
Protect Wisconsin’s
Drinking Water

Clean and safe drinking water is essential to Wisconsin’s

families, farms, businesses, and communities. Whether we

realize it or not, the groundwater flowing beneath our

feet is key to sustaining our life and economy. The safety

of our drinking water is not something we’re accustomed

to thinking about when we turn on the tap, take a shower,

wash our dishes, or drink a soda. However, in recent 

years, Wisconsinites in some regions of the state are

increasingly experiencing the connection between

everyday life and groundwater quality firsthand. 

What happens on the land above can have a direct impact on the groundwa-

ter below the surface. Nowhere is this more apparent than in northeastern

Wisconsin, where the landscape is largely defined by shallow soils and soft, frac-

tured bedrock. Because of this geology, some parts of northeastern Wisconsin are

highly vulnerable to groundwater contamination. With rain and erosion, these

areas, known as “karst” regions, have a tendency to develop cracks, sinkholes, and

disappearing streams that can form direct conduits from the surface to the ground-

water aquifer below.1 Scientific studies performed in northeastern Wisconsin have
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shown that when pollution is carried downward through these cracks and sink-

holes, it can reach the aquifer quickly and spread great distances at alarming

speeds, often hundreds of feet in a day.2

State law currently allows many types of waste to be disposed of through land

application. Some solid and liquid wastes, when handled and treated properly, can

be beneficial to the soil. But all too frequently waste is carelessly handled, poorly

treated, and land-applied in dangerous quantities, resulting in serious groundwater

pollution.

Each year in Wisconsin families get sick and tap water turns brown because of

careless spreading of waste on the land above drinking water supplies. Some town-

ships in Northeastern Wisconsin do not have consistent access to safe drinking

water because waste such as manure, industrial by-products, and septic sludge is

haphazardly spread on land known to have direct tunnels to the aquifer below.

Families who know their groundwater is polluted are forced to drink bottled water,

usually at their own expense. Occasionally, some families don’t know their water is

tainted and learn about it only after a trip to the emergency room. When ground-

water aquifers become contaminated, it is virtually impossible to clean them up

again, and tracing the pollution back to the source is incredibly difficult.

Prevention is the key to keeping Wisconsin’s groundwater safe and clean.

Unfortunately, Northeastern Wisconsin has a long history of groundwater contam-

ination that is very likely caused by poor land use and waste disposal practices. 

For the period from 2002 through 2005, for instance, water sampling in Calumet

County showed that almost half of all private wells had unsafe levels of bacteria,

nitrates, or both.3 More than 30 percent of wells in certain townships in Calumet,

Brown, and Kewaunee Counties exceed state drinking water standards for nitrates,4

and high-profile contamination events in the communities of Wayside,

Luxemburg, and Cooperstown have captured public attention and drawn cries for

help from concerned homeowners.5

The science is clear and the risks are well documented. In February 2007, the final

report of the Northeast Wisconsin Karst Task Force was released.6 The eighteen-

member Task Force was comprised of leading experts in geology, hydrology, and

conservation sciences; their final report documented the history of groundwater

contamination in the five northeastern counties of Brown, Calumet, Door,

Kewaunee, and Manitowoc, examined dozens of scientific studies, and recommend-

ed a variety of practices to reduce the risk of groundwater contamination from the

land spreading of waste.

The problem of careless waste disposal on land is not limited to one corner of the

state. Wisconsin’s laws governing the spreading of waste on land are among the

weakest in the Midwest. Industries make a profit from hauling and disposing of

municipal and industrial waste throughout Wisconsin. In particular, Wisconsin is

attractive because of weak laws that require little reporting or monitoring. Local

residents, local and state conservation agencies, and even landowners themselves
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Kathy Mcelwein
Jump River

often have no idea what kind of waste is being spread on their land or in what

quantities. The fees charged by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources

(DNR) for the privilege of disposing of waste on land is a small fraction of what is

needed by the agency to ensure that the groundwater below is safe from pollution. 

What’s more, because land application is so cheap in Wisconsin, contractors are

importing waste from Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, and possibly other states.7 Wisconsin

charges these contractors a mere $350 for land application and groundwater fees.

