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I. INTRODUCTION 

Groundwater is an essential source of water for drinking and 
other domestic needs, for farming and industrial and commercial 
processes. I n  the United States, approximately fifty percent of 
the population relies on groundwater for its potable water sup­
ply.1 I n  some states, this figure is even higher; for example, in 
Wisconsin, approximately sixty-four percent of the residents of 
cities and villages2 and one hundred percent of the rural popula­
tion' rely on groundwater for drinking water. A cross the nation, 
groundwater comprises approximately forty percent of the water 
used for irrigation and twenty-three percent of the water used by 
industry.4 I n  Wisconsin, groundwater provides approximately 
ninety-seven percent of the water used for irrigation and twenty­
three percent of the water used by industry.5 

The quality of groundwater6 is threatened by degradation in 
many parts of the nation.7 While efforts have been made nation-

L Roberts & Butler, Infonnation for State Groundwater Qp.ality Policymaking, 24 NAT. RE­

SOURCES J. 1015 (Oct. 1984). See also OFFICE OF GROUNDWATER PROTECTION, U.S. ENVI­
RONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY, A GROUNDWATER PROTECTION STRATEGY FOR THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY (August, 1984) [hereinafter cited as EPA STRATEGY]. 

2. F. DI Novo & M. JAFFE, LOCAL GROUNDWATER PROTECTION: MIDWEST REGION 6 
(1984). Sources differ as to [he exact percentage of various population types utilizing 
groundwater for drinking water in Wisconsin and in other states. According to one 
source, for example, ninety-four percent of cities and villages in Wisconsin rely on 
groundwater for this purpose. Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and Univer­
sity of Wisconsin-Extension, Groundwater, Wisconsin s Buried Treasure 3 (Supplement to WIS­

CONSIN NATURAL RESOURCES MAGAZINE, Vol. 7, No.5, Sept.-Oct. 1983). 
3. F. DI Novo & M. JAFFE, supra note 2. at 6. 
4. THE NATIONAL GROUNDWATER POLICY FORUM, GROUNDWATER: SAVING THE UNSEEN 

RESOURCE, PROPOSED CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 5 (l985). 
5. Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and University of Wisconsin-Extension, 

supra note 2, at 5, citing a U.S. Geologic Survey study, WATER USE IN WISCONSIN ( 1979); 
figures do not include power plant water usage. 

6. The primary focus of this article is on groundwater quality rather than quantity, 
although the two are often inextricably linked: 

[t]he management of groundwater quantity can have important practical repercus­
sions for groundwater quality. Excessive pumping from wells can speed {he spread of 
a contamination plume through an aquifer. Or it can draw low-quality water into the 
aquifer from coastal areas or adjacent salt-water aquifers. Conversely, excessive con­
tamination can reduce the amount of water available for desired uses. 

THE NATIONAL GROUNDWATER POLICY FORUM, supra note 4, at 22. Wisconsin recently en­
acted legislation which addresses the issues of water quantity and state water rights. See 
WIS. STAT. § 144.026 ( 1985). 

7. Groundwater contamination incidents have been documented in all 50 states, but 
perceptions about what constitutes a "problem" and what, if any, action should be taken, 
varies. See U.S. CONGRESS, OFFICE OF TECHNOLOGY ASSESSMENT, OTA-0-233, PROTECTING 
THE NATION'S GROUNDWATER FROM CONTAMINATION (Oct. 1984) {citing U.S. GEOLOGICAL 
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wide to improve the quality of surface waters, these efforts have 
sometimes been at the expense of groundwater quality; some of 
the wastes that were previously disposed into surface waters or 
burned have now been diverted onto land or to subsurface dispo­
sal, ultimately degrading groundwater quality in many instances.8 
In addition, contamination by hazardous substances and hazard­
ous wastes, underground flammable and combustible liquid stor­
age tanks, pesticide use and storage, animal waste disposal, and 
other activities9 threatens public health and the continued use of 
groundwater as potable and otherwise useful water. 

The United States Congress, 'O many state legislatures, II the 
United States Supreme Court,12 and numerous federajl 3  and 

SURVEY, USGS WATER SUPPLY PAPER 2250, NATIONAL WATER SUMMARY 1983 - HYDROGEO­
LOGIC EVENTS AND ISSUES (1984)). 

8. Tripp & Jaffe. Preventing Groundwater Pollution: Towards a Coordinated Strategy to Protect 
Critical Recharge Zones. 3 HARV. ENVIL. L. REV. 1 (1979); See aLIo Dycus, Development of a 
National Groundwater Protection Policy, I I  ENVTL. AFFAIRS 2 1 1  (1978). Dycus notes that 
"[i]ronically, the . . . [EPA] has sometimes encouraged this diversion" of waste to on-land 
or subsurface disposaL !d. at 2 1 1 ,  n. 3, citing EPA, PROPOSED GROUNDWATER PROTECTION 
STRATEGY III, at I I  (1980). 

9. Nearly anything we dump. spill or spread on the ground has the potential to leach 
down through the soil and into groundwater. Groundwater contaminants are not always 
exotic chemicals; most of us make use of the products and engage in or benefit from the 
activities that contribute to groundwater problems. A list of the most familiar sources of 
contamination includes: leachate from landfills; septic systems; septage and sludge 
disposal; liquid waste storage lagoons; underground storage tanks; highway salting and 
storage of salt; pesticide and fertilizer storage and application; animal waste storage and 
spreading; and mining. 

10. The United States Congress has enacted numerous laws which address the need for 
groundwater protection in some way. For example, 33 U.S.C. §§ 1251-1387 (1982 & 
Supp. IV 1986), the Federal Water Pollution Control Act (FWPCA) (also known as the 
Clean Wate, Act); 42 U.S.C. §§ 201, 300(f)-300j-I l  (1982 & Supp. IV 1986), The Safe 
D'inking Wate, Act (SDWA); 42 U.S.C. §§ 6901-699l i  (1982 & Supp. IV 1986), the Re­
source Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA); 42 U.S.C. §§ 9601-9675 (1982 & Supp. 
IV 1986), the ComprehensivE Enyironmental Response, Compensation and Liabiiity Act 
(CERCLA) 0' "Supenund"; 15 U.S.C. §§ 2601-2629 (1982 & Supp. IV 1986), the Toxic 
Substances Control Act (TOSCA); and 7 U.S.C. §§ 136-136y (1982 & Supp. IV 1986), the 
Federal Insecticide, Fungicide and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA). A detailed summary of these 
and other federal regulatory programs may be found in many publications, including DI 
Novo &JAFFE, supra note 2, at 41-54; T. HENDERSON,]. TRAUBERMAN AND T. GALLAGHER, 
GROUNDWATER: STRATEGIES FOR STATE ACTION 35-50 (1984); and Tripp & Jaffe, supra note 
8, at 9-25. 

1 1 . Based on an informal survey by the Environmental Protection Agency Regional Of­
fices in 1982, approximately forty states and territories "have general environmental stat­
utes which include authority to protect groundwater; 15 states have laws that apply 
specificallY to groundwater. Forty-seven states have more_ than_one_m.yor agency dealing 
with groundwater issues; some have as many as eight." EPA STRATEGY, supra nOle I ,  at 2 1 .  

12. The Supreme Court has dealt with the issue of groundwater protection in several 
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statel4 courts have begun to recognize the value and necessity of 
groundwater protection. Once groundwater contamination oc­
curs, pollutants may persist for many years, many decades, or 
even longer, making the resource virtually unusable over periods 
of time. l s If clean-up of contaminated groundwater is possible, it 
is often very difficult and very costly.16 Therefore, many observ­
ers agree that the emphasis of regulations should be on the pre­
vention of groundwater contamination rather than on the 
monitoring and clean-up of pollutants once contamination has 
occurred. 17 

There is disagreement, however, both as to the best approach 
to prevent contamination and as to which level or levels of gov­
ernment are best suited to carry out these tasks. IS Since there are 
a number of important variables affecting which approach is best 

cases. See, e.g. , Sporhase v. Nebraska ex reI. Douglas, 458 U.S. 941 (1982), (holding that 
groundwater is an article of commerce subject to congressional regulation and there is a 
federal interest in conservation as well as in the fair allocation of groundwater); Cappaert 
v. United States, 426 U.S. 128 (1976) (the United States may protect federal waters from 
diversions whether the diversion is of surface or groundwater and "[g]rounrlwater and 
surface water are physically interrelated as integral parts of the hydrologic cycle." (citing 
C. Corker, GROUNDWATER LAw, MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION, NATIONAL WATER 
COMMISSION LEGAL STUDY No. 6, p. xxiv (1971))). 

13.  See, e.g., Blodgett v. County of Santa Cruz, 698 F.2d 368 (9th Cir. 1982), (the Court 
of Appeals affinned a United States District Court opinion which upheld a ten acre mini� 
mum lot size requirement in part because plaintiff's lots were within a designated ground� 
water recharge area). See also Barre Mobile Home Park v. Town of Petersham, 592 F. 
Supp. 633 (D. Mass. 1984), in which the court ruled that a municipality properly prohib­
ited trailer parks from the town where it was shown, inter alia, that construction of such a 
park might endanger the groundwater supply. 

14. See, e.g. , D & R Pipeline Const. Co. v. Greene County, 630 S.W.2d 236 (Mo. Ct. 
App. 1982), in which the court held that "[i)n order to prevent pollution of water reser­
voirs, it is proper for zoning regulations to require larger parcels of land per residence 
near those resenoirs than ordinarily required in other areas." Id. at 237 (citations omit­
ted). See also Moviematic Industries Corp. v. Board of County Commissioners of Metro. 
Dade County, 349 So. 2d 667 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 1977) (court upheld rezoning from in­
dustrial to single�family residential use where objectives of county zoning included preser­
vation of an adequate drinking water supply and the area's ecological balance). 

15. EPA STRATEGY, supra note 1, at I I .  
16. Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and University of Wisconsin-Exten­

sion, supra note 2, at 26. 
17. See, e.g., Tripp & Jaffe, supra note 8, at 2; EPA STRATEGY, supra note I ,  at 1 1 .  
18. See, e.g. , Ehrhardt, Approaches to Groundwater Management at the Local Level: Trends in 

Legal/Regulatory Strategies Across the United States 89, 1984 International Symposium on Ur� 
ban Hydrology, Hydraulics and Sediment Control (July 23·26, 1984) (University of Ken­
tucky, Lexington, Kentucky). Ehrhardt explains that municipalities have adopted many 
different approaches to protect groundwater. He discusses the approaches taken by vari­
ous communities in several states including Massachusetts, New Jersey and Michigan. 
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designed to protect groundwater within a given jurisdiction, 19 it 
may be argued that there is no single regulatory approach that all 
governments should use; regulations should ideally reflect the 
hydrogeologic and land use characteristics of a given jurisdiction 
and should involve a cooperative effort between federal, state, 
and local governments. 

The primary focus of this article is the role that local govern­
ments can play in a conjunctive state and local regulatory scheme 
to protect groundwater quality. While Wisconsin statutes and 
case law are used by way of illustration, the same general legal 
principles will apply in most states. 

II. FEDERAL AND STATE GROUNDWATER REGULATION 

A. Federal Regulation 

Currently, the federal government and many state and local 
governments have regulations which directly or indirectly protect 
groundwater quality; some activities and facilities affecting 
groundwater quality are extensively regulated while others are 
only partially regulated or are not regulated at all. While numer­
ous federal laws exist to deal with selected aspects of groundwater 
contamination,20 many commentators have long recognized that 
these programs "do not create a complete or consistent federal 
approach"21 to groundwater protection. 

In an attempt to coordinate federal and state regulatory efforts, 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) developed a 
Ground-Water Protection Strategy.22 An important aspect of the 
strategy is the EPA's emphasis on the role of both state and local 

19. Factors that influence the choice of protection strategies include: the hydrogeologic 
features of the state or locality; existing groundwater quality; the state's choice of a level or 
degree of desired groundwater protection and the resultant policies fonned; and the abil­
ity (including regulatory authority, financial resources, technical expertise, etc.) and desire 
of local governments to control activities and land uses which affect groundwater quality. 
See generally HENDERSON, supra note 10. 

20. See supra note 10. 
21. Tarlock, Prevention of Groundwater Contamination, 8 ZONING AND PLAN. LAw REP. 121, 

122 (May 1985). The National Groundwater Policy Forum, supra note 4, also noted in 
regard to federal groundwater laws that "[b]ecause many of the laws were written at differ­
ent times and for different purposes, they often aud up lo a program of groundwater pro­
tection that is neither coherent nor consistent, even if those laws are implemented to the 
limits of the enacted authority." ld. at 6-7. 

22. EPA STRATEGY, supra note I ,  at 4. According to the EPA, the Strategy includes four 
major components that address critical needs. They are: 

- Short-tenn build-up of institutions at the State level; 
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governments in groundwater protection. The EPA stated that: 
"states, with local governments, have the principal role in groundwater pro­
tection and management . . .  states are best suited to undertake direct 
implementation and enforcement of groundwater protection 
programs."·3 

The increasing emphasis on state and local government regula­
tion of groundwater is well-placed since state and local govern­
ments are, in many respects, better suited to regulate for this 
purpose than is the federal government. Fundamentally, state 
and local governments are often more acutely aware of the nature 
of state and local resources and the real as well as potential 
threats to those resources. Because groundwater quality is, in 
most areas, highly dependent upon local land use activities, local 
governments can play a significant role in protecting this resource 
by regulating where land use activities may be located and how 
these activities may be conducted. By exercising these tradition­
ally local functions, local governments are able to reflect in their 
regulations unique local characteristics which higher levels of 
government are often unable to consider because of the need to 
generalize regulations across greater geographic areas. 

B. State Regulation: Wisconsin 

The federal government's reliance on state and local ground­
water programs is consistent with federal policy in many other 
areas of pollution control: 

Congress gives a federal agency the lead role in developing the 
necessary scientific data, technical standards and regulatory 
framework. Using federal grants, states are given the responsi­
bility to develop programs modeled after the federal frame­
work in order to achieve the federal standards. While the 
process of assuming primacy is voluntarily entered into by the 
states, the minimum requirements that state programs must 
meet are federally mandated. If a state seeks to assume pri­
macy, the responsible federal agency must ensure that the state 

- Assessing the problems that may exist from unaddressed sources of con(amina� 
tion-in particular, leaking storage tanks, surface impoundments, and landfills; 
- Issuing guidelines for EPA decisions affecting groundwater protection and 
cleanup; and 
- Strengthening EPA's organization for groundwater management at the Head· 
quarters and Regional levels, and strengthening EPA's cooperation with Federal and 
State agencies. 

Id. at 4.  
23. Id. at 21 (emphasis in original). 



8 COLUMBIA JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAw [Vol. 14: 1 

program adequately reflects the minimal federal requirements. 
Otherwise, the federal agency assumes implementation 
responsibilities.24 

Wisconsin, like most other states, has assumed primacy over 
many of the major federal environmental statutes that provide for 
groundwater protection.25 Wisconsin statutes and administrative 
rules dealing with groundwater quality, in general, are thus not 
preempted by federal law.26 

While the EPA strategy to support retention of the states' lead 
role in groundwater management and protection has been en­
dorsed by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR),27 the state agency does not agree with the EPA's use of an 
aquifer classification scheme2s as the basis for its groundwater 
protection framework. "Since all of Wisconsin's aquifers are used 
for drinking water, the DNR is dissatisfied with . . .  [the EPA's] 

24. HENDERSON, supra note 10, at 44-45 (citations omitted), 
25. For example, Wisconsin has assumed primacy in the administration of the Safe 

Drinking Water Act (see WIS. STAT. §§ 162.01 - 162.07 ( 1 985)), the hazardous waste pro­
gram under RCRA (see WIS. STAT. §§ 144.60-144.74 ( 1 985)) and FIFRA (see WIS. STAT. 
§§ 94.67-94.71 (\985)). 

26. In areas in which the state has assumed primacy over federal laws, federal "preemp­
tion" of state laws and administrative rules theoretically would not occur since the federal 
government must approve state regulations before primacy is granted. In subject areas in 
which the state has not assumed primacy, it is often unclear whether courts will find federal 
preemption; see, e.g., Comment, Preemption Doctrine in the Environmental Context: A Unified 
Method of Analyru, 127 U. PA. L. REV. 197 ( 1 978). In either case, the question of federal 
preemption is a continuing inquiry since federal and state legislatures may amend statutes 
(and agencies amend administrative regulations) at any time. See, e.g. , Liberty Homes, Inc. 
v. Dep't ofIndustry, Labor and Human Relations, 125 Wis. 2d 492, 374 N.W.2d 142 (Wis. 
Ct. App. 1985) (state administrative regulation on fonnaldehyde in mobile homes was 
valid until federal law was amended to expressly preempt non-identical state and local 
standards), aff'd on other grounds, 136 Wis. 2d 368, 401 N.W.2d 805 ( 1 987). 

Since federal preemption law is not the focus of this article, it is assumed that none of 
[he state or local laws discussed within this article have been preenlpted by current federal 
law; this may, however, be a factor in assessing the validity of local groundwater protection 
ordinances. See, e.g. , Defendant's Brief in Opposition to Amended Motion for Summary 
JUdgment at 31-48, Monier v. Town of Casey, Washburn County, Wis. Circuit Court Case 
No. 86-CV-134 ( 1 987); see also Plaintiff's Brief in this case. 

27. "An intent by the EPA to give states the lead role in groundwater protection and 
management meets with DNR endorsement." Groundwater Report, DNR Looks at Planning 
Process for State Gmundwater Management (S. Buckner ed., Dec. 1 984) (available from the 
Wisconsin DNR, P.O. Box 7921, Madison, WI 53707). 

28. The EPA classifies aquifers according to current use and value and defines three 
classes of aquifers: 

Class I: SPecial Ground Waters are those that are highly vulnerable to contamination 
because of the hydrological characteristics of the areas under which they occur and 
that are also characterized by either of the following two factors: 
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'some groundwaters need protection, others don't really matter' 
notion . . .  The DNR feels that, although the EPA classification 
scheme might be applicable nationally, it isn't good for Wiscon­
sin. "29 Rather than adopt the EPA aquifer classification scheme, 
the Wisconsin legislature adopted protection standards30 that ap­
ply uniformly to all groundwater within the state.3l The emphasis 
of Wisconsin's groundwater law is the establishment of a two­
tiered set of numeric standards for substances that could contami­
nale groundwater. 32 These standards "will become criteria for 
the protection of public health and welfare, to be achieved in 
groundwater regulatory programs concerning the substances for 
which standards are adopted. "33 The numeric standards add a 

a) Irreplaceable . . .  or, 
b) Ecologically vital . .  
Class II: Current and Potential Sources of Drinking Water and Waters Having Other Benefi­

cial Uses are all other ground waters that are currently used or are potentially available 
for drinking water or other beneficial use. 

Class III: Ground Waters Not Considered Potential Sources of Drinking Water and of Limited 
Beruificial Use are ground waters that are heavily saline, . . .  or are otherwise contami­
nated beyond levels that allow cleanup using methods reasonably employed in public 
water system treatment. These ground waters also must not migrate to Class I or II 
ground waters or have a discharge to surface water that could cause degradation. 

