d istanc es in m iles. Th e U .S . Arm y
Corps of Eng ineers plac es ad d itional b lac k and  wh ite m ile b oard s on
trees or posts loc ated  along  th e b anks.


