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The Little Plover River, in central Wisconsin, has dried up every year between 2005 and 2009. 

Heavy Irrigation Threatens 
Central Wisconsin Streams and Lakes

by Denny Caneff
 The Central Sands of Wisconsin is 
a surprisingly productive agricultural 
area. Once known for hardscrabble dairy 
farms scratching out an existence on the 
sandy soils of this ancient glacial lake 
bed, the area is now ranked in the top 
three nationally for a number of crops 
that thrive in the sandy soil: potatoes, 
peas, snap beans, carrots, sweet corn, and 
cranberries. In addition, thousands of acres 
are planted to field corn and soy beans.
 But those crops thrive in the sand only 
because they are heavily irrigated by water 
from the underlying aquifer. In the 1950s, 
when vegetable and potato production was 
first launched, there were just a few dozen 
high-capacity wells (wells pumping more 
than 100,000 gallons per day) watering 
those crops. As the land for growing 

crops expanded and production intensified 
on those acres, the number of wells has 
grown to over 2,000 in the past few years.
 The alarm that unmanaged 
groundwater pumping would someday 
affect Central Sands streams, lakes, and 
wetlands was sounded by 1970 by the U.S. 
Geological Survey. Pumping impacts were 
largely unrecognized until catastrophic 
conditions merged in the mid 2000s with 
the drying up of the Little Plover River, a 
Class 1 trout stream, in 2005. Like most 
surface water bodies in this region, the 
Little Plover is completely dependent on 
groundwater. Indeed, it wouldn’t exist 
without it.
 A citizens’ group formed to call 
attention the plight of the Little Plover, 
which has dried up every year between 

2005 and 2009. The Friends of the Little 
Plover River and many water experts saw 
the Little Plover as an aquatic canary in 
a coal mine – an advance warning that 
the intensive irrigation of the area was 
depleting surface water bodies.
 University of Wisconsin Stevens Point 
hydrologist George Kraft has tracked the 
fate of the Little Plover and other surface 
waters by monitoring groundwater flows 
and pumping in the Central Sands for over 
20 years. Kraft’s research, which included 
examining the historical rainfall record, 
found that the Little Plover wasn’t drying 
up because of drought (though there have 
been droughts in the area in recent years) 
or a lack of rainfall. Kraft indicated the 
“missing water” in area lakes and streams 
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was likely due to groundwater pumping. In the case of the Little 
Plover, wells from a nearby municipality (the village of Plover) 
and industrial pumping were also deemed partly responsible. 
 The growers in the area pushed back. That groundwater 
pumping was affecting surface water levels could not be 
substantiated by other research, the growers said. Any 
requirement that they turn down the water, they contended, would 
be a threat to their multi-billion dollar industry. 
 The state’s Department of Natural Resources convened 
a work group in 2006 of citizens, growers and the village of 
Plover to figure out what could be done to keep water in the 
Little Plover, especially during the growing season. One band-aid 
proposed and actually implemented once was for a grower with 
an irrigation well near the river to pump water into the river to 
maintain some flow. This is tantamount to catching water from 
a leaking barrel, putting it back into the top of the barrel, and 
leaving the leak unpatched. 
 One positive product coming from the work group was a 
“public rights” flow order issued by the DNR. This established 
several minimum flows below which the river was not supposed 
to drop before triggering a regulatory response. One response the 
DNR could take is to ask the big water users to reduce pumping, 
but up to now it has not. 
 Meanwhile, about 20 lakes in the Central Sands are slowly 
getting depleted. Long Lake, in Waushara County, completely 
dried up in 2006, and even after some very wet years only has 
two feet of water. And there’s a new threat to groundwater 
quantity in the area. Several industrial dairy farms have set up or 
are proposed, some of them demanding upwards of 150 millions 
of gallons per year to water their cows alone, not to mention 
irrigation wells for crop production. 
 In the most extreme example of this, one farmer is proposing 
to cut down 6,000 acres of industrial forest and install 49 new 

high capacity wells in order to support a dairy operation of over 
3,500 milk cows and 5,000 other animals. The proposed farm 
will affect the watersheds of the prosaically named but highly 
valued Sevenmile, Tenmile and Fourteen Mile Creeks. Concerned 
residents fear both stream quality and quantity will be harmed by 
the huge amounts of water consumed and manure spread by the 

proposed Golden Sands Dairy.
 A management scheme that would 
bring about more sustainable 
groundwater use seems very far off. 
The growers are politically influential, 
and the political climate for regulation 
is chilly. However, several river and 
lake associations have united their 
efforts into a Central Sands Water 
Action Coalition, which the statewide 
river conservation group River Alliance 
of Wisconsin is supporting financially 
and strategically. Both groups 
are pushing for a state-mandated 
groundwater management scheme for 
the area that allows the growers to 
continue their business, but also leaves 
enough water in the lakes and streams 
so they can support biological life and 
human recreation.u
 
Denny Caneff is the Executive Director 
of River Alliance of Wisconsin.

Pine Lake, in Waushara County, is one of many surface water bodies 
suffering a loss of water believed to be caused by intensive groundwater 
pumping for irrigation in Wisconsin’s Central Sands region. 
Photos: River Alliance of Wisconsin

This maps depicts the locations of high-capacity wells (pumping at 
least 100,000 gallons per day) in Wisconsin’s Central Sands region. 

Courtesy: University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
Center for Watershed Science and Education.

(Irrigation, from page 1)
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