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The Portage County Board of Supervisors 

heard a presentation from George Kraft about 
the impacts 'of ground water pumping on lakes, 
streams and wetlands in Portage County, at the 
board meeting Tuesday, Jan. 20. 

Kraft is a professor of water resources at the 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point (UWSP) 
and UW-Extension, as well as a licensed hydrol
ogist. He has worked in the field for more than 30 
years, mostly in the Central Sands area. 

About 85 percent of that water went to irrigation. 
The Central Sands area contains one-third 

of all high-capacity wells in Wisconsin and 
accounts for one-fourth of all ground water 
pumped in the state. 

· The number of high-capacity wells has been 
increasing in Portage County since the 1960s, 
and most of them are located east of the Wiscon
sin River, Kraft said. 

Kraft focused his presentation on the history of 
ground water in Central Sands, where the water 
situation stands today and what causes changes 
in the water table. 

In the 1950s, there were two high-capacity 
wells in the area. By 1970, the number had 
increased to more than 500 and more than 1,000 
by the 1980s. Today, there are about 2,200 high
capacity well in the Central Sands area. 

In the areas with few high capacity wells, 
water levels and stream flow has fluctuated 
around an average, he said. In areas with many 
high capacity wells, the water table and stream 
flows have shown a decline. 

"Two big wheels control the ground water 
levels," Kraft said. "One of them is the weather. 
We have wet years, dry years and we have water 
levels go up and down, we have stream flow 
diminish or expand and we have lake levels go 
up or down. The other big wheel is pumping." 

Portage County alone contains more than 900 
high capacity wells, which can pump anywhere 
from 70 to 1,000 gallons per minute. 

In 2013 high-capacity wells in Portage County 
pumped 26 billion gallons of water, Kraft said. 

"One thing that you can take to the bank here is 
that ground water pumping always lowers water 
levels somewhere and it always diverts discharge 
from somewhere," Kraft said. "The whole point 
is that this is one system, ground water, lakes and 
streams are all connected." . 

Kraft showed photos of seven lakes in Portage 
and Waushara counties that have dried up or seen 
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ridge or a clay layer that prevents ground 
water from lowering it's just not so. It has 
to come from someplace," Kraft said. "It 
seems like we are hampered from moving on 
this issue because we have a lot of treasured 
notions out there but they are scientifically 
invalid. We need to work through those. 

"Just to mention a few, 'the water comes 
back every year. It doesn't matter if you pump 
it, it comes back.' But it is not so. 'Irrigation 
goes right back into the water table, nothing 
changes.' Not true. We are certainly not in 
a dry cycle and the Little Plover, despite the 
wet weather we have had~ is not to its average 
flow right now. This is a big problem in the 
Central Sands." 

Kraft said he has been devoting his efforts 
recently toward figuring what the future will 

look like ifthere continues to be an expansion 
in high-capacity wells and ground water goes 
unmanaged. 

Kraft estimated that if areas near Sunset 
Lake, Onland and Rinehart were converted 
to irrigated areas, those lakes could see 
decreases of anywhere from two to six feet. 
The Tomorrow River flow would go down 10 
to 20 percent. 

"What can you do if you want go forward 
on this and bring in other pieces? There are 
people out there who have credentials;' Kraft 
said. "Of course I'm always available. But if 
you don't like me, there are scientists at UW
Madison, the Geological and Natural History 
Survey who are very anxious to see their 
science be used for practical management 
services." 

significant shrinkage during the past 30 years. 
Kraft used Plainfield and Long lakes as two 

main examples. Researchers predicted in 1971 
that if ground water wasn't managed, lakes in 
the ar~a would see substantial impacts. At the 
time both lakes were more than 10 feet deep and 
home to prize-winning fish and water skiing, 
Kraft said. 

By the early 2000s, Plainfield Lake had dried 
up and it is now a sedge meadow. Long Lake's 
shore line has reduced significantly and is no 
longer deep enough for fishing or other water 
sports. 

"This past year was the fifth wettest year 
since 1930,'' Kraft said. "And in 2010 we had the. 
fourth wettest year. We are definitely in a period 
of wetter conditions and we should be seeing 
lakes and marshes and streams at all-time highs 
rather than at lows." 

Kraft said even in the 1950s when precipita
tion was five inches below average, there are no 
records of lakes ever drying up. Even in 2012 
When Portage County had a dry summer, it still 
had more precipitation than most the 1950s and 
'60s saw. 

"If someone tells you that there is a granite 
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