








Douglas County Wetlands & 
 Horizon 2020 Environmental Policy 

  
The Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. National Ramsar Committee, a Non-

Governmental Organization our Save the Wakarusa Wetlands group has been affiliated with for years, can 
provide long lists of reasons wetlands, anywhere in the world, are crucial to the Earth’s health and 
valuable to every community lucky enough to be located near these spaces between land and water.  

  
I’m here to tell you that it would be a terrible injustice, an environmental 

injustice of enormous significance for future generations in this community, if you 
were to think of our Douglas County wetlands merely as EPA or NGOs like Ramsar 
do.  

  
The most important way I can use my ten minutes before this sub-committee is to try to explain 

why these Wakarusa Wetlands matter, really have a place of priority in defining who we are as one among 
millions of spots on the globe. 
  

In the long run the Wakarusa Wetlands can be as emblematic of our community as the Kansas 
Jayhawks. I realize that statement sounds absurd on first hearing. I’m including both the early Jayhawkers 
who nested here while hatching the Civil War, which has excited heritage tourism promoters lately, and 
the 20th & 21st century Jayhawks who hatched five national basketball championships, making this town 
famous in the world of college athletics.  

  
How could less than one square mile of restored wetland play any significant role in transforming 

Lawrence’s and Douglas County’s geographical identity in the 21st century? The key to this is Haskell, 
including its diverse alumni, which represents virtually every recognized tribe in the nation. Although 
Baker University acquired the majority of the wetlands in 1968, KU obtained a 20 acre parcel in the 
1950s, as did Kansas Parks & Wildlife. Haskell retained a small portion of their wetlands, which has 
grown in recent years to perhaps 60 acres or more, much of it restored by a local beaver colony. The fact 
that all three Douglas County universities have some stake in these wetlands is another important aspect 
of what makes this place especially valuable to our community.  

This part of the Wakarusa Wetlands survived when most of the 18,000 acres of prairie wetlands 
stretching from Eudora to south of Topeka, was grabbed up by early settlers. It resisted being turned into 
farms as many Haskell students resisted being turned into farmers. Only after massive federal funds were 
provided did the “Lower Farm” emerge on the Haskell campus after decades of the frequently soggy 
bottoms providing refuge for those who needed a place to escape the gaze of authorities intent on wiping 
out indigenous languages, traditions and beliefs. The same folks who were determined to drain the 
“swamp” were even more dedicated to draining the “savages” of their cultures. “Kill the Indian, save the 
man.”  

Last Thursday evening I spoke at the Haskell Voices gathering. I talked about the Douglas County 
Poor Farm and the adjacent campground where the unwanted vagabonds and hobos were forced to stay 
beside the putrid, scary, smelly, disease ridden Wakarusa Bottoms, which was exactly how most of our 
parents and some of our neighbors STILL think of wetlands. That swamp-side location was intended to 
encourage all but the truly desperate to move on quickly.  

When Indian parents brought their children to Haskell, or when they came back to beg officials to 
allow their kids to come home, even for a short vacation, or simply for a brief visit, they usually had to 
wait in that campground on the banks of the Wakarusa, sometimes for many weeks. Haskell officials tried 
to fend off this threat to their mission of exterminating all traces of the native cultures these students had 
carried with them to the boarding school. They saw tribal peoples as a threat, re-infection with old ways. 



Few Native Americans shared white perceptions of this place as disease prone. This was where 
one found some of the most valuable medicinal herbs and plants. Virtually every native culture considered 
swamps, springs and other watery lands among their most significant medicine cabinets.  

After my presentation the other night a middle aged Kickapoo woman came up to thank me for 
mentioning swamp milkweed. Her grandmother had taught her it was one of the most sacred medicines 
her people had known. The WPO students at Haskell recently produced a wonderful pamphlet picturing 
just a few of the plants in this wetlands that have been important to various tribes for ceremonies, foods, 
medicines, dyes, fibers for weaving, and many other ethno-botanical uses. Native educators understand 
how important those kinds of projects are in getting their students to appreciate that traditional knowledge 
and modern science are not polar opposites, as they have so often been told, but highly compatible areas 
of learning and research.   

