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Conservation Decision-Making Factors
Introduction

Identifying the priority watershed areas and most appropriate 
conservation practices are the first steps in achieving cost-
effective water quality protection in a watershed. The next step 
is to find appropriate ways to implement conservation practices 
in the highest priority areas. Gaining acceptance in the priority 
areas for conservation practices requires an understanding of the 
attitudes of landowners and producers toward the implementa-
tion of such conservation practices.

To do this, a sample of producers in the watershed was 
interviewed (Figure 1). In the first year, a broad distribution of 
producers, in terms of size, type, and location in the watershed 
were interviewed. In the second year, producers in the highest 
priority areas for water quality improvement of Cheney Lake 
Watershed were interviewed to determine the factors most 
important in their decision making toward the adoption and 
maintenance of conservation programs and practices. The main 
objectives of the study were to:

1. Identify producers’ attitudes toward conservation and the 
environment.

2. Identify social and economic factors that influence the 
adoption and maintenance of conservation practices.

3. Identify producers’ understanding of science supporting 
conservation practices and related to water quality 
impairment.

In the first year of the project, 28 producers were interviewed, 
in the second year of the project, 21 were interviewed. The 
seven members of the Citizens Management Committee that 
oversees the watershed, three officials from the city of Wichita, 
and seven NRCS and conservation district managers were also 
interviewed.

Responses
In general, the producers interviewed had a thorough knowl-

edge of their watershed and the principal water quality issues in 
the watershed. They acknowledged producer responsibility for 
maintaining water quality and had a positive attitude toward 
conservation in general. They believed that environmental 
benefits were related to economic benefits.

Conservation practices being used or recommended by the 
producers we interviewed in the watershed included:
•	 Adoption	of	Conservation	Reserve	Program
•	 Planting	other	land	to	permanent	grasses
•	 No-till	and	reduced-tillage	farming
•	 More	use	of	crop	rotations
•	 Use	of	more	structured	nutrient	management	systems

•	 Building	and	maintaining	terraces
•	 Building	and	maintaining	grassed	waterways
•	 Use	of	alternative	livestock	watering	areas
•	 More	rotational	grazing	systems
•	 Cross-fencing	for	pasture	rotation
•	 Stream	bank	buffers

There were significant differences, however, when it came 
to their attitudes toward programs designed to increase the 
adoption of these practices. The producers were most likely 
to be motivated to adopt conservation practices by cost-share 
programs and financial assistance. They also were likely to adopt 

conservation	practices	that	would	reduce	production	costs.	A	
general desire to improve soil conservation and help improve 
water quality in Cheney Lake was also of importance in their 
attitude toward conservation practice adoption. Some of the 
producers wanted to adopt conservation practices early in order 
to avoid being told to do so at a later date.

In the second year, we asked additional questions to assess 
producers’ attitudes about targeting priority areas of the 
watershed for conservation. The different attitudes of producers 
toward some programs being considered for certain areas of the 
watershed can be seen in the responses to four specific questions. 

Findings
•	 Producers	believe	it	is	important	to	prioritize	areas	within	

the Cheney Lake Watershed to most efficiently accomplish 
the goal of implementing conservation practices to improve 
water quality.

•	 Producers	believe	that	problems	could	be	addressed	without	
special incentives.
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How would you feel if your farm was not in the priority area? 
Response Farmers Sample comment

Negative 6 I wouldn’t like that at all. I think it should be the whole watershed if they’re going to do it.
If I was already doing what he’s being asked to do because he’s in the priority area, then I would feel cheated probably.

Positive 4 Well, since I live right there on the Ninnescah River and I know that goes right into Cheney, if they focus outside and not on some of 
those rivers as priorities, then I think they’re wasting their money.
If they set up the right kind of guidelines, and rules and regulations, that are specific, I don’t see any problem with it.

Neutral 4 Wouldn’t bother me.

Unsure 3 It depends on what the bottom line is. There could be a little jealousy.

If you were approached directly by a neighbor who serves on the watershed board about a particular erosion problem on your land, would 
you address the issue differently than if you just received information about cost share programs?

Response Farmers Sample comment

Yes 7 We would feel more comfortable talking to someone and they could answer more of our questions. I always like that.

No 7 I don’t think it makes any difference.

Unsure 5 Probably. I would rather be approached by the NRCS than by a neighbor though.
It would probably depend on the person who came to do the talking.
I might. It all depends what strings they attach to it. I don’t mind doing some practices; I’m all for conservation. When they start telling 
you how you have to farm is when sometimes I don’t agree. 

How would you feel about having your farm included in a priority area for the watershed where additional incentives are available? 
Response Farmers Sample comment

Positive 5 I think that would be fine. That’s a good plan.

Negative 4 I don’t want to be in a priority area. I would like to look at what they do, and if I like what they do, then I’ll just do it myself. In fact, 
with the next terrace I build, I will build it myself and do it the way I want to.

Neutral 4 I would consider it, I would want to look at it. I can’t say I would be all for it, but I would be interested.

Unsure 2 I wouldn’t want anything forced on me. …It would depend on the program and the terms.

Opportunistic 2 Well, we’ll take whatever incentives we can get our hands on.

Q4:

Q3:

Q2:

If your farm was in a designated priority area, would you feel more inclined to participate in the conservation program? 
Response Farmers Sample comment

Positive 7 Yes, it would make it more worthwhile to participate, but I’m going to do those things whether I’m inside or outside it, because I don’t 
like seeing the soil wash away.

Negative 3 Probably not, because I’ve found that once somebody gives you money you have to jump through hoops.

Unsure 4 Inflexibility is what I’m worried about. I don’t want to have land tied up for a number of years and not be able to change it.

Neutral 4 Not necessarily. It just depends on the program. When it comes to the government, we’re pretty cautious. The flat truth is we don’t 
really care if we’re in or we’re out.

Q1:
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•	 Producers	in	the	watershed	are	concerned	about	forced	
participation in offered programs. It may be better to 
address the issue without a cost-share program or govern-
ment program.

•	 There	is	a	trade-off	perceived	between	fairness/equity	vs.	
the need to solve specific problems.

•	 Interest	in	participation	is	program-dependent	not	
location-dependent.

•	 Preferences	for	who	approaches	about	the	need	for	conserva-
tion practices are producer specific.

•	 The	primary	barriers	to	adoption	and	maintenance	of	
conservation practices are economics, program or landlord 
restrictions, concern over having to repay cost-share monies, 
time requirements for paperwork, lack of f lexibility to adapt 
to changing conditions, government involvement, and a 
general reluctance to being told how to do things.


