CHAPTER TWO

Natural and
Cultural Resources
Natural and cultural resources form the base of everything
in Shawnee County. Not only does agriculture play a
significant role in the area’s economy, but the landscape also
creates opportunities and constraints to development. This
comprehensive plan brings together water management,
conservation, land use planning, and industries like agriculture
and mining to identify the best ways to continue a high quality
of life. It also demonstrates how people rely on the health
and productivity of the landscape and how land stewardship
is critical in maintaining its health and productivity. Wisely
managing these resources allows the County to build for
present and future generations and mitigate natural hazards
which saves lives, property, and money.
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PERCEPTIONS

FIGURE 2.1: Questionnaire Responses: Natural Resources (1 being Poor and 5 being Excellent)

Survey participants completed a “report card”
questionnaire in which they were asked to rank
various natural and cultural resources issues and
opportunities on a one-to-five scale, with five
representing “excellent” and one representing “poor.”
Attributes with average scores of 3.0 or above are
perceived strengths and those with scores below
2.5 represent areas of perceived weaknesses.
These results were then better understood through
stakeholder meetings. The following highlights
important strengths and weaknesses regarding natural
resources.

SURVEY RESPONSE RATINGS

AVERAGE RATING

Lake Shawnee was undisputedly the most positive
response regarding natural resources. Other strengths
included the Clinton Wildlife Refuge, regional parks
and recreation areas, Preservation of Natural Features
(Flint Hills, Glacial Hills, and Osage Cuestas), and the
overall quality of the environment. Nothing scored
below a 2.5 rating, but many residents saw the
preservation of prime farmland, small town character,
and historic features, access and use of the rivers, and
agricultural tourism as relatively weak.

Preservation of Prime Farmland

2.73

Potential for Agricultural Tourism

2.67

Preservation of Small Town Character of Unincorporated Towns

2.63

Access to the Kansas River and Wakarusa River for Recreation (i.e.: trails and boat ramps)

2.55

Lake Shawnee

4.01

Clinton Lake Wildlife Refuge

3.44

Regional Parks and Recreation Areas

3.37

Preservation of Natural Features (Flint Hills, Glacial Hills, and Osage Cuestas)

3.17

Overall Quality of Shawnee County's Environment

3.07

Soil Conservation

2.88

Water Conservation

2.84

Stormwater Management

2.79

The State Fishing Lake

2.79

Preservation of Historic Features (e.g.: Oregon and California Trails)

2.74

Source: RDG Community Questionnaire

Focus groups and public meetings also reinforced
resident’s positive attitudes towards the park system,
though a need toward evaluating future growth and
park areas was mentioned, especially by utilizing
areas of beauty or areas that may be hard to develop,
like along waterways, where feasible. Stakeholders
also liked the idea of preserving natural and historic
resources to try and promote tourism, economic
development, and recreational opportunities. Finally,
the economic potential of areas of Shawnee County
was noted as an important component of protecting
natural resources, including agricultural areas and
mineral resources.
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Figure 2.2: Natural Resources (1 being poor and 5 being excellent)

Source: RDG Community Questionnaire
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
Shawnee County has a diversity of natural resources,
including its landscapes, topography, soil, waterways,
and wildlife. These resources also affect the county’s
cultural landscape, partially started by settlers’
reactions to the natural landscape. Environmental
resources guide the future pattern of land
development by creating or curtailing opportunities,
and as such, are considered first in the plan.

Landscape
The northern part of the County, including much of
Topeka, is in the glaciated region of Kansas while the
southern half is in the Osage Cuestas, characterized
by east facing ridges to gently rolling plains. Moving
west, one begins to enter the rolling prairie of the Flint
Hills. Notable elevations like Burnett’s Mound provide
overlooks for much of the area.
Shawnee County, along with much of northeast
Kansas, is in the 10,500-square mile Kansas-Lower
Republican Basin. Two drainage sub-basins exist
within the county
1.

Middle Kansas Watershed: drains north- and
central-Shawnee County to the Kansas River

2.