EPA STRATEGY, supra note 1 ,  at 5·6 (emphasis in original). 
29. Groundwater Report, supra note 27, at 5. 
30. Although the EPA strategy establishes guidelines (including the aquifer classifica· 

tion scheme) to be applied in all federal regulatory programs, states may develop their 
own protection programs provided they are no less stringent than the federal program. 
EPA STRATEGY, supra note 1 ,  at 7. 

3 1 .  The bill containing these standards, Wisconsin 1983 Assembly Bill 595, was enacted 
into law on May 4, 1984 as 1983 Wisconsin Act 410. WIS. STAT. §§ 160.001 • 150.50 
( 1984) [hereinafter "Wisconsin's groundwater law"). Wisconsin's groundwater manage· 
ment program was selected for inclusion in this article because it illustrates issues involved 
in intergovernmental regulation where there is a broad.ranging state regulatory program 
as well as specific authorization to local governments to zone to protect groundwater and 
adopt other regulations. Much of the discussion and many of the regulatory techniques 
discussed herein are applicable nationwide, however. 

32. The state law establishes two levels of numerical standards. "Enforcement stan· 
dards" are maximum concentrations of substances that will be allowed in groundwater. 
See WIS. STAT. §§ 160.07, .09, and . 13  (1987). "Preventive action limits" (PALs) are set at 
a percentage of the enforcement standard. WIS. STAT. § 160.15 (1987). It is intended that 
PALs will function as an early warning mechanism. alerting state agencies that low levels of 
contamination exist and that some action may be necessary to prevent contaminant levels 
from increasing. The PAL is 10% of the enforcement standard for substances that have 
been linked to cancer or birth defects in animal tests; for substances that have other health 
effects, the PAL is 20% of the enforcement standard. and for substances of ' 'public welfare 
concern" the PAL is 50%. Id. Enforcement standards and PALs were recently promul. 
gated under Wis. Admin. Code Ch. NR 140 (1988). 

33. WIS. STAT. § 160.001 (Legislative intent) ( 1987). 
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new dimension to the state regulation of water resources which is 
already fairly extensive." The law also provides for numerous 
new programs; many of these are designed to fill some of the reg­
ulatory gaps that existed" while others create new regulatory 
authority.36 

Significantly, the new Wisconsin groundwater law provides for 
three optional programs at the local government level which ad­
dress the issues of land disposal of septage,37 county well code 
ordinances,38 and zoning to encourage the protection of ground­
water.39 By providing for these local government programs, the 
legislature established a de facto state/local partnership in 
groundwater protection and thereby evinced an intention to allow 
local governments to share the responsibility for groundwater 
protection.40 An analysis of the Wisconsin approach can serve as 

34. The state regulates many aspects of activities affecting surface and groundwater 
quality. See, e.g. , WIS. STAT. ch. 144 (1987) (which provides for numerous water protection 
programs). 

35. For example, although the State Department of Industry, Labor and Human Rela­
tions (DILHR) regulated the storage of flammable and combustible liquids prior to the 
enactment of the new groundwater law, these regulations were promulgated primarily for 
the purposes of fire prevention and safety (WIS. STAT: § 101.14(1)(a) (1988)); the ground­
water law requires that DILHR also provide for the protection of the waters of the state 
due to contamination by these substances (WIS. STAT. § 101.09(3) (1988». Similarly, the 
Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) regulates the stor­
age of bulk quantities of fertilizer and pesticides (WIS. STAT. § 94.645 (1987». The De­
partment of Transportation (DOT) regulates the bulk storage of salt and other chlorides 
intended for application to highways during winter months (WIS. STAT. § 85.17 (1987». 

There are also general requirements which provide that as enforcement standards and 
PALs are established, state agencies must review their rules and promulgate new rules or 
amend existing ones to ensure that facilities, activities, etc. regulated by the agency comply 
with the groundwater protection standards found in WIS. STAT. ch. 160 (WIS. STAT. 
§ 160.19 (1987)). 

36. The new groundwater law establishes, inter alia, a program to assist with the repair 
or replacement of contaminated wells (WIS. STAT. § 144.027 (1987»; a laboratory certifica­
tion program (WIS. STAT. § 144.95); and a council IO coordinate state groundwater activi­
ties (WIS. STAT. § 160.50). 

37. WIS. STAT. § 146.20(5m) (1987). 
38. U at § 59.067(2). 
39. !d. at § 59.97(1) (counties); Ed. at § 60.61 (2)(g) (towns): and Ed. at § 62.23(7)(g) 

(1988) (cities) (and villages under WIS. STAT. § 61.34 (1988». The legislature has pro­
vided that these powers shall be liberally construed. See WIS. STAT. §§ 59.97(13), 
60.61(1)(b) and 62.23(7)(a)(1988), respectively. 

40. The ground\yater law thus serves to clarifY a state statute which appears to delegate 
comprehensive power over all aspects of water protection to the state Department ofNatu­
ral Resources. See WIS. STAT. § 144.025(1) and (2) (1987). Although the DNR serves as 
the lead agency in water protection, other state agencies and various units oflocal govern­
ment also regulate to protect water quality, dispelling any notion of total DNR 
preemption. 
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a useful example to other states which choose to implement a sys­
tem of joint state and local legislation. 

III. LOCAL GOVERNMENT POWER TO ADOPT GROUNDWATER 
PROTECTION REGULATIONS 

In Wisconsin, local involvement in groundwater protection is a 
stated intention for some activities, but determining the specific 
limits oflocal power over the wide variety of possible local regula­
tory activities raises a number of questions. As local governments 
propose to enact ordinances dealing with groundwater quality, 
they must determine whether they possess the authority to enact 
regulations on a specific subject; then, they must determine 
whether the state has preempted that authority. Local officials 
must also consider whether the proposed ordinance meets state 
and federal constitutional requirements. 

Fundamentally, states possess all the powers not delegated to 
the federal government by the constitution, nor prohibited by it 
to the states.4! The Wisconsin legislature has delegated various 
regulatory powers to its local units of government including stat­
utes dealing with groundwater quality, statutory home rule au­
thority, and zoning and subdivision statutes. Local governments 
exercise these powers via a variety of regulatory techniques to fo­
cus, for example, on the regulation of: (I) hazardous materials or 
potentially contaminating activities; (2) wellhead protection areas 
within the cone of depression of a municipal well or its recharge 
area; (3) vulnerable areas where soils, subsoils or bedrock permit 
easy access of contaminants to the groundwater; (4) aquifer 
recharge areas; or (5) areas "down flow" from known or sus­
pected sources of contamination. 

Land use controls such as zoning and subdivision regulations 
can dearly play an important role in regulating land use to pro� 
tect groundwater quality. Since these regulations deal primarily 
with prospective land uses, however, it may be necessary to enact 
additional special purpose ordinances which deal with existing 
(and future) land uses and the specific activities connected with 
them. 

41. U.S. CONST. amend. X. 
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A. Counties 

As unincorporated units of government, counties in Wisconsin 
are considerably more limited in the range of powers they may 
exercise than are cities and villages. Counties have only those 
powers which are expressly conferred by statute and those which 
may be clearly implied from statute.·2 Although counties in Wis­
consin have been granted administrative home rule powers" and 
broadly-worded authority to provide governmental services,44 it 
is unlikely that either of these statutes could be used to regulate 
for groundwater protection.45 The Wisconsin legislature, how-

42. Brown County v. Dep't of Health and Social Services [DHSS], 103 Wis. 2d 37. 307 
N.W.2d 247 (1981); County of Dane v. Wisconsin Dep't of Health and Social Services, 79 
Wis. 2d 323, 255 N.W.2d 539 (1977); City of Janesville v. County of Rock. 107 Wis. 2d 
187, 319 N.W.2d 891 (Wis. Ct. App. 1982). The Wisconsin Constitution places the follow· 
ing limits upon county powers: "[t]he legislature may confer upon the boards of supervi­
sors of the several counties of the state such powers of a local, legislative and 
administrative character as they shall from time to time prescribe." WIS. CONST. art. IV, 
§ 22. 

43. WIS. STAT. § 59.025 (1987) apparently confers only administrative powers, not 
broad regulatory powers. It provides that: "[e]very county may exercise any organiza­
tional or administrative power, subject only to the constitution and any enactment of the 
legislature which is of statewide concern and which unifonnly affects every county." WIS. 
STAT. § 59.026 (1987) provides that: 

[flor the purpose of giving to counties the largest measure of self-government in 
accordance with the spirit of the administrative home rule authority granted to coun­
ties in s. 59.025, it is hereby declared that this chapter shall be liberally construed in 
favor of the rights, powers and privileges of counties to exercise any organizational or 
administrative power. 
44. WIS. STAT. § 59.083 (1987) provides in part that: 
[e ]xcept as elsewhere speCifically provided in these statutes, the county board of any 
county is hereby vested with all powers of a local, legislative and administrative char­
acter, including without limitation because of enumeration, the subject matter of 
water, sewers, streets and highways, fire, police, and health, and to carry out these 
powers in districts which it may create for different purposes, or throughout the 
county, and for such purposes to levy county taxes, to issue bonds, assessment certifi­
cates and improvement bonds, or any other evidence of indebtedness. The powers 
hereby conferred may be exercised by the county board in any town, city or village, or 
part thereof located in such county upon the request of any such town, city or village, 
evidenced by a resolution adopted by a majority vote of the members-elect of its gov­
erning body, designating the particular function, duty or act, and the tenus, if any, 
upon which the same shall be exercised by the county board or by a similar resolution 
adopted by direct legislation in the town, city or village in the manner provided in s. 
9.20. 
45. Although they are of arguably limited authority (see Christenson. The State Attorney 

General, 1970 WIS. L. REV. 298, 326-333), several Wisconsin Attorney General opinions 
have addressed the relatively limited power of counties to regulate under these statutes, 
The original county home rule statute (1985 Wis. Act 29 repealed and recreated WIS. 
STAT. § 59.025 and created § 59.026 (l987) (see supra note 43» appeared to grant broad 
regulatory powers but "a series of crippling intepretations by the Attorney General made 
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ever, has delegated to county governments authority over several 
optional groundwater protection programs previously noted (dis­
posal of septage, well code ordinances and zoning). Statutes 
which address the power of county boards to manage the con­
cerns of the county, preserve public peace and adopt building and 
sanitary codes46 may provide additional authority to regulate 
some matters affecting groundwater quality. County regulation 
of zoning,4' subdivisions,4s manure storage facilities'9 and nui-

the [original} statute virtually meaningless." Hazelbaker, C;ounly Home Rule, WIS. COUNTIES 
II, Feb. 1 985. In this regard see, e.g. , 8 1  Op. Wis. Au'y Gen. 68 ( 1 979); 153 Op. Wis. Att'y 
Gen. 67 ( 1 978); 3 1 7  Op. Wis. Att'y Gen. 63 ( 1 974). - -(A more de£ailed discussion of home 
rule and its application to cities and villages is found iTifra beginning on p. 16.) 

With regard to WIS. STAT. §59.083 ( 1 987), the Attorney General noted that county pow. 
ers are restricted because a town, city or village must request county action before such 
authority is exercised. 37 Op. Wis. Att'y Gen. 608 ( 1 948). 

46. WIS. STAT. § 59.07 ( 1 987) addresses the powers ofthe county board; it provides in 
part that "[t]he board of each county may exercise the following powers, which shall be 
broadly and liberally construed and limited only by express language . . . .  " Sections 
59.07(5), (51) and (64) specify that county boards may: 

(5) Have the management of the business and concerns of the county in all cases 
where no other provision is made . . . .  
(51) Adopt building and sanitary codes, make necessary rules and regulations in rela­
tion thereto and provide for enforcement of the codes, rules and regulations by forfei­
ture or othernise . . . .  "Sanitary code" does not include a private sewage system 
ordinance adopted under § 59.065. "Building and sanitary codes" does not include 
well code ordinances adopted under § 59.067. 
(64) Enact ordinances to preserve the public peace and good order within the county. 
Note that the legislature amended WIS. STAT. § 59.07(51 )  to specifically exempt private 

sewage system ordinances and well code ordinances from inclusion within the definition of 
a sanitary code. One implication is that ordinances regulating these matters of public 
health concern were covered by the definition before the amendments. Thus, it could be 
argued that county authority to adopt sanitary regulations could be used to set up a per­
mitting system to regulate potential pollution sources before groundwater contamination 
occurs. Several counties have used a model ordinance (Yanggen, jackson and Thompson, 
Regulatory Approaches for Animal Waste Management Ordinances, University of Wisconsin-Exten­
sion Publication G3269 ( 1 984» to adopt regulations governing animal waste storage and 
disposal under § 59.07(51 )  on the theory that imprOPer waste management can cause 
groundwater contamination and that this is a legitimate subject of a sanitary code. 

Note also that all units of local government in Wisconsin have the authority to challenge 
the validity of administrative rules in limited circumstances; see infra note 478. 

47. Counties may zone "to encourage the protection of groundwater resources:' WIS. 
STAT. § 59.97(1 )  ( 1 987). Note, however, that a county zoning ordinance applies only to 
the unincorporated parts of the county and is not effective in a particular town until ap­
proved by the town board (WIS. STAT. § 59.97(5)(c) ( 1 987» except that county shoreland 
zoning ordinances do not require town board approval. Wrs. STAT. § 59.97 1 ( 2)(a) (1987). 

48. WIS. STAT. § 236.1 3  ( 1 987) provides that approval of subdivision plats shall be 
based upon, inter alia, the provisions of WIS. STAT. Ch. 236, any municipal, town or county 
ordinance, and the DILHR rules relating to lot size and elevation necess;;try for proper 
sanitary conditions in an unsewered subdivision. 

49. WISC. STAT. § 92. 1 6  (1987). 
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sances50 also provides some control over potential groundwater 
contaminants. 

Despite the somewhat limited scope of their existing regulatory 
authority, counties have the potential to play a key role in ground­
water protection, Although county geographic boundaries do not 
necessarily coincide with aquifer or watershed boundaries, coun­
ties do cover a greater geographic area than cities, villages or 
towns; county regulations may therefore reflect a more regional 
assessment of needed protection measures yet still include provi­
sions which reflect the peculiar characteristics of the area,51 
Counties could, for example, be explicitly authorized to adopt 
special purpose ordinances regulating well field protection, haz­
ardous materials, underground storage tanks, animal waste man­
agement and other activities and potential sources of pollution.52 

50. WIS. STAT. § 823.01 ( 1 987) provides that: "Any person, county, city, village or town 
may maintain an action to recover damages or to abate a public nuisance from which inju­
ries peculiar to the complainant are suffered, so far as necessary to protect the complain­
ant's rights and to obtain an injunction to prevent the same." Rock COUOlY, Wisconsin, 
has adopted an ordinance defining groundwater contamination as a public nuisance. Rock 
County, Wis., Traffic and General Ordinances ch. XIII (Public Health) (revised March 
1 987). Such a regulation can be helpful but its primary focus is on abating pollution once 
it has occurred. 

51 .  See Groundwater Report, supra note 27, at 4-5. The DNR recognized the value of 
this approach when it chose to fonnulate groundwater management plans at the county 
level as part of its groundwater protection program. 

52. Several of these topics are discussed within this article in the context of city, village 
or town regulation. Note the case of Muench v. Public Service Comm'n, 261 Wis. 492, 53 
N.W.2d 5 1 4, 55 N.W.2d 40 ( l 952), in which the court held, on rehearing, that the legisla­
ture may not completely delegate to counties control of matters which are of "paramount 
statewide concern" so as to impair or destroy the public's right to enjoy navigable waters 
under the trust doctrine. The court later held Muench to its facts, however, finding that it 
was a case in which "[t]he purpose of the delegation as wen as the area of concern in which 
it is made appear relevant and material on the issue of whether delegation of state author­
uy to local mumcipalllles is proper or permissibie." Menzer v. Elkhan Lake, 51 Wis. 2d 
70,78, 186 N.W.2d 290, 294-95 (1971). The Menzer court held, inter alia, that a delegation 
to municipalities to enact boating regulations within certain prescribed limits was valid. 

Note that interestingly, the court in Menzer included the following remarks: 
However, we feel compelled to alert the legislature to the fact that a sharper de­

lineation of the area the legislature intends shall be available for local regulation inso­
far as boats, lakes and related problems would be an insurance of the exact legislative 
intention being carried out. While some degree of flexibility to meet changing condi­
tions is to be maintained, vagueness is no virtue when it comes to the spelling out of 
areas for state and local action in a particular field. As the pressing public concern for 
protecting human health, promoting public safety and preserving public resources is 
predictably reflected in legislative enactments dealing with lakes, rivers and streams, it 
is crystal clear that, if local units of government are to be given a share of the authority 
and responsibility for dealing with the problems that arise, a more precise phrasing of 
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Statutes could, i n  addition, provide that county regulations con­
trol in cities, villages and towns unless these local units have 
adopted more stringent regulations covering the same subject 
matter. 

B. Towns 

Town governments in Wisconsin are subject to the same gen­
eral statutory limits o n  their regulatory authority as are counties; 
i. e. , towns have only those powers which are expressly conferred 
by statute and which may be clearly implied from statute.53 Towns 
can elect to exercise village powers which allow them to exercise 
the authority conferred upon cities and villages as long as there 
are no limits on the town's exercise of such powers.54 Towns with 

what local government can and cannot do would avoid controversy a,nd effectuate the 
public policy of partnership between various levels of government. 

!d. at 84-85. 186 NW.2d at 298 (1971). 
53. Adamczyk v. Town of Caledonia, 52 Wis. 2d 270, 190 N.W.2d 137 (1971); 66 Op. 

Wis. AH'y Gen. 58 (1977). Another important limitation on town powers is the unifonnity 
requirement found within the Wisconsin Constitution. WIS. CONST. art. IV. § 23, provides 
in part that "[t]he legislature shall establish but one system of town government, which 
shall be as nearly uniform as practicable . . . .  " 

54. WIS. STAT. § 60.10(2)(c) (1987) provides in part that the town meeting may 
"[a]uthorize the town board to exercise powers ofa village board under § 60.22(3)" ; WIS. 
STAT. § 60.22(3) (1987) provides that town boards with village powers "may exercise pow­
ers relating to villages and conferred on village boards under ch. 61, except those powers 
which conflict with statutes relating to towns and town boards." See. e.g . •  Boerschinger v. 
Elkay Enterprises, Inc . •  26 Wis. 2d 102, 133 N.W.2d 333 (1965) (dictum) in which the 
Wisconsin Supreme Court found that a town with village powers could not wholly exclude 
rendering plants from its borders since statutes specifically (gave this power to cities and 
villages but) limited towns' authority to do so. 

It is unclear whether towns with village powers possess broad powers similar to the 
statutory home rule authority granted to villages by WIS. STAT. § 61.34(1) (1987). A Wis­
consin Attorney General opinion states that WIS. STAT. § 60.18(12) (now WIS. STAT. 
§§ 60.10(2)(c) and 60.22(3) (1987» "would not be authority for the use of such home rule 
village powers even where a town meeting had authorized the town board to exercise vil­
lage powers." 66 Op. Wis. Att'y Gen. 58. 59 (1977). The opinion also states that such an 
exercise of "home rule power is inherently inconsistent with the constitutional rule requir­
ing one system of unifonn town government." [d. at 59. 

