By Douglas S. Helmke, L.G., Water Rights / Source Water Specialist

Water System Management:

“Start Planning!”

T

he folks who sell life insurance and annuities have at one time
or another shared this bit of wisdom from some unknown
(and maybe non-existent) retiree, “I didn’t plan to fail. I just
failed to plan”. I haven’t heard it recently; it must come across as
being too negative. Marketers know that potential clients who are
excited to plan for their retirements are willing to invest more time
and more money into their products, and are more likely to stay
invested, than the less-motivated client who would rather be at the
ball game or mowing the yard. Marketers have thirty seconds to
show a television commercial featuring excited clients golfing,
sailing, and enjoying good food with happy friends and
grandchildren. They try to reach the investor who already invests
but wants to do better. They don’t mention anything that might be
negative. Using the word “fail” brings up memories of the stock
market crashes and only encourages people to hold their money
tighter. But Kansas Rural Water Association has partners, not
potential customers. We aren’t trying to sell a product. We’re here to
tell you what you need to do, and if you have more than 30 seconds,
we’ll start by giving a directive, and that is to start planning!
If your board, council or commission were asked, “What is your
water system’s most valuable asset?” what would your answers be?
I would imagine that responses would range from:
1. Our board that provides excellent oversight and thorough
decision making.
2. Our award-winning manager who makes the board’s job easy.
3. Our employees who give great effort and personal sacrifice to
fix leaks in the dead of night in freezing temperatures (and at
all the other times too!).
4. Our state-of the-art water treatment plant.
5. Our water tower that has allowed us to expand our service area.
6. Our distribution system.
7. Our great customers who pay their bills on time.

Without clean and reliable water
supplies, would any of the other
things matter? Are you doing
anything which resembles
protection of the quality and
availability of your raw product?
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While all of these are important to the total package,
I would suggest that the number one ingredient would
be overlooked. Would anyone suggest that the water is
your most important asset? Would it rank No. 1? It is
difficult to assign a dollar value to it. Without clean
and reliable water supplies, would any of the other
things matter? Are you doing anything which
resembles protection of the quality and availability of
your raw product? State government thinks it matters
to the amount of millions of dollars. (The debate on

This patriotically‐painted wellhead is located near
the intersection of a major highway and a heavily
traveled county road. Because of a higher risk for
vehicle collisions than most public water supply
wells, the owner of this well should adopt a source
water protection plan which emphasizes
coordination with emergency responders to reduce
and contain accidental spills.

