
Wisconsin Water Stewards
Water is a critically important resource in agro-ecosystems across 
the United States, and we have worked to address these concerns by 
developing sustainable options.  

By convening a participatory stakeholder process involving farmers, 
citizens and environmental groups, we are able to explore mutually 
acceptable solutions that balance a productive agricultural economy 
with natural resource protection.  

Our goal is to expand educational programs that utilize research-
based knowledge and tools to target agricultural water use and 
allow farmers, local stakeholders and consumers to more effectively 
balance water conservation with sustainable food production for 
their local communities.  

Background
In 2016, University of Wisconsin and the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources initiated the Water Stewards Program with key input 
from Wisconsin Potato and Vegetable Growers Association (WPVGA), 
local community leaders and agriculture industry representatives, Cen-
tral Sands farmers and conservation stakeholders. The goal was to 
develop a program that would allow farmers to be recognized when 
providing water stewardship and documenting improvements. The pro-
gram would be based on regionally appropriate on-farm practices 
that would meet research-based water steward and conservation goals. 
These options led to the Water Stewards tier-based program which is 
now being utilized by potato and vegetable growers in Central Wis-
consin. Since water is a critical issue to more than just the vegetable 
industry, we propose to expand the program to multiple regions and to 
additional growing entities across Wisconsin.  

Why Water Stewards
Solutions to water issues are most likely to be effective when they are 
developed by stakeholders who work on local issues and when practic-
es are implemented within a small region to address specific problems.

By bringing key stakeholders with differing positions on water issues 
together to work toward unified strategies for local implementation, 
while recognizing the differences identified in individual group dis-
cussion, we have developed a process to work toward comprehensive, 
informed, research-based options for water stewardship.  



How it works
The assessment has 2-tiers: 

A base tier that is a practice-based water 
management program that leads to long-term 
water conservation and increased water use 
efficiencies.

A top tier that looks at location-based 
conservation management utilizing restoration, 
ecological principles, stream protection and 
alternative strategies based on risk levels 
associated with individual farms. The top tier 
assessment developed scenarios that defined 
layers of risk that could serve as the basis for 
consensus among stakeholders which were 
piloted with grower leaders in 2017 and 
analyzed to determine areas where farmers 
and stakeholders could agree on approaches.

How to get involved
Individuals can participate in the base tier 
option by filling out the on-farm assessment 
of water conservation practices, irrigation 
efficiencies and overall farm level water use 
practices.  

The top tier option includes a visit with water 
use specialist, who will walk individuals through 
a detailed conservation program focused on 
regional farm and location based alterations 
to implement on-farm which will emphasize 
restoration, ecological principles, stream 
protection and alternative strategies based on 
risk levels associated with farms.  

Links to sustainability and market needs
A key to the Water Stewards program is linking 
it to outcomes needed for the local, regional 
and national sustainability programs as well as 
opportunities for market incentives when those 
outcomes are achieved.

Water is central to many sustainability 
programs, and many feel there is a need for 
developing better market-based solutions for 
adoption of water conservation options. 

Enhancing education, better messaging and 
increased public relations could be additional 
benefits of participating in the Water Stewards 
program.

Future
We are planning to expand our educational approach by developing an 
on-line educational program to increase participation in the Water Stewards 
program. A comprehensive, on-line, self-directed course outlining the basic 
principles of farm water management and water conservation that will be 
enhanced with detailed on-farm scenarios.

This training will enable farmers and all interested stakeholders to learn 
about the development of practical, location-based and appropriate tech-
niques for research-based, on-farm water management. The course will be 
available in early 2020.

Contact Deana Knuteson 
(dknuteson@wisc.edu 
or 608-347-8236) for 
additional details.
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