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Portage C unty tops state in ground water use
By GENE KEMMETER

of The Gazette
Portage County uses more ground water

per year than any of the 71 other counties in
Wisconsin.

A "Wisconsin Water Use' report by the
state Department ofNatural Resources (DNR)
based on 2011 reporting identified Portage
County as the major user of ground water
in the state, pumping 21,309,871,904 gallons
(21.3 billion).

The usage is based on annual reports from
businesses and municipalities with wells or
water intakes capable of withdrawing 100,000
gallons of water per day.

The DNR began monitoring water with
drawals by sector, source type and location to

allow the department to assess the scale and
impact of water use in Wisconsin to promote
sustainable water use.

Monthly withdrawals also varied greatly
during 2011, following temperature and pre
cipitation experiences, with summer beat driv
ing water demands in all sectors, whlle cran
berry production required large withdrawals
in the fall for.harvest flooding and in the early
winter for frost protection.

Power plants, municipalities, large farms,
and paper mills and other industries used
more than 2.156 trillion gallons of water from
lakes, rivers and underground aqUifers in 2011,
according to the report.

While the use of ground water is heavy in
Portage County, the use of aquifers for water

amounted to only 10 percent of use in the state.
Tbe other 90 percent comes from surface

water along the shores ofLake Michigan, Lake
Superior, the Wisconsin and Mississippi riv
ers, and other inland lakes and streams.

In Portage County, a DNR graphic says
73.32 percent of the ground water pumped
goes for irrigation. 12.85 percent for municipal
water supply, 4.98 percent for industrial, 3.01
percent for paper production, 2.4 percent for
cranberry production, 1.81 percent for mining
(sand and gravel operations) and 1.62 percent
for all other uses.

Ground water gets heavy usage in central
Wisconsin. Adams County is the No.3 user of
ground water and Waushara County is the No.4

(See Water, page 18)
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percent, aquaculture 0.4 percent, industrial
0.2 percent and aU other uses 0.2 percent.

Wood County was the eighth largest
for surface water withdrawals for paper
and cranberry production, while Marathon
County was No. 10, mainly for paper pro
duction. Portage County was No. 24 in the
use ofsurface water.

are in the far north of the
state where populations
are low and ground water
is less readily accessible.

Lake Superior is the
largest freshwater lake in
the world, but few sur
face water withdrawals
are made from it again
mostly because ofthe low
popuLation in the area.

Surface water accounts
for 90 percent of the water
volume used in Wiscon
sin, 1.9 trillion gallons
and 76 percent of that is
for power generation for
non-contact cooling a
total of 1.6 trillion gal
lons.

The figure for power generation is
misleading because most of the water is
returned to the source of the withdrawal,
with Little water loss.

Statewide, paper production accounts for
6.2 percent of surface water withdrawals,
municipal water supply 5.4 percent, cran
berry production 2.2 percent, mining 0.6
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21,309,871,984 County·Wide

2011 Portage Co. Ground Water
Withdrawals

percent, agricultural irrigation 35 percent,
industrial 5 percent, aquaculture 4 percent,
public water supply 3 percent livestock 2
percent, golf course 2 percent, mining 2
percent and all other uses 6 percent.

The smallest ground water withdrawals

user. The DNR report notes that the
three counties comprise much of
the Central Sands area of the state
and is 'known as a globally sig
nificant vegetable and potato pro
ducing region' with high irrigation
demand.

The irrigation usage is season
sensitive, starting in May, then
increasing to about 10 billion gal
lons a month in June peaking at
more than 25 billion gallons per
month in July, dropping to about 25
billion gallons per month in August,
and then dipping below 10 billion
gallons per month in September.

The otbet counties in the top
six in the state for ground water
withdrawals are Dane, Rock and
Waukesha, which have large urbani
suburban populations that rely on ground
water to meet their demands, rather than
surface water.

Ofth 213 billon gallons ofground water
withdrawn statewide from 11,754 wells
municipal water supply accounted for 42


