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Reports identify Portage County as No. 1 in ground water pumping 
By RAYMOND C. SCHMIDT 

Special to The Gazette 
Recent media reporting in Portage County 

has brought attention to the possible effects 
of high capacity wells on nearby private well 
owners, and on lakes and streams. 

The truth is that anytime water is pumped 
out of the ground and either used up by the 
crops being irrigated or delivered to a munici
pal water system and then discharged to a 
stream following treatment, that water is no 
longer available in that location. 

This becomes an issue when recharge from 
precipitation does not replace the amounts 
used. Water used has to come from precipita
tion or be taken out of ground water storage. 
Ground water is not unlimited, and in certain 
areas of the county, levels have dropped dur
ing hot, dry years and have not returned to 
normal fluctuations even during years of high 
rainfall such as 2010 and 2011. 

As ground water levels drop, lake levels 
drop and stream flows decrease. Surface 
waters are really just the ground water com
ing out on the surface of. the ground. Gravity 
is what moves water all over the earth, and we 
can see this effect in streams. 

It works underground too - moving ground 
water from higher levels toward discharges 
in lakes and streams, wetlands and springs, 
and yes even in high capacity wells. As the 
levels in ·the wells are lowered by pumping, 
the water flows to fill the cones of depression 
and level out the ground water. 

When ground water flows toward the high 
capacity wells, it flows away from areas 
where it was previously available to private 
wells and surface waters. 

Property owners in the town of Hull have 
needed to replace some of their wells in the 
past couple of years. Many shallow driven 
point wells have been replaced with deeper 
drilled wells. 

All of the water users in that area have an 
impact on the ground water levels - whether 
the water is pumped from private wells for 
lawn and garden watering, or pumped from 
the new Stevens Point Municipal Well 11. 
The difference is only a matter the quantities 
pumped. 

Whether the municipal well pumping is 
responsible for lowering ground water levels 
~o much that private wells need to be replaced 
ts uncertain. Monitoring well readings sug-

gest that areas farther from the municipal well 
are less likely to be a~versely affected. 

The Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) is expanding a stream flow monitor
ing project in six Central Sands counties -
including Portage County. Stream fl!)ws will 
be measured monthly year round, and we'll be 
able to observe the results of the ground water 
surface ·water interactions in those areas. 

Some streams in the county, including the 
Little Plover River, have dried up at certain 
times in recent years. 

According to statistics released by the DNR 
Water Use Section, Portage County is the 
No. 1 user of ground water in Wisconsin 
for the second year in a row. In considering 
the attached graphs illustrating high capac
ity well pumping in Portage County, several 
comparisons readily present themselves for 
consideration. 

Ground water pumped for mpnicipal, indus
trial, and paper production - which are year
round uses - stayed fairly close to the same. 
This indicates that these uses are not highly 
weather dependent, and will have fairly con
sistent impact on ground water levels during 
times of widely varying precipitation and 
temperature. 

In contrast, the volumes pumped for agri
cultural irrigation in 2012 was nearly double 
that pumped for crop production in 2011. The 
majority of the pumping occurs in a three- to 
four-month period during active crop growth. 
Irrigation during this period allows the crops 
to stay healthy and maintain maximum yield. 

In 2011, agricultural irrigation in Portage 
County accounted for 15.6 billion gallons 
pumped vs. 5.7 billion gallons pumped for all 
other uses countywide. In 2012, agricultural 
irrigation accounted for 29 billion gallons vs. 
5.9 billion gallons for all other uses county-
wide. . 

While 2011 was a fairly normal year for pre
cipitation, 2012 recorded considerably lower 
precipitation overall, and particularly in the 
extremely hot summer months. 

In 2012, in the irrigated areas of the county, 
ground water levels dropped faster and far
ther during periods of peak irrigation than 
in 2011. This drop in groundwater level was· 
illustrated by a corresponding drop in flow in 
streams and levels in lakes. 

Editor's note: Raymond C. Schmidt is a 
water quality specialist for Portage County. 
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