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Saving the 'endangered' Little Plover River 
By Kate Prengman 

Wisconsin Center 
for Investigative Journalism 

PLOVER Cold 
groundwater seeps to 
the surface at the head
waters of the Little Plo
ver River and winds its 
way through a narrow 
strip of shady forest be
tween farm fields to 
join the broader waters 
of the Wisconsin River. 
Once home to a prized 
trout fishery, this small 
6-mile stream repeated
ly has dried up and this 

year had the dubious 
distinction of being 
named one of America's 
most endangered rivers 
by American Rivers, a 
water advocacy group. 

"Flow equals fish," 
said George Kraft, a hy
drogeologist at Univer
sity of Wisconsin-Ste
vens Point. "This river 
is a shell of itself in 
terms of fish abun
dance. And its flows, 
most summers, are di
minished by SO percent 
or more from where 
they ought to be." 

While experts say the 
Little Plover is the post
er · child for the prob
lems of overpumping, 
some of them hope it 
also could be the source 
of solutions. 

Parts of the Little 
Plover first dried up in 
2005. The state Depart
ment of Natural Re
sources has set a "pub
lic rights" stage for the 
river - the minimum 
flow necessary for the 
stream to stay healthy. 

"Last summer, the 
flow rate went below 

public rights stage," 
said Barb Gifford, a 
founder of the Friends 
of the Little Plover Riv
er. "We asked the DNR 
to enforce the public 
rights stage. They didn't 
do anything." . 

Eric Ebersberger, the 
DNR's water use section 
chief, said the agency 
cannot enforce a public 
rights stage without 
concrete evidence 
showing which wells are 
responsible for signifi
cant impacts on the 
stream. 

To provide such ' evi
dence, the DNR, along 
with state and federal 
hydrogeologists, is 
working to develop a 
model of the Little Plo
ver watershed to show 

· how pumping from both 
municipal and agricul
tural wells, rainfall, re
charge and runoff af
fect the river's flow. 

"We can ask the mod
el, 'What will solve the 
problem? How much 
would people have to 
dial back?"' Ebersberg
er said. "We're looking 

at how much pumping is 
contributing to this 
problem, and what 
would solve it." 

The Little Plover 
model could be applied 
to other streams and 
lakes in the region with 
declining water levels. 

"I think the reason 
why this is important is, 
if this one (Little Plover) 
isn't important, then, in 
a sense, none of them 
are important," Kraft 
said. "Six-mile long 
streams are what make 
Wisconsin Wisconsin." 


