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

Public Land Survey System Knowledge
Remains an
Important Skill

I

n our new world of global positioning
system (GPS) navigation, with digital
maps in our cars and on our phones and
with 911-addressing, giant steps have been
taken compared to the original method of
describing where we live and where our
property is located. At a meeting hosted by
the United States in 1884, the International
Prime Meridian was established on the
Greenwich Meridian as the standard for zero
degrees longitude. (Apparently, there was
no need to adopt the Equator to be the
Two pairs of feet are positioned on opposite sides of the Kansas - Missouri
Equator.) GPS depends on these latitudes
boundary, inches north of Kansas' Southeast corner, located at the Southeast
and longitudes established in 1884 to tell
Corner of Section 13, Township 35 South, Range 25 East, Cherokee County,
users of GPS tools where they are located.
Kansas.
The adoption of the Greenwich Meridian
happened almost one hundred years after the
4. Utility service line locates are frequently requested
United States established its own mapping system. Nearly
using the PLSS, especially by companies unfamiliar
all of Kansas was laid out using the Public Land Survey
with the local road names, when describing large tracts
System (PLSS); it continues to use it today, and will
of land.
probably continue to be so beyond our lifetimes. It remains
5.
Confined Animal Feeding Operation (CAFO)
important for public water system personnel to understand
applications
are usually put out to public notice using
the Public Land Survey System (PLSS) for a number of
the
PLSS.
Understanding
the location terminology could
reasons. These reasons include:
be
extremely
helpful
to
make
a proper response to
1. Water rights, where the authorized locations of water
protect
the
water
system’s
source
water protection area
wells are almost always described as being a distance
(whether
the
area
is
formally
established
or not). Don’t
north and west of the Southeast Corner of a section. The
assume
that
the
CAFO
application
reviewers
are aware
authorized place or places of use, if they include an area
of
the
location
of
the
system’s
wells
or
lake.
or areas more than ½-mile from a city’s boundary, may
For a better understanding of the PLSS in Kansas, the
be described using the PLSS. Public water supply
Kansas
Geological Survey’s Public Information Circular No.
system permits will also describe well locations with
20
provides
an excellent explanation of the PLSS, and
this system.
especially
its
use in Kansas. PIC No. 20 is reprinted (on the
2. Easements for water system infrastructure typically use
next
4
pages)
with permission of the Kansas Geological
some form of the PLSS to describe where water lines,
Survey.
This
and
36 other circulars on a variety of water and
etc., are allowed to be located.
geology
topics
are
available at http://www.kgs.ku.edu/
3. Rural water districts’ service areas are approved by
Publications/pubCirculars.html.
county commissions, and are usually described using
the PLSS format to describe the district boundaries. In
Douglas S. Helmke has been the Water Rights Tech at KRWA since
lieu of boundaries, the district area might be described
June 2000, and also a Wellhead / Sourcewater Protection Tech since
by listing all of the particular sections, or portions
2003. He holds professional geologist certification in Kansas and
thereof, and their townships (meaning the 6-mile by 6Missouri. Doug received a B.S. degree in geology from Kansas
State University.
mile block of 36 sections), that are “in” the district.
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