people who are working and living near our water
wells and reservoirs. They can be our eyes and ears
working (for free) to keep our water and our
infrastructure safe. By the way, the state of Kansas
does care by giving the Watershed Management
Section of the Kansas Department of Health and
whether our future needs more or less of that funding can be
Environment the
held another day.)
responsibility to track and
Just because your water system has
It seems that source water
promote the development
secured “X” amount of water with
your water rights or water supply
protection comes in last place, of source water protection
plans.
contracts, those quantities are not
after everything else, because
Let’s discuss why source
guaranteed to be available when you
water
protection plans are
want it or in the quality in which you
it is not required by law or
not required in Kansas.
need it. At this point, we could discuss
regulation. It is viewed by
Many states in the USA do
drought planning and water
most to have little importance. require source water
conservation planning (which are
protection plans. Most of
related but not the same thing),
And this is flat wrong.
those states are east of
emergency planning and source water
here, where regulations
protection planning. Water
conservation plans can be required as a condition
of a water right. They can also be required to be
eligible for state grant and loan funding. Water
conservation plans that are written to comply with
Kansas water conservation plan guidelines have
drought triggers and responses, which are
implemented by ordinance or resolution. Kansas
has required water emergency plans for many
years. If you can’t remember the last time yours
was reviewed, it’s probably time to make updates
to it. It seems that source water protection comes
in last place, after everything else, because it is not
required by law or regulation. It is viewed by most
to have little importance. And this is flat wrong.
Here’s another cliche’ that appears on coffee
mugs and office posters: “No one cares how much
you know, until they know how much you care.”
Do water systems follow the logic that if the state
of Kansas doesn’t care enough about source water
protection to make plans required, water systems
shouldn’t care either? Do water system customers
and neighbors (which may or may not be the same
people) think that if their water system doesn’t
have concerns about water quality and quantity,
they don’t have to care either? Don’t we want and
need them to care? Of course we do! They are the
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seem to be part of the culture. Kansas is a place that, in my
opinion, resists the use of regulations unless absolutely
necessary. If everyone strives to do the right thing, then
regulations are not necessary. I hope that it is never
determined that plans need to be required of public water
systems in Kansas. So the first obvious reason why
protection plans are not required is that we already have
enough regulation of water systems.
If such a regulation were adopted, however, there would
have to be a definition of the contents of an acceptable
source water protection plan – a one-size-fits-all approach.
There might be requirements to describe who is qualified to
write a plan. There would be training for staff, and maybe
new staff hired, to review plans to determine compliance
with the regulation. There would be an expectation that the
regulatory agency was somehow making source water
Source water protection is not just the control of chemical
protection plan writers and owners better at protection over
use near water wells. It can include securing facilities from
time. There would be performance standards. The regulators
anything and anyone that could interrupt water service. Is
would likely discourage the inclusion of items in the plan
this gate as secure as it looks?
that aren’t traditionally viewed as source water protection
activities. And because so much variation exists in
people got the idea that source water protection was some
agricultural practices, geology and hydrology, landowner
kind of a heavy-handed, top-down, do-it-my-way-or-else
participation, water system
management tool. That’s one extreme
operation and management, and
way to protect a water supply, but it’s
Somewhere, somehow,
availability of local resources for
not the only way. In fact, I’d argue that
assistance and implementation, I
some people got the idea it doesn’t exist. That management style
believe that most water systems
may work in boot camp, but it doesn’t
that source water
would struggle to comply with
work in rural Kansas. I haven’t yet
protection was some
state-established protection plan
written a plan that lists potential
standards. So, a second reason is
kind of a heavy-handed, contamination sources that are banned
that standard plans would lose
a certain distance of a public
top-down, do-it-my-way- within
much of the potential benefits that
water system’s wells. Not once. Really.
a custom designed plan would
or-else management tool. (Full disclosure: The city of Colby may
provide. There would be hundreds
have banned chrome plating shops and
of plans written which meet the
the Ellis County Code may have
basic requirements but not much else. There are probably
banned new cemeteries near public water supply wells, but I
other reasons. Having no source water protection planning
wasn’t involved with those.) It is my firm belief that
requirement allows for system-specific plans that don’t have
protection plans will only work in Kansas if you are able to
to meet some third-party’s idea of what is best every water
find and include projects that benefit all of the interested
system. This gives a water system the flexibility to
parties (stakeholders).
determine for themselves what is important for them and
The city of Aurora recently adopted a source water
their plan and likely achieves greater success.
protection plan. Their wells are relatively deep compared to
Let’s go back to the idea of doing the right thing to avoid
most water systems, and are installed in the Dakota Aquifer,
costly and inefficient regulations. While one water system
a water saturated rock layer primarily composed of
alone can’t prevent a regulation from being adopted, a large
sandstone and some lenses of shale. Their water quality is
group of water systems probably can. Developing a plan
not in danger of exceeding any maximum contaminant
that meets the needs of your specific water system can be,
levels for any regulated compounds, minerals or elements at
and should be, written to attempt to protect the quality and
this time. One potential contamination source that was
quantity of your most important asset. I should have a
recognized was county-owned fuel storage for road
waiting list of water systems asking for assistance. I don’t.
maintenance equipment near their wells. To reduce this risk,
If we as an industry don’t demonstrate self-governance, it’s
one option considered was the use of spill containment
possible that somebody else will be determined to “help” us.
structures, but these would likely be ineffective if stormWhile complacency might be the biggest reason more
force winds were able to topple the fuel tanks. With just a
plans aren’t being adopted, there is another reason some
few telephone calls, Cloud County considered and approved
systems are reluctant to plan. Somewhere, somehow, some
the parking of equipment and the necessary fuel supplies at
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KRWA Circuit Rider Greg Metz participated in the Aurora
stormwater water project, primarily as the mini‐excavator
operator. Here he is making a new cut across 5th Street
where a culvert will be installed to carry stormwater away
from the lot in which the city’s wells are located.

the rural homes of the equipment operators. It was a simple,
no cost to the city, solution!
It was also found that a significant portion of the city’s
stormwater drained to the lot on which the wells are located.
With the removal and re-installation of a few culverts, and
the purchase of only one new culvert from the county, the
city was able to redirect the stormwater past the lot and out

of the city. While probably not a significant
threat, this threat has been reduced and
improvement to the stormwater drainage has
been accomplished. No private property
rights were trampled in the making (and
implementation) of this plan.
For those that argue for avoiding conflict
by refusing to adopt a source water protection
plan, please review your history and your
goals. You won’t find “avoiding conflict” in
your mission statement. Water systems are
inherently in conflict with someone;
customers, equipment dealers, regulators,
county road and city street departments, etc.
You will continue to have conflict of some
kind, so I don’t believe this is a legitimate
excuse. By working smartly and with respect
to all stakeholders, protection can be
achieved with a minimum amount of conflict.
At the end of the day, what really matters is
that your system protects its most important
asset – THE WATER.

Douglas S. Helmke has been the Water Rights Tech
at KRWA since June 2000, and also a Wellhead /
Sourcewater Protection Tech since 2003. He holds
professional geologist certification in Kansas and
Missouri. Doug received a B.S. degree in geology
from Kansas State University.
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