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P·otato growers plan to take stance against ground water legislation
The Wisconsin potato industry plans to

take a more aggressive stance against pro
posed legislation that could have a signifi
cant negative effect on growers' ability to
use ground water for crop irrigation, and in
the words ofone grower, it's something that
will affect generations to come.

The Wisconsin Potato Industry Board
(WPIB), which met in Plover Wednesday,
June 9, voted to set aside $50,000 to fund
efforts to tell the industry's side of the
story.

Legislation that would put the power
of designating ground water management
areas in the hands of an appointed council
rather than the legislature is one big con
cern of growers.

The proposed bw also would grant coun
ties the power to regulate both ground and
surface water - power growers feel belongs
to the state. In addition, the bill would allow
anybody to file a petition with the Depart
ment of Natural Resources (DNR) calling
for a review of a proposed high capacity
well - even if the person had no connection

to the property on which the well was locat
ed. And the proposed law would eliminate
existing protection for high capacity wells,
allowing the DNR to modify its approval
to ensure consistency with a ground water
management plan.

The bill, which did not come up for a vote
in the last legislative session, will resurface
in the next session in January, predicted
Nick Somers, a Stevens Point potato grow
er. He told the WPIB, "90 percent of us
would be affected. We haven't done a good
job of keeping the public informed of what
we do (with ground water management)."
He added, "It's important to do something
now before the legislation is introduced
again."

Growers have hired RMT, a Madison
environmental consultant firm, to help tell
their story.

Somers told the WPIB that a ground
water model developed by University of
Wisconsin-Stevens Point College of Natu
ral Resources Professor George Kraft is
flawed. He said Kraft, who oversees the

Center for Water;hed Science and Educa
tion and researches ground water issues,
can't use the Little Plover River to draw his
study's conclusions because the river has
dried up. Somers suggested reasons for this
include Plover's growth.

In addition, Somers said, "We're in a
seven-to-eight year drought - lakes are
down, and we have to prove we go in
cycles." He said Kraft's work assumes all
the ground water pumping is for the potato
crop, and not for com and peas. And, he
said, "The cranberry growers say this issue
is as important to them as it is to us."

Grower Steve Diercks of Coloma noted
there are different recharge areas, and pro-

posed obtaining more data along with well
tes!ing and checking water more often. He
said much of what growers pump out of
the ground goes back to ground water. "We
have a shot right now to fmd out where the
missing water is," he said.

Jeremie Pavelski ofPavelski Farms called
for modeling data. "We haven't had that.
We need to collect it."

Plover grower Justin Isherwood respond
ed, "If we have data, it can alter the pros
pect that what is 'written in stone' may not
be 'written in stone. '" He called the Little
Plover River the "poster child" for propo
nents of the legislation.
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Wisconsin Potato and Vegetable Growers
Agsociation (wpVGA) Executive Director
Duane Maatz said he hopes growers can
come up with a better way of managing
what (water) they have. "I don't think this
will ever go away - it'll be the subject of
many Ph.D. research projects. We need to
be active in the political process."

Isherwood, who wrote about the ground
water issue in a recent Portage County
Gazette column, cautioned WPIB members.
"The days of putting in wells are over," he
said. ''Maybe we can't keep expanding."

Maatz ~dded, "We'd le~ ~ lot using a
real model, leaning how much water we're
really taking. The assumption is we're using
twice as much (water) as we're using." He
said "We need to have water to stay in
bus~ess, but also to have satisfaction in the
community about what we do." .

THe $50,000 allocation will help the
lJOtato growers form a position on ground
water management from an Irrigation Task
Force.

The Potato Industry Board approved a
$1.24 million budget for the 2010-11 fiscal
year, beginning July 1. Funds come from
a 6-cent-per-hundredweight assessment
growers pay for potatoes they sell. The

money will help fund WPVGA operations,
along with potato research, promotion and
education.

The WPIB forecasts collecting the assess
ment on 25-million hundredweight for the
2009 growing season, producing an esti
mated $1.5 million. The WPIB also decided
to contribute another $100,000 to help pay
for the potato storage research facility at the
Hancock Agriculture Research Station.

The WPIB re-elected Tom Wild of Wild
See Farms, Antigo, as president, CliffGagas
of Gagas Farms, Custer, as vice president,
and Bill Wysocki of Paragon Potato Farms,
Bancroft, as secretary.

The Board also approved filling two

vacancies, naming John Schroeder ofAnti
go and John Bobek of Markesan to terms
ending in 2012.


