
   
 

   
 

 
 

 

Portage County Livestock Facility Ordered by DNR to Test Groundwater 

for Manure Contamination 

State Supreme Court Decision Paved Way for Permit Changes that Protect Local Drinking Water  

 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: April 12, 2022 

 

CONTACT: Peg Sheaffer, Communications Director, (608) 247-9684, psheaffer@midwestadvocates.org    

 

MADISON, WI— Today, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) announced that it has 

proposed to modify a wastewater discharge permit for Gordondale Farms—a large concentrated animal 

feeding operation (CAFO) in Central Wisconsin—following a state Supreme Court ruling last summer. The 

draft permit includes conditions that require the farm to monitor groundwater quality in areas where large 

amounts of manure are spread. 

If DNR’s proposed modifications are incorporated into the final version, it will be the third CAFO permit to 

incorporate conditions and authority outlined in the Supreme Court’s landmark decision. That decision 

affirmed the DNR’s authority to use commonsense permit conditions such as groundwater monitoring and 

limits on herd size to protect water quality.  

Gordondale houses approximately 2,500 dairy cows and is located near the town of Nelsonville. The 

original permit was challenged in September 2020 by a group of local residents represented by Midwest 

Environmental Advocates (MEA). The petitioners challenged the permit because its terms did not do 

enough to protect local drinking water.  

According to the terms of the draft permit, the farm will be required to monitor groundwater on fields 

upgradient of Nelsonville. This modification is necessary because the recharge zone for the groundwater 

that Nelsonville residents rely on includes fields on which the farm spreads its manure. 

The number of CAFOs in Wisconsin has dramatically increased in recent decades. As CAFOs multiply and 

grow larger, they continue to pump out massive amounts of manure for disposal. Groundwater in the area 

around Gordondale Farms is especially vulnerable to manure and fertilizer pollution due to the area’s sandy 

soils. 

In 2018, the Portage County Health Department tested private drinking water wells in Nelsonville and 

found that almost half were contaminated with high levels of nitrates. Nitrate is the most widespread 

contaminant in Wisconsin, and approximately 90 percent of nitrate in groundwater can be traced back to 
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agriculture. The ongoing water quality crisis has led local residents to call for increased accountability and 

oversight of large livestock operations like Gordondale Farms. 

“Like other neighbors of Gordondale Farms, we’ve seen a consistent increase in the level of nitrates in our 

drinking water. Given the serious health risks associated with nitrate contamination—including birth 

defects, thyroid issues, and colon cancer—the monitoring requirement is both reasonable and necessary,” 

said MEA client and Nelsonville resident Katy Bailey. 

“Portage County should be a leader in natural resource protection. Some of the best water scientists in the 

country live right here in our county, yet our water is increasingly undrinkable due to rising nitrate 

contamination. It’s past time for local and state leaders to take action to protect the drinking water of all 

residents,” said MEA client and Nelsonville resident Lisa Anderson. 

“While far from perfect, these permit modifications represent a step in the right direction,” said MEA 

Senior Staff Attorney Andrea Gelatt. “We are pleased that the DNR listened to experts and intends to 

modify Gordondale’s permit to protect the community’s drinking water.” 

 

Members of the public will have an opportunity to weigh in on the permit at a virtual public hearing 

scheduled for May 12 at 10 am. Concerned community members are encouraged to participate in the 

hearing and voice their support for strong permit conditions that protect local drinking water.  

 

Midwest Environmental Advocates is a nonprofit law center that combines the power of law with the 

resolve of communities facing environmental injustice to secure and protect the rights of all people to 

healthy water, land, and air. Learn more at www.midwestadvocates.org or 

www.facebook.com/midwestadvocates. 
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