Several Wisconsin judicial opinions, on the other hand. indicate that towns which have 
been granted village powers (pursuant to what are now WIS. STAT. § §  60.10(2)(c) and 
60.22(3) (1987») are authorized to exercise broad regulatory powers. See. e.g. , Town of 
Norway v. State Board of Health, 32 Wis. 2d 362, 145 N.W.2d 790 (1966) (in dictum. the 
court noted that a town with village powers had the power to "manage and comrol naviga­
ble water and to act for the health. safety, welfare and convenience of the public [WIS. 
STAT.] § 61.34(1)." Id. at 370. 145 N.W.2d at 794 (1966». See also Town of Wilson v. 
Kuntsmann. 7 Wis. 2d 387, 96 N.W.2d 709 (1959) (dictum) (court found that even if the 
town did not have the authority to regulate trailer parks pursuant to WIS. STAT. § 60:297 
(1977), "we deem it clear that a village board would have had power to· regulate individual 
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village powers thus have substantially broader regulatory author­
ity to protect groundwater quality than towns without village 
powers. Towns may, of course, use their zoning and subdivision 
power to protect groundwater quality.55 Towns may also form 
sanitary districts and regulate aspects of the use and/or construc­
tion of public water and sewage systems56 and private sewage sys­
tems.57 Towns also have the authority to abate a nuisance5s and 
to perfonn other functions such as inspections of underground 
storage tanks to ensure groundwater protection.59 

On the whole, however, towns do not possess a great deal of 
authority to regulate for groundwater protection, particularly 
when compared to counties and incorporated municipalities, i.e. 
cities and villages. For example, towns in counties which have not 
adopted county zoning may not adopt a town zoning ordinance 
unless the town petitions the county to enact a county zoning or­
dinance and the county either refuses or fails to enact an ordi­
nance within a designated time.60 Even if a town has village 
powers it must receive county board approval to adopt or amend 
a town zoning ordinance in counties with a county zoning ordi­
nance.61 The trend in Wisconsin has largely been away from 
granting powers to towns and instead granting them to counties. 

trailer sites under § 61.34 stats, and that the town board of the town of Wilson had ac­
quired the same power under § 60.18(12)," [d. at 392. 96 N.W.2d at 712); and City of 
Fond du Lac v. Town of Empire. 273 Wis. 333, 77 N.W.2d 699 ( 1956), discussed infm. 

If towns with village powers have this authority, it would greatly increase the abllity of 
these governments to regulate for groundwater protection. For purposes of this article it 
is presumed that towns with village powers possess broad regulatory authority similar to 
that granted to villages by WIS. STAT. § 61.34(1) ( 1987) (see, e.g. , discussion of town ordi­
nance regulating pesticide application, infra part IV-B-2). 

55. WIS. STAT. §§ 60.61(2)(g) ( 1987) (zoning) and 236.10 ( 1987) (subdivision ap­
proval). See ir�lra part V. 

56. See WIS. STAT. §§ 60.70-60.79 (1987). Town sanitary districts may be formed by the 
town board (WIS. STAT. § 60.71 (1 )  ( 1987» or by citizen petition (WIS. STAT. § 60.71(2) 
( 1987» ; the state DNR may order district formation if a public health or other threat exists 
(WIS. STAT. § 60.72 ( 1987», but this is uncommon. 

57. Town sanitary district commissions are authorized, inter alia, to require the installa­
tion of private sewage systems (WIS. STAT. §§ 60.77 (5}(b) and (c) ( 1987» and to regulate 
these systems (WIS. STAT. § 145.20 (1987)). However, no town or city or village can regu­
late items covered by a county private sewage system ordinance. WIS. STAT. § 59.065(1) 
( 1 987). 

58. See supra note 50; see also WIS. STAT. § 66.052 (1987). 
59. WIS. STAT. § 101.14(2) (1987). See infra part IV-B-I for a more detailed discussion 

of underground tank regulation. 
60. WIS. STAT. §§ 60.61(2) and (3) (1987). 
61. WIS. S�AT. § 60.62(3) (1987). 
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The new groundwater law provides, for example, that counties 
have the primary responsibility to adopt ordinances regulating 
the land disposal of septage62 and exclusive authority to adopt 
private well codes.63 The legislature could strengthen the power 
of towns to protect groundwater quality by, for example, provid­
ing that in some circumstances, towns may enact ordinances if 
counties fail to do S064 or that town (and city and village) ordi­
nances preempt county regulations if the former are more strin­
gent than the latter. 

C. Cities and Villages 

In addition to those powers expressly granted and implied by 
the legislature, Wisconsin cities and villages possess regulatory 
power in the form of constitutional65 and statutory66 home rule. 

62. WIS. STAT. § 146.20(5m) (1987). 
63. WIS. STAT. § 59.067 (1987). 
64. For example, WIS. STAT. § 146.20(5m)(b) ( 1987) provides in part that "[u]o city, 

village or town may adopt or enforce a septage disposal ordinance if the county has 
adopted such an ordinance." In other words. if a county does not adopt such an ordi­
nance, other units of local government may do so. 

65. WiS. CONST. art. XI, § 3(1)  was adopted in 1924 and provides that: 
Cities and villages organized pursuant to state law may determine their local affairs 

and government, subject only to this constitution and to such enactments of the legis­
lature of statewide concern as with uniformity shall affect every city or every village. 
The method of such detennination shall be prescribed by the legislature. 
The legislature provided that local governments must adopt a charter ordinance to in� 

voke constitutional home rule powers (see WIS. STAT. § 66.01 ( 1985». It is important to 
note that § 66.01,  not the statutory home rule provisions (see infra note 66), was enacted as 
a means for cities and villages to implement constitutional home rule; this issue has been a 
source of confusion among Wisconsin courts. See infra note 69. 

66. WIS. STAT. § 62. 1 1 (5) ( 1987) was first adopted in 1921 and provides statutory home 
rule powers to cities: 

Except as elsewhere in the statutes specifically provided, the council shall have the 
management and control of the city property, finances, highways, navigable waters, 
and the public service, and shall have power to act for the government and good order 
of the city, for its commercial benefit, and for the health, safety, and welfare of the 
public, and may carry out its powers by license, regulation, suppression, borrowing of 
money, tax levy, appropriation, fine, imprisonment, confiscation, and other necessary 
or convenient means. The powers hereby conferred shall be in addition to all others 
grants, and shall be limited only by express language. 

WIS. STAT. § 6 1 .34(1) (1987) similarly confers statutory home rule powers on villages; it 
was first adopted in 1933. 

General Grant. Except as otherwise provided by law, the village board shall have 
the management and control of the village property, finances, highways, streets, navi� 
gable waters, and the public service, and shall have power to act for the government 
and good order of the village, for its commercial benefit and for the health, safety, 
welfare and convenience of the public, and may carry its powers into effect by license, 
regulation, suppression, borrowing, taxation, special assessment, appropriation, fine, 
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Home rule power in Wisconsin is based upon the theory that 
although local governments have no inherent powers,67 cities and 
villages should be permitted to regulate activities which affect the 
local community as long as there is no conflict with the exercise of 
state regulatory power (i.e. , as long as the state has not preempted 
local regulation).68 

It is important to note that only statutory and not constitutional 
home rule is applicable to this discussion. Constitutional home 
rule was enacted in part to enable local governments to deter­
mine their local affairs (subject to uniform enactments of the leg­
islature) by electing not to be bound by state legislation. The 
authors do not suggest that cities and villages elect not to be 
bound by state groundwater laws nor do we suggest that ground­
water protection is of local concern only.69 Rather, we advocate 

imprisonment, and other necessary or convenient means. The powers hereby con­
ferred shall be in addition to all other grants and shan be limited only by express 
language. 

WIS. STAT. § 61.34(5) ( 1 987) provides that village statutory home rule power shall be lib­
erally interpreted. A similar provision is found in WIS. STAT. § 62.04 ( 1 987) and applies to 
city statulOry home rule. The Wisconsin Supreme Court in Wisconsin's Environmental 
Decade, Inc. v. Dep't of Natural Resources, 85 Wis. 2d 518, 271 N.W.2d 69 ( l 978) noted 
that the revision of statutes in Wisconsin Annotations ( 1 950) concisely summarized the 
effect of § 62. 1 1 (5), 

Prior to the enactment of the this section by ch.242, Laws 1921 (revision of City Char­
ter Law) cities possessed specific powers. Their powers were limited to those ex­
pressed in the statutes and those necessarily implied by the expressed powers. All 
other powers were regarded as having been denied. That rule changed by said chap­
ter. Since then cities possess all powers not denied them by the statutes or constitu­
tion. Instead of the powers being specified, as formerly, the limitations are now 
enumerated. 

Decade at 532-533, 271 N.W.2d at 75-76 ( 1 978), See also Hack v. City of Mineral Point. 203 
Wis. 215. 235 NW. 82 ( 1 931) .  

67. "[A]lthough some state courts have held that municipalities have inherent powers to 
govern. this view has been expressly repudiated in Wisconsin." Solheim. Coriflicts Between 
State Statute and Local Ordinance in. �.fliscon.sin. 1975 \VIS. L. REV. 840, 841 (citing Van Gilder 
v. City of Madison, 222 Wis. 58, 59, 268 N.W. 108, 109 ( 1 936». 

68. See generally, e.g. , 5 MCQUILLIN, MUNICIPAL CORPORATIONS § 15.20 (3rd Ed. 1981);  
see, e.g. , the discussion of state preemption of local zoning ordinances beginning infra pan 
IV. 

69. The court in Wisconsin's Environmental Decade, Inc. v. Dep't of Natural Resources, 
85 Wis. 2d. 5 18, 271 N.W.2d 69 ( 1 978), dealt with the applicability of the two home rule 
provisions to city regulation of its sUlface waters and determined that statutory (rather 
than constitutional) home rule was applicable in that case: 

Initially, it might be useful to point out what is not involved in this case. It does not 
involve the home-rule amendmem to the constitution, § 3, an. XI, WIS. CONST. This 
amendment empowers municipalities to determine their "local affairs ... subject only to 
this constitution and to such enactments of the legislature of state-wide concern .... " 
"Local affairs" has been construed to include matters which primarily affect the peo-
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that cities and villages use their broad statutory home rule power 
to supplement state statutes and administrative rules where nec­
essary to protect groundwater quality. Home rule provisions vary 
widely from state to state, as does judicial interpretation of the 
extent of these powers.70 Statutory home rule can be an impor­
tant source of local regulatory authority. The analysis of Wiscon­
sin's statutory home rule7 l and state preemption law is presented 
as an example of the type of evaluation that can be undertaken for 
other states. 

IV. STATE PREEMPTION OF LOCAL ORDINANCES DESIGNED TO 
PROTECT GROUNDWATER QUALITY IN WISCONSIN 

A. The Wisconsin Preemption Test 

Determination of whether the state preempts local ground­
water regulations enacted under statutory home rule authority in­
volves the basic issue of the appropriate division of power 
between various levels of government. 72 It is often difficult to 

pIe of the locality, in contrast to matters of "statewide concern" which affect all the 
people of the state. Muench v. Public Service Corom., 261 Wis. 492, 53 N.W.2d 514, 
55 N.W.2d 40 (1952); Van Gilder v. Madison. 222 Wis. 58. 268 N.W. 108 (1936). 
While there exist situations where classification according to the above criteria might 
prove difficult, this case is not such a one. The quality of the waters of Lakes Mendota 
and Monona has a clear non-local impact and is emphatically a matter of state-wide concern. 
Whatever authority the City of Madison may exercise regarding the chemical treat­
ment of noxious weeds on Madison lakes, it is not constitutional in nature. It must, 
therefore. depend on a legislative grant of power. Appellant city does not contest 
this. 

[d. at 530-531 ,  271 N.W.2d at 74-5 (emphasis supplied); 
Similarly, groundwater regulation is a matter of statewide concern and must be regu­

lated pursuant to statutory rather than constitutional home rule. 
70. See 3 ANDER"SON, AMERICAN LAw OF ZONING. §§ 2.16, 2. 1 7  (1 986); See also Sandalow, 

The Limits of l>.!unicipal Power Under l-i{)1l'.e Rule: A Role for tfo.e Courts, 48 M!NN. L. REV. 643 
( 1 964). 

7 1 .  Unless otherwise noted, reference to "home rule" will hereinafter be to statutory 
home rule. 

72. Solheim, supra note 67, at 840, points out that: 
[t]he division of power between different levels of government makes possible the 
realization of certain basic values of a democratic state. Exercise of governmental 
power over people by two different levels of government, however, raises questions of 
how the power should be divided and whether a particular level is act�ng within its 
power. These questions as between the federal and state governments are dealt with 
by the United States Constitution, the cases interpreting it, and, to some degree, many 
federal statutes and much administrative law. As _between state and local governments 
the division of power is controlled only by the state constitution, state statutes, state 
administrative law, and the courts' construction of these. 
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determine whether the state has preempted a local ordinance 
since home rule provisions are often broadly worded. In addi­
tion, holdings in preemption cases are highly dependent upon the 
particular subject and the facts involved in each case. Whether 
state preemption exists is also an ongoing inquiry since the state 
legislature may preempt local ordinances at any time, whether en­
acted under the statutory home rule power" or other statutory 
authority. 74 

The Wisconsin Supreme Court has enunciated a test to be used 
to determine whether a preemption challenge to an ordinance 
adopted pursuant to statutory home rule might be sustained. The 
court will examine: 

( l )  whether the legislature has expressly withdrawn the power 
of municipalities to act; 

(2) whether the ordinance logically conflicts with the state 
legislation; 

(3) whether the ordinance defeats the purpose of the state leg­
islation; or 

(4) whether the ordinance goes against the spirit of the state 
legislation.75 

Since the relationship between state and local powers varies 
widely by subject area, courts in Wisconsin have considered many 
different factors in applying the four-part preemption test. For 
example, courts have examined both statutes and administrative 
rules76 to determine if there is preemption through an express 

73. [d. , at 848. 
74. See, e.g. ,  a discussion of local zoning power and state preemption beginning infra 

part V. 
75. Anchor Savings & Loan Assoc. v. Equal Opp�r. Comm'n, City of Madison, 120 Wis. 

2d 391.  397. 355 N.W.2d 234. 238 ( 1 984) (citing Wis. Stat. § 62.1 1 (5) ( 1 983): Fox v. City 
of Racine, 225 Wis. 542, 546-47. 275 N.W. 513, 5 1 5  ( l 937); State ex rei. Michalek v. 
LeGrand. 77 Wis. 2d 520, 530, 253 l"LV·!.2d 505, 508-09 ( 1977); and Solheim, supra note 
67}. See also Wisconsin Ass'n of Food Dealers v. City of Madison, 97 Wis. 2d 426. 432-33, 
293 N.W.2d 540. 544 ( 1 980). 

76. Administrative agencies may specify the scope of local regulatory power as long as 
the exercise of agency power is within statutory limits; as creatures of the legislature, agen­
cies have only those powers expressly conferred or necessarily implied from the statutory 
provisions under which they operate. WIS. STAT. § 227 . 1 1  (2) ( 1 987). Administrative rules 
are extensively reviewed before they are promulgated and may be amended to reflect 
changes in statutory and case law (see infra for an overview of this process). 

Courts in numerous Wisconsin cases have examined administrative rules to help deter­
mine whether state preemption exists. See, e.g. ,  Anchor Savings, 120 Wis. 2d 391, 355 
N.W.2d 234; Hartford Union High School v. City of Hartford, 51 Wis. 2d 591, 187 N.W.2d 
849 (1971); Caeredes v. City of Platteville, 213 Wis. 344, 251 N.W. 245 (1 933) sub nmn. 
Olson v. City of Platteville; Konkel v. Town of Raymond, 101  Wis. 2d 704, 305 N.W.2d 
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withdrawal of local power. Courts have also looked at statutes 
and rules to determine whether local regulatory power has been 
limited in some way and how these limiting statements should be 
interpreted and applied.77 

Applying the second preemption test, whether the ordinance 
and state legislation logically conflict, is sometimes a difficult task. 
Wisconsin courts have examined, among other factors, whether 
the statutes, · administrative rules and ordinance can coexist;78 
whether the ordinance forbids what the legislature has licensed or 
whether it authorizes what the legislature has expressly forbid­
den;79 and whether the ordinance " goes farther in its prohibi­
tion,-but not counter to the prohibition under the statute. "80 

In applying the tests of whether a local ordinance defeats the 
purpose or goes against the spirit of state legislation,8' courts 
have considered, among other factors, whether the legislature ex­
pressly provided for or otherwise manifested an intent to estab-

190 (Wis. Ct. App. 1981»; Volunteers of America Care Facilities v. Village of Brown Deer, 
97 Wis. 2d 619, 294 NW.2d 44 (Wis. Ct. App. 1 980). 

Note that cities. villages. towns and counties, while also "creatures" of the legislature, 
may nonetheless challenge the validity of administrative rules under some circumstances. 
See infra note 478 and accompanying text. 

77. See, e.g. , Menzer v. Village of -Elkhart Lake, 5 1  Wis. 2d 70, 186 N.W.2d 290 (1971) 
(local ordinance which prohibited power boats on a lake on certain Sundays upheld); see 
also State v. Village of Lake Delton, 93 Wis. 2d 78, 286 N.W.2d 622 (Wis. Ct. App. 1979) 
(court upheld an ordinance which provided for the exclusive use of a section 

'
of a lake by 

water exhibition licensees). These cases dealt with WIS. STAT. § 30..77 (1969) and (1 977), 
respectively, which placed limitations on municipal power to enact boating regulations 
(the law was amended by ch. 20.3, Laws of 1 973). 

78. See, e.g. , City of Madison v. Schullz, 98 Wis. 2d 188, 295 N.W.2d 798 (Wis. Ct. App. 
1 980.) (since ordinance regulating massage parlors extended but did not contradict the 
criminal code provisions, the ordinance and statutes could effectively coex�st). See also Fox 
v. City of Racine, 225 Wis. 542, 275 N.W. at 513 (1937), and MCQUILLIN, supra note 68 at 
§ 15.20. 

79. See, e.g. , Fox v. City of Racine, 225 Wis. 542, 275 N.W. 5 1 3  (1937) (court held that 
an ordinance prohibiting all endurance contests was not void as prohibiting what the legis­
lature had licensed since the statUle merely indicated a tolerance for some types of con­
tests; in addition, local regulatory power had not been expressly withdrawn as required by 
WIS. STAT. § 62.11 (5) (1935». But see Wisconsin's Environmental Decade, 85 Wis. 2d 518, 
271 N.W. 2d 69 (1 978) (court held void an ordinance which prohibited all chemical weed 
treatment of city lakes since the state, through delegation of power to the DNR. expressly 
provided for the treatments). (See infra for further discussion of this case). 

