
Be gone, garbage-infested water. 
Jeff Barrow, director of Missouri River 
Relief, takes hundreds of volunteers on 
river cleanups across the state. This nature 
guru has a passion for changing littering 
habits and for getting all the nasty out of 
Missouri’s waterways.

+ Samantha Sonderen

How long have you been involved 
with Missouri River Relief?
I have been involved since it started in 2001. 
I was with the group before it was a group. 
I was an avid canoeist on the Missouri River 
who loved camping out there. 

What does the organization do? 
Our mission is to take people on the river 
so that they have a connection to it to make 
the river a better environment. We do 
that with hands-on activities such as tree 
planting and habitat restoration along the 
river corridor, but the main thing we do is 
community-based cleanup. 

How do the cleanups work?
We pick a site, and then we’ll recruit 
anywhere from 20 to 300 volunteers for a 
single day and take them out on the river 
to collect all the trash from the banks and 
islands and pile it up on the shore to haul 
away. We’ll take 150 people out, and in 
three hours they will have collected 10 tons.

What’s the most memorable 
encounter you’ve had with a 
volunteer?
This girl was about 10, and she went out on 
the river with her grandfather. When we 
were bringing them back for lunch, she said 
this was the best day of her life. A 10-year-
old girl saying picking up trash was the best 
day she could remember was really cool. 

What kinds of things do you find in 
the river?
The main thing that we find is plastic 

bottles. It’s unbelievable the variety of 
things you find, even things like kitchen 
sinks, bathtubs, stoves, washers and dryers. 
Refrigerators float really well. I’m also 
surprised at how many messages in bottles 
we find. We try to contact the person if they 
leave a number or email, but they rarely 
respond. One of the most unusual things I 
have ever found is an upright piano.

If you could travel to any river in the 
world, which would you choose?
I would like to go to the Yukon River in 

Alaska during the summer. I’ve heard that 
the sunsets will last for hours. The sun will 
set and turn right into dawn. I could just 
float down the river and enjoy hours of 
sunrises and sunsets. 

What do you hope to accomplish by 
taking volunteers to clean the river?
I think my main goal is to spend time 
on the river, experience it and share that 
with other people. It’s satisfying to take 
people on the river for their first time, to 
see that through new eyes and hear a fresh 

perspective. Ultimately, I’m hoping that by 
sharing my love for the river, other people 
will want to protect it and make it better.  
 
Why are local rivers important? 
It’s important to take care of our homes. 
These streams are places where kids 
explore and learn about the world. Life 
depends on water, and even if you don’t see 
a direct connection between the ditch in 
your backyard and what comes out of your 
faucet, it’s all connected. There’s something 
spiritual about water.
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on the job river conservationist
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What is your 
strangest addiction?

+ Jon hadUSeK

TIna CRaBle, 28
“Pillows because they’re so 

soft and fluffy. I have more than 
20 on my bed.”

GaRy PuCkeTT, 62
“Civil War and Wild West 

re-enactments. I crave the 
excitement of having to 
live the way they did.”

eRIC MeRRITT, 26
“Wild Berry Mike and Ikes. 

I once cleared out
a whole rack of them

at a gas station.”

Ben alGIeRe, 21 
“Reading random stuff on 
Wikipedia. You can learn 
some pretty crazy facts.”

CelesTe 
HaRdnoCk, 56

“Animal crackers.
They just taste so good. I 

have got to eat a bag
of them every day.”
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