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

Rural Water District Clears Path to
Cleaner Source Water for Others

R

eaders of this magazine
Stranger Creek has direct contact with the sandstone of the Tonganoxie Formation
northeast of Tonganoxie, Kansas, and may recharge the aquifer at this location. This
understand the importance of
small bluﬀ is approximately two miles from Leavenworth RWD 9's wellfield.
clean water in our environment.
These same readers play a role in
rock over time. The ancient stream ran from an area north of
providing clean water for drinking, cooking and bathing,
Kansas City to the southwest to as far away as Pomona,
obviously, but also for fish and wildlife, for recreational
Kansas. It is believed that much of the water that recharges
users and for farmers and ranchers. Making wastewater into
the aquifer may come from Stranger Creek, where the
water that isn’t waste, benefits all of us. The public water
modern stream cuts through the upper section of the
supply industry does a great service in keeping the public
sandstone.
safe and healthy, from the source water capture area to the
Leavenworth RWD 9 charges a monthly fee of $22.65 and
areas beyond the wastewater plant or lagoon discharge.
$6.22 per 1,000 gallons of consumption. The current charge
Rural Water District No. 9, Leavenworth County has
for a Benefit Unit is $6,000, which does not include
chosen to support the residents of their service area in a very
installation.
positive, non-traditional way, outside the scope of their
As a result of a federal initiative in 1998, the Kansas
basic responsibility. Like all rural water districts in Kansas,
Department of Health and Environment (KDHE) established
their responsibility for the water they provide ends
the state’s Watershed Restoration and Protection Strategy, or
somewhere between the meter and the faucet. They have no
WRAPS Program. The Kansas Water Plan starting providing
wastewater responsibilities, other than drinking water
funds for WRAPS in 2003, and many local WRAPS groups
treatment discharges. Rural water districts are not held
were started around this time. Because funding for nearly all
responsible for too little or too much water being used by
state governmental programs through the 2010's was
their individual customers, or how the water is ultimately
reduced from earlier levels, many of the established
used.
WRAPS groups are now less active or have suspended their
Leavenworth RWD 9 has five wells located near their
activity entirely. A current map is available at
treatment plant on the edge of Tonganoxie, Kansas. This
www.kswraps.org/files/attachments/wraps_area_map_20191021.pdf
treatment plant, designed to remove iron and manganese,
showing the currently active WRAPS projects. I wrote a
was built around 1972. Their water rights allow for 55.767
more in-depth article in the July 2008 Kansas Lifeline
million gallons per year (MGY) to be pumped from the
describing the WRAPS program. It is at this link:
Tonganoxie Sandstone Aquifer. This aquifer is an ancient
www.krwa.net/portals/krwa/lifeline/currentissue/0807_074.pdf.
stream channel that filled with sand and consolidated into
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The Lower Kansas WRAPS project is one of
the original and most consistently funded
projects in the program. The area in which
they operate is located in the Kansas River
watershed, downstream of the city of
Lecompton in Douglas County and also
downstream of the federal dams creating
Perry Reservoir and Clinton Reservoir.
(Those reservoirs and the watersheds
above them have their own WRAPS
projects.) The large public water systems
using surface water in this watershed
include the city of Lawrence, the city of
Olathe and Water One (Johnson County Water
District No. 1). The project area is in parts of
Douglas, Jefferson, Atchison, Leavenworth, Wyandotte
and Johnson Counties. The size of this area is approximately
1,288 square miles.
Because of the limited funding and the need to document
that the funds being spent are making a difference in surface
water quality, the Lower Kansas WRAPS has, in recent
years, focused on projects in the two small sub-watersheds
of Ninemile Creek, which lies between McLouth and
Linwood in Jefferson and Leavenworth Counties. They have
broadened their focus from that area to work in the larger
Stranger Creek watershed, which is also in Jefferson and
Leavenworth Counties, and whose headwaters are in
Atchison County. Ninemile Creek is also in the Stranger
Creek watershed, and remains part of their focus. While the
area has expanded, the work will involve
landowners and producers operating in close
proximity to the creeks.
Why Stranger Creek? It’s not personal. It’s
similar to the way a house is painted; it looks
best when one side is completed before
moving on to the next side. The Lower Kansas
WRAPS and KDHE believe that success can
be accomplished here faster and cheaper than
other locations in the larger designated project
area. With the Lower Kansas WRAPS project
having consistent funding, a dedicated
coordinator and a Stakeholder Leadership
Team (SLT) providing oversight and local
connections, success is more probable than
possible.
Water sampling and testing has found that
the ‘use’ of Stranger Creek is potentially
impaired by E. coli bacteria, atrazine,
phosphorus, total suspended solids and lead.
E. coli is probably the most dangerous from a
drinking water perspective, as it is often
accompanied by other bacteria and
microscopic organisms that are more
dangerous to human health. Surface water
treatment systems are designed to remove