Illinois, on the other hand, charges contractors an annual fee of $5,000 to dispose

of wastes on their land.

Citizens and county officials from around the state are ready for action.

Clearly, those unfortunate families who have already suffered from tainted

drinking water have the greatest need for legislative action – each spring

brings a new round of “brown water” incidents. 

The dangers of groundwater contamination from land application of waste have

been felt around the state, and citizens and county officials are taking notice:

» Fond du Lac County convened a “Groundwater Quality Advisory

Committee” during the spring and summer of 2008 to investigate a rash of

serious well contamination incidents in the Town of Byron and elsewhere.8

» County conservation staff in both Dodge and Green Counties wrote urgent

letters to DNR in 2008, requesting help and noting that water resources were

“being threatened by weak and inadequate regulations for land application

of industrial and municipal waste water.”9

» In May of 2008, the Lake Michigan Area Land and Water Conservation

Association unanimously passed a resolution supporting the conclusions of

the karst report and urging swift action “to correct the ongoing problems

that continue to be a risk to the groundwater drinking supplies and health

risk of private well owners of Northeast Wisconsin.”10

» Citizens of Crawford and Vernon Counties, in karst-prone southwestern

Wisconsin, have been pushing county and state officials for funding to 

perform detailed geologic studies so that they can prevent the groundwater

contamination that has plagued northeastern Wisconsin.11

With more Wisconsin families at risk of getting sick from polluted groundwater

and a growing number of citizens and county officials victimized by the lax regula-

tion of land-applied wastes, now is the time for the legislature to follow the science

and enact strong laws to protect drinking water. 

Solution

Wisconsin faces three distinct, but related, waste disposal problems that threaten

our drinking water. Each has a unique and necessary solution: 
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Chuck Wagner
The jar on the left is tap water from Luxemburg

located in Kewaunee County, April 13, 2008.

1. A special “management area” must be designated in Northeastern Wisconsin to

address the problem of unsafe waste disposal on land that is highly vulnera-

ble to groundwater contamination due to geology.

2. A new carbonate area mapping program must be created to make up for the

lack of clear, state-wide knowledge about where the most high-risk lands can

be found. 

3. Waste spreading regulations must be strengthened and unified to give clarity to

what are now weak and confusing land disposal regulations for various

types of waste.

Wisconsin must enact legislation that will:

1. Designate a special “Carbonate Bedrock Management Area” in

northeastern Wisconsin. Decision-makers must recognize that unique

landscapes demand a unique approach to management by: 

• Designating Brown, Calumet, Door, Kewaunee, and Manitowoc Counties

as part of a “Carbonate Bedrock Management Area” (CBMA) needing

additional protection from dangerous groundwater contamination.

• Authorizing a team of scientific experts, county conservationists, and key

officials to develop new requirements to effectively prevent further con-

tamination.

• Giving the counties and the DNR enforcement authority to ensure that

waste disposal practices in the CBMA are safe and sound.

• Providing a mechanism by which new CBMA’s may be created in other

parts of Wisconsin as justified by emerging science. 

2. Create a new carbonate area mapping program. A comprehen-

sive, state-wide effort to map and classify lands according to the risk of con-

tamination will help local and state agencies anticipate where the next

round of well contamination may occur. Legislators should:

• Create a simple classification scheme that ranks vulnerable lands based

on soil depth, bedrock type, and other geologic factors.

• Generate a user-friendly and publicly accessible mapping program that

identifies those lands where special precautions may be necessary.

• Include local data on current land spreading activities so that concerned

citizens and state and county officials know exactly what wastes are

being spread on surrounding fields.

3. Streamline and unify Wisconsin’s waste spreading regulations.

Land spreading of industrial by-products, municipal sludge, and agricultural

waste involves a confusing and ineffective jumble of regulations. The rules

for spreading various wastes differ considerably even though multiple
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wastes are often spread on the same land. Regulations must be consistent

and easy to comprehend. Wisconsin legislators must enact legislation that:

• Instruct the DNR to analyze the various land spreading regulations to

find efficiencies and seek uniformity based on sound science.

