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The Little Plover River in Plover, a state

designated "exceptional resource water" and
a naturally reproducing trout stream, has been
named No. 4 on the list of America's Most
Endangered Rivers by American Rivers orga
nization.

The listing says the Little Plover River, a
Class 1 trout stream, is threatened by dramatic

increases in ground water withdrawals that
have repeatedly caused sections of the river to
run dry in late summer. Historic data shows
how low flows have coincided with the expan
sion of wells drilled for irrigation, as well as
industrial and municipal use.

Today, the Little Plover River competes for
ground water with 14,000 people, 5,500 acres
of irrigated crops, a paper mill and a vegetable
processing plant. It has been increasingly

flow-stressed since the 1990s, nearly went dry
in 2003, and has dried almost every year since
2005.

Historically, there is no record of the Little
Plover River ever being flow stressed or
drying up prior to the 1990s.

American Rivers and its partners have
called on the Wisconsin Department of Natu
ral Resources (DNR) to develop and imple
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Tom Meronek (left), a fisheries biologist for the Department of Natural
Resources, stands in the Little Plover River in 2008 while explaining
to fourth-graders about fish .surveys and fish shocking conducted
on the river. The Friends of the Little Plover River hosted students
from Roosevelt and PloverlWhiting schools to raise awareness of the
importance of protecting water resources. (Portage County Gazette
file photo)
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ment management plans restricting large
well development and ensuring adequate
water flows in the Little Plover River and
throughout the state.

The Little Plover River is the smallest
waterway on the list, flowing only sjx
miles from its headwaters into the Wiscon
sin River.

The other rivers are '1. Colorado River
in Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada,
New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming; 2. Flint
River in Georgia; 3. San Saba River in
Texas; 5. Catawba River in North and
South Carolina; 6. Boundary Waters in
Minnesota; 7. Black Warrior River in Ala
bama; 8. Rough and Ready and Baldface
creeks in Oregon; 9. Kootenai River in
British Columbia, Montana and Idaho;
and 10. Niobrara River in Nebraska, South
Dakota and Wyoming.

American Rivers is the leading organi
zation working to protect and restore the
nation's rivers and streams. Since 1973,
American Rivers has fought to preserve
these connections, helping protect and
restore more than 150,000 miles of rivers
through advocacy efforts, on-the-ground
projects, and the annual release of Ameri
ca's Most Endangered Rivers.

The selection of the Little Plover River
shines a national spotlight on excessive
ground water withdrawals' by irrigation,
municipalities and industrial wells that
threaten river health, 'wildlife and fishing.

"The America's Most Endangered Rivers
report is a call to action to save rivers that
are facing a critical tipping point," Steve
White of American Rivers said in a news
release dated for release on Wednesday,
April 17.

American Rivers notified The Gazette
and other local publications about the
report Monday, April 8, under a press
embargo agreement, meaning it could not
be released until Wednesday, April 17. An

embargo is an ethical agreement between
a news source and media outlets that the
news story will not be released until the
listed date.

"We all need healthy rivers. They provide
our drinking water, support the economies
of our communities, and promote public
health and quality of life," White said. "We
hope citizens will take action to ensure a
healthy Little Plover River for generations
to come."

The major threat to the Little Plover is
identified as outdated water management,
with the risk to fish habitat and water sup
ply.

Barbara Gifford, Plover, president of the
Friends of the Little Plover River, and Jerry
Knuth, Plover, a director of the Wisconsin
Wildlife Federation, ,welcomed the atten
tion brought by the designation, which was
released to their membership on April 17.

"We're kind of a poster child here," Gif
ford said. "We see this national listing as
an educational opportunity to raise aware
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ness. It's a cautionary tool that we've used
from time to time and has included other
Wisconsin rivers and lakes."

Knuth said the Little Plover River is
called the most studied river in the United
States because staff at the University of
Wisconsin-Stevens Point have been study
ing the river flows and other aspects since
at least the 1950s, so officials have a his
tory to review regarding the river.

Gifford said the Little Plover River Study
Group was formed in 2006 because of
dwindling flows in the river and the DNR
was asked to enforce the public rights flow
of the river. "The goal is to find sensible
solutions to save the river," she said.

"There's been a lot of efforts, first aid
efforts, to save the river," Knuth said, "but
we need to t~ink of something for the long
term."

Gifford said the river flow situation, as
well as ground water problems throughout
Portage County and the Central Sands
region ofWisconsin have been impacted oy
a "gold rush" situation to drill high-capac
ity wells. "From 2007 to 2012 we have
had hundreds of irrigation wells drilled to
pump 100,000 gallons per day," she said.

Last summer and fall, the village of Plo
ver and agricultural interests voluntarily
stopped pumping when the river flow in
the Little Plover River dropped below the
legal public rights river flow, and Gifford
said the flow dropped below the legal pub
lic rights flow again in January.

"After years of scientific studies of the
Little Plover River, the time has come for
the DNR and the state of Wisconsin to
embrace the science and, without further
delay, put into effect an enforceable ground
water management plan," Gifford said.
"We cannot continue to keep increasing
ground water pumping and expect it not
to dry up the Little Plover River and other
Wisconsin rivers and lakes. We need better
stewardship of our ground water to ensure
our Wisconsin waters are available for the
enjoyment of future generations."

"We are asking the Department of Natu
ral Resources to enforce its own rules,"
said Helen Sarakinos, water policy director
at the River Alliance of Wisconsin. "It is
the right thing to do."

"This is a compelling opportunity to
continue Wisconsin's long and unbroken
legacy of strong leadership in environmen
tal conservation and stewardship," said
Alistair Stewart, a member of the Elliott
Donnelley Chapter of Trout Unlimited.

"The potential future harms caused by the
absence ofeffective plans for high-capacity
wells are in nobody's best interests, and we
urge the Wisconsin DNR to maintain and
protect the public trust doctrine."

"It is very troubling for sportsmen and
women who pay $100 million per year in
license and associated fees to see one of
the best trout streams in central Wisconsin
destroyed by the failure of state govern
ment to protect the Little Plover River,"
said George Meyer, executive director of
the Wisconsin Wildlife Federation. "It is
time for action to restore the flow in this
stream,"

Among the successes for rivers that were
on the Endangered Rivers list is the Wolf
River in Wisconsin, listed in 1997 and
1998 because it was threatened by a pro-

posed zinc/copper sulfide mine that would
have dumped 44 million tons of waste into
the river, threatening fish and wildlife and
the sacred lands of four native tribes.

In 2003, two tribes bought the site, kill
ing the mine proposal and ensuring the
area will be protected to support clean
water, tourism jobs and tribal culture.

The pumping effects on streams and
lakes are especially noticeable when drier
weather prevails, because more irrigation
occurs then and pumping diversions are
masked during wet times. Beside the Little
Plover River, other streams and lakes also
are affected, especially during dry condi
tions, such as Stoltenberg Creek in the
town of Amherst, Wolf Lake, Pickerel
Lake, Long Lake, Huron Lake and Plain
field Lake.