Leavenworth RWD 9 has
chosen to use plastic meter
pit covers instead of those
made of steel. The plastic
lids are less expensive,
have a bright blue color
that’s easy to see, can be
easily customized with the
water system’s name, logo
and telephone number and
they work better than steel
with radio read meter antennas.
The meter pit on the Murr Project
will have a large post placed near it to
prevent damage by heavy farm equipment.

biological contaminants, but the threat of failure increases
as the amount of biological contaminants increase. Because
cattle are the likely reason this bacteria occurs in higher
levels than typical background levels, efforts are being
made to reduce the number and amount of time that cattle
that are allowed access to the creeks and ponds for water,
and indirectly, shelter. (The lead present in the watershed is
believed to be from a one-time spill at a highway rest area,
not a chronic problem and not in excess of the established
Drinking Water Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL). It is
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hoped that continued testing will
treatment: cover crops. The
reveal that the lead is dissipating
idea is that plants that can
or help find its actual source.)
withstand freezing
When cattle are not feeding,
temperatures, with a growing
they will congregate in the most
root system, can be planted in
comfortable location they can
fields which typically grow
find. In some cases, especially
cash crops like wheat, corn and
during the winter, the cattle are
soybeans. Cover crops grow
less exposed to the wind when
during the time the fields have
they’re in the low areas where
historically been idle. Cover
the trees stand near the creeks.
crops can hold the soil during
Without considering the impact
these ‘idle’ times, suppress
of this, it makes sense to the
weeds and reduce the use of
cattle owners to feed them
herbicides and fertilizer. While
where they are. If cattle have no
providing soil conservation
incentive to leave the timber,
benefits, the growing plants
manure gets concentrated in and
can also be a food source for
close to the creek and the
cattle, providing green plants
dormant vegetation and soil next
for grazing in addition to any
to the creek gets trampled.
stubble that the cattle have
Section 303(d) of the Clean
historically grazed. The cover
Water Act requires that the
crops can also encourage the
states develop a methodology to Cattle will use their noses to lift one of the four lids to
cattle to leave the tree sheltered
get access to drinking water. The inlet, valve, float and
determine impairments, to
creek banks. While there are
overflow tube will not be accessible to the cattle and
identify these impaired streams
some cover plants that aren’t
therefore cannot be casually damaged.
and to develop a plan to address
appropriate for grazing, a large
the impairments. When water
number are. The most popular
quality professionals and
ones for grazing are cereal
promoters talk about surface water quality, the ‘shorthand’
grasses, annual ryegrass, radishes, turnips, oats and triticale
language used to describe a stream that is impaired or
(a cross of wheat and cereal rye).
cannot be ‘used’ to its full extent is to say it’s on the 303(d)
With a management plan that includes grazing (grass and
list. Kansas regulation K.A.R. 28-16-28d lists the
cover crops), supplemental feeding outside the near-creek
recognized uses of surface water (in regard to water quality)
area, and a different area to shelter, cattle can be ‘trained’ to
to be Agricultural Water Supply Use, Aquatic Life Support
spend a much greater time away from the creeks. The cover
Use, Domestic Water Supply Use, Food Procurement Use,
crop conservation practice is showing greater acceptance
Groundwater Recharge Use, Industrial Water Supply Use
state-wide. As the innovative producers continue to use this
and Recreational Use. On the just-approved 303(d) List of
practice, it will likely be considered to be a normal farming
Impaired and Potentially Impaired Waters, the waters bodies
method.
and streams that were listed show four uses that are
But cattle still need water; what can be done about that?
impaired: Water Supply, Aquatic
Another conservation practice
Life, Food Procurement and
that is now being promoted by
Recreation. It should be noted
the Lower Kansas WRAPS to
that Water Supply includes
supplement the cover crop
water for livestock and
practice is the use of alternative
irrigation (Agricultural) and for
waterers. Alternative waterers
drinking water (Domestic).
can be any water source for
Stranger Creek, and two of its
cattle that isn’t a stream or a
tributaries, Ninemile Creek and
pond. It could be a windmill,
Crooked Creek, remain on the
whose popularity has decreased
303(d) list.
immensely in the last 50 years
Last year, the Lower Kansas
or so due to high maintenance,
WRAPS made it known that
inconsistent wind, freezing
they could provide funding to
weather, the lack of or great
farmers who were interested in
depth of groundwater, etc. It
trying a relatively new land
could be a spring tank, which

