
Water is important factor in life for humans, agriculture 
By BILL MCKEE 

Specia l to The Gazette 
Water, water everywhere? 
NASA is looking for water on Mars. 

Astronomers are looking for distant planets 
that might have water. Some residents of cen
tral Wisconsin are looking for water )n their 
lakes and streams. 

Water equals life, or at least the potentiaJ for 
life. Water is the lifeblood of the billion dollar 
agricultural industry in the central sands area 
of Wisconsin. 

The lakes and rivers of Wisconsin are a 
defining characteristic of our great state. 
critical to the natural bounty and beauty we 
enjoy. Water issues from around the g lobe are 
in the news ... too much water, not enough 
water, waters being polluted and waters being 
diverted. And yes, there are water issues right 
here in central Wisconsin. 

The ground water aquifer of the central 
Wisconsin sand plains is both robust and 
sensitive. It is robust becau'se there is a lot 
of it and it is easily accessed. It is sensitive 

because the sandy soils allow pollutants to 
easily percolate down to the ground water. 

The local issues, like the issues globally 
are both quality and quantity. The concerns 
and management of the quality issues have a 
longer local history. 

Sixty, 70 and longer years ago the Wiscon
sin River paper mills put their untreated pro
cess water back into the river, maklng the fish 
in the river unsafe to eat. Today the fishery 
is thriving and the waters clean enough for 
recreational activities. 

Thirty-some years ago, it was determined 
that some of the agricultural chemicals being 
used were making it into the ground water, 
making the water unsafe to drink. The use of 
these chemicals has been limited or banned. 

High nitrate levels in drinking water and 
its harmful effects on pregnant women and 
infants have been known for decades. Cities 
and towns spend mi ll ions to treat tbe quality 
their water supplies. 

The solution to these problems required 
active hands-on management practices. And 

now in our water rich state some quantity 
issues have poked up through the sand. 

Most recently concerns have been raised 
about the impact of the new high-capacity 
Stevens Point well on neighboring residential 
wells. Big wells can affect ground water lev
els as well as surface water. 

The Little Plover River (LPR) and its quan
tity issues are well known and studied. Its 
flowage problems have been alleviated to 
some extent by taking several agricultural 
wells out of production and also having Del 
Monte pump its cooling water up to the LPR 
watershed. These are active hands-on man
agement practices. 

With over 1,000 high-capacity irrigation 
wells in Portage County and over 3,000 hi
cap wells in the four county Central Sands 
area and scores more being permitted every 
year, the quantity issues will and are increas-
ing in number. 1 

Water issues are complex physically, social
ly and politically, but the low water levels 
in many local lakes and streams have many 

concerned about an apparent relationship 
between low lake and stream levels and the 
increase in the number of high-capacity wells. 

Although the word "manage" is not found in 
the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 
mission statement, they are clearly charged 
with managing our natural resources, or least 
some of them. 

The DNR sets limits. We must be permitted 
to hunt and fish, and we have limits on the 
size and number we may take. The DNR man
ages many species by prohibiting their taking. 
From forestry practices to boating activities 
permitting occurs and limits are set. Many are 
wondering when or if the DNR will set limits 
on the extraction of the public's ground water. 

Editor's note: This article was written by 
Bill McKee and is one of a series authored 
by members of the Portage County Citi
zens Advisory Committee's subcommittee for 
assessment and education. The opinions 
in the article are the authors and may not 
reflect those of the larger Citizen·s Advisory 
Committee. 