80. Fox, 225 Wis. at 546, 275 N.W. at 5 15. S.ee, e.g. , Schultz, 98 Wis. 2d 188. 
SI. Since these tests are similar in content, they are often considered together. See, e.g. , 

Fox. 225 Wis. at 545, 275 N.W. at 5 1 4  and the discussion within Solheim. supra note 67, at 
848. 
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lish a uniform state rule.82 The breadth of the state's regulatory 
scheme has also been considered, but Wisconsin courts have 
rarely found preemption based upon a relatively comprehensive 
state regulatory scheme alone.83 Courts have also concluded in 
some cases that the legislature did not intend to preclude all local 
regulation where statutes and/or state administrative codes (in 
accord with statutory provisions) provided for local government 
participation in regulation.84 

The wide variety of factors considered by Wisconsin courts 
makes it difficult to determine whether preemption has occurred 
and the extent of such preemption from simply reading the par­
ticular ordinance(s), statute(s) and administrative rule(s) m-

82. See, e.g. , Volunteers of America Care Facilities v. Village of Brown Deer, 97 Wis. 2d 
619, 294 N.W. 2d 44 (Wis. Ct. App. 1980), in which the court ruled that village ordinances 
requiring, inter alia, local registration of nursing homes were "in direct conflict with the 
comprehensive regulatory authority given DHSS to provide uniform statewide licensing, 
inspection and regulation of community-based nursing homes." /d. at 625, 294 N.W.2d at 
47. WIS. STAT. § 50.02(1) (1987 & Supp. 1988) expressly provided that DHSS had the 
"authority to provide uniform, statewide" standards. Compare Konkel v. Town of Ray­
mond. 101 Wis. 2d 704, 305 N.W. 2d 190 (Wis. Ct. App. 1981) where the court ruled that 
although statutes required DILHR to publish unifonnstatewide rules governing plumbing 
and private sewage systems, statutes also provided that these standards "shall be unifonn 
and of state-wide concern so far as practicable" (WIS. STAT. § 145.02(2) (1979) (emphasis 
added». The court ruled that by including the "so far as practicable" language, the legis­
lature recognized that complete statewide "unifonnity is neither envisioned nor practical" 
and that a town ordinance prohibiting the use of holding tanks for sewage disposal was 
therefore valid. !d. at 708, 305 N.W.2d at 192. Wisconsin administrative regulations and 
policy supported this conclusion. ld. at 709-7 10, 305 N.W.2d at 192-195. 

83. The Wisconsin Court of Appeals ruled that a city did not have the statutory home 
rule authority to condition the issuance of a liquor license upon the payment of the licen­
see's state and federal taxes because "[tJhe legislature has enacted a comprehensive 
scheme for the levy assessment and collection of taxes." Tavern League of Wisconsin v. 
City of Madison, 131 Wis. 2d 477, 484, 389 N.W.2d 54, 56 (Ct. App. 1986) (citations 
omitted). More often, Wisconsin courts have relied on several different factors to deter­
mine that preemption exists. See, e.g. ,  Anchor Savings & Loan Ass'n v. Equal Opponuni­
ties Comm'n, 120 Wis. 2d 391, 355 N,W. 2d 234 (1984), (the coun ruled that the city 
ordinance was both contrary to the spirit of the state statutes (i.e., to regulate all aspects of 
savings and loans) and conflicted with the state's requirements for loan qualification); 
Vandenverker v. City of Superior, 179 Wis. 638, 192 N.W. 60 (1923) (state's comprehen­
sive regulation of jitneys preempted local regulation; also, local ordinance and statutes 
conflicted and could not coexist). Cf City of Madison v. Schultz, 98 Wis. 2d 188, 295 
N.W.2d 798 (Wis. Ct. App. 1980) ("[t]he fact that the state has enacted comprehensive 
legislation governing ... (a certain subject] does not mean that municipalities cannot adopt 
ordinances in the same area which go farther in prohibition." ld. at 201, 295 N.W.2d at 
804.) 

84. See, e.g. , Hartford Union High School v. City of Hartford, 51 Wis. 2d 591, 187 N.W. 
2d 849 (1971) and Caeredes v. City of Platteville, 213 Wis. 344, 251 N.W. 245 (1933), sub 
nom. Olsen v. City of Platteville. 
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volved. There are exceptions, of course, such as where the 
legislature clearly withdraws the regulatory power of a local gov­
ernment unit or the local ordinance is clearly incompatible with 
state law. 

Regarding groundwater quality, it is clear that the state legisla­
ture did not intend to have the state preempt all local regulation 
of activities affecting groundwater quality since it expressly pro­
vided for several regulatory programs at the local levels5 and it 
did not expressly withdraw all additional regulatory powers. 
Before local governments enact ordinances regulating ground­
water quality, however, it is important to determine whether the 
state has preempted the proposed ordinance in whole or part. 
The preemption analyses which follow illustrate the legal issues 
involved in typical groundwater protection ordinances. The anal­
yses discuss the groundwater problems addressed by the local or­
dinance, the provisions of the ordinance, and the relationship 
between the exercise of power by the state and local government 
over the subject matter addressed by the ordinance. 

B. The Relationship Between State and Local Power to Protect 
Groundwater Q;1ality 

1 .  Underground Flammable and Combustible Liquid 
Storage Tanks 

The first hypothetical ordinance deals with the relationship be­
tween state and local regulation of the underground storage of 
flammable and combustible liquids,S6 a potential threat to 
groundwater quality in many states. A city may find, for example, 
that there are a number of older gasoline storage tanks located 
up gradient from the wells which supply the city's drinking water. 
Because older tanks located in the corrosive and highly permea­
ble soils of the city are more likely to fail with attendant rapid 
movement of contaminants to municipal and private wells,87 the 

85. See supra notes 37·39 and accompanying text. 
86. See DRAFr WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR 10.01 (22) and 10.0 1 (1 0) Gune, 1987), respec­

tively, for definitions of "flammable" and "combustible" liquids. Note that the draft rule 
also pertains to large aboveground tanks with a capacity of greater than 5000 gallons (see 
DRAFT WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR 10.74 Gune. 1987)). Although the emphasis of this 
subsection is on the regulation of underground tanks, the reader should be aware that 
aboveground tanks also present a threat to groundwater contamination. 

S7. Leaking underground tanks are one of the most common sources of groundwater 
contamination dealt with by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. T. BER­
GAMINI, CONTROL OF UNDERGROUND PETROLEUM STORAGE SYSTEMS LEAKS I (Draft. Nov. 
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council decides that proposed state regulations represent inade­
quate means of well protection. The city therefore enacts an ordi­
nance pursuant to its statutory home rule power"8 requiring that 
all existing underground tanks be inspected annually for tank in­
tegrity rather than every five years as required for most tanks by 
proposed DILHR regulations.89 The local ordinance requires 
that technical standards for tank integrity be the same as those 
specified by the state.90 Tank owners may avoid annual inspec­
tion only if the owner can prove that the tank I )  is less than ten 
years old; 2) met state standards when installed; and 3) does not 
currently leak. The ordinance requires tank removal if an owner 
refuses to submit qualifYing tanks to inspection. 

In Wisconsin, the Department of Industry, Labor and Human 
Relations (DILHR) is the agency primarily responsible for regu­
lation of the underground storage of flammable and combustible 
liquids.91 Prior to the enactment of the groundwater law, DILHR 
regulated these tanks primarily for the purpose of fire preven­
tion.92 The groundwater law added to DILHR's responsibilities 
the protection of groundwater quality;93 it required, inter alia, that 
DILHR promulgate rules for the construction, maintenance and 

1985) (available from the Wis. Dep't of Natural Resources, P.O. Box 7921 ,  Madison, WI 
53707). Many of the existing underground tanks in Wisconsin (as well as other states) 
were installed in the 1950's and 1960's and most were constructed of steel unprotected or 
poorly protected against corrosion; while unprotected tanks may last for 20 or more years 
without leaking when in soils of low corrosivity, "[ro1ost of Wisconsin's soils ... are moder­
ately or highly corrosive. In corrosive soils, failure [of tank integrity] from external corro­
sion can occur in as little as seven years and a tank over 15  years old can be described as a 
'senior citizen.' '' [d. at 14-15. 

88. See supra note 66. 
89. DRAFT WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR IO.18(2)(b) Gune, 1987) provides that existing 

tanks be inspected "periodically," noting that inspections at public buildings and places of 
employment shall be part of the fire prevention inspections mandated under WIS. STAT. 
§ 101 .14 (985) (i.e., every six months) but that ali other tanks shaH be inspected at least 
once every five years. 

90. !d . •  at §§ ILHR 10.25-10.27. 
91 .  WIS. STAT. ch. 101 (1987) (discussed in more detail within this section). The DNR 

and the Department of Administration, Division of Emergency Government, also play a 
part in the regulation of underground tanks but their roles are largely limited to respond­
ing to spills and leaks. See WIS. STAT. ch. 144 and ch. 166 (1987), respectively. Bergamini 
notes that the DNR may also have authority under WIS. STAT. § 144.76 (1987) to regulate 
tanles to prevent contamination. but this power is as yet untested. BERGAMINI, supra note 
87, at 35. {The DNR also regulates the underground storage of hazardous wastes. See 
Chapter NR 181 (1985).) 

92. Wts. STAT. § 101 .02 (1987). 
93. The groundwater law requires all state agencies [0 regulate activities to protect 

groundwater quality. WIS. STAT. § 160.19 (1987). 
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abandonment of underground tanks94 and tbat DILHR conduct 
an inventory of unused underground petroleum product storage 
tanks.95 

The draft DILHR rule designed to implement these programs 
requires, inter alia, that tank owners obtain a permit for existing96 
and new and replacement97 underground tanks (and some 
aboveground tanks)98 and that they use a release detection sys­
tem."9 No later than 20 years after the rule becomes effective all 
existing tank systems must comply with the requirements for new 
tank systems, have a field-installed cathodic protection system, or 

94. WIS. STAT. § 101 .09(3) ( 1 987) provides in part mat: 
[tJhe department shall promulgate by rule construction, maintenance and abandon­

ment standards applicable to tanks for the storage, handling or use of flammable and 
combustible liquids, and to the property and facilities where the tanks are located, for 
the purpose of protecting the waters of the state from harm due to contamination by 
flammable and combustible liquids. The rule shall comply with ch. 160. The rule may 
include different standards for new and existing tanks, but all standards shall provide 
substantially similar protection for the waters of the state. The rule shall include 
maintenance requirements related to the detection and prevention of leaks. 
Existing and proposed state regulation of underground tanks reflect recent amendments 

to ReRA. See supra note 10. These amendments provide the EPA with, inter alia. expanded 
authority to regulate the underground storage of petroleum and other "regulated sub­
stances" (as defined in section 9601 (14) ofCERCLA (see supra note 10)) with the exclusion 
of hazardous wastes already regulated under subchapter III of sub-chapter IX (42 U.S.C. 
§ 6991 (2) (1982 & Supp. IV 1 986). Under the RCRA amendments, states may choose (0 
administer the program using federal standards (or their own standards, as long as they 
are no less stringent than federal standards). Now that final federal standards have been 
established (Underground Storage Tanks. Final Rules, 53 Fed. Reg. 37.082 ( 1 988) (to be 
codified at 40 C.F.R. § §  280-81 ». Wisconsin officials plan to modify existing administra­
tive rules and apply for authorization to administer this program. 

In the meantime, the EPA's draft standards for underground tanks (see Underground 
Stor-age Tanks; Proposed Rules. 52 Fed. Reg. 74,1 2262 ( 1 987) (to be codified in 40 C.F.R. 
sees. 280 and 281)) have been incorporated into the draft ILHR code. As EPA standards 
are finalized the Wisconsin code may require amendment to reflect the final EPA stan­
dards. Several Wisconsin legislators have stressed, however, that it is more important to 
enact a rule and begin more stringent regulation of tanks now and then wait until promul­
gation of final EPA standards (possibly not until 1 988 or 1 989, or later). 

95. See WIS. STAT. § 1 0 1 . 142 ( 1 988). Proposed administrative rules implementing this 
section require registration of existing, new and replacement storage [anks. and aban­
doned or removed tanks. See DRAFr WIS. ADMIN. CODE §§ ILHR 10.13 -10.15 (june, 
1987). 

96. See DRAFT WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR 10.17 Gune, 1 987). 
97. Id. . at § ILHR 10.16 (June. 1 987). 
98. See supra notes 86, 94. 
99. See DRAFT WIS. ADMIN. CODE §§ ILHR 10.59 - 10.62 Gune, 1987). 
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permanently close. lOo State statutes and rules provide for local 
aid in inspecting and permitting some underground tanks.101  

DILHR regulations thus require, inter alia, that owners of un­
derground tanks register their tanks and follow specified proce­
dures to help ensure that the tanks present neither a fire hazard 
nor a threat to the maintenance of groundwater quality. The hy­
pothetical city ordinance requires that tank owners apply the 
same technical standards used by the state to regulate under­
ground tanks, but provides that for some tanks integrity testing 
be conducted more frequently than the state requires. Since both 
the state and the city regulate tank integrity testing, the issue 
therefore becomes whether or not the state has preempted the 
stricter city ordinance. 

Applying the first element of the Wisconsin four part preemp­
tion test, 102 one sees that the state has not expressly withdrawn 
the power of cities to enact regulations dealing with underground 
tank storage. In fact, the draft DILHR rule provides that " [tlhis 
chapter may not limit the power of cities, villages and towns to 
make, or enforce, additional or more stringent regulations, pro­
vided the regulations do not conflict with the chapter, or with any 
other rule of the department, or law."103 

Applying the second prong of the preemption test, there ap­
pears to be no logical conflict between the ordinance and state 
law. Significantly, more stringent regulations are expressly pro-

100. Id ,  at § ILHR 10.52 (June, 1987). 
101 .  WIS. STAT. § 101 . 14(2) (1987) provides that local fire department chiefs are consti­

tuted DILHR deputies and they (or their designees) are required to inspect al1 buildings 
and facilities for fire prevention purposes. The draft DILHR rule on underground tanks 
provides that these officials may elect to administer and enforce the groundwater protec­
tion-related provisions for underground tanks which have a capacity of less [han 1000 
gallons. DRAIT WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR 10.10 (June, 1987). Where local officials elect 
not to administer these provisions. approval shall be obtained from DILHR. Id, (Previous 
DILHR rules provided for local oversight of tanks with a capacity ofless than 5000 gallons, 
Wts. ADMtN. CODE § IND 8.1 14(2) ( 1985).). 

102, See supra part IV-A and accompanying notes, 
103. DRAFT WIS, ADMIN, CODE § ILHR 10.10(5) (June, 1987). The significance of this 

provision is discussed infra. A related provision is also included in the draft DILHR rule as 
"special note #3:" "[a]pproval of plans as to compliance with the requirements of this 
chapter covers only the department administrative rules, and flammable and combustible 
liquid facilities and structures may be subject to compliance with additional requirements 
in applicable building codes. local zoning and similar ordinances." A similar provision is 
included in the existing DILHR rule on underground tanks. See WIS. ADMIN. CODE § IND 
8.1 1 (5) (1985). 
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vided for in the draft DILHR section on local powers. 104 In addi­
tion, the ordinance and state regulations can coexist; 105 the 
proposed ordinance simply calls for more frequent inspections 
than does the draft administrative rule. The Wisconsin Supreme 
Court has long held that " city ordinances may go more into detail 
and may include severer regulations, when reasonably necessary, 
than those of the state code."106 "The city does not attempt to 
authorize by this ordinance what the legislature has forbidden; 
nor does it forbid what the legislature has expressly licensed, au­
thorized or required."107 A court is thus unlikely to find that such 
an ordinance logically conflicts with state regulations. 

The final components of the preemption analysis involve a de­
termination of whether the ordinance defeats the purpose or 
spirit of the state legislation. The existence of the DILHR draft 
provision on local regulatory powers aids in making this determi­
nation since the Wisconsin Supreme Court has decided two pre­
emption cases involving similar administrative rule provisions. 
These cases shed some light on how administrative rule provi­
sions affect a court's assessment of the purpose and spirit of state 
regulations and are thus useful in assessing whether the state in­
tended to preempt the hypothetical ordinance discussed herein. 

The Wisconsin Supreme Court dealt with a provision which was 
almost identical to the provision contained in the DILHR draft 
code on underground tanks in Caeredes v. City of Platteville. 108 This 
case dealt with the validity of a city building code which required 
both new and existing theaters to conform to the fire protection 
standards contained in the state building code; the state code re­
quired only new buildings to comply with its regulations. 109 The 
city possessed the power to regulate such matters pursuant to 
Wisconsin Statute section 62. 1 1 (5), the court found , 1 1 0  and the 
state buiiding code itseif provided for stricter local regulations in 

104. !d. 
105. See supra note 78 and accompanying text. 
1 06. Caeredes v. City of Platteville, 213 Wis. at 350, 251 N.W. at 248 (1933). This case 

is discussed infra notes 108-1"13 and accompanying text. See also City of Milwaukee v. Pis­
ruine, 18 Wis. 2d 599, 1 19 N.W.2d 442 (1963). 

107. Fox v. City of Racine. 225 Wis. at 546. 275 N.W. at 515 (1937). 
1 08. 213 Wis. 344, 251 N.W. 245 (1933). 
109. [d. at 349, 251 N.W. at 248 ( l 933). The plaintiff had complied with state regula­

tions pertaining to existing buildings and had obtained a state permit for the operation of 
his theater. [d. at 349, 251 N.W. at 247-48. 

1 10. !d. 
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Order No. 5004: " [t]his code shall not limit the power of cities. 
villages, and towns to make or enforce additional or more strin­
gent regulations, provided the same do not conflict with this code 
or with any order of the Industrial Commission." I l  I 

The Caeredes court found that although the city had increased 
the requirements of the state code, the local ordinance had "in no 
sense of the word run counter to the state requirements. The city 
moved farther in the same direction the commission did; it has 
gone farther but not counter to the building code." I l2 While the 
court did not specifically address the question of whether the city 
ordinance defeated the purpose or spirit of the state legislation 
on building codes, it did find that " [t]here is no conflict between 
any of the 'general orders' or requirements of the building code 
and the ordinances in question. City ordinances go more into de­
tail and may include severer [sic] regulations, when reasonably 
necessary, than those of the state code."1 13  The language of the 
administrative code provision authorizing cities to make and en­
force additional or more stringent regulations and the fact that 
the city ordinance did not conflict with the state code apparently 
persuaded the court that there was no state preemption. The or­
dinance was upheld. 

Similarly, the case of Hartford Union High School v. City of Hart­
ford 1 14 presented the issue of whether the construction of an addi­
tion to a public high school by a school district was subject to the 
provisions of a municipal building code despite relatively exten­
sive state regulation of the subject. The court rejected the theory 
of sovereign immunity as a bar to the application of municipal 
codes to the school district and relied instead on a test of whether 
the state had preempted local regulation of the subject matter.' l 5 
Th"", .......... n r  .. -:.rlnnt-&>-rl '::l Cln.TYlPurh'llt rI�fFprp.nt fr':lTnP'UTnrlr fnr 1t'< nrp� .L � ..... ......... ....... .. .... '-I.'-'y ........ "-" .... .. "' .... ...... "- .. .. ........ ........... .... " " ...... .... ............. T ' � " '"  .. �.. • .. � r- "" 

emption analysis, finding that: 

consideration must be given to the nature of the educational 
mandate, the structure of the governmental arm empowered to 
carry out the mandate, the specific legislation delegating the 
responsibility for school construction to the state agency, and 

1 1 1 .  /d. at 350, 251 N.W. at 248. 

1 12. [d .. (citing 3 MCQUILLIN, MUN. CORP. § 894). 

1 13. /d. at 350, 251 N.W. at 248. 

1 14. 51 Wis. 2d 591, 187 N.W.2d 849 (1971). 

