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April 17 . . . American Rivers announced its 2013 listing of AMERICA'S 10 MOST 
ENDANGERED RIVERS (MER.) The Little Plover River (LPR), 4th on the list, flows through 
Portage County at the heart of Wisconsin's Central Sands. 

The common thread . . . of the top 4 MER is that they have either outdated or, more 
alarmingly, NO water/groundwater management plans in place. 
 Historically . . . the LPR has never gone dry, even in past drought periods of greater 
magnitude . . . until 2005 when sections of the river dried up—and this has continued to happen 
since then.  
 What has changed . . . to make this happen? Portage County has the highest number of 
High Capacity Wells (HCW) in the state. Based on groundwater modeling, the growth of HCW 
and the depletion of river flow have coincided. 
 The time has come . . . to embrace the science and establish an enforceable groundwater 
management plan for the LPR, the 6 counties of the Central Sands and Wisconsin. 
 How will this end? . . . We look at this river and wonder if this will be the final chapter 
in the story of the LPR? Will it end as a lifeless, empty shadow of what once was? Perhaps a 
different chapter in this river's story can be written. The choice is ours and yours . . . help us 
save the Little Plover River—it can be done if we start today. 
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Summary 
 
The Little Plover River flows six miles from clear, cold headwater springs before joining the Wisconsin 
River.  However, dramatic increases in groundwater withdrawals have reduced river flows.  Once prized 
for native brook trout and popular with anglers, the river’s flow has decreased to levels that threaten the 
persistence of fish populations.  In the past decade, portions of the Little Plover River were repeatedly 
sucked dry, making the river the unfortunate poster child for Wisconsin's inadequate groundwater 
management.  The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources must adequately manage High Capacity 
Water Wells to safeguard the Little Plover and other rivers and lakes across the state.  
 
The River 

The Little Plover River has always been a magnet for anglers.  In the 
early 1900's, local newspaper archives report trout catches in excess of 
100 fish in one day.  Today, the Little Plover remains a destination for 
anglers as a Class I trout stream, retaining a smaller population of its 
native brook trout.  Designated a Wisconsin Legacy Place, the Little 
Plover River’s historical importance to indigenous people is evident 
by the density of arrow heads that have been found along its banks.   
 
Demands on the groundwater that feeds the Little Plover River 
include the drinking water for a population of 14,000, as well as 5500 acres of irrigated crops, a vegetable processing 
plant, and a  paper mill— all water-intensive uses.  Located in the central sands of Wisconsin, immortalized by Aldo 
Leopold's Sand County Almanac, the soil requires heavy irrigation.   The value of agricultural products grown in the 
county tops $145 million, but at the cost of area rivers and lakes. 
 
The Threat 
 
Today the Little Plover River is under great stress and its story has become a sad cautionary tale.  Since shallow 
groundwater sources often provide water to rivers, High Capacity Wells (with a pump capacity of 100,000 or more 
gallons per day) can have as much or more impact on river flow than surface pipes directly drawing water from the 
river.  Taking water from all directions can cause rivers to run dry if enough water is withdrawn.  Models based on 
60 years of data show reductions in flow in the Little Plover River beginning in the mid-1970's, with more than half 
the historic flow missing by 2006.  This reduction mirrors the more than doubling of the number of irrigation wells, 
which now account for about 85% of water withdrawals in the Little Plover Basin since 1980; it is compounded by 
municipal and industrial wells pulling from the same source. 
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The Little Plover River, along with several lakes in the Central Sands 
region, has been the most visible victim of poor groundwater 
management, but the problem is statewide.  Wisconsin is a water-rich 
state, but groundwater, the water source for 70% of the population 
and over 90% of water used for farming and industry, is limited.  
Wisconsin law leaves streams, lakes, and wetlands unprotected from 
excessive groundwater pumping, and does not require consideration 
of the impacts of High Capacity Wells and their cumulative effects on 
groundwater supply or groundwater-dependent surface waters except 
in limited circumstances.  Nearly all water resources are left high and 
dry by current law, and there is no mechanism to restore water to 
clearly impacted resources such as the Little Plover River.   

 
What Must Be Done 
 
The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) must enforce public flow orders for the Little Plover 
River.  In 2006, a task force of stakeholders facilitated by the DNR was formed to address excessive groundwater 
pumping that was causing low stream flows and ultimately drying up the river and impacting the ability to sustain 
healthy fish populations.  The establishment of public rights flows (PRF) for the Little Plover was a direct 
byproduct of the deliberations of the task force.  The PRF, or water level necessary to protect public rights and 
interests, may not be lowered.  This means that lower flows, where they can be attributed to excessive groundwater 
pumping, must be restored by better managing that pumping.  Without enforcement, however, the PRF is ignored, 
pumping is not regulated and managed, and the river is in danger of running dry, while High Capacity Well 
permitting continues unabated with little, if any, oversight. 
 