• Ensure that Nutrient Management Plans developed by farms account for

wastes other than manure.

• Charge contract waste haulers a reasonable fee that covers the costs of

the regulatory program and removes the incentive to import wastes from

other states.

• Require regular soil sampling and groundwater monitoring and reporting

to the DNR and county land conservation departments from lands where

waste is disposed.

Talking Points

» Groundwater pollution is harmful to human health. Two common

– and highly hazardous – pollutants found in land-applied waste are bacteria

and nitrates. Bacteria and other harmful pathogens often found in manure,

septic sludge, and other human and animal wastes can cause infections, gas-

troenteritis, and other serious health problems. Nitrates from various wastes

can lead to oxygen-deficient conditions within human cells and tissue,

resulting in headaches, shortness of breath, Blue Baby Syndrome, and in seri-

ous cases loss of consciousness and even death.

» Without immediate action, more Wisconsin families will get

sick. Every year, scores of well contamination events occur around the

state, as a direct result of inappropriate land application of wastes. People

become sick and families are forced to drink bottled water, sometimes for

months, until the contamination diminishes. On top of that, in the worst

cases, some families have to replace their wells, costing upwards of $10,000. 

» Current law is making Wisconsin a dumping ground. A new and

growing industry of “Contract Land Applicators” has developed in

Wisconsin. These companies get paid to haul solid and liquid waste from a

variety of sources to land for disposal. This new industry is turning

Wisconsin’s farmland into a dumping ground, putting groundwater supplies

at risk and creating hazardous conditions on the surface.12

Currently there is insufficient monitoring to determine when these wastes

are beneficial for the soil and not harmful to groundwater. Because the com-

position of the wastes from industrial facilities can change on a daily basis,

much more information is needed. Annual reporting by these contract

haulers provides only after-the-fact reporting, leaving the public and agency

officials in the dark.13 Because Wisconsin’s land disposal regulations are
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weak and our dumping fees are much lower than most other Midwestern

states, Wisconsin is at a risk of becoming the region’s dumping ground. 

» Land disposal of all kinds of waste must be addressed. While

animal waste is the leading cause of groundwater contamination in the frac-

tured regions of northeastern Wisconsin, we must change current practices

that allow unsafe land application of municipal, industrial, and septic

wastes to prevent further contamination:

• Industrial Sludge – typically untreated and often very high strength.

Thanks to Wisconsin’s lax regulations, there are a growing number of

companies in Wisconsin that accept industrial waste from other busi-

nesses and haul it out to be dumped on the land. Pollutants of concern

include heavy metals, toxics, nutrients and pathogens.

• Municipal Sludge – the solid waste left over after sewerage is treated by a

municipal wastewater treatment facility. Pollutants of concern include

pathogens and nutrients, but metals and toxics are often found in munic-

ipal sludge.

• Septage – wastes from septic tanks and domestic wastewater holding

tanks. Pollutants of concern include pathogens, nutrients, and household

chemicals.

• Animal Waste – manure from domestic livestock. Usually untreated and

land applied to cropland. Pollutants of concern include pathogens, nutri-

ents, and antibiotics.
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» The science is clear: careless land application of waste in vul-

nerable areas pollutes Wisconsin’s groundwater and the water

we drink. Scientific studies conducted by leading hydrogeologists in

Wisconsin have documented and analyzed the movement of pollutants

through the soil and bedrock of the state’s karst regions. Based primarily on

soil type and depth to bedrock, the Wisconsin Geologic and Natural History

Survey has maintained a series of maps showing the susceptibility to

groundwater contamination since 1989.14 Based on these maps and extensive

research, a strong correlation has been drawn between geology, land use

practices, and groundwater contamination. Leading scientific experts from

the University of Wisconsin, Wisconsin Geologic and Natural History

Survey, and other organizations have studied this problem for decades and

continue to build the growing body of evidence each year. 

» Prevention is the key to maintaining safe drinking water. Once

groundwater aquifers are contaminated, they are incredibly difficult to clean

up. Usually the only option is to dig a deeper well – commonly at the home-

owner’s or taxpayer’s expense, and often for upwards of $10,000 – that taps

into a lower, uncontaminated aquifer. Only with the slow passage of time

does the harmful pollution dissipate. 