1 15. /d. at 593, 187 N.W.2d at 850. 
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the nature and comprehensiveness of the legislation regulating 
the construction of public school buildings. 1 16 

29 

The court noted that while the state superintendent of schools 
is authorized to establish standards providing for healthful, safe 
school facilities and school districts have been delegated authority 
over site selection and management of schools, "this delegation is 
hardly a pre-emption in the area of school construction." I l7 Sim­
ilarly, the court found, although state statutes provide for DILHR 
review of plans for public buildings, 1 18 "this legislation does not 
purport to be exclusive" 1 1 9  since statutes also provide that 
DILHR shall accept review of plans and building inspections by 
local officials in some circumstances. The court stressed that the 
administrative codes were promulgated as minimum standards of 
performanceI20 and that the code " [eJxpressly does not attempt 
to pre-empt the field"; 121 DILHR administrative rules provided 
that " [tJhis code shall not limit the power of cities, villages, and 
towns to make, or enforce, additional or more stringent regula­
tions, provided the same do not conflict with this code or with any 
other rule of the department of industry, labor and human 
relations." 1 22 

The court in Hartford concluded that despite the existence of 
extensive statutes and administrative codes on school construc­
tion and school district regulation in general, the statutes provid­
ing a local role in inspections and plan certification and the 
administrative code section providing for additional local regula­
tion evinced a lack of intent on the part of the legislature to pre­
empt local regulation of school construction.I23 The holdings in 
the Caeredes and Hartford cases thus indicate that the existence of 
administrative agency provisions granting local government regu­
latory powers suggest a definite lack of intent on the part of the 
legislature and the agencies involved to preempt local regulation 
even in subject areas where state regulations are quite 
comprehensive. 

1 16. !d. at 595. 187 N.W.2d at 851. 
1 1 7. !d. at 597, 187 N.W.2d at 852. 
1 18. WIS. STAT. § 101.101 (1969). 
1 19. HUTtford at 597, 187 N.W.2d at 852 (1971). 
120. !d. at 598, 187 N.W.2d at 852. 
121 .  Id. 
122. WIS. ADMIN. CODE § IND 50.04 (1969). 
123. Hartford at 598. 187 N.W.2d at 852. 
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Looking specifically at the regulation of underground tanks, it 
is therefore unlikely that the hypothetical local ordinance would 
be preempted due to conflict with either the purpose or spirit of 
state law.I24 The draft DILHR provision on local powers is very 
similar to the DILHR provisions involved in the Caeredes and Hart­

ford cases; if the draft code is promulgated with this provision in­
tact, it will effectively indicate that the spirit of state law may be 
characterized in part as regulation of underground tanks through 
concurrent statellocal jurisdiction. The state's current reliance 
on local officials for tank permitting and inspection 125 supports 
this conclusion. In addition, the city ordinance regulates tank in­
tegrity testing for the same purpose the state does:I26 protection 
of ground (and surface) water quality. There would, therefore, be 
no conflict with either the purpose or spirit of state law. 

Where the legislature and administrative agencies include pro­
visions granting some measure of local regulatory power, it is 
clear that there is no withdrawal of all local regulatory power and 
that the enactment of local ordinances is not contrary to the spirit 
or purpose of state law per se. Whether a specific ordinance is in­
compatible with state regulations due to logical conflict or incom­
patibility with the purpose or spirit of state law must, however, be 
determined on a case-by-case basis. 

2. Pesticides 

A second municipal ordinance which might be enacted in Wis­
consin to protect groundwater quality involves regulation of the 
application of pesticides. Suppose, for example, that a town with 

124. Note that the spirit of state legislation may be characterized in many different ways, 
as can the purpose of a law. It may be argued that for this reason, the third and fourth 
preemption tests vest too much discretion in the courts in deciding preemption cases. (But 
see Sandalow, supra note- 70, Solheim noted that preemption due to a conflict with the 
purpose or spirit of a law "would seem to be unlikely to occur in Wisconsin since the 
legislature's broad grant of power to the municipalities can be 'limited only by express 
language: " Solheim, supra. note 67, at note 46. Subsequent to Solheim's article, however, 
Wisconsin courts have relied on this criteria at least in part to find state preemption of 
local ordinances in the absence of express language denying local power. See, e.g. , Anchor 
Savings, 120 Wis. 2d. at 397, 355 N.W.2d at 238. 

125. See supra note 1 0 1  and accompanying text. 
126. Where a local government regulates for the same purpose as the state. there is 

obviously little question of conflict with the purpose of state law. Note thal local govern­
ments need not enact ordinances for the same purpose as state law as long as the effect of 
the ordinance is not contrary to the purpose of state law. Accord, Highway 100 Auto 
Wreckers v. City of West Allis, 6 Wis. 2d 637, 96 N.W.2d 85 ( 1 958), reh 'g denied, 6 Wis. 2d 
651a, 97 N.W.2d 423 (1959). 
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village powersl27 passes an ordinance prohibiting the application 
of all pesticides on areas in excess of 20,000 square feet, effec­
tively precluding use for commercial agriculture. This ordinance 
reflects the results of studies which indicate that there is a high 
potential for groundwater contamination by the widespread use 
of pesticides in areas which, like the town, are characterized by 
highly permeable, sandy soils upon which extensive agriculture is 
practiced. 

Neither Wisconsin statutes nor administrative rules contain 
provisions expressly granting or limiting local governmental au­
thority to regulate pesticides. The statutory language relating to 
state regulation of the storage, application, sale and other aspects 
of pesticide use is, however, relatively expansive.'28 Statutes pro­
vide, for example, that the state Department of Agriculture, 
Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) "may promulgate 
rules . . .  [t]o govern the use of pesticides, including their formula­
tions, and to determine the times and methods of application and 
other conditions of use." 129 Statutes also provide that " [t]he de­
partment shall promulgate rules when it determines that it is nec­
essary for the protection of persons or property from serious 
pesticide hazards and that its enforcement is feasible and will sub­
stantially eliminate or reduce such hazards. " l3O 

The DATCP has promulgated and implemented administrative 
rules relating to the use of pesticides; these rules include provi­
sions which address the storage,'3l application, use and disposal 
ofpesticides.'32 Administrative rules provide, inter alia, that "[n]o 
person may apply a pesticide to or cause a pesticide to enter wa­
ters of the state directly or through sewer systems . . . .  " 133 Pesti-

127. See su.pra note 54. 
128. Expansive statutory language alone does not necessarily indicate state preemption 

of local ordinances. See supra note 83 and accompanying text. 
129. WIS. STAT. § 94.69(9) (987); see generally WIS. STAT. §§ 94.67 . 94.71 (987). 

Other agencies also regulate various aspects of pesticide-use; e.g. , the DNR regulates pesti­
cide use under Use of Pesticides on Land and Water Areas of the State of Wisconsin, WIS. 
ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 80 (West Supp. 1987). 

130. WIS. STAT. § 94.69(0) ( 1987). 
13 1 .  WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 29. 1 2  ( 1983); see also WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. Ag. 163 

(1985) on pesticide bulk storage. 
132. WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 29. 15(2)(a) ( 1982). 
133. !d. 
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cides must also be used in accordance with label instructions.'34 
The DA TCP has, in addition, promulgated more extensive regu­
lations where it has determined that application of particular pes­
ticides should be carefully controlled 135 through, e.g. , a 
certification program for users of "restricted use pesticides." l36 

Pesticide use may also be prohibited where contamination has al­
ready occurred. l37 

Aside from these regulations, however, persons are free to use 
most pesticides (i.e. , "general use pesticides")l38 and are not re­
quired to apply to DA TCP for an application permit. Given the 
extent of pesticide regulation by the state, is the town ordinance 
likely to be preempted by the state? 

This hypothetical conflict is partially analogous to the contro­
versy within the case of Wisconsin s Environmental Decade, Inc. v. Wis­
consin Department of Natural Resources. 139 The Decade case is not, 
however, necessarily dispositive on all of the issues of state pre­
emption in this instance. The controversy in the Decade case arose 
when the DNR granted permits allowing the chemical treatment 
of weeds in Madison lakes despite a city resolution prohibiting 
such treatment in most cases.140 In its opinion the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court discussed, inter alia, whether the Madison resolu­
tion was an unlawful exercise of the city's power and whether its 

134. WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 29.15(1) ( 1982) provides in part that "[n]o person may 
mix, handle, store, transport, display or use a pesticide in a manner inconsistent with its 
labeling or in a negligent manner." 

135. The DATCP places special emphasis on the regulation of several types of pesti­
cides including "rest�icted use" pesticides (see WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 29.01(31) (1982) 
(pesticides classified for use only by certified applicators» , prohibited pesticides (see WIS. 
ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 29.03 ( 1983) (e.g . •  DDT, endrio, etc.» and pesticides which have been 
designated for use by special permit only (see WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 29.04 ( 1983) 
(strychnine. chlordane. etc.». 

136. See WIS. STAT. § 94.705 ( 1985). 
137. See. e.g . •  WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ag. 161.08 (1985) which provides that pesticide ap­

plication may be prohibited on a site-specific basis where the concentration of a pesticide 
exceeds an enforcement standard. 

138. "General-use pesticide" is defined in part as "a pesticide, for which certain or all of 
its uses are classified as being for general llse ... and available for general use or application 
by persons who are not required to be certified private or commercial applicators." WIS. 
STAT. § 94.67(15) ( 1987). 

139. 85 Wis. 2d 518. 271 N.W.2d 69 (1978). 
140. The city resolution provided, in part, that "it is the policy . . .  of the City of 

Madison to prohibit . . .  the application of all herbicides and chemicals in Madison lakes 
except for reasons OfPllblic health . . . .  " Madison, Wis., Resolution No. 21 .527 (Jan. 12, 
1971). 
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enactment was inconsistent with state statutes. l41  The court 
found that Madison had the statutory home rule authority to pro­
hibit chemical treatments unless there was a withdrawal of power 
by the state or a conflict with state law. '42 

While the Decade court found no express withdrawal of the city's 
power to act in this area, it did find that the city's authority to 
enact a prohibition on weed treatment was limited by the legisla­
ture's affirmative grant of power to the DNR to control lake 
weeds. Wisconsin statutes provided that the DNR· had the au­
thority to issue permits and "shall supervise chemical treatment 
of waters for the suppression of algae, aquatic weeds, swimmers 
itch and other nuisance producing plants and organisms."143 The 
court found that: 

the legislature has expressly sanctioned the chemical treatment 
of aquatic nuisances under the control of the DNR . . .  not only 
is section 144.025(2)(i) specific authority for the proposition 
that the DNR possesses the power to issue chemical treatment 
permits over the objections of the City of Madison, it is also 
persuasive evidence for the view that Madison may not legiti­
mately forbid these legislatively authorized treatments in any 
case, regardless of the extent of the DNR's controp44 

The court found that the resolution also conflicted with DNR 
rules and policy providing for such chemical treatments: "[t]he 
city's policy conflicts with the DNR's program under section 
144.025(2)(i) involving limited chemical treatment by individuals 
or groups operating by permit and under the supervision of the 
department."145 Thus, the court concluded that "[t]he resolution 
and the statute as implemented by the DNR are diametrically op­
posed" 146 and the resolution was therefore invalid. 

Based upon this analysis, the holding of the Decade case would 
probably control to preempt the hypothetical town prohibition as 
it applies to the use of those pesticides which the DA TCP has spe­
cifically sanctioned through the establishment of a certification or 
similar permitting program (e.g. , restricted use pesticides). A lo­
cal prohibition of the use of these pesticides would directly con-

141 .  Decade, 85 Wis.2d at 525. 271 N.W.2d at 72. 

142. [d. at 534, 271 N.W.2d at 76. 

143. WIS. STAT. § 144.025(2)(i) (1987). 

144. Decade. 85 Wis.2d at 529, 271 N.W.2d at 74. 

145. Id. at 535, 271 N.W.2d at 77. See WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 107 (1985). 

146. Decade, 85 Wis.2d at 535. 271 N.W.2d at 77. 
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flict with what the state has "expressly licensed, authorized or 
required. "147 

A different issue arises, however, as to the prohibition of the 
use of general use pesticides not specifically sanctioned by 
DATCP certification or licensing programs. The question in such 
a case is whether the freedom to use pesticides not otherwise re­
stricted is the same as an affirmative state authorization to use 
them.148 Wisconsin courts apparently have not addressed this 
question and it is unclear how this issue might be resolved since 
the hypothetical facts fall somewhere in between those involved 
in the Decade case and in the case of Fox v. City of Racine. 149 

The Fox case dealt with an ordinance which prohibited all dance 
marathons and similar endurance contests within the city of Ra­
cine; state statutes prohibited marathons which exceeded speci­
fied time limits. 150 The court in Fox ruled that the legislature had 
merely indicated a tolerance for some marathons but had not ex­
pressly sanctioned them 151 nor had it expressly withdrawn the 
power of cities to regulate marathons. 152 The Fox court held that 
the city ordinance did not logically conflict with the state statute 
since it went farther in its prohibition, but not counter to the pro-

147. Fox, 225 Wis. at 545, 275 N.W. at 515. 
148. It may be argued that the federal system of pesticide regulation under FIFRA. 7 

U.S.C. sections 136-136y (1982 & Supp. IV 1986), (whereby all pesticides are registered 
for use) constitutes just such an affinnative (albeit federal) authorization and therefore 
preempts local pesticide ordinances like the one proposed here. FIFRA expressly pro­
vides, however, that a "state" may regulate pesticides (7 U.S.C. § 1 36v), and the argument 
that this power includes the authority to delegate the local units of government authority 
over pesticides is persuasive. See Defendant's Brief at 31-48, Mortier v. Town of Casey, 
Wis. Circuit Ct. Case No. 86-CV-134 ( 1 987). In addition, note that Congress considered 
but rejected langu

-
age which would have expressly preempted local powers. Id. at 32-33. 

149. 225 Wis. 542, 275 N.W. 513.  

150. WIS. STAT. § 352.48 (1935) provided that: 

[n]o person, finn or corporation shall advertise, operate, maintain, attend, participate 
in, promote or aid in advertising, operating, maintaining or promoting any physical 
endurance contest, exhibition, performance, or show of a like or similar nature, 
whether or not an admission is charged or a prize is awarded to any person for partici­
pation in such physical endurance contest, wherein any person participates in such 
contest for a period of more than sixteen hours in any twenty-four hours over a period 
of more than six days in one month. 

151 .  Fox, 225 Wis. at 544, 275 N.W. at 514 ( 1937). 

152. The Fox court held that even if marathons could be deemed legalized by the state 
statute, "that implication cannot be held to constitute such 'express language' as is re­
quired by § 62. 1 1 (5)" (ld. at 545, 275 N.W. at 514) so as to render the city ordinance 
invalid. 
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hibition contained within the state statute, nor did it "forbid what 
the legislature had expressly licensed, authorized or required." 153 

The city in the Decade case had argued, inter alia, that the resolu­
tion prohibiting chemical weed treatment was not logically incon­
sistent with state statutes, implying that it was simply a more 
stringent version of the state law and was therefore valid; I" the 
city relied in part on the Fox case to make this point. The Decade 
court disagreed with this contention, however, and summarily dis­
tinguished Fox as involving an ordinance which did not conflict 
with the state statutes involved.I55 

Although the Decade court did not discuss its reasons for finding 
the city's reliance on the Fox case inappropriate, one might 
surmise that this was due in part to the fact that the statute in­
volved in the Fox case was one of several miscellaneous public 
health provisions; 156 responsibility for the implementation and 
enforcement of the statute was not delegated to an administrative 
agency, nor, apparently, had the state taken any affirmative steps 
to encourage, license or supervise marathons.I57 Conversely, the 
statute involved in the Decade case specifically gave the DNR af­
firmative supervisory powers over chemical weed treatment. The 
DNR, in response to this delegation of authority, adopted admin­
istrative rules which allow chemical treatment in virtually every 
instance158 and require direct supervision of the treatment by 
DNR personnel unless specifically exempted. 159 The Decade court 
viewed the city's prohibition of all treatments as being in direct 
conflict with statutes, administrative rules and practice providing 
for such treatment, leading the court to conclude that the city res­
olution was invalid.I60 

153. Id. at 546. 275 N.W. at 515. 
154. Decade, 85 Wis.2d at 530, 271 N.W.2d at 74. 
155. !d. at 535, 271 N.W.2d at 77. The city also relied on the case of La Crosse Render­

ing Works, Inc. v. City of La Crosse, 231 Wis. 438, 285 N.W. 393 (1939) for this point. 
The La Crosse case is more easily distinguished than the Fox case, however, since the La 
Crosse case involved a statute which expressly gave cities and villages the power to regulate 
rendering plants within their borders (WIS. STAT. § 146. 1 1(1)  ( 1937». There was, there­
fore, no question of local regulatory power pursuant to statutory home rule authority. 

156. See WIS. STAT. § 352 (1937). 
157. Telephone interview with Gary Poulson. Assistant Revisor of Statutes, State of 

Wisconsin (July 23, 1987). 
158. See generally WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 107 (1985). 
159. Id. ,  at § NR 107.05 (1985). 
160. Decade, 85 Wis.2d at 539, 271 N.W.2d at 78. 
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The hypothetical prohibition of unregulated pesticides shares 
aspects of both the Decade and Fox cases in that like Decade, the 
legislature has delegated authority to regulate the subject area at 
issue to an administrative agency. The hypothetical differs from 
Decade, however, in that DATCP has not promulgated administra­
tive rules specifically sanctioning and providing for permits or su­
pervision of the application of general use pesticides. In this 
sense the hypothetical is similar to the Fox case where the state 
had not affirmatively authorized marathons (but merely indicated 
that some would be tolerated) and thus the local prohibition of 
such did not constitute conflict with state law. 

It is thus undear how a court would rule on state preemption of 
the hypothetical ordinance as it applies to general use pesticides 
since neither case law nor statutory law are dispositive on this is­
sue. A court may find that existing state law does not constitute 
an affirmative state authorization to use these pesticides (but 
merely indicates a tolerance for their use) and that local govern­
ments may therefore prohibit their use. Or, a court might find 
that the general freedom to use these pesticides does constitute 
such an authorization and the ordinance is therefore preempted 
due to a conflict with state law. 

Alternatively, a situation may arise in which local regulations 
supplement state law and the state has not preempted the activity 
at issue. The Decade court never reached these issues. Absent a 
finding of total state preemption of all local pesticide regula­
tion, 161 local governments might, e.g. , address special conditions 
such as use of pesticides in locally-delineated wellhead protection 
areas 162 and other areas vulnerable to groundwater contamina­
tion. Legislative clarification of the local role163 in pesticide regu­
lation would greatly aid both local governments and state officials 
(and the courts, \..,.here necessary) in determining the appropriate 

161 .  A court might find that the purpose and spirit of state regulations preempt all local 
regulation of pesticides. This is unlikely. however, since there are significant gaps in the 
state's pesticide regulatory scheme in terms of substance, administration and enforcement. 
Defendant's Brief at 4-9 and 18-20, Mortier v. Town of Casey, Wis. Circuit Ct. Case No. 
86-CV-134 (1987). Note that the federal pesticide regulatory scheme is similarly incom­
plete. ld. Such ordinances might be enacted pursuant to statutory home rule (see supra 
note 66). statutes aUlitori£ing lo<.:al ordinan<.:t's to prott'<.:t publi<.: ht'alth, or other statutory 
authority. 

