
DNR: Little Plover River model will be developed soon 
Conservation group plans another letter asking DNR to help the river 
 

Written by 
B.C. Kowalski  
Central Wisconsin Sunday 
 

PLOVER — Design of a model being developed to study the dry-up of the Little Plover River could begin next 
month, as water experts say the river’s flow levels are well below the public rights stage, requiring action. 

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources expects to contract out next month for a scientific model that 
will allow hydrologists to study impacts of pumping from high capacity wells, changes in rainfall, and other 

elements that might be contributing to the river’s declining 
water levels. 

The river became a source of contention in 2005 when it dried 
up for the first time. It has dried up or been reduced to below 
standard water levels since then, and currently is below what 
scientists call the public rights stage – the minimum water 
levels necessary to maintain a healthy flow. The river was 
named this year to the American Rivers’ Most Endangered 
Rivers list in 2013. 

At the heart of the issue are the reasons for the dryness – while 
farmers, village officials and water conservationists all agree 
that they want to help restore the river to healthy levels, none 
seem to agree on the science behind the dry-ups. Water 
conservationists say that heavy groundwater pumping has led to 
a depletion of the river’s water levels, while others say a 
broader combination of factors is leading to the river’s flow 
problems. 

The model being developed by the DNR is supposed to put the 
issue to rest by using a scientific approach all parties can agree 
with. 

Efforts already have been made by all stakeholders to find ways 
to reduce impact on the river. The village of Plover has been 
buying agricultural land and plans to buy more in the future, 
converting farmland near the river into either parks or wetlands, 

in order to reduce the amount of irrigation that might draw from the river. 

The village so far has purchased 140 acres of land along the river, which it intends to convert into a 
conservancy area with trails and other recreation. Village Administrator Dan Mahoney said the village has plans 
to purchase another 250 acres that the village hopes to convert into wetland and has a goal to ultimately convert 
1,000 acres in the Little Plover River watershed from agriculture to non-irrigated land. 

“The village thinks that the Little Plover River is an excellent water resource,” Mahoney said. “We want to 
protect it and get it back to an appropriate water level.” 

Lawmakers are stepping in to help too. Rep. Scott Krug (R-Wisconsin Rapids) has been conducting meetings 
with groups in the Central Sands region since August, an area which includes the Little Plover River. 

Krug said the group will start meeting with farmers to talk about a possible solution to the draw down of many 
bodies of water in his district. Krug is hoping that the meetings will lead to legislation he can introduce by the 
end of the year and pass into law by the end of the legislative session in May. 

“The reason I want to get people together is to find out what the problems are,” Krug said. “We’re not putting 
blame on anyone but we’re looking for ways to solve this.” 

Figure 1--Figure 1--The Little Plover River as it flows 
under a bridge on Hoover Road in Plover. Scientists say 
water flow rates once again have fallen below the public rights 
stage, and conservation groups are calling for action. / B.C. 
Kowalski/Stevens Point J 
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The model 
Water experts say the model will allow them to study what-if 
scenarios related to the Little Plover River. They’ll be able to 
change variables in the model to see what effects it would have 
on water flow, giving everyone a clear path to find ways to 
restore water flows to the river, said DNR Water Division 
Administrator Ken Johnson. 

Experts are reviewing a paper written by hydrologists that will 
help develop the model. The DNR will contract for the 
computer model based on recommendations from the report. 

Johnson said the public could expect results in between a year 
to a year and a half. 

Others have asked for a bigger model that would study the entire Central Sands region. Many lakes in the region 
have seriously declining water levels, leaving properties that are difficult to sell or enjoy. 

“We’re focusing on a smaller area because we think we can get it done quicker, as opposed to three to four 
years,” Johnson said. 

Asking for relief 

In the meantime, conservationists are asking for the DNR to step in to help restore the water. The Friends of the 
Little Plover River sent a letter to the DNR in August 2012 asking the agency to take action in response to the 
river’s water flows falling below the public rights stage, and the group intends to send another letter this month, 
said the group’s president Barb Gifford. 

The efforts on the part of the DNR is appreciated, Gifford said, but the group is hoping for a more immediate 
response to the low water levels. 

“I think the time is now to move things forward,” Gifford said. “We knew then and we know now how to solve 
the problem.” 

Figure 2--Children study a fish during Little Plover River 
Appreciation Day at Little Plover River Park in Plover in 
May 2012. / B.C. Kowalski/Central Wisconsin Sunday 
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