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Plover resident Barb Gifford lives along the Little Plover River and started the Friends of the Little Plover group in 2005, when sections 
of the river first dried up. “You can’t live on a body of water every day and not know when something was wrong,” she said. PHOTO BY 
KATE GOLDEN/WISCONSIN CENTER FOR INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM 

STEVENS POINT — If the groundwater pumping controversy in central Wisconsin was a game of 
chess, the next move would definitely be up to the potato and vegetable industry. 

That comes after a study about the impact of high-capacity wells was unveiled to about 350 people 
last week. Gathering in what usually serves as a concert hall at UW-Stevens Point, people with 
divergent interests politely listened as scientists said groundwater pumping, up to 80 percent of it 
from irrigated agriculture, was impacting the flow of the Little Plover River. The Little Plover is a trout 
stream south of Stevens Point. It dries up or falls below the so-called public rights flow in some years. 

To reduce irrigation’s impacts, scientists noted a few wells near the river could be shut down, or 
pumping from all 400 or so wells affecting the river could be reduced. But there’s a big leap from the 
findings of the study to application of any solutions. 

Ken Bradbury, state hydrogeologist with the Wisconsin Geological and Natural History Survey, and 
Michael Fienen of the U.S. Geological Survey were quick to note they were hydrologists and had no 
recommendations on how to use the study’s findings. In this case, the tricky science of human 
interrelations is the toughest egg to crack. Bradbury and Fienen were joined in answering audience 

http://host.madison.com/content/tncms/live/#1


questions by Department of Natural Resources representatives who said they favored voluntary 
approaches to address the impacts of pumping. 

The study’s implications go well beyond one little trout stream. The scientists believe they have the 
ability to replicate it across the six-county Central Sands region. It relies on sophisticated computer 
models to assess the impacts of various regimes for irrigated agriculture on surface waters. 

If the study was replicated on a larger scale, it could address the cumulative impacts of irrigated 
agriculture in the region, where until the 1950s there were no high-capacity wells. Now there are 
almost 3,000. 

A whole host of big questions follow from the $230,000 study, which is going through peer review. 

After years of delay and denial, will the multimillion-dollar potato and vegetable industry accept the 
fact that high-capacity wells are the main factor impacting surface waters in the region? A spokesman 
for the growers’ trade association hinted at that. Tamas Houlihan, executive director of the Wisconsin 
Potato and Vegetable Growers Association, told the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel that “absolutely, 
there is an effect" from irrigation on streams and lakes. 

Will growers voluntarily change their behavior in the face of the new study? The industry seems ready 
to try different cropping strategies. But it is likely to oppose efforts to restrict or shut down some wells. 
In the case of the Little Plover, the new study shows that pumping’s impact can be reversed by either 
shutting down some wells closest to the river or reducing pumping by all of the 400-plus wells 
impacting the flow. That isn’t likely to be embraced by the industry. 

The new study pretty much supports the findings of another scientist, George Kraft, director of the 
Center for Watershed Science and Education at UW-Stevens Point. Kraft’s work has long been 
dismissed by the industry. The industry has claimed everything from municipal wells and concrete to 
pine tree plantations have major impacts on groundwater. But this study made it clear that by far the 
biggest impact is from agriculture. 

How will the Legislature and governor react to the study? Don’t expect the current bunch to budge. 
But future legislative actions can hardly ignore the findings of this study. And regardless of the 
industry’s next move, the study boosts the cause and, likely, the legal standing of hundreds of citizen 
activists across the region who have long claimed irrigation impacts surface waters and shallow wells. 
As we know, lawmakers and our current governor can and do regularly deny science. That’s not so 
easy for a judge in a court of law. 

Regardless of who does what next, science seems to have settled some matters. Others, of course, 
are far from settled. 
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