162. The establishment oflocally-delineated wellhead protection areas is discussed infra 
part IV-B-4. 

163. Reasonableness and constitutional validity of ordinances are discussed, generally. 
infra. 
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state/local regulatory relationship in this subject area. Note that 
this discussion has addressed only the issue of state preemption 
and not the reasonableness or constitutional validity of the hypo­
thetical ordinance. l64 A court might find that the local prohibi­
tion is unreasonable but that other, less stringent regulations are 
acceptable. 

3. Hazardous Substances 

A third hypothetical ordinance regulates the storage and han­
dling of selected hazardous substances (as distinguished from 
hazardous wastes). 165 In this instance, assume that members of a 
city council become concerned when they are informed that the 
storage and handling of hazardous substances are virtually unreg­
ulated. 166 The council members learn that improper storage and 
handling of these materials could lead to spills, fires, and other 
accidents and constitute a serious threat to public health, safety 
and welfare due to potential groundwater contamination, the in­
halation of toxic gases, and so on, if accidents do occur. The 
council is concerned since local fire departments are often una­
ware of what substances are stored at local facilities, making fire 
prevention difficult and fire fighting potentially dangerous. 167 

The city council enacts an ordinancel68 pursuant to statutory 
home rule authorityl69 which is designed to regulate certain as­
pects of hazardous substance use. The ordinance provides for the 
regulation of the storage and handling of substances other than 
those used in ordinary household amounts. It requires that haz­
ardous substances be stored and handled in accordance with 

164. Discussed irifra part VII. 
1 65. See infra part IV-B-3 and accompanying notes on distinguishing hazardous wastes 

from hazardous substances. 
166. State (and federal) regulations are discussed -beginning infra pan iV-B-3 and in 

accompanying notes. 
167. The importance of knowing which hazardous substances are used and stored at a 

facility was illustrated by the danger-and confusion which resulted at a fire at a chemical 
plant in Oregon, Wisconsin. Firefighters and other officials were hampered in their efforts 
to control the fire and properly dean up the site because they did not know which chemi­
cals were used at the plant. Beck, "County Chemical Notice Sought," Wisconsin State j., 
Feb. 7. 1986 § 1 at 4. col. I. 

168. Numerous communities have enacted laws regulating hazardous and other poten­
tially contaminating materials. See, e.g., Horsley, Beyond Zoning: Municipal Ordinances to Pro­
tect Ground Water, State, County, Regional and Municipal Jurisdiction of Ground-Water 
Protection, Proceedings of- the Sixth National Ground-Water Quality Symposium 73 
(1982). 

169. WIS. STAT. § 62.11(5) (1987); see supra note 66 and accompanying text. 
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specified rules to help ensure that spills and other accidents do 
not OCCUr. 17D The ordinance also requires semi-annual registra­
tion with the local fire department of the hazardous substances 
used and stored by each facility so that the fire department will be 
able to deal safely and effectively with problems as they occur. 
Facility operators must provide information on the location of 
materials within the facility. The ordinance requires each facility 
to maintain monthly inventories of the hazardous substances on 
the premises. 17 1 

"Hazardous wastes" are solid or liquid materials that are in­
tended to be discarded and have been identified as having the 
potential to pose a threat to human health and the environment if 
they are disposed of improperiy. 172 Hazardous wastes comprise a 
subset of the larger group of "hazardous substances" which 
includes 

any substance or combination of substances including any 
waste of a solid, semisolid, liquid or gaseous form which may 
cause or significantly contribute to an increase in mortality or 
an increase in serious irreversible or incapacitating reversible 

170. Such regulations would also potentially benefit the facility owner and operator 
since courts are increasingly placing liability on these persons for damages resulting from 
hazardous substance spills, dumping, etc. {See, e.g. , State v. Mauthe, 123 Wis. 2d 288, 366 
N.W.2d 871 (1985)). 

171 .  October, 1986 amendments to the Superfund law contain emergency planning and 
community right-to-know provisions for hazardous and toxic chemicals (42 U.S.C. 
§§ 1 1001-1 1046 (1982 & Supp. IV 1986) (the Superfund Amendments and Reauthoriza­
tion Act of 1986 (SARA)) and are designed to build upon federal. state and local regula­
tions. The amendments provide. inter alia, for emergency response planning. emergency 
notification in case of a release of substances, reporting requirements (applying primarily 
to manufacturers and importers) and toxic chemical release reporting (applying to manu­
facturing facilities). The amendments apply only to those facilities producing. using. or 
storing designated chemicals in "greater than threshold planning quantities." however, 
and do not provide standards for the handling and storage of chemicals, key provisions 
which differ significantly from the proposed city ordinance. The Wisconsin Legislature 
recently enacted 1987 Wisconsin Act 342. designed to implement the federal program 
through the creation of a state emergency response commission and local emergency·plan­
ning committees. These bodies are to propose plans for responding to the release of 
hazardous substances from specific facilities and to establish notification and reporting 
requirements for users of hazardous substances. 

Note that the federal government and the state of Wisconsin require hazardous waste 
generators, transporters and operators of waste recycling facilities to provide infonnation 
similar to that proposed in this hypothetical. See 42 U.S.C. § 6930 (1982 & Supp. IV 1986) 
and WIS. ADMIN. CODE § NR 181 .06 ( l985). respectively. 

172. United States Environmental Protection Agency. Office of Solid Waste and Emer­
gency Response, Does Your Business Produce Hazardous Wastes? (June 1985). (The 
DNR administers the federal hazardous waste program in Wisconsin. See infra note 179.). 
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illness or which may pose a substantial present or potential haz­
ard to human health or the environment. . . . 173 

39 

For purposes of this discussion, "hazardous substances" in­
cludes those substances listed above with the exclusion of hazard­
ous wastes, pesticides and petroleum and other substances stored 
underground, since the state and/or federal government cur­
rently regulate at least some aspects of the storage and handling 
of these substances 174 

The State of Wisconsin and the federal government both regu­
late aspects of hazardous substance use including community 
right-to-know and emergency planning,175 labeling, 176 transpor­
tationl77 and employees' "right to know" of hazardous substances 
in the workplace. 178 However, the emphasis of both state and fed­
eral regulatory efforts in this subject area has been on the regula­
tion of hazardous wastes.179 Although the 1 984 amendments to 

173. WIS. STAT. § 144.01 (4m) (1987). 
174. See discussion above as well as parts IV-B-2 (pesticides) and IV-B-l (underground 

flammable and combustible liquids). 
175. See supra note 1 7 1 .  
176. Wisconsin regulates hazardous substance labeling under the Hazardous Substance 

Act, WIS. STAT. § 100.37 ( l 985). The federal government also regulates labeling under, 
e.g., the Fair Packaging and Labeling Act ( 15  U.S.C. § 1451-1461 (1982 & Supp. IV 1986» . 

177. Having adopted federal transportation regulations contained in 49 U.S.C. 
§§ 1801-1812 (1982 & Supp. IV 1986) (Hazardous Materials Transportation) and C.F.R. 
§§ 1 71-177 ( 1 985), the Wisconsin State Patrol now regulates hazardous materials trans­
portation under state law (rather than assisting the federal government in the administra­
tion of federal law). See WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. TRANS 326 (1985). 

178. Both Wisconsin and the federal government regulate employees' right to know; see 
WIS. STAT. §§ 101.58-101 .599 (1987) and 29 U.S.C. § 669 (Supp. IV 1986), respectively. 
Amendments to federal law provide for federal preemption of state and local right to know 
laws with respect to employees working in the manufacturing sector; states may assume pri­
macy in regulation of manufacturers if the state's plan is approved by the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) Agency. SENECZKO, HAZARD COMMUNICATION 
AND THE "RIGHT TO KNOW": ,11. NEVI ERA OF WORKPL<\CE S .... FEn' !S BORN 34 (March 1986) 
(available from the Wisconsin Association of Manufacturers and Commerce, 501 E. Wash­
ington Ave., Madison, WI 53705). "Nonmanufacturing sector employers must comply 
with all of the provisions of the Wisconsin law (at least until OSHA expands the current 
scope of the HCS)" [Hazard Communication Standard].  Id. at 39. 

Note that regulation of employees' right to know illustrates that although the federal 
government may ultimately decide to preempt all or part of the regulation of an activity, 
facility, etc., state and/or local governments can often provide critical interim regulations 
and/or administer federal programs. 

179. Wisconsin regulates numerous aspects of hazardous waste storage, handling, 
transportation, treatment, disposal. etc. See, ,e.g. , WIS. STAT. §§ 144.60-144.74 (1987) 
(Hazardous Waste Management Act) and WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 181  ( 1 985) (Hazard­
ous Waste Management). These regulations are based upon ReRA. See supra note 10. On 
January 3 1 .  1 986, the Wisconsin DNR received final authorization from EPA to assume 
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RCRA provided for regulation of the underground storage of 
some hazardous substances, ISO the aboveground storage and han­
dling of most hazardous substances remains virtually unregulated 
by either the statelS I or federal government.IS2 

A court is unlikely to find that the State of Wisconsin has pre­
empted the proposed city ordinance. Application of the first part 
of the Wisconsin four-part preemption test reveals that the legis­
lature has not expressly withdrawn or limited the power of munic­
ipalities to act in this subject area. Such an exercise of a city's 
statutory home rule power similarly does not logically conflict 
with state law since statutes (and administrative rules as imple­
mented by the DNR) do not deal with routine hazardous sub­
stance storage and handling.,s3 

Lastly, the ordinance does not violate either the spirit or pur­
pose of state law since there is little evidence of intent on the part 

primacy in the administration ofRCRA as it applies to hazardous wastes; now, state generw 
ators, starers, treaters, etc. of hazardous waste need only comply with state regulations. 

180. See supra note 94. 
181.  Wisconsin statutes do provide that the DNR may issue orders to prevent hazardous 

substance discharges "if the department finds that existing control measures are inarle· 
quate to prevent discharges." WIS. STAT. § 144.76(4)(a) (1987). (See also WIS. STAT. 
§ 144.025(2)(d) ( 1987) which grants to the DNR general authority to control pollution of 
the waters of the state.) Section 144.76(4)(a) could potentially be used by the DNR to 
establish regulations for hazardous substance handling and storage. As of early 1986, 
however, it had been used only infrequently to regulate individuals with a history of haz. 
ardous substance spill violations. The DNR does anticipate promulgation of revised rules 
(WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 158) to implement WIS. STAT. § 144.76(4)(a) within the next 
two to three years; these may contain regulations on hazardous substance storage and 
handling. Telephone interview with Linda Wymore, Wis. DNR, Feb. 10, 1986. The DNR 
intends to emphasize scrutiny of unregulated practices in the coming years through on·site 
evaluations. technical assistance and enforcement. Letter from Marcia Penner (Wis. DNR) 
to Douglas Yanggen (September 17. 1986). 

182. Significantly. note that the 1984 amendments to RCRA also provide. inter alia. for 
the establishment of a small scale hazardous waste generator program. This program reg· 
ulates those who generate between 100 and 1000 kg. of waste per month (and never accu· 
mulate more than this amount at any time). It is estimated that these new regulations will 
add 100,000 hazardous waste generators to the 14.000 regulated prior to the amend· 
ments. Harrington. The 1984 Amendnumls to the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act. WIS. 
BAR BULLETIN 1 7  Gune 1985). The Wisconsin DNR anticipates revision of Wis. Admin. 
Code ch. NR 181 in the near future to regulate these small scale generators. Letter from 
Linda Wymore (Wis. DNR) to Leslie Amrhein (September 3. 1986). 

The need for local governments to regulate the storage and handling of small amounts 
of hazardous waste is lessened due to the existence of new federal regulations. However. 
despite the significant potential for human health and environmental damage posed by the 
improper storage and handling of hazardous substances. this aspect of use has not been 
comprehensively regulated by either the state or federal government. 

183. See supra notes 179·181 and accompanying text. 
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of the legislature to establish a "complex and comprehensive stat­
utory structure dealing with all aspects"184 of hazardous sub­
stance management. The legislature has not enacted a 
comprehensiveI85 program which regulates hazardous substance 
storage and handling and the inspection of facilities which use 
hazardous substances. 

Wisconsin case law demonstrates that, in general, where the 
state has not regulated a specific aspect of an activity, cities and 
villages may often enact reasonable ordinances regulating that as­
pectI86 pursuant to statutory home rule power. In the case of 
Johnston v. City of Sheboygan,I87 for example, the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court ruled that a city ordinanceI88 enacted pursuant to 
home rule authorityI89 was valid despite the existence of statutes 
which dealt with the same general subject.I90 The court found 
that the statute and the ordinance did not conflict since they regu­
lated two different operations of a bakery,I91 recognizing "that 

184. Anchor Savings and Loan Ass'n v. Equal Opportunities Comm'n, 120 Wis. 2d 391, 
397, 355 N.W.2d 234, 238 (1984). 

185. Although Wisconsin regulates some aspects of hazardous substance handling and 
storage (see supra note 181), such regulation is by no means "comprehensive." 

186. See also 5 MCQUILLIN, supra note 68, at § 1 5.20. 
187. 30 Wis. 2d 179. 140 N.W.2d 247 ( 1 966). 
188. Sheboygan, Wis. General Ordinance 23-63-64 creating § 13 . 14 of the Sheboygan 

Municipal Code provided in part: 
License Required: No person, firm, corporation or agent thereof shall sell, offer for 
sale, exchange or deliver in the City of Sheboygan, or with the intent to do so, have in 
his possession, food or food products without first having procured a license to do so 
from the Board of Health of the City of Sheboygan. The License fee shall be $5.00 for 
each establishment . 

johnston, 30 Wis. 2d at 182, 140 N.W.2d at 249. 
189. The court found that the City of Sheboygan had authority to enact the ordinance 

under both constitutional and statutory home rule powers (ld. at 185-186, 140 N.W.2d at 
251). it appears, however, that the ordinance was enacted pursuant to statutory horne rule 
power since it was a general ordinance of the city; if the ordinance had been enacted pur­
suant to constitutional authority, it would necessarily have been a charter ordinance as 
required by WIS. STAT. § 66.01 (see supra note 65). 

190. WIS. STAT. §§ 97.10 and 97.12 (J965). Section 97.10 provided, in part: 
Bakery License. No person shall operate a bakery without a license from the de­

partment as provided in S.97.12. The term 'bakery' means any place where bread, 
crackers, pies, macaroni, spaghetti, or any other food product of which flour or meal is 
the principal ingredient are baked, cooked or dried, or prepared or mixed for baking, 

cooking or drying, for sale as food; provided, that the tenn 'bakery' shall not include a 
restaurant, hotel or other place wherein such products are prepared and sold exclu­
sively with meals or lunches. 
191 .  johnston, 30 Wis. 2d at 184. 140 N.W.2d at 250. See also Dyer v. City of Beloit, 250 

Wis. 613, 27 N.W.2d 733 ( l 947)(ordinance validated where the state regulated the use of 
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the distinction that we make here is a narrow one."192 The court 
found that the city Qrdinance did not deal with the specific aspect 
of bakery operation covered by state law; it distinguished the state 
and local regulations on the ground that the state statutes dealt 
with the "production activities of a bakery, while the ordinance 
related to the sale of food products, including baked goodS."193 
The ordinance was therefore valid. 

Although the cases dealt with activities other than the regula­
tion of hazardous substances, it is reasonable to assume that the 
proposed city ordinance regulating hazardous substances would 
similarly be upheld. The state has not expressly withdrawn local 
regulatory power in this area. Nor has the state enacted a com­
prehensive statutory scheme regulating hazardous substance han­
dling or storage, or manifested an intent to preempt all local 
regulation of these substances. The proposed ordinance is 
clearly authorized by Wisconsin Statute section 62. 1 1 (5)194 and it 
would, therefore, likely be validated as not preempted by state 
law. 

4. Zoning to Protect Municipal Well Recharge Areas 

Previous subsections have discussed hypothetical local ordi­
nances designed to supplement state regulation of various poten­
tial pollution sources. These ordinances represented three 
categories: ( I )  regulating an aspect of an activity not comprehen­
sively regulated by the state,195 (2) administering state regula­
tions more stringently than the statel96 and (3) prohibiting an 

milk in manufacturing but left to municipalities the regulation of milk for direct human 
consumption) . 

192. Id. at 184. 140 N.W.2d at 250 (citations omitted). 
193. ld. See also. e.g. , City of Janesville v. Garthwaite. 83 Wis. 2d 866, 266 N.W.2d 4 1 8  

( 1978) and Steel v .  Bach, 124 Wis. 2 d  250, 369 N.W.2d 174 (Wis. Ct. App. 1985) in which 
Wisconsin courts held that local ordinances which regulated aspects of traffic control not 
regulated by the state met (he statutory requirement of consistency with Slate statutes (see 

WIS. STAT. § 349.03(1) (a) (1987)). The courts in these cases also found that the ordi­
nances were valid because city regulation of traffic is expressly authorized (as required by 
WIS. STAT. § 349.03( l)(b) ( 1987)) by the home rule statute (WIS. STAT. § 62. 1 1 (5); see also 

§ 6 1 .34(1)). Although there is no parallel express authorization for the local regulation of 
hazardous substances per se, Wisconsin courts have repeatedly held that city and village 
powers need not be enumerated. See supra note 66. 

194. The ordinance is designed to protect public health, safety and welfare, objectives 
expressly authorized by WIS. STAT. §§ 62. 1 1 (5) and 61.34(1) (1987). 

195. See supra part IV-B-3 (hazardous substances). 
196. See supra part IV-B-I (underground flammable and combustible liquid storage 

tanks). 
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activity partially regulated by the state. 197 Zoning to protect mu­
nicipal wells is a different form of local ordinance .'98 

In the area of land use controls, local government plays the 
lead role rather than a supplementary role. In most states, regu­
lating general land use is primarily a local rather than a state func­
tion.'99 For example, the zoning power delegated by the 
Wisconsin legislature to units of local government including 
counties, towns, cities and villages has been broadly construed by 
Wisconsin courts to allow reasonable control of land use for the 
general purposes of promoting health, safety and general 
welfare.20o 

The Wisconsin groundwater law amended local zoning en­
abling statutes to include as a purpose of all zoning authorities 
"to encourage the protection of groundwater resources." De­
spite this explicit grant of power to all local governments, situa­
tions may arise in which there is apparent incompatibility between 
state statutes or administrative rules and local zoning ordinances 
designed to protect groundwater quality. The question under 
these circumstances is whether the local government has the 
power to regulate a particular activity under its zoning authority 
in light of the state's regulation of the same subject matter.201 

197. See supra part IV-B-2 (pesticides). 
198. See WIS. ADMIN. CODE § NR 1 1 1 .03(2) ( 1985). As used in this article, "zoning to 

protect municipal wells" means the exercise of the zoning authority by general purpose 
governments under Wisconsin stalUtes (see supra note 39) to regulate land use in order to 
protect water wells serving a community water system. 

199. While most states continue to regard zoning as primarily a local concern, a number 
of states are becoming involved in controlling land use. 3 R. ANDERSON, AMERICAN LAw OF 
ZONING §§ 2.01-2.03 (1986). The State of Wisconsin, e.g. , requires local government to 
regulate shorelands (WIS. STAT. § 59.971 ( 1987» , floodplains (WIS. STAT. § 87.30 ( 1987» 
and wetlands within shoreland areas (WIS. STAT. §§ 61 .35 and 62.231 ( 1987)). Statutes 
also provide that local zoning ordinances may be overridden when siting solid and hazard­
ous waste facilities. 

