
Pretty Prairie, KansasðWalking along a hilltop on 

Darrin Unruhôs farm, he points out big bluestem and 

mentions seeing coneflowers during the summer 

months.  Unruh is happy to see the natives return to his 

pasture in Reno Countyðand he knows their return 

didnôt just happen.  Unruh has worked for several years 

to improve the pasture along the North Fork of the Nin-

nescah River which runs through the familyôs 320 

acres.    

 

Unruh knew it was a tough undertaking and sought the 

help of Lisa French, Cheney Lake WRAPS (Watershed 

Restoration and Protection Strategy) Coordinator. To 

implement the plan and provide a water source on the 

south side of the river, Unruh said he worked with 

French and Range Specialist Chris Tecklenberg with 

Natural Resource and Conservation Service (NRCS), to 

develop a plan as well as seek cost-share for the im-

provements. One of the first steps was the completion 

of the River Friendly Farms Environmental self-

assessment through the Kansas Rural Center, which 

French assisted him with.  

 

The three priorities the RFFP notebook highlighted for 

Unruh included: degradation of pond and river due to 

livestock frequently entering the water; lack of plant 

diversity and poor rangeland health; poor wildlife habi-

tat around pond and no testing of well water. 

 

Unruh explained that the pasture south of the river was 

the ñweak linkò in his plan. Several years ago Unruh 

utilized cost-share through Kansas Alliance of Wet-

lands and Streams (KAWS) and added a water source 

on the north side of the river.  Now, he explained the 

trouble was the lack of an alternative water source on 

south side of the river.  
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Best Management  

Practices Implemented: 

Alternative water source using 
compressed air to pump well water 

Rotational grazing 

Alternative forages   

Darrin Unruh points to a tank location on his Reno County 

ranch.  Unruh utilizes compressed air to pump well water, 

which is then stored in a 4,200 gallon storage tank and distrib-

uted to several watering points throughout the pasture.  
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In order to rotationally graze his herd of 90 cow/calf 

pairs, he needed a reliable water source throughout the 

pastures.  Up to this point he was limited in his grazing 

plan due to the river being the cattleôs only reliable 

source of waterða pond on the property typically dries 

up in low rainfall years.  Plus, he said, he wanted to get 

the cattle out of the river.  

 

Because of the sandy soil composition along the Nin-

nescah River, Unruh explained any traffic from the cat-

tle causes the banks of the river to slough offðending 

up as sediment in Cheney Lake.  A second downfall is 

that Unruh said once the cattle drink from the river, 

they tend to loaf in the riverðcausing a fecal coliform 

concern.  ñIt is not good from a lot of different as-

pectséyou donôt want it in your water and I donôt want 

it in the water.ò  

 

ñWe know that although many producers consider the 

environmental impacts of their management, they have 

many other considerations as well. We want to provide 

financial support for good decisions so that we donôt 

end up short-changing the water quality aspect if fi-

nances are short,ò French said.   Therefore, she assisted 

Unruh in seeking cost-share to implement the alterna-

tive water source and improve the pasture with funds 

through the Kansas Rural Center, the City of Wichita 

and Reno County Conservation District. 

 

French explained the Cheney WRAPS has an agree-

ment with the City of Wichita to provide financial as-

sistance to projects that benefit Cheney Reservoir. ñIn 

most cases, we assist the producer in identifying a state 

or federal programðor one like Clean Water Farmsð 

that provides some level of cost share for a project. 

Then the City provides additional funding not to ex-

ceed what the local conservation district has deter-

mined as the average cost for that type of project,ò she 

said.                                                                 

 

Because there are no electrical lines near the property, 

Unruh utilized compressed air to pump water from a 

well.  The 1000 gallon tankða used anhydrous tank 

painted yellow and greenðis labeled ñcompressed 

airò.  According to French, ñevery week or so, the mo-

bile tank can be hauled to the Co-op to refill with com-

pressed air.ò  The compressed air pressure then pumps 

water from a well which is stored in 4,200 gallon stor-

age tank.  The tank then gravity feeds down to two 

tanks throughout the pasture. Although this has been an 

interesting experiment, Unruh has not been satisfied 

with the efficiency of the set-up.  French said in the 

future he plans to use a solar pump that can be moved 

between pastures. 

 

Unruh said he plans to keep improving it by adding 

additional watering sites and more paddocks.  ñIôd like 

to be able to water cattle wherever we want in the fu-

ture,ò he said.  

 

Rotational grazing allows the cattle herd to utilize all of 

the pasture and allow grass to rest.  Unruh said having 

a good stand of native grass is important to the health 

of not only his cattle, but also serves a greater pur-

pose.  ñThe grass filters runoff which results in higher 

quality of water going back into the riverðwhich goes 

into Cheney,ò he said. 

 

French explained that the practices Unruh has imple-

Above: Unruh hosted a Kansas Association of Conservation 

and Environmental Education (KACEE) tour in September of 

2008.  Those attending the tour inspect the well that provides 

water to Unruhôs pasture just south of the North Fork of the 

Ninnescah River.   Below: Unruh points out Big Bluestem in his 

pasture during the tour.  He attributes the diversity in the pas-

ture to the rotational grazing system he implemented.      
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