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Barb Gifford, president of the Friends of the Little Plover River, looks over a flow data chart near the 
Little Plover River with Jerry Knuth, director of the Wisconsin Wildlife Federation. Groups are 
cautiously optimistic that a judge’s ruling combined with a new model to study river data will lead the 
DNR to change its practices regarding high-capacity wells. (Photo: B.C. Kowalski/Stevens Point Journal 
Media ) 

PLOVER – A judge’s decision that the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources needs to consider the 
impact of high-capacity wells on the environment when evaluating well applications has given hope to those 
fighting to restore waterflow to the Little Plover River. 

But those groups also say they’re taking a wait-and-see approach while the DNR determines how it will respond 
to that decision. And the DNR itself still is figuring out what the decision means for the agency. 

The DNR took “an unreasonably limited view of its authority” when it evaluated an application for a high-
capacity well in Adams County for a farm operated by the state’s largest dairy organization, Administrative 
Law Judge Jeffrey Boldt ruled last week. Water conservationists are hoping the DNR will take that approach 
with all high-capacity well applications, which they hope will lead to less water draw-down for bodies of water 
such as the Little Plover River. 



The ruling affirms what groups like the Friends of the Little Plover River have been saying for years: that the 
DNR should consider a well’s impact on bodies of water such as the Little Plover River when evaluating high-
capacity well permit applications, particularly when water levels already are at their minimum level for a 
waterway to maintain healthy flow rates. 

The Little Plover became a source of contention in 2005 when it dried up for the first time. It has dried up or 
been reduced to below standard water levels several times since then. The river was named to the American 
Rivers’ Most Endangered Rivers list in 2013. University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point researchers said their 
studies show water levels in the river have been below healthy flow rates 70 percent of the time since 2005. 

“Science matters,” said Friends of the Little Plover River President Barb Gifford. “That’s what the judge 
basically said. That you can’t put politics ahead of groundwater science.” 

DNR Spokesman Bill Cosh said the department still is reacting to the news and declined to offer more than a 
prepared statement: “DNR attorneys are still reviewing the judge’s decision and discussing the department’s 
legal options and responsibilities.” 

Tamas Houlihan, communications director of the Wisconsin Potato Growers Association, said in a statement 
that he didn’t believe the decision was binding, but raised concerns that it brings further confusion for farmers 
on how high-capacity well applications will be reviewed in the future. 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point researchers have studied the river for decades and are convinced that 
groundwater depletion from high-capacity wells has caused water levels in the Little Plover River and other 
bodies of water in the central sands region to decline. 

WPGA officials have said in the past they’re waiting for the completion of a model being developed by the 
Wisconsin Geological and Natural History Survey and the U.S. Geological Service to verify reasons the river 
has drawn down. The DNR commissioned the model to resolve the dispute between farmers and 
conservationists who disagree about why the river’s levels are in decline. 

The model had been scheduled to be completed by the end of this year or early 2015. An August progress report 
from scientists working on the model show much of the work has been completed. 

UWSP water expert George Kraft said he didn’t expect the new model will find much different than his decades 
of research: that excessive pumping from high-capacity wells has caused much of the river’s decline. 
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