200. See generally, e.g. , State ex rel. B'nai B'nth Foundation v. Walworth County Bd. of 
Adjustment, 59 Wis. 2d 296, 208 N.W.2d 1 1 3 (973). The Wisconsin Supreme Court has 
also held that "[t]his court indulges every presumption and will sustain the [zoning] law if 
at all possible" (Quinn v. Town of DodgeviHe, 122 Wis. 2d 570, 364 N.W.2d 149 ( l 985) . 

201. This discussion assumes that the state has not formulated a state wellhead protec­
tion plan under federal statutes (see discussion infra, part VII-B-4). If the state does adopt 
such a plan, federal statutes require states to specify, inter alia, the duties of the state and 
local governments and public water authorities in developing and implementing the pro­
gram. If statutes are adopted specifying the respective regulatory roles, a conflict such as 
the one discussed within this hypothetical would be less likely to occur. Until the state of 
Wisconsin develops a wellhead protection or similar program, or further clarifies the 
statellocal regulatory role, however, the issues raised within this discussion remain of 
importance. 



44 COLUMBIA JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAw [Vol. 14:1  

Imagine, for example, that one of two existing municipal wells 
within a town is found to be contaminated. It is determined that 
the source of contamination is a nearby industry which located in 
the vicinity of the well five years after the well was installed. A 
review of the town zoning ordinance reveals that there are no spe­
cial provisions to control the location of potentially contaminat­
ing land uses near existing or planned municipal wells. In order 
to protect its existing uncontaminated well and those wells which 
will be constructed in the future, the municipality decides to 
strictly regulate land uses that could pollute its drinking water 
supply. The town amends its zoning ordinance to create an over­
lay zoning district202 which imposes additional and more strin­
gent requirements beyond that of the underlying zoning district. 
Within these "wellhead protection districts, "203 the location of 
potentially polluting land uses is controlled.20' 

More specifically, the town identifies two types of wellhead pro­
tection overlay districts within the ordinance: Zone A corresponds 
to the wells' "cones of depression"205 and adjacent alluvial de-

202. For definitions and a discussion of the statutory and case law authority of local 
governments in Wisconsin to employ overlay zoning techniques, conditional uses and 
other land use controls, see infra part V·A. 

203. Wellhead protection areas identify the land areas contributing groundwater to a 
well. The outer limits of the area may include the entire upgradient portion of the aquifer 
recharge area in which groundwater moves toward the well or a smaller portion of this 
area may be chosen for management purposes. The extent of this area may be expressed 
in tenns of time or distance, based on the concept that pollution tends to be attenuated 
the longer (he time and distance traveled. 

204. Communities which have enacted or propose to enact similar -zoning ordinances 
designed [0 protect municipal well supplies are discussed in, e.g. , CRYSTAL, MUNICIPAL 

GROUND-WATER QUALITY MANAGEMENT THROUGH LAND USE REGULATION AND ZONING, 

1983 NAT'L WATER WELL Ass'c. EASTERN REGIONAL CONFERENCE ON GROUND-WATER MAN­

AGEMENT 432 (1983); RURAL NEW ENGLAND, INC., AQ.UIFER PROTECTION ZONING {available 
from Rural Ne'iv England, Inc., P.O. Box 764, \Vakefield, R.L 02880}; URiSH, OztHLGIN 

AND BOBROWSKI, GROUND WATER POLLUTION PROTECTION BY ZONING, id. at 393. GROUND� 

WATER PROTECTION PRINCIPLES AND ALTERNATIVES FOR ROCK COUNTY, WISCONSIN (A. 
Zaporozec ed., Sept. 1985)(available from Wisconsin Geological and Natural History Sur­
vey, 3817 Mineral Point Rd., Madison, Wis.). 

205. The ·'cone of depression" 
includes that portion of the catchment area in which groundwater elevations are low­
ered by pumping. Any well, when pumped, creates a cone of depression. When 
pumping is started, the original water table in the vicinity of a pumped wf'1I drops. 
The surface projection of the cone of depression is circular or oval depending on the 
slope of the water table. The size and shape of each cone varies depending upon the 
pumping rate, duration of pumping, slope of the water table, and recharge within the 
zone of influence of the well. Pollutants entering the ground above the cone of de­
pression can move rapidly to the well and thus pose the greatest threat. Therefore, 
this area should always be protected against undesirable uses. 
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posits; Zone B constitutes the remainder of the up gradient well 
recharge area.206 In Zone A, all business and industrial uses are 
prohibited. In Zone B, business and industrial uses are made 
conditional, meaning that after a public hearing is held, the zon­
ing agency must consider the effects of these proposed business 
and industrial uses at the proposed site. The agency may then 
condition development permission upon requirements designed 
to prevent groundwater contamination. Homes are required to 
be connected to a public sewer system in both zones. 

Chapter 162 of the Wisconsin statutes is the primary statute 
regulating the use of groundwater for human consumption; it 
provides in part that the state DNR: 

shall have general supervision and control of all methods of ob­
taining groundwater for human consumption including sani­
tary conditions surrounding the same, the construction or 
reconstruction of wells and generally to prescribe, amend, 
modify or repeal any rule or regulation theretofore prescribed 
and shall do and perform any act deemed necessary for the 
safeguarding of public health.207 

The DNR has promulgated several administrative rules dealing 
with various aspects of both private and public well construction 
and use.208 

Application of the first prong of the Wisconsin preemption test 
to the town zoning ordinance requires an examination of whether 
the legislature has expressly withdrawn the power of towns to act 
in this subject area. Wisconsin statutes provide that "[n]o city, 

GROUNDWATER PROTECTION PRINCIPLES AND ALTERNATIVES FOR ROCK COUNTY, WISCONSIN, 
supra note 204, at 57. 

206. The upgradient recharge area (catchment area) may be defined as the area sur­
rounding the well in which the flow of groundwater is toward the well, i.e., the entire area 
contributing groundwater to a welL [d. 

207. WIS. STAT. § 162.01(l)  (987). WIS. STAT. § 162.03(1) ( 1987) also provides in part 
that the DNR "may exercise such powers as are reasonably necessary to carry Out and 
enforce the provisions of this chapter." Also note WIS. STAT. § 144.04 (1987) which pro­
vides for DNR approval of plans for proposed sewer systems, plants or extensions thereof. 
The DHSS. Public Service Commission (PSC) (see WIS. STAT. § 167.27 and ch. 196 ( 1 987), 
respectively) and other state agencies also regulate various aspects of water utility 
operation. 

208. See, e.g. , WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 108 (1987) (General Requirements for Commu­
nity Water Systems, Sewerage Systems and Industrial Wastewater Treatment Facilities); 
WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 109 (1985) (Safe Drinking Water); WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 
I I I  ( 1 985) (Requirements for the Operation and Design of Community Water Systems); 
WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 1 12 (1985) (currently undergoing revision)(Well Construction 
and Pump Installation); and WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 145 (1987) (County Administration 
of Chapter NR 1 12, the Private Well Code). 
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village or town may adopt or enforce an ordinance regulating 
matters covered by Chapter 162 or by department rules under 
Chapter 162."209 At first glance, this statute, along with the sec­
tion of Chapter 162 quoted above, might appear to indicate pre­
emption of the town zoning ordinance. However, it is important 
to note that the statutes do not expressly withdraw the local zon­
ing power. It may be argued that in terms of state preemption, 
Wisconsin case law and statutes alford a special status to local 
government zoning where there is no express withdrawal of local 
zoning authority. 

The case of Nelson v. Department of Natural Resources2!O illustrates 
this point. Although of somewhat limited precedential value,> l l 
Nelson is cited here because the fundamental reasoning the Wis­
consin Court of Appeals used to characterize the relationship be­
tween the local zoning power and state regulations is sound and is 
applicable to determining the appropriate relationship between 
state and local powers to protect municipal wells. Briefly, the 
court in Nelson found that despite the state's enactment of statutes 
giving the DNR broad regulatory power over activities relating to 
solid waste disposal, the DNR did not have the authority to pre­
empt the local zoning power absent express legislative authority 
to do so. 

The controversy in the Nelson case arose when Columbia 
County denied a city-landowner's application for a conditional 
use permit to use agriculturally-zoned land as a public dump. De­
spite the county denial, the DNR issued a solid waste permit for 
the site. Numerous citizens appealed from a county circuit court 
opinion upholding the DNR's action. The court of appeals ruled 
that statutes2!2 gave the DNR broad powers to regulate solid 
waste disposal and the authority to supercede various local ap­
provals. permits, and requirements.213 Without express authority 
to the contrary, however, the DNR's power to override local per-

209. WIS. STAT. § 59.067(5) (1987). 

210. 96 Wis. 2d 730, 292 N.W.2d 655 (1980), aff'g 88 Wis. 2d 1 , 276 N.W.2d 302 (Wis. 
et. App. (979). 

2 1 1 .  The precedential value of the Nelson case is limited because although the Wiscon­
sin Supreme Court summarily affirmed the court of appeals' decision. it limited its holding 
to the proper construction of the 1975 statutes, refusing to extend it to the 1977 statutory 
amendments. WIS. STAT. § 144.445 (1975) was amended by ch. 377, Laws of l977. Nelson 

at 731. 292 N.W.2d at 656 (1980). 
212. WIS. STAT. §§ 144.30-144.46 (1975). 
213.  Nelson, 88 Wis. 2d at 8-9, 276 N.W.2d at 306. 
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mits was limited to those pennits referred to in Wisconsin Statute 
sections 144.435(2) and 144.44(2),214 not to zoning ordinances 
enacted under entirely different statutory authority.215 The court 
found that although the legislature gave the DNR 

central and preemptive power to license and supervise mainte­
nance and operation of specific facilities, and to promulgate 
uniform general standards for location of sites and general 
rules ofregulation, it left with the county the traditional powers 
of planning and developing community lands according' to the 
long range goals of the local community. These powers do not 
inherently conflict 2 16 

The court of appeals also examined whether the power to over­
ride local zoning ordinances was implicit within the provisions of 
Wisconsin Statute Chapter 144. It found that despite the state­
wide importance of solid waste facility siting and the major role 
the DNR plays in the siting process, the legislature intended to 
have local zoning considerations remain of "major conse­
quence"217 in facility siting. It noted that the legislature expressly 
provided that county zoning powers "shall be liberally construed 
in favor of the county exercising them. "218 The court found that: 

[t]he power of the DNR to set minimum standards generally 
applicable to the location of sites, and to license specific facili­
ties which meet those standards, is fondamentally different from the 
power of a connty to zone its land set forth in section 59.97(1), Stats 
. . . In exercising its zoning authority under this section, the 
county is required to consider a much broader range of local 
concerns than those addressed in chapter 144, Stats. Zoning 
officials charged with phinning the long range growth and de­
velopment of their own communities are arguably, if not pre­
sumably, in a better position than a state agency to weigh the 
competing factors of those concerns and evaluate the present 
and future impact of locating a solid waste disposal facility 
within a particular region of the community.219 

214. WIS. STAT. §§ 144.435(2) and 144.44(2) (1975). 
215. Nehon, 88 Wis. 2d at 9-10. 276 N.W.2d at 306. 
216. Id. at 15, 276 N.W.2d at 309, citing La Crosse Rendering Works v. City of La 

Crosse, 231 Wis. 438, 285 N.W. 393 (1939); Fox v. Racine, 225 Wis. 542, 275 N.W. 513 
(1937), CJ lefferson County v .  Timmel, 261 Wis. 39, 5 1  N.W.2d 518 (1952) (fact that the 
state had the power to restrict' the use of land along a highway did not preclude county 
from doing so by proper zoning ordinance in the absence of the state exercising sllch 
power so as to conflict with the county zoning ordinance). TheJefferson court also cited the 
Fox case. 

217. Nelson, 88 Wis. 2d at 12, 276 N.W.2d at 307. 
218. Id. at 14. 276 N.W.2d at 308. 
219. !d. at 13-14, 276 N.W.2d at 308 (emphasis added). 
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The court concluded that unless and until the legislature pro­
vided the DNR with "the power to veto such local zoning deter­
minations . . . such zoning policies are subject to review by the 
courts, and not by the DNR"220 and the local zoning ordinance 
was therefore valid. 

The similarities between the Nelson case and the hypothetical 
zoning ordinance suggest that a court applying the same logic 
would not find the zoning ordinance preempted by the state. Sig­
nificantly, the legislature gave to the DNR extensive powers to 
regulate both solid waste and groundwater quality but in neither 
instance did the state explicitly withdraw the power of local gov­
ernments to zone, a power "fundamentally different"22! from the 
power of the state to license specific facilities. 

Note that since the state and local regulations involved in Nelson 
were apparently promulgated with different objectives in mind,222 
the court did not reach the issue of whether the state preempts 
local zoning ordinances enacted for the same purpose as state 
regulations. This is an issue in the preemption analysis of the hy­
pothetical town zoning ordinance, however, since both the ordi­
nance and state regulations were promulgated for the purpose of 
protecting groundwater quality. Examination of the groundwater 
law and related statutes and rules indicates that the legislature did 
not intend to preempt all local zoning regulations enacted to pro­
tect groundwater quality. On the contrary, although local gov­
ernments possessed the authority to zone for this purpose prior 
to the enactment of the groundwater law!23 the legislature ex­
pressly provided that local governments could zone with this ob­
jective in mind.224 Inclusion of this provision was arguably 
intended to address the preemption question225 and to indicate 

220. Id. at 16, 276 N.W.2d at 309. 
221. Id. at 13-14, 276 N.W. 2d at 308. 
222. The state regulations dealt primarily with construction standards while the local 

zoning ordinance was concerned primarily with maintaining land use compatibility be­
tween the proposed landfill and surrounding properties. See also Highway 100 Auto 
Wreckers v. City of West Allis, 6 Wis. 2d 637, 96 N.W.2d 85 (1958). 

223. WIS. STAT. § 60.61 (I)  (198!). 
224. See supra note 39. Significantly. this is the same legislative act which created Wis. 

Stat. § 59.067(5) (providing that no city, village or town may adopt ordinances regulating 
matters covered by WIS. STAT. ch. 162 (see supra text accompanying note 209». 

225. By expressly providing that local governments may zone to encourage ground­
water protection, the legislature implicitly addressed the third and fourth tesls of the Wis­
consin preemption test; it effectively declared that such local ordinances do not defeat the 
purpose or spirit of state legislation designed to protect groundwater. 
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that local governments clearly had the authority to zone for this 
purpose despite the extensive authority delegated to the DNR to 
regulate for groundwater protection, including municipal well 
regulation. 

This conclusion is supported by the fact that there is no logical 
conflict or incompatibility between state regulations on municipal 
wells and the town zoning ordinance; they can coexist.226 State 
administrative rules require, inter alia, that wells be located on a 
lot with minimum dimensions ofl00' X 1 00'227 and that plans for 
new wells include a discussion of existing and proposed facilities 
that may have an impact on groundwater quality.22. They also 
specify that once a well is in place, minimum separating distances 
must be maintained between the well and various types of pro­
posed activities.229 The state's evaluation of a proposed well site 
and of the proposed construction at times results in denial of the 
site or required changes in well construction.230 The authority of 
the state to protect municipal wells from contamination is limited, 
however, in that the state cannot require the municipality to own 
or otherwise control the cone of depression or the broader well 
recharge area, nor can it prevent all new potentially contaminat­
ing uses from locating within these areas.231 

The hypothetical town zoning ordinance does not conflict with 
state regulations-it simply complements existing state statutes 
and rules. The ordinance regulates the location of potentially 
contaminating land use activity near a planned or existing well 
based on extensive consideration of detailed local hydrogeologic 
and other information.232 In addition, the ordinance reflects 

226. See supra note 78 and accompanying text. 
227. WIS. ADMIN. CODE § NR 1 1 1.31 (4)(a) (1985). 
228. /d. at § NR I I  l . l 1  (I)(b). 
229. See, e.g. , DRAFT WIS. ADMIN. CODE § NR 1 12.09(5) (Feb. 7, 1986). WIS. STAT. 

§ 62.23(7)(g) (l987) may provide cities and villages with the authority to require, through 
zoning. greater minimum separating distances than are required by applicable state ad­
ministrative rules or statutes. 

230. Letter from Robert Krill (Wis. DNR) to Douglas Yanggen (September 15, 1986). 
231. [d. The location of many types of hazardous substances and other sources of po· 

tential pollution in proximity to municipal wells, for example, are not regulated by the 
state. For some activities, minimum separating distances may be specified but unless the 
DNR requires a pennit for an activity, there i� typically no mechanism to enforce the 
standards. 

232. In drafting its well protection ordinance, the town of Rib Mountain, Wisconsin, for 
example, relied on studies that not only calculated the town wells' cones of depression but 
also identified the recharge area surrounding the wens and the areas within the recharge 
area particularly vulnerable to contamination, details not typically considered by the state. 
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traditional local land use concerns not considered by the state 
such as compatibility of land uses and provision of open space. 
The town zoning authority is exercised on a continuing basis to 
provide long-term protection of the well. Thus, although the 
state regulations and hypothetical town zoning ordinance were 
both enacted (at least in part) for the purpose of protecting 
groundwater quality, the two provisions can coexist and do not 
inherently conflict. The town ordinance simply reflects local con­
cerns which are, for the most part, not controlled by the state ad­
ministrative agency. 

Thus, the general language of Wisconsin Statute section 
59.067(5) should not be read to preempt local zoning authority in 
areas near municipal wells.233 Wisconsin case law holds that local 
zoning powers may be exercised for broad land use purposes un­
less the power is expressly withdrawn. The legislature did not 
expressly withdraw the local zoning authority to protect ground­
water. Rather, it explicitly provided that all local governments 
could zone with this objective in mind, despite the existence of 
state rules and statutes promulgated for the same purpose. In 

(Note that the descriptions of the hypothetical town zoning ordinance and the physical 
setting within the town are modeled after the ordinance and the physical characteristics of 
Rib Mountain.) The wells in Rib Mountain are particularly susceptible to contamination 
because of the local hydrogeology and land use. The soils in the vicinity of the wells are 
thin and the aquifer very permeable; [he relatively small size of the drainage basin is an· 
other local factor influencing the type of protection needed. Because the wells are located 
down gradient from residences and industrial and commercial establishments, contami­
nants produced by these land uses flow toward the well. BORN, YANGGEN, CZECHOLINSKI, 
TIERNEY AND HENNINGS, AN ANALYSIS AND TEST ApPLICATIONS OF THE WELLHEAD PROTEC­
TION DISTRICT CONCEPT IN WISCONSIN (1987) [hereinafter WELLHEAD PROTECTION IN WIS­
CONSIN] . 

Note that the Federal Wellhead Protection Program (see infra note 510 and accompany­
ing text) may provide funds to states to develop such infonnation for wellhead protection 
areas. 