Lower Kansas Watershed: drains south
Shawnee County to the Wakarusa River

The Kansas River roughly divides the county in half,
flowing southeast with Rossville, Silver Lake and Soldier
on the north and Dover, Mission, Topeka and Tecumseh
on the south. Its larger tributaries include Cross Creek
by Rossville; Soldier Creek, the largest stream on the
north side; Indian Creek, 1.5 miles below the mouth of
Soldier Creek; Shunganunga Creek; and Mission Creek.
The Wakarusa River begins near Auburn and flows east,
joining the Kansas River in Douglas County. Overall, the
tributary system covers much of the county, which can
lead to flooding. Drainage issues can also occur in the
bottomlands where water can not always drain.

Natural growth timber - including elm, cottonwood,
black walnut, oak, sycamore, box elder, hickory,
and ash - occurs primarily along the bottoms of the
Kansas River and its tributaries. They are sustained
by the rich loamy soil, ranging from 15 feet in the
bottoms to the one-foot surface covering the upland
prairies. Limestone suited for building and yielding
lime comprises the underlying rock formation. Clay
beds are also distributed throughout and coal can also
be found some 15 feet below the surface in irregular
beds. Occasionally it has been mined in Topeka,
Soldier and Menoken.

Soil and Agriculture
Given its wealth of fertile and arable land, it is not
surprising that agriculture plays a significant role in
Shawnee County, shaping the county’s economy and
making up one of its most valuable natural resources.
Approximately is 55 percent of Shawnee County
is designated by the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) as prime farmland, and another
23 percent is designated as farmland of statewide
importance. The remaining 22 percent is not
considered prime farmland due to soil type, slopes,
or water content. A wide swath of the prime farmland
is found in the Kansas River bottoms, though it’s also
scattered throughout the county. Land that is not
prime for farming is often located along the higher
altitudes and on steep slopes; much of it is used for
grazing.
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Per USDA’s most recent agricultural census of
Shawnee County in 2012, there were 826 farms
comprising some 194,274 acres of land, down 59 farms
(-6.7 percent) and 11,969 acres (-5.8 percent) from five
years earlier. The average farm size increased from
233 acres to 235 acres and the market value of goods
sold from 2007 to 2012 increased from $43,930,720
(adjusted to 2012 dollars) to $50,257,000, a
$6,326,280 or 14.4 percent real increase. Most value is
derived from crop sales, which comprises 83 percent
of the county’s value in agricultural product.
This primarily includes soybeans and corn. The
remaining 17 percent of value comes from livestock
sales, primarily cattle and calves. Agriculture also
feeds into Shawnee County’s industrial sector
including a large food manufacturing subsector.
This is discussed more in the chapter on economic
development.
FIGURE 2.3: Agricultural Land Class by Acreage
ACRES

PERCENT

Prime Farmland

206,288

54.8%

Farmland of Statewide Importance

85,994

22.9%

Not Prime Farmland

83,937

22.3%

Total

376,218

100%

Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data

Figure 2.4: Elevation

Source: US Geological Survey
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Figure 2.5: Farmland Class
Source: US Department of Agriculture
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Wildlife Habitat
State and federally-listed species are protected
by the Kansas Nongame and Endangered Species
Conservation Act of 1975. The act makes the Kansas
Department of Wildlife, Parks and Tourism (KDWPT)
responsible for identifying and conserving listed
species, and overseeing activities affecting threatened
and endangered species. Endangered species are
wildlife whose existence as a viable part of the state’s
wild fauna is determined to be in jeopardy. Threatened
species are wildlife which appear likely to become an
endangered species within the foreseeable future.
This includes protecting critical habitat which essential
for self-sustaining populations of threatened or
endangered species.
KDWPT protects these species by reviewing the
environmental impact of certain activities, and
ordering special conditions to offset negative effects
to listed species and critical habitats if necessary.
Animals protected by KDWPT require proposed
eligible projects impacting the species’ preferred
habitats to get advice regarding their protection.
KDWPT also tracks Species in Need of Conservation,
nongame species deemed to require conservation
measures in attempt to keep the species from
becoming a threatened or endangered species.

