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State funds research on Central Sands ground water
New state-funded research is getting

under way in central Wisconsin to better
understand how ground water, lakes and
rivers are connected and factors that affect
their levels.

It's expected to shed light .on statewide
water quantity questions, but also specific
situations, like why many lakes in central
Wisconsin are experiencing low water lev
els not seen in decades and some lakes are
at or near historic lows.

The Central Sands area, which includes
Portage, Adams, Marquette and Waushara
counties, along with portions of surround
ing counties, has been among the hardest
hit with low lake levels.

Some lakes have dropped by more than
five feet resulting in hundreds of feet of
exposed lake bed, Ted Johnson, Depart
ment of Natural Resources (DNR) water
resources specialist, said.

The DNR is funding two studies in that
area, and several studies elsewhere, as part
of state efforts to better understand how
ground water and the levels of lakes and
rivers are connected and interact and are
affected by drought, climate change, high
capacity wells and other factors.

The funding began July 1.
Findings from these studies will be for

warded to the Groundwater Advisory Com
mittee, a group jointly appointed by Gov.
Jim Doyle and legislators to develop rec
ommendations for state water policies.

Thl committee is midway through its sec
ond year of developing recommendations
for state water policies to better protect
ground water resources and better balance
the needs ofall users in the fact ofdeclining
water tables in some parts of the state.

"We need good science to tell us what is
really going on," Johnson said.

One study in the Central Sands area, led
by George Kraft of the University of Wis
consin-Stevens Point (UWSP), is aimed at
understanding how ground water pumping

from high capacity wells in the area affects
ground water levels and lakes and rivers.

A second related study, led by Birl Low
ery and William Bland of UW-Madison,
aims to understand how different types of
vegetation cover affect the amount of water
that can soak into the soil and replenish
ground water.

The investigators will look at differences
among irrigated crops, deciduous forest,
pine plantation and natural grasslands.

Water levels on the Central Sands seep
age lakes typically fluctuate a few feet
from season to season and year to year,
responding to the amount of rain and snow
that soaks into the ground to replenish the
ground water supply feeding the lake.

There's also evidence such lakes undergo
larger fluctuations over decades, respond
ing to longer term weather patterns.

Recent dry summers and lack of winter
precipitation appears to be exacerbating
these normal fluctuations. Global climate
change and ground water pumping near the
lakes may be affecting them as well, said
Tim Asplund, DNR lirnnologist.

He is leading a team with department and
outside experts and user groups to study the
low-water issue in the Central Sands area
and develop recommendations.

The team is compiling current and his
torical records on precipitation, streamflow

and ground water table levels in the Central
Sands area to better explain what natural
variables may be affecting lake levels.

They're also conducting monitoring to fill
data gaps and help identify which lakes are
most susceptible to impacts from activities
like pumping and possible ways to medi
ate those impacts to protect drinking and
lake water quality, agriculture, fisheries and
boating.

Johnson said that while low water is
a problem for humans, it is natural for
lakes to go up and down in cycles that are
decades long.

"I know it looks bad now, but low water
has some benefits," he said. "It consolidates
sediments, allows new plants to colonize
the lake bed and it provides habitat for rare
plants and shorebirds."

"This is not the time to drive on the lake
bed, manipulate vegetation or place fill or
structures," said Kristy Rogers, the DNR

regional habitat coordinator. "People might
be tempted while the water is down, but
the exposed lake bed is subject to the same
regulations as if the water was still there."

The DNR water staff encourage prop
erty owners to consult with their local
DNR water regulation and zoning specialist
b~fore disturbing the lake bed in any way.
They also recommend that people be aware
of and follow all water conservation and
water shortage rules and restrictions that
may be in effect locally.


