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MADISON — A bipartisan pair of state legislators representing Wood County is speaking out against 
legislation that would diminish oversight of high-capacity wells. 

“In some areas of the Central Sands we have lakes that have dried up completely, we have rivers and streams 
with significant stream flow loss,” state Rep. Scott Krug, R-Rome, said in an email to Gannett Central 
Wisconsin Media. 

A bill introduced in August in the state Senate, SB 239, would allow the transfer of 
high-capacity wells to different owners without requiring approval by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources, so long as a well is used for the same purpose as 
originally approved. 

Such wells can draw more than 100,000 gallons of water a day and increasingly are 
used in agriculture to irrigate crops. They are particularly prevalent in the Central 
Sands region, a swath of sand-dense land in central Wisconsin that includes part of 
Wood County, where there are more than 200 high-capacity wells. 

That number would increase if a proposed industrial farm in the town of Saratoga is 
approved; current plans call for the farm to have 33 high-capacity wells. Town 

officials and many of its residents are opposed to the farm, which would be owned by the Wysocki Family of 
Companies, because of concerns that it could degrade water quality and lower the water table. 

Under existing rules, DNR approval is required for the transfer of a high-capacity well permit to a new property 
owner. If the new owner does not intend significant changes to the well and agrees to continue any limitations 
on the well’s use, the DNR generally will reissue the permit under the new owner’s name, according to DNR 
spokesperson Jim Dick. 

That role would be narrowed by the legislation. As long as the use of a high-capacity well does not change, land 
owners would simply have to notify the DNR of a transfer. 

The bill also would allow for the repair, maintenance and replacement of high-capacity wells if such action is 
consistent with the original well permit. 

State Sen. Rick Gudex, R-Fond du Lac, introduced the legislation, in part because of an administrative judge's 
ruling last year that found the DNR must consider the cumulative impact high-capacity wells may have on 
water levels before issuing a permit. The bill is intended to provide land owners with some assurance that they 
can continue operating their wells, according to Gudex’s policy advisor, Lance Burri. 

"We want to make sure that we do these simple things that will help land owners," Burri said. 

Along with Gudex, two other senators have signed onto the legislation, as have 15 state representatives. 

State Sen. Julie Lassa, D-Stevens Point, whose district includes much of Wood County, is opposed to the bill. 
Lassa said that while she does not have a problem with allowing high-capacity well owners to replace existing 
wells that conform to an original permit, she does not support reducing DNR review of permit transfers. 

“The groundwater experts I’ve spoken with feel that this will create a de facto ‘water right’ of the kind that 
exists in Western states,” Lassa said in a statement to Gannett Central Wisconsin Media. 
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She cited the public trust doctrine in Wisconsin’s constitution, which courts have held mandates that waters of 
the state belong to all people, Lassa said. 

 “I feel that the bill as written may violate the public trust doctrine, and would hinder the DNR’s responsibility 
to protect our groundwater for everyone who relies on it,” Lassa said. 

Krug, who is also opposed to the legislation, said it fails to address both environmental and farming concerns 
that he has heard from constituents. He said he is working with state Sen. Rob Cowles, R-Green Bay, to 
introduce a compromise bill that would establish nuanced regulations for sensitive resource areas of the state —
 such as the Central Sands region — while providing certainty for growers in less-sensitive areas. 

“(The bill) doesn’t address the issues related to regulating different areas of the state in different ways,” Krug 
said. “One size does not fit all in this circumstance.” 

Rep. John Spiros, R-Marshfield, a co-sponsor of the bill, did not respond to a request for comment. 

Interest groups also have chimed in on the legislation. The Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation says the change 
is needed so that the DNR cannot lower the pumping capacity of high-capacity wells that are repaired, replaced 
or purchased. The Wisconsin Corn Growers Association also supports the bill, while the Wisconsin League of 
Conservation Voters and Wisconsin Farmers Union are opposed. 

The River Alliance of Wisconsin, a statewide advocacy organization that works 
to protect water quality, has voiced opposition to the measure. Helen Sarakinos, 
the alliance's policy and advocacy director, said the group is against the 
legislation because it protects the interests of existing high-capacity well owners 
while ignoring the effects of excessive water pumping. The state should have 
authority to routinely review all water permits to ensure they still make 
sense, Sarakinos said. 

"You’re taking a dangerous step to privatizing water," she said. "I think we’re 
kind of sticking our heads in the sand." 

A public hearing on the bill has been scheduled for Oct. 7 at the state Capitol in 
Madison. 
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