
Expert: City likely behind Hull's dry wells 
Hydrologist at UWSP says water pressure, according to 

surveys Hull residents complet
ed. Stevens Point records support 

town's ~omplaints over water levels 
Hull Chairman John Hol

dridge wrote an October letter to 
Stevens Point Mayor Andrew 
Halverson on behalf of town res
idents saying that "many believe 
the cause of the drop was the in
stallation of Well No. 11," which 
pumps nearly 5.5 million gallons 
of water a day, and "the state of 
that impact needs further inves
tigation." 

By Chris Jones 
Stevens Point Journal Media 

cjones2@gannett.com 

Media. 
The Journal sought the rec

ords and independent analysis to 
shed light on a dispute between 
city officials and town residents. HULL - A high-capacity well 

the city dr illed almost two years 
ago to feed Stevens Point's grow
ing poputation does indeed ap
pear to have caused private 
wells to dry up in the nearby 
town of Hull. 

That cause, or an inexplicable 
coincidence, are the conclusions 
of a University of Wisconsin-Ste
vens Point water expert who re
viewed city well data at the re
quest of Stevens Point Journal 

The city drilled its well, 
which is called No. 11, in March 
2012 and nearby residents al
most immediately began report
ing problems with the wells they 
relied upon for drinking, cook
ing and bathing. Since June 2012, 
33 Hull residents have replaced 
their wells at an average cost of 
about $7,000 each; another 35 
residents report that their wells 
also either have dr ied up or lost 

Halverson said the town's 
problems rest with residents, 
not the city. Many Hull private 
wells that had to be replaced 
were old and improperly in
stalled to begin with, he said, 
which could explain why they 

Town of Hull resident Dennis Bonikowski draws a glass of water in his 
kitchen Friday. He and his wife had to spend $6,000 digging a new well 
after their old well ran dry, a problem they and other residents blame on a 
Stevens Point high-capacity well. CHRIS JONES/STEVENS POINT JOURNAL MEDIA 
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went bad. 
But the city's own water 

records seem to support 
Holdridge and his resi
dents. Stevens Point Jour
nal Media filed an open
records request in Novem
ber for city documents 
that reveal water tables in 
the area have dropped 4 
feet - to record lows -
since the city drilled its 
well. Over the same peri
od, the water in wells that 
serve other parts of the 
city has dropped only 
about a foot. 

UWSP hydrologist 
George Kraft called the 
numbers "astounding" 
and said the drop in the 
Hull water table either is a 
monumental coincidence 
or is the city's fault. 

"Looking at the data 
here, it's really tough to 
say that the city well isn't 
pulling water levels 
down," he said. 

Running dry 

The city installed well 
No. 11 after the state De
partment of Natural Re
sources told city officials 
that they needed another 
source of water to serve 
the city's growing popula
tion and industrial de
mand. Halverson said the 
city determined that the 
most water Stevens Point 
residents ever had used on 
a single day was 13.5 mil
lion gallons, and the· city 
needed enough well capac
ity to ensure that if one 
well failed on a peak-de
mand day, it still would 
have enough water to 
serve residents. 

Halverson said well No. 
11 pumps its water, almost 
2 billion gallons a year, into 
the city's interconnected 
water system, which 
serves the entire city. Ste
vens Point's water utility 
chose to drill No. 11 near 
the municipal airport and 
the Plover River because 
the area had the best water 
density and water quality. 

That high-quality water 
is what residents in the ad
jacent town of Hull had 
come to expect from their 
wells, most of which were 
built decades ago. Bill Soik 
ofR.J. SoikPlumbing, who 
installs private wells in the 
area, said most of those 
wells were drilled to about 
25 feet deep, which was 

plenty deep to draw water 
atthe time. 

"Water tables used to be 
higher up, but because of 
the amount of water; that:s 
being pulled out of the sys
tem, the water tables are 
going down," Soik said. 

The records say ... 

Stevens Point Journal 
Media reviewed with 
Kraft, the UWSP hydrolo
gist, city water charts ob
tained under state open
records law. 