FIGURE 2.6: Status of Wildlife within Shawnee County
FEDERAL

Endangered

STATE

NAME

SCIENTIFIC NAME

SNCO CRITICAL
HABITAT

Least Tern

Sterna antillarum

Yes

Endangered

Whooping Crane

Grus americana

No

American Burying Beetle

Nicrophorus americanus

No

Threatened

Topeka Shiner

Notropis topeka

Yes

Threatened

Threatened

Piping Plover

Charadrius melodus

Yes

Candidate

Threatened

Sturgeon Chub

Macrhybopsis gelida

Yes

Threatened

None
State Species
in Need of
Conservation

Shoal Chub

Macrhybopsis hyostoma

Yes

Plains Minnow

Hybognathus placitus

Yes

Silver Chub

Macrhybopsis storeriana

Yes

Snowy Plover

Charadrius alexandrinus

No

Eastern Spotted Skunk

Spilogale putorius

No

River Shiner

Notropis blennius

No

Black Tern

Chlidonias niger

No

Short-eared Owl

Asio flammeus

No

Ferruginous Hawk

Buteo regalis

No

Golden Eagle

Aquila chrysaetos

No

Timber Rattlesnake

Crotalus horridus

No

Southern Flying Squirrel

Glaucomys volans

No

Tadpole Madtom

Norturus gyrinus

No

Blue Sucker

Cycleptus elongatus

No

Creeper Mussel

Strophitus undulatus

No

Fawnsfoot Mussel

Truncilla donaciformis

No

Common Shiner

Luxilus cornutus

No

Johnny Darter

Etheostoma nigrum

No
No

Bobolink

Dolichonyx oryzivorus

Henslow's Sparrow

Ammodramus henslowii

No

Smooth Earth Snake

Virginia valeriae

No

Yellow-throated Warbler

Setophaga dominica

No

Cerulean Warbler

Setophaga cerulean

No

Antrostomas vociferus

No

Lampsilis siliquoidea

No

Eastern Whip-poor-will
Fatmucket Mussel

Source: Kansas Department of Wildlife, Parks, and Tourism
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Wetlands, Waterbodies, and
Flooding
Risk for flooding is described by the chance of being
flooded. If the chance of flooding is 1 percent or a
flood is expected every 100 years, it is considered
to have a high flood risk. If the chance of flooding is
0.2 percent or once every 500 years, it is considered
to have a medium flood risk. Floodways, the part of
a river or stream that is required to efficiently carry
flood water, should not having structures within them.
Typically, planning for the 100-year floodplain is
adequate, but building outside the 500-year floodplain
is wise for important public and private facilities.
In Shawnee County, the 100-year floodplains are near
the Kansas and Wakarusa Rivers and their tributaries.
The lowlands along the Kansas River and its tributaries
generally have lower elevations and a higher risk of
flooding. These floodplains cover much of northwest
Shawnee County, including the land around Rossville,
Silver Lake, and Willard. While unsuitable for most
development, their flat topography and access to
water make them excellent for farming. Most existing
development has avoided these high-risk areas. The
southern portion of the County near the Wakarusa
River, while not as developed, also must take
floodplains into account, though they do not intrude as
significantly.
Of the more than 23,000 parcels in unincorporated
Shawnee County, less than 16 percent touch the
100-year floodplain. Within incorporated cities,
floodplains affect another 4,926 parcels, including
much of Rossville and Willard, and parts of Silver Lake,
Auburn, and Topeka. Most affected unincorporated
parcels are agricultural, vacant, or parks uses, suitable
for floodplains. Another 38 percent contain semisuitable uses such as single family residences. Many
of these were on large enough lots to have flexibility
in home placement. The remaining parcels in the
floodplain include mobile homes, and other industrial,
commercial, and civic uses.

