
Lake levels have fluctuated
in state during last 50 years
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LAKE LEVELS are low, and not just in
central Wisconsin. There's a lot of exposed
lake bottom up north, too. It has happened
before. According to records kept by the
Wisconsin Valley Improvement Co. and
the University of Wisconsin, lake levels in
the north have fluctuated over a three~foot

range during the past 50 years.
In central Wisconsin, old stories tell of

lakes that dried up, revealing fence posts.
The posts had been put in during a previ
ous dry period when the lake bottom was
a pasture.

In the 1960s the Campfire Land Co. was
buying land around shallow lakes and ped
dling lots to unsuspecting buyers. One of
the lakes was Boelter, in Portage County's
town of Lanark

The company's salesmen admitted the
level ofthe lake might have varied a bit, but
they said that was back in prehistoric times.
Pre-history was quite recent. People living
nearby said you could walk across Boelter
Lake without getting your feet wet a few
years previously.
-The cure for low lake levels is a period of

heavy rain or snow, especially in the fall,
winter and spring. In the summer, growing
vegetation takes up most of the moisture
and transpires it into the atmosphere. So
we just wait for a spell of wet weather and
everything will be OK, right? Maybe, but
now the deck has a couple of wild cards.

In central Wisconsin, one wild card is
ground water pumping. There's a lot more
of it than there used to be, for irrigation and
other purposes, and it may be a contributing
factor in the lake and stream level declO e.

Without question it's a contributor to
the virtual destruction of the Little Plover

River as a viable trout stream. However, it
doesn't explain the problem in the north,
where there's little irrigation and not much
municipal and industrial pumping.

You may have read in the July 20 Gazette
about a state-funded study in the central
sands area, to be conducted by George
Kraft of the University of Wisconsin-Ste
vens Point, on how pumping from high
capacity wells affects the level of ground
water, lakes and rivers.

A related study by Bid Lowery and Wil
liam Bland ofUW-Madison seeks to under
stand how different vegetation affects the
amount of water that soaks into the soil and
replenishes ground water. They'll look at
differences between irrigated fields, decid
uous forests, pine plantations and natural
grasslands.

There's a lot of misunderstanding about
the relationship between ground water and
surface water. Years ago, the ground water
level was so high that it flooded basements
in Plover and some people blamed it on the
lakes that had been dug for highway fill.
The lakes didn't cause the water .level to
rise, but it was hard to convince people.

The other wild card is climate change.
Not everyone believes the climate is chang
ing, or that greenhouse gases are the cause.
That's OK. There's no law saying everyone
has to agree about everything.

However, it helps if the arguments against
climate change are based on science and not
on politics, economics or theology. There's
a consensus among competent scientists
that climate change is real and is largely
caused by humans. Of course, people will
believe what they want to believe.

Assuming the-climate really is changing,

what does that imply for lake levels? No
one really knows, says Tim Kratz, director
of the UW's Trout Lake Research Station,
which studies lakes in the north. Kratz
believes climate change is a fact, but he
says opinions differ on its effects.

Some say it'll bring more precipitation,
causing lake levels to rise, and others say
the opposite. An extreme change in either
direction would be a problem.

* * *
THE LAST FEW years have been dry,

but not as dry as the drought of the 1930s,
which ended when precipitation in 1938
amounted to 52.13 inches as measured in
Stevens Point. That was about 20 inches
above average. Rainfall in September alone
was 10.61 inches. Lakes filled up and
streams ran fast.

Maybe that'll happen this year, or next,
9r the year after. If it does, it'll disguise the
fact that we have a periodic water shortage.
There really is no such thing as normal
precipitation. Often it's too dry and occa
sionally it's too wet. One ofthose wet years
was 1993.

Not far north of Stevens Point I saw
houses with hoses coming out of basement
windows as water was being pumped.. This
'sort ofthing had happened before and could
happen again, and probably will. When?
'Consult the Farmer's Almanac. The alma
nac may have its shortcomings as a weather
forecaster, but so does everyone else.

* * *