For 20 years, the water 
table in the area surround
ing No. 11 never dropped 
by more than 2 feet a year, 
according to the records. 
FromJanuary1990toJune 
2011, the shallowest water 
level recorded was 20.78 
feet in August 1993, mean
ing someone such as Soik 
would have to drill down 
about 21 feet to hit water. 

The deepest the water 
ever fell prior to June 2012 
was 26.51 feet in June 2009. 
Through drought years 
and wet years, the water
table depth went up and 
down but never dropped 
more than 24 inches from 
year to year, Kraft said. 

In March 2012, when 
well No. 11 was installed, 
the water table was at 
24.46 feet. But as the well 
has pumped hundreds of 
millions of gallons to the 
homes and businesses it 
serves, the table has con
sistently fallen. 

The latest measure
ment was taken in Novem
ber, when Soik would have 
had to drill down nearly 29 
feet to hit water - 4 feet 
deeper than when the.Gity
well began pumping and 
far deeper than most pri
vate wells that serve Hull 
residents. 

The city's other moni
toring wells, scattered 
across Stevens Point, 
show no similar declines. 
Water levels at a well just 
northeast of Hull dropped 
1.45 feet after No.11 went 
operational and water lev
els in two other wells in the 
area, just southeast of 
Hull, both rose over the 
same time. 

The city's response 

Stevens Point city offi
cials said Hull residents 
simply drilled their pri
vate wells too shallow 
when they built their 
homes decades ago. In 
fact, the city said, several 
of the homeowners now 
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complaining had their 
wells run dry in 2009, 
when the water table 
dropped to 26.51 feet. 

Halverson said any of 
the private wells that have 
gone bad that are only 20 
feet deep or shallower 
likely would be high and 
dry by now, regardless of 
whetherNo.11 was operat
ing. 

Kraft said the city's ar
gument might be partially 
right, but that doesn't 
mean the city isn't still re
sponsible for the prob
lems. 

"So they were drilled a 
certain way and they were 
yielding water for 30-plus 
years without a problem?" 
he said. "So you're saying 
that the pumping isn't do
ing anything? It doesn't 
hold water. 

"You can argue that 
they're shallow wells, but 
that doesn't argue that the 
reason they went dry isn't 
the pumping" from well 
No.11, he said. 

What happens next 

On Nov. 4, the town of 
Hull board hired hydrolo
gist Steve Gassfield of 
Cottage Grove to advise 
the board on data collec
tion, water policy and is
sues related to water qual
ity and quantity. The Town 
Board has not made any 
decision about taking legal 
action against the city, but 
Hull resident Dennis Boni
kowski, who recently re
placed a well, said he 
thinks a lawsuit against 
the city could be coming. 

Bonikowski and his 
wife, Mar-yr-have lived in 
their house since October 
1971 and had to spend 
$6,000 to replace their well 
when they lost water pres-

sure after well No.11 went 
active. 

''We had just a shallow 
well, but I could always tell 
by how long it would take 
to fill the washing machine 
and it was getting longer 
and longer," she said. "You 
start to wonder, and it got 
to the point where there 
was a lot of air in the pipes, 
so we knew it was a prob
lem." 

The Bonikowskis are 
retired, but they had 
enough money put away 
that they could afford the 
replacement. Some of 
their neighbors weren't so 
lucky, though. Some told 
the Bonikowskis they had 
dip into college or retire
ment funds to restore wa
ter to their homes. 

Eric Ebersberger, chief 
of the DNR's Water Use 
Section, said a legal deci
sion from the 1970s could 
dictate what happens next. 

"People who own land 
have the privilege of using 
a reasonable amount of 
groundwater as long as 
their use doesn't unrea
sonably interfere with oth
ers or· adversely impact 
the water body," he said. 
"The question becomes 
what's unreasonable inter
ference and what is ad
verse impact?" 

Ebersberger said the 
first step in the process 
would be establishing the 
cause of the problem, and 
Kraft agreed. But he said 
Hull could have a compel
ling case. 

"Given that it's in their 
backyard and there's a po
tential here, if I was the 
city, I would be looking 
real close," he said. 

Chris Jones can be reached at 
715-345-2257. Follow him on 
Twitter @SPJChrislones. 