Critical public functions and utilities should not
be developed in the floodplain because of their
importance. Currently, 25 parcels used for public
facilities and utilities touch the floodplain, potentially
leading to issues related to the maintenance of
adequate services during flooding. Heavy material
that accumulated in some floodway areas should also
be addressed.
Shawnee County has other water features as well,
including approximately 4,210 ponds with nearly
3,000 acres. It also contains 1,256 acres of lakes,
the largest of which include Lake Sherwood, Lake
Shawnee, State Lake, Lake Jivaro, and Silver Lake.
These Lakes provide recreational, stormwater storage,
and scenic and wildlife benefits. Riverine areas and
other wetlands comprise an additional 3,300 acres,
including 1,625 acres of are freshwater wetlands. Most
are found in floodplains, though many are scattered
across the county in cow ponds.
The majority of Shawnee County’s wetlands are
found on agricultural, vacant, and park lands.
Another quarter are found on single family residential
lots, while the remaining 15 percent are on other
land uses. Wetlands provide important ecosystem
services such as stormwater and streamflow control,
water purification, groundwater recharge, and flood
protection. Occasionally, issues with stormwater
drainage between neighbors arises, which can be an
important consideration. Often these are dealt with
through subdivision regulations, but these issues can
be missed during plat exemption processes.
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FIGURE 2.7: Parcels Affected by the Flood Plain
PARCELS

PERCENT

Suitable (Ag., Parks, Vacant)

2,135

58.3%

Semi-Suitable (Single Family Res.)

1,381

37.7%

Unsuitable (Other Land Uses)
Total Floodplain-Affected Parcels
Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data

145

4.0%

3,661

15.8%

Figure 2.8: FEMA Floodways and Floodplains
Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency
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Parks and Recreation
Shawnee County Parks and Recreation Department
maintains much of the County’s parks, trails, and
recreational facilities. This includes managing 132
parks and greenways comprising 2,646 acres, some
97.4 percent of which is developed. Shawnee County
also manages nearly 176,600 square feet of recreation
and aquatic centers with more than 68,401 square
feet of water. Many of these city and county parks
and recreational facilities are found within the City of
Topeka. The development of new parks, trails, and
recreational facilities is guided by the 2014 Shawnee
County Parks and Recreation Master Plan.
Lake Shawnee

The State of Kansas also owns and manages parkland
within the region. The Kaw River State Park presently
consists of 76 acres of land on the south bank of the
Kansas River in Topeka, adjacent to MacLennan Park
and the Kansas Governor’s residence. The State also
manages the 135-acre Shawnee State Fishing Lake in
the north, and two other fishing lakes elsewhere in the
county: Lake Shawnee and Shawnee Junior. The State
also oversees four fishing lakes in Topeka. Finally, the
State manages the Clinton Reservoir and Wildlife Area
to the southeast, comprising 1,930 acres along the
Wakarusa River.
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Additional parks and recreational opportunities are
provided by the Cities of Auburn, Rossville, and Silver
Lake, and other groups, such as Montara. Notable
among them is the Landon Trail which extends
southeast from Topeka and planned for expansion all
the way to the Flint Hills Nature Trail. Most other trails
are found in Topeka, but those in the county tend to
be limited to loops on existing parkland such as that
around Lake Shawnee. Topeka also boasts a zoo and
several other wildlife areas.
There are several opportunities to expand the parks
system. For one, the County could coordinate with
the State of Kansas and US Army Corps of Engineers
to develop additional parks adjacent along the
Wakarusa River near or in the Clinton Wildlife Area.
The 2,500-strong Citizen Potawatomi are also
interested in a parks presence near the Willard Bridge,
and the State Fishing Lake and Kansas River are
natural features in Shawnee County could be further
developed.