This small wetland is, in many respects, the soul of Haskell Indian Nations University. It came 
into Baker University’s hands in 1968, but it is a place that will always have very special meanings, even 
be viewed as sacred, by many who have Haskell connections. It is an absolutely crucial part of Haskell’s 
role in long neglected off-reservation boarding school history. It is important to Native Americans that 
their history be known to future generations. The early Haskell Institute property, including the wetlands, 
is by far the best place, probably the only place left in America, where that story can be made tangible, 
where people can walk it, smell it and be touched by what took place here. That history can be understood 
in a way that has an extremely positive outcome.  

The Wakarusa Wetlands hold tremendous opportunities for Baker, Haskell, and KU to develop 
cooperative research projects. KU and Haskell students are already cooperating on a project to design and 
build a boardwalk from the medicine wheel out across the wetlands north of 31st to the current Baker 
Wetlands entrance. In the spring they have joint classes, hopefully Baker will accept an invitation to 
participate, looking for the elusive “snoring” crawfish frogs, which has not been documented in this 
wetlands for more than a decade.  

The city has already located its new wastewater treatment plant just east of the wetlands, and the 
design includes a large constructed wetland buffer that extends west to within view of Baker Wetlands. 
The mitigation project taking form on the west side of Louisiana is very unlikely to be returned to 
farming, and most would not be suitable for commercial or residential development. Growing the 
Wakarusa Wetlands, even in non-contiguous parcels, has great value. Of course connectivity, providing 
real wildlife corridors, is much preferred, but the more we can think of the Wakarusa floodplain environs 
as a single related entity the better.  

After World War II, when the Army Air Corps training facility in Salina no longer needed the 
wetland it had taken for bombing practice it was restored. It is now one of the most significant wetlands in 
North America, Cheyenne Bottoms. In Ohio an old drained section of the Olentangy River Bottoms was 
turned into what many call the nation’s leading wetland research and education park adjacent to Ohio 
State University. It is younger, less biologically diverse, further from the major flyways, and has few of 
the advantages this wetland has to attract international students, yet they have already partnered with 
African, Asian and South American nations for reciprocal educational programs. The indigenous 
exchange programs Haskell has already initiated are indicative of the extraordinary possibilities our three 
universities would have in this wetland is expanded. One day it may join Cheyenne Bottoms and Quivira 
as a Ramsar site. Olentangy recently became the latest Ramsar wetland solely on the basis of its 
educational and research role, which included exchange programs with foreign countries. Imagine the 
indigenous peoples of the world who have really significant relations with their local wetlands. There are 
real opportunities for exchanges here that simply do not exist elsewhere if we imagine what the Wakarusa 
Wetlands can mean to our community.  

Finally, we have a real chance to make 31st Street into the nation’s most advanced “eco-road”, 
where the technology of “toad tunnels” and other wildlife crossings and protection devices can be 
developed and tested. Road surface materials that reduce noise pollution, drainage design to protect water 
quality, all manner of research that can make this place the nation’s foremost outdoor lab for wetland 
protection along roadways.   



The many great possibilities associated with this wetland in the heart of our county and 
community require that we think outside the Crayola box where “green” space is good enough. We have 
in our midst an exceptional opportunity to bring into strong focus something incredibly important in 
defining who we are. If our environmental policy embraces the ideal of growing the wetlands as a major 
feature of our identity, with all three academic institutions invested in them, this place, the Wakarusa 
Wetlands, can be the signature by which we are known far and wide. 
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The WRAPS Program 
 
Non point sources of contaminants have resulted in water 
quality impairments to streams and lakes. The Watershed 
Restoration and Protection Strategy is an opportunity for 
landowners, residents, municipalities, and other interests in a 
watershed to influence the way water quality challenges are  
met that will protect water supplies, human health, and 
aquatic life.  
 