Wisconsin DNR needs to develop and implement management plans for maintaining adequate water flows and 
regulate High Capacity Wells throughout the state in order to protect other water users and the environment from 
overuse.  The state has ignored the impact of High Capacity Wells for long enough.  It is time to take the interests 
of local residents, fish, and wildlife into account and find a balance between development of High Capacity Wells 
and healthy river flows, before Wisconsin loses its waters and its natural heritage. 
 
For More Information: 
 
Steve White    Barbara Gifford 
American Rivers   Friends of the Little Plover River 
(919) 682-3660    (715) 344-3539 
swhite@americanrivers.org  barbaragifford@charter.net 
 
Helen Sarakinos   Alistair Stewart 
River Alliance of Wisconsin  Elliott Donnelley Chapter,  
(608) 257-2424 x112   Trout Unlimited  
hsarakinos@wisconsinrivers.org (312) 730-5246 

pairs4life@aol.com 
 
 
How You Can Help  

● Go to www.americanrivers.org/LittlePlover and TAKE ACTION!  
● Retweet from @americanrivers on Twitter and use the hashtags #MER2013  
● Share Little Plover River posts on our Facebook page and share our posts on yours  
● Keep talking about the Little Plover River to decision-makers and with your friends!   

Photo:  Jim Gifford, Friends of the Little Plover River (2011)   

Photo:  Barb Feltz, Friends of the Little Plover River (2005) 
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April 17 . . . American Rivers announced its 2013 listing of AMERICA'S 10 
MOST ENDANGERED RIVERS (MER.) The Little Plover River (LPR), 4th on 
the list, flows through Portage County at the heart of Wisconsin's Central Sands. 

The common thread . . . of the top 4 MER is that they have either outdated or, 
more alarmingly, NO water/groundwater management plans in place. 

Historically . . . the LPR has never gone dry, even in past drought periods of 
greater magnitude . . . until 2005 when sections of the river dried up—and this 
has continued to happen since then.  

What has changed . . . to make this happen? Portage County has the highest 
number of High Capacity Wells (HCW) in the state. Based on groundwater 
modeling, the growth of HCW and the depletion of river flow have coincided. 

The time has come . . . to embrace the science and establish an enforceable 
groundwater management plan for the LPR, the 6 counties of the Central Sands 
and Wisconsin. 

How will this end? . . . We look at this river and wonder if this will be the final 
chapter in the story of the LPR? Will it end as a lifeless, empty shadow of what 
once was? Perhaps a different chapter in this river's story can be written. The 
choice is ours and yours . . . help us save the Little Plover River—it can be done 
if we start today. 

American Rivers LPR report 
 

Read about all 10 of the 2013 Most Endangered Rivers 
 

Visit our website: http://www.friendsofthelittleploverriver.org  
 

Contact: 
Friends of the Little Plover River 

Barb Gifford, President 
(715) 344-3539 

barbaragifford@charter.net 
 

River photos available 
 

April 21, 2013 
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Don’t Suck the Little Plover Dry 
April 23rd, 2013 | Most Endangered Rivers, Water Supply  

Today’s guest blog about the #4 Little Plover River- a part of our America’s Most Endangered Rivers® series- 
is from Barbara Gifford, a long-term local resident living near the river, and a member of Friends of the Little 
Plover River. 

The Little Plover River is a historic, cold water trout stream where once, “Between 300 to 500 men and boys 
fished the Little Plover River when the season opened at midnight, last night” (Gazette April 15, 1896). 

This is not the story being told today. 

Today, the stories of the Little Plover are about a “river in peril” plagued with dry-ups and the dying of its 
native brook trout.  The river’s very existence is threatened by uncontrolled, excessive pumping of 
groundwater.  The groundwater that gives this river life also ensures the survival of other threatened Wisconsin 
lakes and rivers. 

I have lived on the Little Plover River for 38 years.  My children grew up on and in the river— discovering the 
many wonders of wildlife that rivers can provide.  It is these youthful discoveries that bind us forever to the 
natural world. 

The Little Plover is one of the most studied rivers in America.  Since before the 1960′s, and without knowing 
but suspecting the cause, many researchers witnessed the decline of the river.  In 1997, a report accurately 
predicted the historic dry-up of 2005, and identified the cause of the dry-ups.  Although the cause became clear 
many years ago, we still continue unabated groundwater pumping. 

The time has come to embrace the science, and establish an enforceable groundwater management plan for the 
Little Plover River and other rivers in Wisconsin plagued by excessive groundwater pumping. 

I look at this river and wonder… will this be the final story of the Little Plover… in the end a lifeless, empty 
shadow of what once was?  

Perhaps another chapter in this river’s story can still be written.  The choice is yours.  
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How Much Does Central Wisconsin Suck? 
April 30th, 2013 | Most Endangered Rivers, Water Supply  

Today’s guest blog about the #4 Little Plover River- a part of our America’s Most Endangered Rivers® series- 
is from Sean Gifford who grew up along the river and is a member of Friends of the Little Plover River. 

Last week our small river in Central Wisconsin, called the Little Plover River, was awarded a big title— the 4th 
Most Endangered River in all of America. 