Figure 2.9: Parkland and Trails
Source: Shawnee County Parcel Data
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Cultural and Historical Resources
Shawnee County has a thriving arts and culture scene
which has received national attention through media
and the chairman of the National Endowment for the
Arts. While most resources are located in Topeka,
the State Capitol, downtown Topeka, and Washburn
University, a variety of cultural and historical venues
can be found and potentially be expanded in the
unincorporated county.
A variety of performing arts venues and events can be
found primarily in Topeka. The Topeka Civic Theatre
and Academy, the nation’s oldest continually operating
community dinner theater, puts on musicals and
plays. The Helen Hocker Center in Gage Park holds
family events while the Ad Astra Theatre Ensemble
provides entertainment for adult audiences. The
Topeka Symphony Orchestra, the Topeka Performing
Arts Center, and the Kansas Expocentre, provide other
entertainment options.
Beyond the performing arts, Shawnee County has
numerous museums and galleries with sculptures,
painting, photography, mixed-media, and other fine
arts. SouthWind Art Gallery features contemporary
paintings, photography, and sculptures by Kansas and
Midwest artists. The Mulvane Art Museum, one of the
oldest accredited art museums west of the Mississippi,
hosts a mix of guest and in-house collections and
contains ArtLab, a free hands-on art activity center.
The NOTO Art District, located in a two-block
stretch along North Kansas Avenue, features historic
buildings which contain visual and performing artists
studios, boutiques, antique stores, restaurants, and
a Community Arts Center. NOTO is especially lively
during the First Friday Artwalk each month when
shops and galleries stay open late, offer refreshments,
music, and special events. Festivities can expand
throughout the city.
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Furthermore, Shawnee County has more than 75
entries on the National Register of Historic Places, in
addition to several State Historic Sites and numerous
historical buildings not on the register. Its most
notable sites include the Brown v. Board of Education
National Historic Site, Constitution Hall, and the
Kansas State Capitol. While Topeka contains most
landmarks, Auburn, Berryton, Dover, Silver Lake,
Tecumseh, Wakarusa, Willard, and unincorporated
areas also feature historic sites. Topeka also boasts
other museums like the Kansas Museum of History,
the Combat Air Museum, and Museum of the Kansas
National Guard. Native American cultural sites are also
scattered around the County.
Opportunities exist to expand historic entertainment
and awareness along both the Oregon and
California Trail systems, providing tourism potential.
Improvements made near the Flint Hills, the premier
physiographic region in Kansas, are also an option,
especially as Shawnee County acts as the eastern
gateway to the Flint Hills. Finally, the Native Stone
Scenic Byway also runs through the County, providing
an off-the-beaten-path way to tie Shawnee County
to Kansas and to encourage visitors to explore the
county.

Figure 2.10: Historic Register Sites
Source: Kansas State Historical Society
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DEVELOPMENT SUITABILITY:
ENVIRONMENTAL
CONSTRAINTS

Figure 2.11: Environmental Constraint Map Conceptualization

Shawnee County’s natural environment can be a
great asset for future growth, but only if development
is sensitive to key environmental features such as
floodplains, wetlands, prime farmland, and steep
slopes. Preserving natural areas can increase property
values for adjacent development, enhance and
connect the park system, protect plant and animal
habitats, reduce flood risk, and by providing natural
stormwater drainage.

Environmental Constraints

Figure 2.12 identifies areas that should be preserved
or receive special consideration during development.
The map was created by weighing the significance
of various environmental features, and creating
an aggregate rating for the level of environmental
consideration. Factors considered for this map include:

Floodplains & Wetlands

• Floodplains
• Proximity to Wetlands
• Steepness of Slopes

Steep Slopes

• Quality of Farmland
Developers, the Planning Commission, County
staff, and the County Commission should use the
development suitability map and definitions to
determine if proposed developments adequately
protect and preserve sensitive environmental features.
While the suitability map gives a general overview
of environmental conditions, each site is unique and
each development proposal should be reviewed on
a case-by-case basis to determine how to address
environmental concerns.

Prime Farmland

Proximity to infrastructure is also integral to
development. It is examined in the Transportation &
Infrastructure Chapter.
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ENVIRONMENTAL
CONSTRAINT RATINGS
Major Considerations
(Dark Orage)
Should be preserved from
development – includes
floodways, and several severe
overlapping considerations,
such as the 100-Year
Floodplain and Prime
Farmland.

Higher Considerations
(Orange)
Should ideally be preserved,
but could potentially allow
low impact development
– includes some moderate
overlapping considerations.

Minor Considerations
(Tan)
Can be developed, but
developers should be
attuned to any environmental
issues – includes a minor
consideration, likely
minimized overlap of issues.

Figure 2.12: Environmental Constraints
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DISCUSSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
Environmental features affect where development
should occur. Fragile lands and natural hazards like
floodplains constrain development, all of which are
not necessarily addressed during review processes.
Environmental features also provide positive
opportunities, including mineral resources, parks, or
areas of historical significance. Preserving these can
improve quality of life and provide opportunities for
tourism and recreation. Other natural resources have
the potential to be put to economically productive
uses including mineral resources and agricultural
land. Sometimes, these additional values are
overlooked during the development process. Finally,
environmental side effects, specifically water retention
and drainage, are not coordinated with certain
development patterns.

