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Bill Berry is a self-employed writer and editor who contributes to state and national publications. His Capital 
Times columns cover an array of topics, but he specializes in conservation, agriculture and sustainable land use. 

STEVENS POINT — On a bitterly cold night last week, more than 300 people crammed into the village of 
Plover Municipal Center to talk about high-capacity wells in Wisconsin’s five-county Central Sands Region. 

High-capacity wells that pump 70 gallons a minute or more have proliferated in the region as agricultural 
producers seek to minimize risk and maximize profits on crops that range from field corn and soybeans to 
potatoes and vegetables. Municipalities, including cities and villages throughout central Wisconsin, are also big 
users, as is industry. 

Lake dwellers, rural residents, some farmers, river advocates and conservation groups say pumping billions of 
gallons of water a year is affecting surface waters, with some lakes and streams drying up. It’s a classic large-
scale land and water use conflict, one with stark battle lines. 

The group heard presentations from representatives of the Department of Natural Resources, the Wisconsin 
Geological Natural History Survey and the U.S. Geological Service. They explained plans for a study of the 
Little Plover River, which is already the poster child for pumping’s impacts on surface waters and may be the 
most studied stream east of the Mississippi River. 

A lengthy question-and-answer period followed the presentations. Depending on who was talking, the DNR 
either has the authority to regulate high-capacity pumping based on cumulative impacts on other wells and 
water bodies or it doesn’t. It is either following a Wisconsin Supreme Court ruling giving it that authority or it 
isn’t. Most of those who spoke were impatient: They want action now, not more studies. 

So whose water is it? The best answer seems to be: everyone's. The only real solution for sustainable water use 
would seem to be a system that takes cumulative impacts into account. 

Some say laws are already in place for that, and further water management has met with resistance from high-
capacity well users, especially agriculture. It’s understandable from their perspective. Water is essential to most 
of the crops grown in the region, and wells provide certainty. The potato and vegetable industry in the region is 
a multibillion-dollar business that provides employment for thousands of people. 

The big wells aren’t going to dry up the vast aquifer that supplies the water. As one expert has said, the 
argument is over the top 10 feet or so of this vast underground resource. 

But the ramifications of pumping are many, and they can’t be ignored, especially as high-capacity well permit 
applications continue to flood the DNR. When a small farmer trying to provide water for his beef cattle has to 
dig a deeper well at his own cost, that’s an impact. When lake dwellers who paid good money for their property 
see the lakes dry up, that’s an impact. When residents of a rural subdivision are threatened by a mega-farm with 
multiple high-capacity wells, that’s an impact. 

What’s needed here seems to be the wisdom of Solomon and a little common sense. Instead, some lawmakers 
have leaned toward creating two classes of users: water barons and everyone else. This is a formula for long-
term conflict. What’s needed is a comprehensive strategy for the region, one that addresses current and future 
needs and impacts. 

A groundwater management district based on good science is the best hope. But right now, thems who have 
aren’t interested and thems who don’t are angry and frustrated. That’s what draws hundreds of people to a 
municipal hall on a cold winter night. 
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