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Jeff Opitz poses at his farm in the Town of Saukville in 2002. 
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Plans for a large-scale dairy farm in Adams County are coming under fire from neighbors and 
environmentalists, who question why state officials would approve a new permit and relax pollution limits for a 
farmer who paid $65,000 in penalties in 2013 for polluting groundwater. 

The case is the latest example of a dairy farm drawing objections on environmental grounds at a time when the 
face of dairying in Wisconsin is changing and large farms continue to grow. 

The number of large farms has jumped by 153% over the past decade, from 97 in 2003 to 245 in 2013, 
according to state figures, as some operators are opting to grow bigger to capitalize on efficiencies and 
potentially grow more profitable. The vast majority of such farms are dairy operations, meaning they have at 
least 700 cows. 

Opitz Custom Heifers of Coloma agreed to pay the penalties, pay an additional $10,000 to replace a 
contaminated private well of an adjacent owner and remove thousands of cattle from the farm in an August 
stipulation with the state Justice Department. 

Owner Jeff Opitz operated an open-air feed lot for young cattle before they were shipped to farms to be milked. 
Beginning in 2008, the state Department of Natural Resources started enforcement proceedings against the farm 
because manure was polluting the groundwater. 
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Opitz operated the old facility as a feed lot with no manure storage and no housing for the cattle. With no 
ground vegetation to help absorb the waste, the manure eventually seeped into the groundwater — a violation of 
Wisconsin law. 

Starting at 1 p.m. Tuesday, the DNR will answer questions and 
afterward hold a public hearing in the city of Adams, where a big 
crowd is expected over plans by Opitz to convert the troubled feed lot 
into a new livestock operation, much different from the last one. He has 
since reorganized the business, renamed it Burr Oak Heifers and 
brought in new partners. 

He'll raise young cattle in four barns and store the manure in 
engineered pits until crews spread it on fields. 

"I've gone from a majority to a minority position, and I have a lot of 
people breathing down my neck to perform," Opitz said. "People are 
going to think what they want, but after spending $4 million, I've got to 
perform or I won't be there." 

The hearing allows the public to comment on preliminary decisions by 
the DNR to reissue a pollutant discharge permit for the farm and 
approve a manure plan, spelling out how more than 3 million gallons of 
liquid manure and nearly 46,000 tons of solid manure will be handled 
each year. 

The farm will house 3,100 heifers, a size that qualifies it as a 
concentrated animal feeding operation, or CAFO, which is subject to 
greater regulation than smaller farms. 

"My concern is that if they have had known problems, and the DNR 
has substantiated it, why are they going to permit the farm?" said Steve 
Deery, who lives about 11/2 miles away. "Why not leave the land alone 
and let it heal a little bit?" 

Compounding the problem for Deery and others is that Burr Oak is a 
half-mile from another proposed CAFO, Richfield Dairy, which would 
house more than 4,500 cattle. The DNR approved permits for Richfield, 
but citizens and environmentalists have raised legal challenges, and a 
state appeals court ruled that the DNR failed to evaluate the cumulative 
effects of two high-capacity wells on others nearby. 

DNR officials say the 2013 stipulation allowed the farm to keep operating, if Opitz made major upgrades, 
including the installation of monitoring wells to keep tabs on potential groundwater contamination. 

Elizabeth Wheeler, an attorney for Clean Wisconsin, said the environmental group is challenging the DNR 
decision to allow a more lax pollution standard for nitrate in groundwater. The state standard for nitrogen is 10 
parts per million, which wells on the property are not meeting. 

One well used as a benchmark for background levels shows higher levels of nitrate are flowing to the property 
from other land, most likely due to fertilizer on crops, according to Gretchen Wheat, a water resources engineer 
with the DNR. By state law, Burr Oak will become one of less than a handful of dairy farms with more lenient 
nitrate standards. The DNR is setting an alternative limit at 28 parts per million. 
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Wheat said with the millions of dollars of upgrades, manure shouldn't reach groundwater, and eventually 
groundwater in the area could improve. In the meantime, the DNR can't force the farm to meet a standard for 
nitrogen flowing to the property from someplace else. 

Wheeler argues Opitz and his partners should be able to meet the existing standard because of the upgrades they 
are making. 

"This is going to legalize an activity that they were already fined for doing illegally," Wheeler said. "I think that 
it gets to heart of the matter that we need to start protecting groundwater, rather than giving exemptions." 
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