
Wisconsin’s groundwater, the under ground water most of us rely on for drinking and home use, is our most precious natural
resource. Where would we be without our groundwater? Groundwater not only sustains human life, it helps maintain the water
levels of lakes, rivers and wetlands that provide important food and shelter for wildlife, and ensure recreational opportunities.
Clean and abundant groundwater means healthier waters and wildlife to sustain Wisconsin’s wonderful way of life.

Since we can’t live without groundwater, you may be surprised to learn that Wisconsin has very few regulations regarding its use
and contamination.
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The Rules and Regulations
of Groundwater:

Who really controls the water we drink?

Who Uses Wisconsin's Groundwater?
• 70% of Wisconsin households
• Nearly all of our food-related industries, including farming and irrigated agriculture
• Manufacturing, including the high tech industry
• All of our inland cities and many of our Great Lakes coastal communities

Wisconsin Groundwater Regulations - 
Are There Any?

Under Wisconsin law, groundwater is regulated under what is called the
“Reasonable Use” Doctrine.

• Wisconsin citizens are allowed to pump up to 100,000 gallons of water out of the
ground per day without any regulation.

• Wisconsin’s system is self-regulated and we are all on the honor system not to
abuse the daily consumption rate.

• Individuals or businesses who want to pump out
more than 100,000 gallons per day fall into the
category of a high capacity well. High cap wells, as
they are sometimes referred to, need Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources (WDNR)
approval.

• High cap well permits are often approved.
Historically the WDNR has only denied permits
when a well interferes with a municipal water
source.

• Some high cap wells pump more than 2 million
gallons of water per day.

If the proper regulatory reforms mentioned on the previous page are included in this bill, 80% of Wisconsin residents and
businesses will feel no change. The bill will have the greatest impact by protecting the people and businesses in Green Bay,
Waukesha, Stevens Point, and communities situated near special resource waters like trout streams and springs.

Protections may include:

1. An introduction of additional reasonable conservation measures for high cap well users. For example, municipalities
would be required to enforce homeowner and business use of low-flow toilets, shower heads, etc.

2. Requesting high cap well-owners to provide data on water usage to the DNR, and

3. Requiring municipalities to perform regional planning to guarantee conservation and a more efficient system to use
water wisely.

High Cap Well Users
in Wisconsin
Agriculture Industry
(Largest single user)

Manufacturing and High-Tech
Industries 
(Second largest user)

Municipalities
(Households, businesses, 
fire protection, etc.)

Water Bottling Companies
(Like Perrier®, Ice Mountain®, etc.)

Who Will be Affected by New Groundwater Legislation?

About Clean Wisconsin
Clean Wisconsin, an environmental advocacy organization, protects Wisconsin’s clean water and air and advocates for
clean energy by being an effective voice in the state legislature and by holding elected officials and corporations
accountable.

Founded in 1970 as Wisconsin’s Environmental Decade, Clean Wisconsin exposes corporate polluters, makes sure
existing environmental laws are enforced, and educates citizens and businesses. On behalf of its 10,000 members and
its coalition partners, Clean Wisconsin protects the special places that make Wisconsin such a wonderful place to live,
work and play.

Become a Member Today
As we look back at our record of success and to the future, we know that we are here because of people like YOU -
people who care deeply about the future of Wisconsin. Clean Wisconsin invites you to join our organization, for an
annual membership of $30, and become part of the voice that speaks on behalf of Wisconsin’s special places that we all
use and enjoy. You make our voice heard and our success possible. As a member of Clean Wisconsin, you will receive
our quarterly newsletter, The Defender, as well as timely mailings and alerts on topics impacting Wisconsin’s air and
water resources. We hope you will also join us for local gatherings and other events.
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Wisconsin is situated between the mighty Mississippi River and
two of the Great Lakes, and has more than 15,000 lakes, over
32,000 miles of perennial rivers and streams, and more than 5
million acres of wetlands. Water is everywhere around us! So it
must be plentiful and safe, right? Keep reading.

