
DEBATE RISES AS GROUNDWATER LEVELS FALL 
By Emily Jones, John Muir Chapter Water Sentinels 

Between the Mississippi and the Great Lakes, and thousands of lakes 
in between, it might be hard to think of Wisconsin as short on wa
ter. That's just a problem in the arid, drought-ridden Western states 
-right? 

But water quantity in Wisconsin is getting more and more attention 
as surface water levels have fallen and water-related legislative activ
ity has risen. Much of this activity surrounds high-capacity wells, 
which draw large amounts of groundwater per day. Legislation that 
passed in this year's budget limits the ability of citizens to challenge 
high-capacity wells based on their cumulative impacts, while a pro
posed bill (SB 302} aims to limit the DNR's authority in regulating 
high-capacity wells. As legislators weaken groundwater protections, 
citizens in areas affected by excessive groundwater drawdowns are 
beginning to see the results. 

The impact of groundwater depletion is particularly evident in the 
Central Sands region, which includes Adams, Portage, Marquette, 
Wood, Waushara and Waupaca counties. As its name suggests, this 
area is characterized by its coarse, sandy soils. The streams and lakes 
in the region are fed by groundwater, which has become a high-de
mand resource with growing intensive water use. One of the main 
land uses in the Central Sands is agriculture, and the sandy soils de
mand a lot of water to irrigate crops. In addition to crops like pota
toes and com, the region is also home to large livestock operations, 
including some concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOS). By 
definition, CAFOs have at least 1,000 Animal Units (AUs) living in 
confinement, with lower thresholds allowed for operations that dis
charge into navigable water. While each dairy cow equals 1.4 AUs, 
it takes 200 chickens to qualify as just 1 AU. Hence, such operations 
can include thousands of animals, driving up the need for high quanti
ties of water. This includes the New Chester Dairy near Grand Marsh 
in Adams County with over 8,600 dairy cows and 500 steers. Even 
more CAFOs could be on the way: the proposed Richfield Dairy in 
Adams County would house 4,300 cows and pump 72.5 million gal
lons of groundwater each year, according to the group Friends of the 
Central Sands. 

To get all that water to the surface, the region has seen a dramatic 
increase in the number of high-capacity wells, defined as wells that 
remove over 100,000 gallons of groundwater per day. Since the 1950s, 
the number of high-capacity wells in the Central Sands has grown 
from fewer than 100 to over 3,000, according to the DNR. As the 
number of wells has gone up, water levels in the area have gone down. 
Lakes and streams throughout the region have depleted, in drastic 
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cases almost to nothingness. Levels in water bodies like Long Lake 
and the Little Plover River have notoriously dwindled in recent years, 
causing the environmental group American Rivers to list the Little 
Plover River as one of the nation's most endangered rivers for 2013. 
While the levels of surface waters naturally rise and fall with wet and 
dry years, there's a correlation between the steep rise in high-capacity 
wells and the drop in area water levels. 

Because of the potential environmental impacts of high-capacity 
wells, they are currently held to regulations under DNR permits. Prior 
decisions have recognized the DNR's ability to regulate high-capac
ity wells. In an important State Supreme Court ruling in 2011 (Lake 
Beulah vs. DNR), the court unanimously ruled that the DNR has the 
authority- and the responsibility - to consider the environmental im
pacts of significant groundwater removal. Due to that decision, the 
DNR is obligated to consider effects on surface water levels when 
issuing a high-capacity well permit. 

However, recent legislation chips away at both the DNR's and citi
zen's abilities to prevent excessive groundwater drawdowns. The bud
get bill earlier this year contained a provision that prevents citizens 
from challenging high-capacity well applications based on their cu
mulative environmental impact, removing a tool that citizens could 
use to confront proposed wells. Proposed bill SB 302, introduced by 
Republican Senators Neal Kedzie, Rick Gudex and Tom Tiffany, in
cludes provisions that shorten permit decision timelines and prohibit 
certain future restrictions on new wells, further weakening the DNR's 
authority to regulate high-capacity wells. The Sierra Club strongly 
opposes this legislation and submitted testimony at a public hearing 
in September (see the Legislative Tracker http://wisconsin.sierraclub. 
org/tracker/). Although SB 302 passed out of the Senate Natural Re
sources Committee by a vote of3-2 on November 7, we were relieved 
that it wasn't brought up for a vote in the full Senate or Assembly in 
2013. Although the last regular legislative session day isn't until April 
3, we remain hopeful that sustained statewide opposition will prevent 
the ultimate passage of this bad bill. 

In the face of weakening regulations, citizens can still take action. 
Local grassroots groups like Friends of the Central Sands have chal
lenged permits for high-capacity wells that would support gigantic 
CAFOs and draw down the local surface water even more. As legis
lation lessens the power of state agencies, it's important that citizen 
advocates step to the plate to protect the water resources in their own 
communities.5ii?J 


