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Infrastructure Availability in Shawnee County 

Infrastructure. Infrastructure refers to the facilities and systems serving a community, including: water 

lines, sanitary sewers, fire protection, schools and telecommunications. Both public agencies and private 

companies provide these services. 

Service Providers and Availability. Not all services are available in all locations in unincorporated Shawnee 

County. Figure 1 depicts the locations of rural water districts in Shawnee county. It is evident from this 

figure that not all areas have access to public water systems. Figure 2 depicts sanitary sewer system types 

in Shawnee County. Most of the unincorporated area is served by privately owned septic systems. Figure 

3 depicts the response times for rural fire departments. Figure 4 depicts the rural school districts and 

school locations. Figure 5 depicts cell phone towers in Shawnee County. All five cities have adopted 

policies regarding the extension of city services beyond the city limits that require annexation or consent 

to future annexation. 

Water. Drinking water in the county is supplied by the 

Cities of Topeka, Silver Lake, Rossville, along with 

eleven rural water districts (RWD), many of which 

purchase water from the City of Topeka. A number of 

businesses and households also obtain water from 

individual wells. At least 1,073 parcels have wells, 

serving some 1,934 residences. The City of Topeka also 

has extended water supply to parts of the County 

independent from the RWD. Typically these are to 

areas that may be annexed in the future. 

Wastewater. Wastewater in the county is supplied by 
cities, individual and joint lagoons, and septic systems. 
Shawnee County has at least 10,871 parcels with septic 
systems, and 229 parcels have lagoons, though new 
individual lagoons are not permitted. In addition, 75 
entities have NPDES permits with the City of Topeka 
containing the largest facilities. Several school systems 
also have facilities. However, most parcels in Shawnee 
County have sewer publicly supplied, especially within 
incorporated City boundaries. In total, septic systems 
account for approximately 18 percent of the entire 
county’s wastewater supply. The county currently 
inspects and monitors septic systems ensuring 
minimum lot sizes that adequately provide efficient 
septic fields. Sites must be at least 3-acres to support 
an area without a percolation test, though smaller lots 
are allowed as percolation improves. Shawnee County 
has constructed a sanitary sewer interceptor line along 

Figure 2: Sanitary Sewer Systems 

Figure 1: Rural Water Districts 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sewage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telecommunication
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Half Day Creek from Topeka north to about NW 46th Street. There is available capacity to support 
additional development, but for development to occur approvals are needed from the City of Topeka. 

 
Fire Protection. Fire protection and some emergency 
medical services are provided by rural and municipal fire 
districts. The largest is Topeka which serves the City of 
Topeka and areas in the county within their service area. 
The remaining fire districts are smaller and are scattered 
across the county. While fire districts cover the entire 
county, not all areas of the county are within the standard 
8-minute response time. This leaves some gaps in the 
county even in areas with moderately dense development. 
Assurance of adequate fire protection is something that 
should be considered before land is divided or building 
permits are issued. Additional factors considered by 
insurance companies when setting homeowners insurance 
premiums for fire protection can be found at: 
https://www.isomitigation.com. 
 
Education. Shawnee County has nine school districts. 
Eight serve the unincorporated area. The Seaman, 
Auburn-Washburn and Shawnee Heights Districts have 
experienced the most growth in enrollment over the last 
several decades. These three school districts are the ones 
most likely to continue experiencing growth in 
enrollment. The county should focus attention in helping 
these three districts plan for the future. 
 
Communications Service. Communications services, 
including telephone, cable, and internet, are provided by 
Cox Communications, AT&T, and Century Link. While most 
of Shawnee County has broadband available, it is available 
across the county at different speeds. Topeka and the 
surrounding areas have download speeds of more than 
100 megabytes per second (mbps) advertised. Northwest 
Shawnee County has up to 25 mbps advertised. 
Meanwhile, the fringe of the county can only get up to 10 
mbps with limited areas receiving a service maximum of 6 
mbps. Part of this is probably due to the availability of only 
wireless service, though it is also guided by population 
density; over 90 percent of the population can obtain 
download speeds of at least 100 Mbps and more than that 
can receive DSL. Most homes have download speeds 
between 2.7 and 16.1 mbps. Sparsely developed areas of 

Figure 3: Response Times for Rural Fire Departments 

Figure 5: Cellphone Tower Locations 

Figure 4: School Districts and School Locations 
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Shawnee County will continue to rely on cellphone towers for internet access with slower download 
speeds.  

Storm drainage.  The Storm drainage system is a network of structures, channels and underground 

pipes that carry stormwater (rain water) to ponds, lakes, streams and rivers.  The network consists of both 

public and private systems. It's an integral part of the stormwater management system in the county that 

is designed to control the quantity, quality, timing and distribution of storm runoff. All stormwater in the 

county eventually flows to the Wakarusa and Kansas Rivers. In counties, storm drainage tends to be of 

greater concern in exurban areas with open ditches and driveway pipes that are not maintained by the 

property owner. 

Goals and Policy Recommendations 

Goals:  

• Encourage land development only where investment in infrastructure has already been made. 

• Require land development to follow adequate infrastructure provision. 

• Provide infrastructure in a fiscally responsible manner. 

• Invest in infrastructure only in limited strategic locations. 
 

Policy Recommendations: 

• Shawnee County should require property-owners to dedicate utility easements needed to support 

their developments when land is divided. Land divided through the plat exemption process currently 

does not accomplish this.  

• Shawnee County should require that land in the unincorporated area be developed only when there 

is adequate public infrastructure already in place or when infrastructure will be constructed with the 

new development. Because Shawnee County itself does not provide all the public infrastructure that 

supports developments, it will be important for Shawnee County to carefully coordinate with all 

service providers. Standards could vary as to what constitutes adequate public infrastructure for rural, 

exurban and suburban areas. 

• Shawnee County should only make limited strategic investments in new infrastructure in the 

unincorporated area. The priority should be to fully utilize existing infrastructure before building new 

infrastructure. It is not practical to provide the same service standards throughout the entire county. 

Sparsely populated areas will have lower service standards. More densely populated can have higher 

service standards. Residents in the unincorporated areas should always expect lower service 

standards than is provided inside cities. 

• Shawnee County should consider establishing a stormwater management system that effectively 

balances the needs of private property owners with limited public financial resources. 

• Shawnee County should coordinate with all jurisdictions providing infrastructure, including townships, 

rural water districts, sewer districts, fire protection districts and school districts. 

• Shawnee County should continue discussions with Topeka about utilization of existing infrastructure 

inside the Topeka ETJ.  

http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/stormwater/