In Wisconsin and across the United States, there are hazardous
waste laws, Superfund laws, the Safe Drinking Water Act, and the
Clean Water Act which protect the quality of our groundwater.
None of these laws directly protect Wisconsin's groundwater supply.

• In some municipalities, the more water you use the less you pay per cubic foot. Over-consumption of
groundwater is forcing homeowners and communities to dig deeper wells. Drawing water from deeper
underground increases costs and the likelihood of contamination from arsenic, radium and other naturally
occurring contaminants.

• Waukesha is lowering their water table at a rate of seven feet per year, which means the area could run out
of groundwater within 20 to 50 years.

• Green Bay’s suburbs are also running out of groundwater due to high levels of pumping.

• Natural contaminantes, including radium and arsenic are turning up in many community water sources,
including Waukesha and Green Bay.

• While the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulates the level of radium allowed in public
drinking water supplies, there are no laws that regulate how much water can be pumped out and where it
can be pumped out. The result is increasing contamination of depleted groundwater supplies, which is a
chronic problem.

• Additionally, over pumping of groundwater draws other contaminants, like atrazine and nitrates coming
from agri-business and faulty septic systems, into our drinking water supplies.

• Nitrate is the most widespread groundwater contaminant in Wisconsin and has resulted in $15-20 million
of expense to public and private water suppliers. It can impact human health, wildlife, and aquatic 
ecosystem.

• Ten percent of Wisconsin wells that supply drinking water exceed EPA standards for nitrates, which can
result in a higher incidence of chronic health and reproductive problems, thyroid disorders, fibromyalgia,
and arthritis.

Wisconsin’s groundwater belongs to all Wisconsinites. Clean Wisconsin has a five-point plan for assuring long-term
groundwater protection. When enacted together, these five priorities will assure access for all Wisconsinites to abundant,
safe, affordable water - for home, work, and play. 

Wisconsin needs strong legislation that accomplishes the following:

#1: Conservation: Wisconsin must manage its groundwater for today and the future
by promoting conservation and efficient use.

#2: Protection: We must establish a system that prohibits wells from a) drawing
down neighboring wells, or b) lowering the water levels, raising water temperatures,
or threatening fish habitat in springs, headwaters, wetlands, streams, or lakes.

#3: Fairness: The Act must provide regular review of water permits to insure safety
and conservation, and make sure all citizens have an equitable right to water, not
just those who got their permits first.

#4: Knowledge: Today, state agencies and scientists know few details about
Wisconsin’s groundwater. This Act must provide a scientific, statewide system for
measuring, documenting, and assessing Wisconsin’s aquifers and groundwater
resources. This will assure healthy and abundant groundwater for years to come.

#5: Funding: No law can make a difference without money for implementation and
enforcement. Especially during tough budget times, this Act should make sure per-
mits and fees adequately cover the cost of establishing and managing the ground-
water protection program.

• Call, email, or write your state senators and representative and ask them to support a strong Groundwater
Protection Act. Remind them of our five priorities.

• Send a letter to the editor of your local newspaper endorsing a strong Groundwater Protection Act.

• Schedule a showing of Clean Wisconsin’s new groundwater documentary. Water Above - Water Below: The
connection between Wisconsin’s waters is a 22-minute documentary explaining the important connection
between Wisconsin waterways. It makes a great program for your garden club, church group, community
association, or other gathering. We’ll send you a copy for free.

• Check Clean Wisconsin’s website for late-breaking news on the progress of the Groundwater Protection Act.
We’ll keep you posted on new developments as they happen.

Wisconsin’s forthcoming groundwater legislation will set a national example on how to manage groundwater
supplies. It must be strong in order to protect this precious natural resource so we can use and enjoy it for years
to come.

Wisconsin Needs Strong Groundwater LegislationIs Wisconsin Running Out of
Groundwater?
Why Does Less Water Mean
More Contamination?

The Appleton Post-Crescent

As parts of Wisconsin, the United States and the rest of the world face water shortages,
water will increasingly be looked upon as a commodity to bebought and sold.

Here’s What You Can Do To Help:

The Wisconsin Rapids Daily Tribune
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