Additional Resources

Midwest Environmental 

Advocates, Inc.

551 West Main St., Suite 200

Madison, WI 53703

608/251-5047

608/268-0205 fax

advocate@midwestadvocates.org

www.midwestadvocates.org

River Alliance of Wisconsin

306 E. Wilson St., Suite 2W

Madison, WI 53703

608/257-2424

608/260-9799 fax

wisrivers@wisconsinrivers.org

www.wisconsinrivers.org 

Wisconsin Land and Water

Conservation Association

702 East Johnson Street

608/441-2677 

608/441-2676 fax

julian@wlwca.org

www.wlwca.org

Wisconsin Conservation Priorities 2009-2010 • www.conservationvoters.org

D
R

IN
K

IN
G

 W
A

T
E

R

33



Endnotes

1 University of Wisconsin-Extension and Rock River Coalition, Karst: Avoid that Sinking
Feeling, http://www.co.brown.wi.us/land_conservation/WebSite%20Documents/Karst.pdf;
and Kenneth R. Bradbury, “A Circuitous Path: Protecting Groundwater in Wisconsin”,
Geotimes April 2003. http://www.geotimes.org/apr03/feature_wisconsin.html 

2 Muldoon, M.A. and K.R. Bradbury, 2005. Site characterization in densely fractured
dolomite: comparison of methods, Ground Water 43(6): 863-876; Muldoon, M.A., J. Simo and
K. Bradbury, 2001. Correlation of hydraulic conductivity with stratigraphy in a fractured-
dolomite aquifer, northeastern Wisconsin, USA. Hydrogeology Journal 9(6): 570-583.

3 Calumet County Land & Water Conservation Department, July 2006.

4 Brown County Land Conservation Committee, Minutes, June 26, 2006,
http://www.co.brown.wi.us/County_board/Minutes/LandCon/2006/LC-
June%2026%202006.pdf; and Eugene McLeod, Groundwater: Our Invisible Resource, Calumet
County Land & Water Conservation Department. http://www.escarpmentnetwork.org/
GREATARCIII_McLeod_Hemauer_CalumetCoGroundwater.pdf

5 Bryne, Ed, “Wayside Wells Contaminated”, Wrightstown Post-Gazette, February 9, 2006;
and Walter, Tony, “Regional Approach Urged on Water Quality”, Green Bay Press-Gazette
October 4, 2008. 

6 Northeast Wisconsin Karst Task Force, Final Report of the Northeast Wisconsin Task Force,
February 9, 2007. http://learningstore.uwex.edu/Final-Report-of-the-Northeast-Wisconsin-
Karst-Task-Force-P1234C120.aspx

7 Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, Industrial Wastewater Land Application:
White Paper, October 2007, Page 15.

8 Fond du Lac County Groundwater Quality Advisory Committee, Fond du Lac County
Groundwater Quality Advisory Committee: Final Report, April 14, 2008.
http://www.fdlco.wi.gov/index.aspx?recordid=1261&page=33.

9 Letter from Oscar Olson, Chair, Green County Land Conservation Committee, et al. to
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (July 2008); Letter from William Nass, Chair,
Dodge County Land Conservation Committee, et al. to Wisconsin Department of Natural
Resources (March 31, 2008).

10 Lake Michigan Area Land and Water Conservation Association, Legislative Action Items,
May 16, 2008.

11 Crawford County Land Conservation Department, Soil and Water Concerns Committee,
Meeting Minutes, November 13, 2008.
http://crawfordcountywi.org/landconservation/downloads/agendaminutes/111308minutes.pdf

12 Id 8

13 Id 15

14 University of Wisconsin-Extension, Wisconsin Geologic and Natural History Survey:
Groundwater Contamination Susceptibility in Wisconsin, 1989.
http://www.uwex.edu/wgnhs/gwmap.htm

Wisconsin Conservation Priorities 2009-2010 • www.conservationvoters.org

D
R

IN
K

IN
G

 W
A

T
E

R

34


