
•	 45	percent	reduction	in	phosphorus

•	 45	Percent	reduction	in	sediments

•	 Voluntary	participation

•	 Little	cost	to	the	landowner

•	 Emphasis	on	changing	on-farm	
management

Cheney Lake
Watershed
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Local Leadership: Goals and Actions
Cheney Lake is the primary source of municipal water for 

about 400,000 people in south central Kansas, including the 
city of Wichita. The quality of water in this reservoir is vital to 
residents in this region. One of the biggest concerns about the 
quality of water in Cheney Lake is algal blooms, which tend to 
occur frequently in the summer months. These blooms cause 
taste and odor problems in the water. Excessive phosphorus 
concentrations, partially caused by runoff from agricultural 
fields, contribute to these blooms. 

Sedimentation, another problem related to agricultural 
production, also threatens the lake’s water quality and storage 
capacity. Runoff and erosion within the 663,000-acre Cheney 
Lake Watershed contributes to both phosphorus levels and 
sedimentation in the reservoir.

In a unique strategy to reduce the movement of phosphorus 
and sediments into Cheney Lake, a citizen’s committee was 
formed in 1992 with the support of the Reno County Conserva-
tion District. This established a team of local leaders, called 
the Citizens Management Committee, to set goals within the 
watershed and determine actions to achieve those goals. The 
committee consists of seven farmers and landowners, repre-
senting each of the four sub-watersheds in the Cheney Lake 
Watershed and appointed for 3-year terms. 

As a result of decisions made by the committee, Conservation 
practices have been implemented throughout the watershed 
to help mitigate the movement of phosphorus and sediment 
into the reservoir. Examples of conservation practices being 
implemented include cover crops, filter strips, crop rotations, 
management-intensive grazing systems, strip cropping, no-till 
production, grassed waterways, terraces, and permanent grass 
plantings. Since 1994, more than 1,369 conservation practices 
have been implemented in the watershed. 

Funding comes from state and federal cost-share programs 
and the city of Wichita, which matches state and federal funds. 
The committee administers funding from the city of Wichita. 
Local leadership has been a crucial 
factor in the planning and implementa-
tion of these conservation practices.

Goals
In 1994, the committee established 

two primary goals for improving water 
quality in Cheney Lake Watershed: 
reducing phosphorus and sediment 
inputs to the lake. Both of these 
pollutants are associated with runoff 

or erosion from agricultural land, and both can be managed 
through the use of proper conservation practices. 

The committee also set goals for how the reductions should 
be achieved. It was important that the practices and methods 
used to reduce phosphorus and sediments should rely strictly on 
voluntary participation. The committee members felt that if the 
program could be successful with voluntary participation, the 
program could then more easily be expanded successfully in the 
future.

Another goal was to make sure that the reduction in 
phosphorus and sediments was achieved at little cost to the 
landowner. If the costs were too high, this would make any 
future program more difficult to implement. 

The committee determines which practices will be eligible for 
cost-share, ensuring local control over the program.

Results
Results in the watershed have been encouraging. About 13 

percent of the agricultural land in the watershed has been treated 
with conservation projects funded by the city of Wichita. Many 
of the projects are grouped in areas of the watershed farthest 
downstream, nearest Cheney Lake.

The committee identified areas of the watershed with the 
greatest potential to contribute sediment and nutrients to the 
reservoir. Educational programs and financial resources are 
tailored to address the audience and the area where they can 
have the greatest water quality benefit.

Conservation practices implemented within the watershed 
include permanent grass plantings to control erosion, the 
relocation of seasonal feeding areas to reduce sediment and 
nutrient loading to adjacent streams, fencing of expired 
Conservation Reserve Program contracts to allow the land to 
remain in permanent grasses by grazing it, residue management 
systems and grassed waterways to control ephemeral gullies, and 
improved manure management and effluent control. 



Reducing	the	number	of	ephemeral	
gullies	in	the	Cheney	Lake	Watershed	
will	help	reduce	sediment	levels	in	
water.

Examples of conservation practices 
implemented within the watershed are 
permanent grass plantings to control erosion, 
the establishment of seasonal feeding areas 
to reduce sediment and nutrient loading to 
adjacent streams, fencing of Conservation 
Reserve Program ground to allow it to 
remain in permanent grasses by grazing it, 
residue management systems and grassed 
waterways to control ephemeral gullies, and 
improved manure management and effluent 
control. 

A	$100	per	acre	incentive	
encouraged	landowners	to	
convert	cropland	to	permanent	
grasses.

Seasonal	feeding	areas	reduce	the	
potential	for	concentrated	cattle	
trailing	and	soil	erosion.

Improved	manure	and	effluent	
management	reduces	phosphorus	
runoff.

Funding	for	fencing	
of	CRP	land	was	
provided.
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