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Work together on ground water shortage
By RAY SCHMIDT

Special to The Gazette
Late last week the Wisconsin Legislature

adjourned without addressing ground water
conservation legislation, a topic that is so
important to the future of Portage Courity.

The statutory language currently in place
does not provide the tools necessary to
establish guidelines for ground water use
that will leave sufficient quantities of
ground water to sustain the natural environ
ment. In the absence of new legislation, all
water users must continue to take steps to
conserve our ground water.

The dryup of the Little Plover River
(LPR) in each of the past four summers
may have been a blessing in disguise, since
it resulted in the establishment of the Little
Plover River Workgroup.

This association of stakeholders has stud
ied how best to achieve a sustainable flow
in the Little Plover River to provide for a
healthy aquatic ecosystem, while balanc
ing the competing interests of agricultural,
industrial and municipal high capacity well
owners, and recreational users and indi
vidual residents.

Voluntary steps have been taken to con
serve groundwater in the LPR basin. The
Del Monte vegetable processing plant has
purchased formerly irrigated cropland near
by andrwill discharge its treated process
wastewater and cooling water closer to the

LPR.
The recharge of this water, plus the water

saved by not pumping the irrigation well on
this property, will result in millions of gal
lons of extra ground water annually to help
sustain flow of the LPR.

The village ofPlover has transferred most
of its pumping from the municipal wells
close to the LPR to the municipal well
south of Lake Pacawa.

The farmers in the basin have coordinated
the crops that they grow on fields closest to
the Little Plover River, so that the highest
water use crops, such as potatoes, are not
grown on more than half of those fields in
each growing season.

While the Little Plover River has been
the poster child for ground water depletion,
the rest of Portage County's streams and
lakes have also been drastically diminished
during the current drought. Several sur
face water bodies have gone completely
dry from the combination of drought and
ground water pumping.

Farmers who used to farm without irriga
tion have begun to install high-capacity
irrigation wells to pump during the driest
times, to prevent crop loss and to increase
yield. This pumping, in addition to the
withdrawals in Portage County from nearly
a thousand high-capacity wells installed as
early as 1950, have helped to overwhelm
nature's capacity to provide ground water

recharge from precipitation.
The Little Plover River basin has been

extensively studied for decades. The dryup
of the Little Plover River was predicted
with certainty many years ago.

Other areas of the county have not been
studied, but it has been assumed that local
conditions in the Plover area are representa
tive throughout the irrigated farmlands of
the county.

This is a good first cut at characterizing
our areawide ground water shortage, but
more detailed information is needed to
manage ground water, based on local pre
cipitation and recharge, in other areas of
the county.

As county water quality specialist, I have
begun working with area farmers, using
their local precipitation and ground water
level data to establish ground water bud
gets in areas outside the Little Plover River
basin. Most of the farmers use the latest
technology to schedule their irrigation, and
to apply only the water needed by their
crops.

Some people look at high-capacity wells
and see them as detrimental to society and
the environment, while others see them as
their means of employment and economic
survival. In the current drought - they are
both; too much of a good thing.

We in Portage County have to fmd a bal
ance between the water needed for all of

our human demands and the water we need
to leave in the ground to sustain our envi
ronment. Unless we develop an expensive
pipeline to transfer water from somewhere
else, we only have the water provided by
precipitation each year.

As the deposits into our ground water
checkbook have diminished, we have with
drawn the deposits of many years and are
now operating further in "the red" with
each passing year. In future years, we may
look back at 2010 as the good times before
the rest of our lakes and streams dried up.

Unless we work together, we'll never be
able to figure out this puzzle. If we don't,
there won't be enough water for another
generation of farmers in Portage County.
Gone too will be about a third of our citi
zens who depend solely on agriculture.

All of us are in this together, and we need
to corne to grips with the fact that we do
not have unlimited ground water and will
not in the future. We need to address this
problem in Portage County by developing
a sustainable approach to using our most
precious resource.

Until the Legislature catches up, we need
to work on this ground water shortage our
selves. Inaction is not a viable option.

Editor s note: Ray Schmidt is a water
quality specialist for the Planning and
Groundwater Section ofthe Portage Coun
ty Planning and Zoning Department.


