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The Little Plover River this month is below minimum levels set by the Department of 
Natural Resources. Irrigation in the farmland surrounding the Portage County stream is 
one explanation why the levels are so low, regulators say. 
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The Little Plover River in Portage County has once again fallen below minimally accepted levels 
set by state regulators to maintain the health of one of Wisconsin's most closely watched 
waterways. 

Since late June, the river has dropped below minimum levels. A University of Wisconsin-
Stevens Point researcher says the situation reflects the results of his own research showing 
chronically low flows as summer irrigation kicks into full swing. 

"With a dry July we've had a lot of withdrawals — it's sparked a lot of pumping," said George 
Kraft, a professor of water resources at UW-Stevens Point, who believes the region's shallow 
aquifer can't afford the heavy water use. 

The Little Plover runs about 6 miles before it empties into the Wisconsin River. It attracted 
national attention when parts of the river ran dry in 2005. American Rivers named the Little 
Plover one of the nation's 10 most endangered in an annual assessment in 2013. 
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Images of a dried-up riverbed 
prompted environmental and sporting 
groups to petition state officials to 
protect the river. And as parties 
wrangle over the conflicting needs of 
agriculture and the environment, a 
major groundwater study of the Little 
Plover basin is underway. 

Starting in 2009, the Department of 
Natural Resources mandated minimum 
levels for the river, known as minimum 
public rights flow, afterthe River 
Alliance of Wisconsin, Wisconsin 
Wildlife Federation and Wisconsin 
Trout Unlimited petitioned officials to 
protect river habitat, water quality and 
the recreational attributes of the Little 
Plover. 

Groundwater issues have grown more 
contentious as the growth in high-
capacity wellshas coincided with 
fluctuating water levels, not only at the 
Little Plover, but at other lakes and 
streams in central Wisconsin. 

Critics blame agriculture. But potato 
and vegetable growers say they aren't the problem and are practicing better water conservation 
and turning to management strategies, such as using potato varieties that require less water. 

In 2012, a drought year, Portage County experienced a 65% increase in groundwater use, 
according to DNR figures. That year, agriculture surpassed municipalities as the biggest user of 
water from underground sources across the state. 

On July 15, Portage County Executive Patty Dreier used her annual address to focus exclusively 
on groundwater issues, telling the audience it had been a "dubious honor" to pump the most 
groundwater of any county in the state in 2012. 

"When we pump groundwater at top rates of over a million gallons a day out of high (capacity) 
wells located in the vicinity of our lakes and streams, we draw down water from those bodies 
like we sip a drink through a straw," Dreier said. 

In an interview, Dreier said water issues are "hot and getting hotter." Agriculture is a $1.1 billion 
industry when accounting for additional business sales within the county, according to the 
University of Wisconsin Extension. 

The county executive said the needs of farmers must be balanced with ecological concerns, so 
instead of using her address to discuss fiscal or economic issues, Dreier chose to focus on water 
conservation. 
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"I value our water resources too much to look the other way," said Dreier, who was elected to her 
second four-year term in April. 

Dreier's speech was greeted warmly by groups such the Friends of the Little Plover River. "I 
think it was courageous for a public official to take up the issue," said Barb Gifford, who is 
active in the group and lives on a portion of the river known as Springville Pond. 

Gifford said she's watched the Little Plover drop over the past month. 

But Dreier acknowledged she took heat from some farmers. "One grower said it was pretty much 
an insult to him," said Dreier, as the farmer in a later meeting ticked off a list of practices he uses 
to conserve water. 

Portage County and other counties in the sandy-soiled region of central Wisconsin are the 
heaviest users of groundwater in the state. The region is one of the largest producers of potatoes 
and has a substantial vegetable industry. 

The picture for the Little Plover this year started out well, then grew worrisome. A wet spring 
and plentiful rain in June exceeded the long-term average. But dry conditions in July — and 
corresponding use of irrigation — lowered the river below levels set by the DNR. 

Kraft said during study periods from 2005 and 2013, base flows in the river have been lower than 
DNR minimum levels 71% of the time. 

"I think the take-home message is that unless we have extraordinarily high levels of precipitation 
in the summer, the Little Plover will go below the public rights stage toward the end of every 
summer," said Kraft, director of the Center for Watershed Science and Education at the 
university. 

The DNR says it has authority to take action against those responsible for damaging a river 
through their use of irrigation. 

But legal action could be tied up in the courts for years, said Dan Baumann, a former water 
program manager who now is manager of the DNR's regional office in Eau Claire. 

For that reason, the DNR is awaiting the results next year of a study, led by the Wisconsin 
Geological and Natural History Survey, which is using computer modeling to analyze the effects 
of groundwater pumping on the Little Plover. The study will include an economic component, 
looking at outcomes when different volumes of water are used and certain crops are planted. 

"If we get good results, our goal is to use this on other rivers without shutting down a farm or an 
industry," Baumann said. 

Said Kraft: "I think it's a good model, but on the other hand I think that we are kicking the can 
down the road." 

Kraft said his research and the work of others has shown a clear link between irrigation and 
falling water levels in streams and lakes that rely on groundwater. 

The number of irrigation wells approved by the DNR statewide averaged 122 per year between 
2007 and 2012. The agency approved 258 through the first eight months of 2013. 

Duane Maatz, executive director of the Wisconsin Potato & Vegetable Growers, said his industry 
isn't to blame. He thinks the Little Plover groundwater study will prove him right. 
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The industry has monitoring equipment on more than 400 wells showing farmers are using less 
water than falls on the land. Maatz says he plans to turn over the data to the study group once 
legal issues are ironed out to keep the identity of farmers private. 

As for the Little Plover, he said, it's lost wetlands upstream that were historically a source of 
recharging the river. There are discussions between a farmer and the DNR to convert the land to 
wetlands if the farmer is provided comparable farmland, he said. 

Also, Maatz said, the river bottom has changed and is not as deep as in the past. A shallower 
river creates flow problems in drier periods, he said. 

"There are an awful lot of factors that are involved," Maatz said 
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