
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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