Water Quality Challenges in the Watershed 
 
Sediment and attached nutrients are: 
       -filling Clinton Lake decreasing capacity 
       -increasing algae blooms that cause taste and 
        odor which shuts down water supply 
       -detrimental to aquatic species like fish 
   
Bacteria in Wakarusa River and Clinton Lake: 
      - is a health risk for water contact recreational uses 
        and consumptive water supply 
      - contributes to nutrients in the River and Lake 
 
Problems occur during runoff events 
 
Primary Sources of Sediment are: 
       -washoff from fields, pasture, construction 
        sites and barren areas during storm events 
       -erosion of streambed and banks from  
        excessive runoff caused by destruction of 
        native vegetation 
 
Primary Sources of Bacteria are: 

-livestock and wildlife in or very near the stream 
-confined livestock and household effluent  

             
   UPPER WAKARUSA WATERSHED RESTORATION AND 
                                  PROTECTION STRATEGY 
 
                                              (WRAPS) 

     Program Outreach and Coordination 
 

• Public Input – several public meetings have 
been held to discuss priorities and ideas for 
improving  water quality with landowners 
and other interests in the watershed 

• Education – technical materials and 
workshops are available to learn about 
water and land management practices that 
will decrease sediment, nutrients, and 
bacteria from entering streams and lakes 

• Demonstration Projects – funding is 
available to implement land and water 
management practices that decrease 
sediment, nutrients, and bacteria from 
entering streams and lakes 

• Other programs – the WRAPS program is 
committed to coordination of funding with 
NRCS, SCC, Wildlife Initiatives, Urban 
Planning and other state and federal cost 
share programs for conservation and water 
quality management 

 
    Funds Are Available 

 
For assistance in applying for the WRAPS 
program funds for these practices contact:  
 
Tom Huntzinger, WRAPS Coordinator 
785-766-6717  

  
      Will Boyer, KSU Ext. Specialist 
      785-587-7828 
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MEMORANDUM 
 
DATE: December 8, 2008 
 
TO:  Amy Brown, Lawrence-Douglas County Planning 
 
FROM:  Tom Huntzinger, Upper Wakarusa WRAPS Coordinator 
 
CC: Draft Outline and Overview 
 
SUBJECT: Presentation to the Comprehensive Plans Committee (CPC) 
 
The Upper Wakarusa Watershed Restoration and Protection Strategy (WRAPS) program 
appreciates the invitation to discuss its mission and activities and to explain why the 
Environmental Chapter of the Comprehensive Plan is important. The WRAPS in the 
Upper Wakarusa watershed is an opportunity for land owners and communities to 
substantially influence the way the state of Kansas responds to water quality challenges 
in Clinton Lake which is water supply for over 120,000 people.  
 
Land use directly influences storm runoff which supports riparian habitat and transports 
contaminants from the land into the streams and lakes.  Planned land use changes are part 
of development. It is important to acknowledge the connection between land use and 
runoff in order to protect stream corridors and prevent water quality degradation.  
 
Stream corridors are a continuum of green space essential to the hydrologic process that 
allows life sustaining water and nutrients to move through the landscape. Urban 
development and other land management decisions typically are site specific. A general 
plan based on hydrologic principles that maintain continuity of the stream corridors is 
essential to a sustainable landscape that maintains healthy habitat and clean water. It is 
understood that green space adds value to property and is sought by homeowners and 
communities as a part of an enjoyable and healthy lifestyle.  
 
It is the role of WRAPS to encourage land use and water management policies that apply 
the principles of hydrology and water quality to ensure clean water and healthy and 
sustainable natural habitat. A focus on protecting stream corridors in concert with sound 

Kansas Alliance For Wetlands and Streams 
UPPER WAKARUSA WRAPS 
Tom Huntzinger 
3000 Oxford Road, Lawrence, KS 66049 
Phone: 785-766-6717 

           Email:  tomhuntzinger@sunflower.com 
 



urban development guidelines that prevent excess storm runoff and accumulation of 
contaminants will be a priority for the WRAPS program in its participation in preparing 
the Environmental Chapter. We believe these principles are achievable in the context of 
successful urban development.  
 
WRAPS has provided comments and submitted associated documents before the public 
hearing on November 19. We appreciate the decision of the Planning Commission to 
prepare the Environmental Chapter of the comprehensive plan. We also appreciate the 
opportunity to meet with the Committee and to be included in this important activity. The 
Upper Wakarusa WRAPS Leadership Team is committed to support and assistance to the 
Planning Commission and the Planning Department in any way appropriate.  
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