Plover is a quiet, beautiful town of about 12,000 people that was a great place to grow up as a kid. I remember 
swimming, canoing, and exploring the wildlife of the Little Plover River during the endless days of summer 
vacations. In the 1980′s, when I was 12 years old, everything seemed perfect. The A-Team was on television, 
the movie Top Gun had just been released, and I got to roast marshmallows down by the river on the weekends, 
listening to the frogs “ribbit” in the dark as my sister and I made s’mores. 

Back then, we had no idea that our river was in trouble and we certainly wouldn’t have thought that nearly 20 
years later, in 2005, sections of this once vibrant stream would completely dry up. Bone dry. We should have 
seen it coming. 

The Little Plover River is surrounded by agricultural farms that are incredibly water thirsty, and since the 1980′s 
the number of irrigation wells has doubled, putting a massive strain on the limited water resources in the area. 
Of course, agriculture is a good thing (I enjoy potatoes as much as the next guy), but in our neck of the woods 
in Portage County we have a higher concentration of High Capacity Wells than anywhere else in the state. With 
such a large demand on our groundwater, it’s no surprise that our prized rivers and lakes are being sucked dry. 
Literally. 

It doesn’t have to be this way. The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources can step in and implement a 
sensible water management strategy for the area. There’s enough water to go around if everyone takes their fair 
share. There’s enough water to irrigate agricultural crops, flush toilets, run the paper mill, and keep the Little 
Plover River flowing at its natural rate. If done properly, I bet there would even be enough water leftover for a 
garden-hose water-fight. 

My 12 year old self would like that very much. 

So please help save the Little Plover River for another 12 year old out there, and write to the head of the 
Department of Natural Resources right away. 
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Little Plover River Still Getting Sucked Dry 
October 11th, 2013 | American Rivers--Most Endangered Rivers  

 
This is a guest blog by Barbara Gifford from Friends of the Little Plover River. 

 

SAD NEWS: These continue to be very troubling times for the 
Little Plover River (LPR) which was listed as 2013 4th Most 
Endangered River® in America. If you remember our story, we are 
that ‘little blue’ dot, a Class I Trout Stream, in the middle of 
Wisconsin’s Central Sands. This ‘historic’ river resides in Portage 
County which is the #1 user of groundwater in the state and 
83.20% of that is for agricultural irrigation. 

The newly released 2012 Department Natural Resource (DNR) 
Groundwater Withdrawal Report numbers are alarming to many in 
the community and irrigation withdrawals nearly doubled from 
2011. 

Some groundwater users are now saying ‘it’s the effects of global warming… if that is the rationale then it 
behooves us all to act now and quickly embrace the science and move immediately forward by putting in place 
a sensible groundwater management plan. 

In the meantime where does that leave the Little Plover River? The LPR is still getting sucked dry… it’s flow, 
time after time, repeatedly drops below the Public Rights Flow (PRF) stage issued by the DNR in 2009, that’s 4 
years ago, and the DNR has yet to enforce it’s own rules. The DNR, to no avail, has been officially asked to 
enforce the PRF both in 2012 and 2013… no ‘real’ help yet.  

So what is this beleaguered river, now the ‘Poster Child’ for other lakes and rivers, lowered by excessive, every 
increasing, groundwater withdrawals in Wisconsin’s Central Sands, to do now? 

The DNR’s ‘set’ response has been ‘we’ll have another study’… note, the LPR is already one of the most 
studied rivers in America. This ‘new study’ is already 9 months behind… no funding… no contracts… only two 
known meetings… and no plan… stalled! So, where are we? Nowhere, and why has the ‘new study’ not 
progressed? Could it be we already know how to save the LPR and other Central Wisconsin Lakes and Rivers? 

The Secretary of the Department Natural Resource, now held by Cathy Stepp, is a politically appointed position 
by the current Governor Scott Walker … these are the people who should embrace the science and move 
forward a ‘sensible’ groundwater management plan. 

When the discussion is about WATER… it is not about ‘they win’ or ‘we win’… this is about ALL OF US 
WINNING. 

GOOD NEWS is the level of conversation and public awareness has dramatically increased! 

Ask Wisconsin’s Governor and Secretary of the Department of Natural Resources to enforce the Public Rights 
Flow of the Little Plover River which would limit the pumping of the very groundwater that gives it life. This 
would help protect communities that rely on healthy Wisconsin waters. 

© Jim Gifford 

 

http://www.americanrivers.org/endangered-rivers/2013-report/littleplover/
http://www.americanrivers.org/endangered-rivers/2013-report/littleplover/
http://act.americanrivers.org/page/speakout/mer2013-little-plover?js=false

	MER Handout
	Pages from 2013-LPR report pg 9-10
	E-News April 21 2013
	Don't Suck the Little Plover Dry
	Don’t Suck the Little Plover Dry

	How Much Does Central Wisconsin Suck
	How Much Does Central Wisconsin Suck?

	Little Plover River Still Getting Sucked Dry
	Little Plover River Still Getting Sucked Dry




