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Who controls ground water and who does it

belong to?
Those issues have been topics of discus

sion for years, with the situation magnified
in recent years because of drought conditions.

In the 1950s and '60s, Stevens Point was
thought to be sitting upon an underground
lake, with an abundance of water underneath.
However, subsequent studies indicated that
there isn't an underground lake and the aquifer
isn't as large as believed, plus it's subject to the
ebb and flow of ground water.

Ray Schmidt, water quality specialist for
Portage County, said parties involved in the
use of ground water have been discussing the
situation for years and are working to resolve
the issue.

Fingers have pointed to agricultural irri
gation as a leading factor in the drawdown of
ground water, and Schmidt said agricultural
entities are working to reduce their effect.

Working with agricultural interests as well
as the village of Plover, which has a nearby
high-capacity well, Schmidt said the Little
Plover River continued to flow this sum
mer after the stream had dried annually
in stretches during the first decade of this
century.

Schmidt said the amount of water used
for irrigation is more than 185 million gal
lons of water pumped throughout the day
in the Central Sands region, with Portage
County responsible for about 92 million
gallons per day pumped.

A U.S. Geological Survey study estimat
ed irrigation in Portage County accounted
for 92.52 million gallons per day, with crop
irrigation totaling 91.97 million gallons,
he said, meaning that other irrigation uses
0.10 percent per day. Industrial pumping
accounted for another 31 million gallons
and domestic pumping amounted to about
4 million gallons.

There are about 3,600 irrigation high
capacity wells in the Central Sands region,
with Portage County having about one
third of them, 1,100, he said, plus about 50
new wells were· added in 2011 and 2012,
through September.

The impact on ground water usage is
undoubtedly more pronounced through
surface water. When the ground water is
higher, streams are flowing more, Schmidt
said, and records are available because
people have been monitoring stream flow
for years and years. "A stream is just a leak
in ground water," he said, "and we are see
ing flows dropping."

The average of stream flows and lake
levels throughout county are not as high as
they used to be, he said, pointing to Two
Lakes in the Almond area that is down
about four or five feet and Long Lake in the
Hancock area that is pretty dry.

Surface water will fluctuate, he said,
and ground water may feed the lake level.
Runoff from rain will feed lakes and make
levels rise, but ground water and surface
water will fluctuate, causing the levels to
also rise and drop.

Mike Hinrichs of Amherst, a member of
the Portage County Groundwater Citizens
Advisory Committee, said the county and
nation are slowly losing ends of streams
and shallow lakes. He pointed to Stolten
berg Creek west of Nelsonville and north-

west of Lake Emily that went dry in the
summer of 2012.

~ Five high-capacity irrigation wells came
into use in the area since 2007 to go along
with the four that were already there.

Schmidt said the water table drops when
the pumps are in use and there can be shifts
in the ground water divide while water can
also get pulled out of streams.

The summer of 2012 was interesting
to see with the ground water monitor
ing wells, he said, because- ground water
was dropping two feet per day. When the
pumping stopped on Aug. 1, the water level
leveled off and remained that way, he said,
adding that some precipitation has allowed
the levels to rise again.

Schmidt said the monitoring well at Han
cock Experimental Station in Waushara
County, just south of the Portage County
line, takes readings every 15 minutes and
has been operating since 2000.

The former average level of ground water
was about 10.5 feet higher than it is today,
he said, and the former lowest was record
ed in 1959, but in 2006-07 the level went
below that. Heavy rains occurred in 2010
II and the levels came back up, but now
they are low again.

The summer drop in ground water levels
during the irrigation pumping is usually 10
to 20 percent, he said, but the summer of
2012 was dry so when irrigation was oper
ating the level dropped an inch in two days
in July before leveling off in September and
October.

Farmers are only irrigating to supple
ment rainfall because the irrigation rigs are
expensive to run, he said, so they don't like
to pump if they don't need to, pointing out
that the summer of 2012 was one of those
years that irrigation meant the difference
for a healthy crop.

There are about 16 sites that measure
stream discharge in the Portage County
area, he said, so people are monitoring
stream flows in places like the Little Plo
ver River, which lost about two-thirds of
its flow in 85 days, from June to the end
of August. "There is no doubt pumping
is affecting ground water flow," he said,
pointing to joint efforts to reduce the
impact.

In natural areas like Emmons Creek. in
eastern Portage County, there usually is
a 25-percent or less reduction in stream
flows because there are fewer irrigation
units there, he said. Northeast Portage
County has 26 to 40 percent reduction in
flows and measuring wells in the rest of
Portage County see 51 to 75 or 76 to 100
percent reduction.

Because of those fluctuations, Schmidt
said the state is looking to regulate pump
ing within 1,200 feet from an open body of
water, like a stream or a lake.

There used to be a well north of
Nelsonville from the 1950s through the
1990s, but the well was capped then, he
said. A new well was installed in late 2010
and precipitation brought the water level up
about two feet, but in the summer of 12012
the level dropped about one-half foot.

Farmers plan on how much water they
need to use, he said, and if they can't get
rainfall, they will have to plan on using
ground water.

They don't plant the same crops every
year, he said, but potatoes demand more
water than others, with the russet burbanks
needing the most water. As a result, some
farmers have gone away from russets,
which take 110 to 120 days to grow and
need water at crucial times, he said, indi
cating growers are looking at varieties that
need 90 days to grow and need fewer water
days.

Farmers report to the state Department
of Natural Resource (DNR) about their
annual use of water, Schmidt said, so offi
cials see a difference in water use based on
the crops planted. Farmers change crops to
combat the pest cycle, he said, but also to
reduce the need for water.

North Dakota use a five-year rolling aver
age of water usage that prevents ground
water from forming cones of depression,
he said. "The slower the rate of pumping,
the longer it takes to deplete. So the DNR
limits the pumping average."

The Portage County area received a
recharge in 2010-11 with an extra 10 inches
of rain, he said, but "now ground water is
back to the level before we got all that rain.
To put an inch of water on crops, you take
down ground water about four inches."
The ground water level then fills back as
ground water travels from the surrounding
area, unless it is being pumped out of that
area too, he said.

Hinrichs said it seems that the ground
water level is slowly going down. The
water being pulled out of the ground is the
existing supply, he said. "As a fisherman,
if that all goes away, I'd be disappointed.

"We're not pushing to limit the number of
wells," he said. "We need some reasonable
system so we can keep a valuable irrigation
system for hundreds of years. We need it to
vitalize the area. Without controlling how
much water we use, we will lose water."

The area usually gets about 30 inches of
rain a year, he said, and irrigation is putting
about 16 to 20 inches of water on the crop.
"We need a system of balances."

Schmidt said some farms now calculate
evapotranspiration, trying to balance pre
cipitation with the irrigation needs of the
crop. Potatoes need more water at certain
times to bulk up the plant, otherwise it
could cut production about 10 to 20 per
cent.

Potatoes need about 20 inches of rain
during the growing season, while soybeans
are more drought tolerant, needing about
12 inches and corn about 16 inches.

Hinrichs said the farming community
is trying hard to limit what they need but
farmers are being told that they need to
produce at amounts above what is sustain
able. Farmers are working at it to get some
kind of sustainability, he said. They have
planned out their crops day by day but they
have to consider watering a limiting factor.

"We have to find a wise use of resources,
not a moratorium," Schmidt said.