Section 303(d) of the Clean
Water Act requires that the
states develop a methodology
to determine impairments, to
identify these impaired
streams and to develop a plan
to address the impairments.
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requires a spring, but these are usually found near creeks.
Solar-powered water pumps have become available but
often have lift issues and tanks that are susceptible to
freezing. Gravity flow from ponds, through pipes installed
under or around dams and connected to concrete waterers
often need continuous flow in the winter to prevent freezing.
A floating filter is also usually needed to keep the intake of
the pipe off the muddy bottom of the pond. The best
solution found so far, for the Lower Kansas WRAPS is –
you guessed it – Rural Water!
In addition to improving the stream water quality, cattle
owners using a rural water source should see less damage to
streambanks, dams and pond shorelines, very high water
quality for the cattle to drink, less hoof rot and other
diseases, and less cattle mortality to breaking through ice
and drowning, and less time spent to break ice for the cattle.
The biggest impediment to using rural water is the high
initial cost to purchase a benefit unit, which is often called a
‘meter’ by lay people. It’s actually the ‘membership’ which
allows the right to receive water service. Megan Rush,
Coordinator of the Lower Kansas WRAPS, found a
landowner, Bill Murr, who was looking for a different way
to water his cattle. He had a small pond surrounded by grass
and trees, but the degradation the cattle has been causing
was making his operation unsustainable. The pond was also
drought vulnerable, and obviously, the pond has no
protection from freezing. He didn’t want to raise cattle just
to put the profits back into pond maintenance. Rural water
was the obvious choice if the initial costs could be reduced.

This is a view of the inside the freezeproof Pride of the
Farm® 80Gallon Polar Max waterer, with the top removed,
showing some of the parts that need to be installed before
the water can be turned on.
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The project proposal included
funding support for a benefit unit,
installation of the meter, two cattle
waterers placed on concrete pads
and the piping from the meter,
enhanced steel fencing at the
waterers, and fencing of the pond.
After installation of the waterers,
the cattle will stay on the grass
(approximately 40 acres), with no
access to the pond, from Spring to
late Fall. After harvest of the corn in
the adjacent field (approximately
110 acres), cover crops will be
planted and will be ready for
grazing (with the corn stalks) after
the grass has gone dormant and is
done being grazed in late Fall.
Leavenworth RWD 9 has adopted a policy for approving
a reduction of the benefit unit cost from $6,000 to $4,000
when a ‘letter of support’ is provided by the Lower Kansas
WRAPS. The benefit unit applicant has to submit the
request on a form provided by the water district. The level
of support for the costs of the project from WRAPS, any
contractors and the individual is negotiable, as long as
USDA cost limits are not exceeded. As the benefits of these
conservation projects become better known, and other
producers and landowners recognize the benefits, it is

believed that demand for Lower
Kansas WRAPS funding will get
more competitive, resulting in a
greater return of benefits for the
amount of money spent.
Karol Lohman, Agriculture and
Natural Resources Agent in the
Leavenworth County office of KState Research and Extension
said this in an e-mail noe about
the project, “Helping our
producers to be able to make
changes in their business plans to
be better stewards of the land and
waterways is a great way to help
reach the goal of clean, available
water for us all.”
At the time of this article’s
writing, the water meter has been installed, piping to the
waterer locations have been laid, the concrete pads have
been poured, the waterers have been installed on the
concrete pads and steel fencing to protect the waterers have
been installed. By the time this article is published, the
waterers should be connected to the water line, the steel
fencing will be painted, the barbed-wire fencing around the
pasture will be connected to the steel fencing on the shared
waterer and the remainder of the pond where the cattle have
accessed the pond will be closed.
While acknowledgment of the project’s success
is deserved for the landowner, Bill Murr, for the
Lower Kansas WRAPS Coordinator Megan Rush
and the Stakeholder Leadership Team of Mark
Heim, Rodney Parsons, Rick Reischman, Tom
Norman, Dawn Buehler, Karol Lohman, Rex
Buchanan and Renée Whaley, the most praise
should go to the Leavenworth RWD 9 Board of
Directors and staff approving the key piece of this
project which unlocked the full project. On the
District board are Donald Kirby, Inge White,
Tammy Bowman, Jamie Moore, Craig Lohman
and (again) Karol Lohman. District Manager is
Jon Orndorff and Operator is Wayne Wrosch.
Great job, Leavenworth RWD 9, for doing all that
you do for your customers and community.

Leavenworth RWD 9 has
adopted a policy for
approving a reduction
of the benefit unit cost from
$6,000 to $4,000 when a
‘letter of support’ is
provided by the Lower
Kansas WRAPS.

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 bachelor degree in
geology from Kansas State University.
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