Discussion
Steep slopes, floodplains, and wetlands cross
the county, along with other features that make
development more difficult. Topography can
create water retention and drainage issues. While
subdivisions require drainage plans, often land is
exempt from platting and therefore does not formally
consider retention and drainage, or even fragile
areas. This can lead to problems where abutting
properties have not considered these issues or other
environmental constraints. Taking these into account
is integral to guiding the development process.
Preventing development of fragile lands preserves
resources for future generations, including native
prairie, wetlands, and the landscapes of the Flint Hills,
Osage Cuestas, and Glacial Hills.

especially those near natural areas like native prairie,
scenic overlooks, wildlife areas, or undevelopable
watersheds. The Shawnee County Parks Master
Plan recommends a goal of 150 miles of trails to
connect parks and form recreational loops. Cultural
and historic sites also provide opportunities in the
region in addition to the history of the Oregon and
California Trails. Maintaining these connects Shawnee
County to both nature and its past, showcasing the
area’s unique history and providing opportunities for
fishing, hunting, agritourism, and historical tourism.
Other natural resources such as limestone provide
opportunities for economic development.
The County, with more than 200,000 acres of prime
farmland, is partially defined by its rural character. The
County may have an interest preserving these from
encroaching development in rural areas. Protecting
these resources provides economic benefits, especially
in areas not already protected by the floodplain, and
helps maintain the rural feeling of the county. Preserving
rural landscapes can be done by encouraging
development near existing development clusters. This
may include growth around rural unincorporated towns
consistent with its surroundings and discouraging
growth in predominantly agricultural areas. Protecting
these resources provides economic benefits, especially
in areas not already protected by the floodplain and
helps maintain the rural appeal of the county.

Natural, scenic, and historical features often provide
benefits that are not always considered in the
development process. These features throughout
the county can be used for parks and recreation,
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Goals and Recommendations
These considerations are important to help Shawnee
County thrive while ensuring that the county respects
the land’s capacity to be developed. It also promotes
the better long-term viability of the county and
ensures its resources will be available for future
generations. Based on these factors, the following
goals were developed:

NR-1: Discourage development on fragile
lands (steep slopes, wetlands, and
floodplains).
1.

Ensure a level of review either by developers or
staff to prevent development from encroaching
on steep slopes, wetlands, or floodplains.
This could also potentially apply to native
prairie. Review could be a strict prohibition, a
discouraged activity, or a points-based system
which evaluates overall impact.

2.

Utilize the Environmental Constraints map
throughout the development process and work
through any necessary mitigation on a case-bycase basis.

3.

Evaluate the need to update the County
policy regarding rezoning, subdivision, and
environmental regulations.

NR-2: Encourage the protection of lands with
positive environmental features to preserve
opportunities to utilize it.
1.

2.

3.

4.

Identify types of lands suitable for park
development, in accordance with the Shawnee
County Park Master Plan; balance parks
throughout the county, utilize watersheds,
expand existing parks, or add parks in natural/
wildlife hotspots such as native prairies.
Utilize scenic linear areas such as rivers and
floodplains for trail development. The Parks
Master Plan sets a goal of 150 miles of trails,
including a north/south trail across I-70 and the
Kansas River.
Look to history, regional trails, and agritourism
to find areas which need to be protected for
future opportunities; encourage the use of
incentives preserving and enhancing those
resources.
Work with mineral extraction companies to
protect suitable areas from development; as
sand pits and similar businesses exhaust their
resources, convert them into recreation and
wildlife areas.
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NR-3: Focus growth away from predominantly
agricultural areas.
1.

Identify valuable farm and ranch land and
discourage non-agricultural uses in these areas.

2.

Preserve the rural landscapes by focusing
development near existing development
clusters. This should include clustering the
development of rural unincorporated villages in
a consistent manner.

NR-4: Better coordinate potential
environmental effects to enhance positive and
prevent negative outcomes .
1.

Require coordination of water retention and
drainage where multiple dwelling units are
within a certain distance of each other.

2.

Work with other jurisdictions and with other
branches of Shawnee County including the
Shawnee County Health Agency and Shawnee
County Parks & Recreation to evaluate how
planning and planning regulations can help
improve their missions.
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