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STEVENS POINT-Let's give the Joint Committee on Finance the benefit of the doubt and 
assume it didn't know the broad impact of its clandestine effort to drastically limit challenges to 
high-capacity wells in Wisconsin. 

Maybe some group like the Dairy Business Association, which carries the water for large dairy 
farms, sold the committee a bill of goods. Now, lawmakers are taking flak, and not just from the 
usual suspects like environmental groups. 

It would be prudent to remove this clunker from the budget. No one with a passing interest in the 
topic says it doesn't need addressing. But there are a lot of stakeholders involved here, as 
lawmakers are learning. Wisconsin needs to fashion a well-informed policy that respects all its 
residents and landowners, not just a chosen few. 

The language in the motion sponsored by Rep. Dan LeMahieu, R-Cascade, would block anyone 
from challenging high-capacity well applications and permits by arguing the state Department of 
Natural Resources didn't consider the cumulative impact of the well and surrounding wells on 
the environment. 

GOP leaders say this simply reinforces the DNR's position that it has no power to take the effect 
of multiple wells into account when approving applications. That position in itself is a head 
scratcher. If the agency in charge of guarding the state's natural resources can't measure 
cumulative impacts of water extraction, then we have a problem. 

Opponents say the prohibition would strip citizens of a way to force the DNR to consider the big 
picture of multiple wells depleting groundwater, lakes, rivers, streams and wetlands. The history 
of irrigation worldwide tells us this has happened time and again. Many say it's happening here, 
and right now. 

Among those calling for removing the motion from the budget is the Wisconsin Towns 
Association, a respected mainstream organization. 

The association position cuts to the heart of the matter: "The concern is that in certain areas of 
the state the impact of additional high-capacity wells will increase the drawdown of the level of 
the water aquifer, resulting in the failure of neighboring wells, particularly shallow wells or even 
existing systems with driven points." 

The group adds: "It should remain the state's responsibility under the state' s 'public trust' 
doctrine to protect neighboring property owners when, with the cumulative impact of several 
high-capacity wells in an area, additional wells may threaten the water supply of existing 
properties." 



High-capacity wells have proliferated in recent years. Here in the Central Sands region, 
historically home to potato- and vegetable-growing operations, the number of wells has 
increased from fewer than 100 in the early 1960s to more than 3,200 today. Each well has a 
capacity to pump more than 100,000 gallons of water a day. Statewide, the advent oflarge dairy 
farms and frac sand mining operations has dramatically increased demand. 

LeMahieu has received some "friend of farmer" awards, according to his biography. But make 
no mistake about it, this motion is not friendly to farmers at all. Small farmers may be hurt by 
drawdowns from mega-farms. Agriculture in general will suffer in the court of public opinion. 
People are already up in arms about the impacts of the state's livestock siting rule for large 
farms. 

There's a way to wisely achieve a fair distribution of the resource. Ramrodding through an item 
that takes basic rights away from thousands of people isn't it. 