233. Rather than preempt local regulation of all matters addressed in WIS. STAT. ch. 
162, WIS. STAT. § 59.067(5) was apparently intended to address the fact that only counties 
could adopt private well codes. This is evidenced by the inclusion of § 59.067(5) only 
within ch. 59 and the administrative rule implementing that section (Wis. Admin. Rule 
§ NR 145.03 ( 1987», and its exclusion from ch. 162 itself. The Wisconsin Supreme Court 
has found that if a statute contains a given provision, the omission of such provision from a 
similar statute concerning a related subject is significant in showing a different intention 
existed. Kimberly-Clark Corp. v. Public Service Comm'n of Wis., 1 10 Wis. 2d 455, 329 
N.W.2d 143 (1983). If the legislature had intended to preempt all local regulation of mat­
ters relating to public and private wells, it is logical to assume that it would have included 
this provision in WIS. STAT. ch. 162 (1983). Even if read only (Q apply to county well 
codes, § 59.067(5) results in confusion since cities, villages and towns are required to adopt 
well abandonment ordinances. WIS. ADMIN. CODE § NR 1 1 1 . 16(4) ( l985). 
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addition, the town ordinance does not conflict with state statutes 
since the ordinance reflects traditional local land use concerns 
not controlled by the state. 

Note also that the hypothetical town zoning ordinance may be 
distinguished from the ordinances involved in the case of City of 
Fond du Lac v. Town of Empire.234 In that case, the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court invalidated several town ordinances designed in 
part to restrict the construction of a proposed city well in order to 
prevent depletion of groundwater supplies. The case involved 
three ordinances enacted by a town with village powers.235 Two 
of the ordinances prohibited the drilling of a well with a casing 
larger than six inches in diameter and the commercial sale or use 
of water other than on the premises without town approval; the 
third ordinance was designated as an "interim zoning ordinance" 
and prohibited certain uses of property, among which were com­
mercial wells.236 The city of Fond du Lac contested the validity of 
these ordinances; the court invalidated them on the basis that 
they exceeded the town's regulatory authority, conflicted with the 
common law!37 and conflicted with a statute which authorized 
municipalities to operate water supply facilities outside their cor­
porate limits.238 

The hypothetical town zoning ordinance may be distinguished 
from the Fond du Lac case because the court found that the town 
of Empire was not specifically authorized to regulate to protect 

234. 273 Wis. 333. 77 N.W.2d 699 ( 1956). 
235. [d. By discussing home rule powers in this case, the court implied that towns with 

village powers possess expanded regulatory authority similar to that of cities and villages 
(see discussion beginning supra, part III-B). Note, however. that the court confused the 
application of constitutional and statutory home rule powers. Where a matter is of both 
statewide and local concern, as the coun indicated that groundwater use is (Fond du Lac. 
273 Wis. at 338-9, 77 N.W.2d at 701-02 ( l956» , local governments may enact ?rdinances 
to regulate these matters pursuant to statutory home rule authority (assuming no state 
preemption, etc.). The Fond du Lac court refers to both types of home rule power, how­
ever, and mistakenly applied the paramount interest test (ld. at 337-39, 77 N.W.2d at 701-
02) as if the ordinances had been enacted pursuant to constitutional home rule. 

236. Id. at 335, 77 N.W.2d at 700. 
237. The court found that the ordinances conflicted with the holding in the case of 

Huber v. Merkel, 1 1 7  Wis. 355, 94 N.W. 354 (1903). The court in the Huber case found 
that a landowner could use groundwater supplies to the detriment of his neighbor, even if 
he was motivated by malicious motives. Huber was, however, expressly overruled in State 
v. Michels Pipeline Construction, 63 Wis. 2d 278, 2 1 7  N.W.2d 339 (1974), which adopted 
the Restatement (Second) of Torts rule on liability for use of groundwater. (Restatement 
(Second) of Torts, § 858A (Tentative Draft No. 17, April 26, 1971» . Michels Pipeline at 
301·303A, 2 1 7  N.W.2d at 351 (1974). 

238. WIS. SnT. § 66.066(la) ( 1955). 
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groundwater; all local governments are now authorized to zone 
for this purpose.�39 In addition, the hypothetical ordinance may 
be factually distinguished from the Fond du Lac case; the latter in­
volved water quantity regulation and conflicted with case law and 
statutes while the former involves water quality regulation and 
conflicts neither with the common law nor with state statutes. A 
fundamental premise of the Wisconsin groundwater law is that 
there is no unlimited right to pollute groundwater and the hyPo, 
thetical town zoning ordinance is in accord with that principle. 

It is unlikely that the town zoning ordinance designed to pro­
tect well recharge areas would be preempted by state law in states 
which, like Wisconsin, allow a special status to local zoning where 
there is no express legislative withdrawal of that power. The 
analysis demonstrates the need for legislative clarification of the 
local regulatory role in several program areas, however. 

V. ZONING AND SUBDIVISION CONTROLS To PROTECT 
GROUNDWATER QUALITY 

Zoning and subdivision controls which may prohibit uses that 
have the potential to cause serious contamination, permit other 
uses only under certain conditions, limit the density of develop­
ment, and regulate the locations within which the various uses are 
permitted, play a potentially valuable role in local government 
protection of groundwater quality. Zoning and subdivision con­
trols such as conventional zoning, flexible zoning devices, subdi­
vision regulations and extraterritorial controls are all measures 
which can require that new land uses are undertaken in a way to 
protect groundwater quality. 

When the Wisconsin legislature authorized zoning to "en­
courage the protection of groundwater resources," it acknowl­
edged the important relationship between land use, typicaiiy 
controlled by local zoning, and groundwater quality, typically 
protected by state regulations. Local land use controls can ad­
dress important aspects of groundwater quality which are not ad­
equately covered by state regulations. Substances vary widely in 
terms of their potential to contaminate groundwater}40 There is 
also wide variability in terms of the susceptibility of various lands 

239. See supra note 39. 
240. Substances range from the relatively innocuous to those listed as hazardous by the 

federal and state governments. See, e.g. , WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 181  (1985) (Hazardous 
Waste Management). 
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to contamination. Some areas are particularly susceptible to pol­
lution because the soils, subsoils or bedrock permit rapid move­
ment of contaminants to groundwater.24l In other areas where 
soil materials are deeper and more finely textured, potentially 
contaminating substances are in contact longer with the materials 
through which they move and thus natural attenuation may occur. 
The assimilative capacity of the soil also depends upon the load­
ing rates of the contaminants and the density of the sources, for 
example, the number of private waste systems per acre.242 An­
other factor to be considered is the population at risk, because 
contaminants in close proximity to a municipal well may move 
quickly into the drinking water where they could threaten the 
health of large numbers of people. 

A. Zoning Techniques 

Zoning first developed in an urban context where its traditional 
purposes were to prevent conflicts between incompatible land 
uses and to limit overcrowding.243 In subsequent years, zoning 
has taken on an environmental focus through the regulation of 
"sensitive" lands such as shorelands, floodplains, wetlands and 
most recently, groundwater protection areas. 

Zoning provisions establish use districts in which specific uses 
are permitted as a matter of right, while other uses are condition­
ally permitted or are prohibited. Zoning can have flexibility in 
controlling land use by, e.g. , designating conditional uses (special 
exceptions) to help decide whether a particular use is appropriate 
for a specific site and adding overlay zoning to a conventional 
zoning ordinance. 

Zoning authority may also be used to enact density provisions 
which govern the dimensions oflots and the dimensions of struc­
tures, and the location of structures on the lot. The basic pur­
poses of these dimensional provisions are to control density and 
provide open space. Regulating the density of development indi-

24 1 .  In Wisconsin these are primarily areas of thin soil, coarse and highly penneable 
soils. creviced dolomite and fractured granite bedrock, a high water table or some combi­
nation of these features. 

242. Analytical modeling procedures have been developed which, for example, assess 
the impact of loading rates from various development densities and their impacts on aqui­
fer-wide nitrate levels. See, e.g. , Crystal and Heeley, CompreheTI.Jive Aquifer Evaluation and 
Land IJse Planningfor Aquifer Restoration and Protection in Acton, Massachusetts, Third National 
Symposium on Aquifer Restoration, National Water Well Association (1983). 

243. D. MANDELKER, LAND USE LAw, § l .3 at 3 (1982 and Supp. 1986). 
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rectly controls the amount of potential pollutants reaching the 
groundwater; maintaining natural, vegetated open space can im­
prove the amount and quality of infiltration into the groundwater. 

Conditional uses are devices that allow individualized treat­
ment of certain uses according to the terms spelled out in the 
zoning ordinance. Conditional uses, which are referred to as 
"special exception uses" in many states' zoning enabling laws, are 
expressly authorized for use by Wisconsin counties,244 towns245 
and cities and villages.246 Permitted uses are automatically al­
lowed if they meet the dimensional standards of the zoning dis­
trict. Conditional uses, however, are not allowed as a matter of 
right because they may create special problems or hazards. In­
stead, a public hearing is held247 and a determination can be 
made concerning, for example: ( I )  the specific characteristics of 
the proposed use, e.g. , type of materials utilized or type of wastes 
generated; (2) important features of the proposed site, e.g. , soil 
and subsoil conditions and aquifer characteristics; (3) the possible 
effects of permitting that particular use at that specific location, 
e.g. , the likelihood of groundwater contamination; and (4) 
whether adverse effects can be mitigated or eliminated by attach­
ing appropriate conditions to the location, design or operation of 
the use. This information can then be used to set specific require­
ments for the proposed use at the proposed location. 

Overlay zoning is another device that can add both flexibility 
and precision to zoning ordinances. An overlay zone is a mapped 
district that sets additional requirements over and above those in 
the underlying zoning district. Overlay zoning is well suited to 
protect environmentally sensitive areas which have a geographic 
location that does not coincide with the underlying zoning dis­
trict. A groundwater protection overlay district applied to the ba­
sic zoning of a residential district, for example, may impOSe 
additional controls such as reduced density and special waste dis­
posal provisions. 

There are several types of special management areas that may 
be protected through the use of overlay districts; these include 

244. WIS. STAT. § 59.99(1 )  (1987). 
245. Id. at § 60.65(1). 
246. ld. at § 62.23(7)(e)(I) ;  (§ 62.23 applies to village planning pursuant to Wis. Slat. 

§ 6 1 .35). 
247. WIS. STAT. § 59.99(6) ( 1987) (counties); WIS. STAT. § 60.61(4)(c) (1987) (towns). 

and WIS. STAT. § 62.23(7)(e)(6) (1987) (cities and villages). 
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vulnerable areas, aquifer recharge areas, areas of suspected con­
tamination and well protection areas. The type of overlay district 
selected will depend upon the problems present and the informa­
tion available. "Vulnerable areas" can be identified where con­
taminants can easily enter the groundwater, such as areas of 
shallow soil over fractured bedrock, high water table soils and ex­
cessively well-drained soils. In areas of suspected contamination 
such as locations downflow from landfill sites, special precautions 
such as requiring subdivisions to be served by a single deep well 
rather than shallow individual wells can be used to ensure a safe 
water supply. Areas recharging existing and future municipal 
wells or clusters of private wells, i.e. "wellhead protection dis­
tricts," may also be delineated and regulated."48 Flexibility is ad­
ded by making many of the uses in overlay zones conditional 
uses!49 thus taking into account their likely impact on 
groundwater. 

B. Subdivision Regulations 

Subdivision regulations focus on the process of dividing larger 
tracts ofland into lots for the purpose of sale or building develop­
ment. Among the stated purposes of local subdivision regula­
tions authorized by Wisconsin statutes are: "to promote the 
public health, safety and general welfare . . .  facilitate adequate 
provision for . . .  water, sewerage . . .  ; providing the best possible 
environment for human habitation . . .  "250 and to "prohibit the 
division of land in areas where such prohibition will carry out the 
purposes of this section."25l Groundwater protection provisions 
are clearly within the scope and intent of these statutes. Although 
traditionally directed at residential development, local subdivi­
sion ordinances can also be drafted to apply to commercial and 
industrial development. 

248. See supra, part IV(B)(4) for a discussion of zoning [0 protect municipal well 
recharge areas; see also, infra, part VII(B)(4). 

249. Although not central to its decision, the Wisconsin Supreme Court made the fol­
lowing observation about overlay zones and conditional uses in a zoning case: "[ w ]here 
the imposition of conditions on land development is desirable, it might better be done by 
uniform ordinances providing for special uses, special exceptions and overlaid dis­
tricts . . . .  Conditions imposed in such cases have a sounder legal basis because guidelines 
for their imposition are spelled OUt in the ordinance." State ex rei. Zupancic v. Schimenz, 
46 Wis. 2d 22. 33, 174 N.W.2d 533, 539 ( l970)(dictum). 

250. WIS. STAT. § 236.45(1) (1987). 
251 .  /d. at § 236.45(2)(a). 
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Subdividers whose lots meet the state's definition of a subdivi­
sion252 are required to prepare "plats," i.e., detailed maps of the 
land to be subdivided.253 These "state defined" plats are always 
subject to review by local authorities and state agencies before the 
plat can be recorded by the county register of deeds?54 State 
statutes provide that plats may be reviewed to ensure, inter alia, 
the physical suitability of the area for a subdivision; sufficiency of 
water supply and waste disposal systems; proper stormwater man­
agement; control of erosion and sedimentation; the adequacy of 
the street system; proper dimensions and layout of lots; and ade­
quate open space.""' Review by state administrative agencies 
does not consider groundwater contamination hazards except for 
limited review in the case of an unsewered subdivision?56 

All counties, towns, cities and villages which have established a 
planning agency may, however, enact subdivision ordinances 
which are more restrictive than state statutory provisions.257 
Such ordinances may, for example, ·have a more inclusive defini­
tion of what constitutes a subdivision."58 These "locally defined" 
plats are subject to review in that locality."59 A local government 
does not, however, have discretion under Wisconsin Statute 
Chapter 236 to reject a plat in the absence of previously adopted 
standards or guidelines for approval. 260 

252. WIS. STAT. § 236.02(12) defines a "subdivision" to be the division of a lot where 
"[tJhe act of division creates 5 or more parcels or building sites of 1 l!2 acres each or less 
in area; or . . .  (f)ive or more parcels or building sites of 1 1/2 acres each or less in [an] area 
are created by successive divisions within a period of 5 years." Local governments may 
adopt ordinances governing subdivisions which are more restrictive than stale statutes. See 
infra, notes 257w260 and accompanying text. 

253. WIS. STAT. § 236.03 (1987). 
254. !d. at § 236.12 ( 1 987) (county approval may also be required in some cases). 
255. !d. at §§ 236.01 and 236.45. 
256. Id. at § 236. i3(i)(d); this review focuses on the adequacy of on-site waste disposal 

systems. Note that current review of unsewered subdivisions (under WIS. ADMIN. CODE 
ch. ILHR 83 (1987» does not specifically take into account nitrogen loading from septic 
effluent. This topic wiIl likely be addressed in the future revision of the code since the new 
groundwater law specifically directed that the state plumbing code conform to ground­
water protection standards. and these standards contain limits on nitrogen contamination. 
See WIS. STAT. § 145.12(4) ( 1987) and WIS. ADMIN. CODE § NR 140.10 ( 1986). 

257. WIS. STAT. § 236.45(2)(a) ( 1987). 
258. ld. 
259. !d. at § 236.45(2). 
260. State ex ret. Columbia Corp. v. Pacific Town Bd .• 92 Wis. 2d 767, 286 N.W.2d 130 

(Wis. Ct. App. 1979). These standards and guidelines can be part of a locally adopted 
subdivision ordinance, local master plan, official map or other ordinance. WIS. STAT. 
§ 236. 13 ( 1 )  ( 1 987). 
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Towns, cilIes and villages may also impose additional condi­
tions related to groundwater protection by, for example, requir­
ing that a subdivider provide a safe drinking water supply261 or 
that lots be served by public sewer where necessary to avoid con­
tamination of groundwater from septic tank systems. 

C. Extraterritorial Land Use Controls 

The source of potential contamination of a local government's 
groundwater may be outside the locality's boundaries. In such 
circumstances cities and villages in Wisconsin are authorized to 
adopt extraterritorial subdivision262 and extraterritorial zoning263 
regulations. This extraterritorial authority extends 3 miles be­
yond the corporate limits of a first, second or third class city and 
1 .5  miles beyond those of a fourth class city or village.264 A mu­
nicipality can control platting outside its boundaries, however, 
only with respect to that part of the plat lying within its plat ap­
proval jurisdiction; it cannot regulate the part of a plat that may 
be outside such limits.265 When more than one local government 
has plat approval authority and their requirements conflict, the 
plat must comply with the strictest of the applicable 
requirements.266 

Extraterritorial zoning allows cities and villages to zone land 
outside their municipal borders the same distances provided by 
their extraterritorial plat approval jurisdiction. The municipality 
may adopt an interim zoning ordinance which freezes the existing 
zoning or uses in the surrounding jurisdiction for up to two years 
while a comprehensive zoning plan is being prepared.267 If the 
municipality is to make the extraterritorial zoning permanent, it 
must be approved by a majority vote of a six-member committee 

261.  WIS. STAT. § 236.13(2)(a) (1987). 
262. !d. at §§ 236.45(3) and 236. 1O(I)(b)2 and (2). 
263. !d. at § 62.23(7a). 
264. ld. at § 236.02(5). WIS. STAT. § 62.23(7a) ( l 987) defines "extraterritorial zoning 

jurisdiction" to encompass the same distance. 
265. Brookhill Dev. Ltd. v. City of Waukesha, 103 Wis. 2d 27, 307 N.W.2d 242 (1981). 
266. WIS. STAT. § 236.13(4) (1987). 
267. !d. at § 62.23(7a}(b). See Walworth County v. City of Elkhorn, 27 Wis. 2d 30, 133 

N.W.2d 257 ( 1965)(Wisconsin Supreme Court upheld the validity of a two-year freeze of 
existing town zoning. See also, Town of Grand Chute v. City of Appleton. 9 1  Wis. 2d 293, 
282 N.W.2d 629 (Wis. Ct. App. 1979)(interim extraterritorial ordinance could allow an 
interim freeze on existing zoning where the area is zoned and it could allow an interim 
freeze on the existing uses, where there is no zoning). 
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composed of three town and three city ( or village) 
representatives.268 

Although the specific provisions of zoning ordinances and sub­
division regulations will vary from situation to situation, the basic 
regulatory strategies which might be employed to protect 
groundwater quality include: ( 1 )  prohibiting uses with a potential 
to seriously contaminate groundwater; (2) requiring the devel­
oper to provide detailed information about proposed conditional 
uses, their plan of operations and the physical characteristics of 
the proposed site; (3) setting conditions under which activities 
may be permitted through the use of design standards, perform­
ance standards and operational controls; (4) limiting density by 
specifying minimum lot size, percentage oflot coverage and mini­
mum separating distances; and (5) using overlay districts to desig­
nate special management areas such as aquifer recharge areas, 
well protection districts and other locations particularly suscepti­
ble to groundwater contamination. Many of these strategies are 
discussed in the following section which contains an overview of 
judicial decisions involving local groundwater protection 
ordinances. 

VI. THE VALIDITY OF LOCAL PROTECTIVE ORDINANCES 

Most courts have only relatively recently begun to recognize 
that groundwater is an integral part of the hydrologic cycle. It 
was not until 1 974, for example, that the Wisconsin Supreme 
Court recognized the "inseparable relationship between all 
water" in State v. Michels Pipeline Construction, Inc. 269 The Wiscon­
sin court held that: 

[ilt makes very little sense to make an arbitrary distinction be­
tween the rules to be applied to water on the basis of where it 
happens to be found. There is little justification for property 
rights in groundwater to be considered absolute while rights in 
surface streams are subject to a doctrine of reasonable use.270 

Local government ordinances designed to protect groundwater 
quality have been challenged on ultra vires ,27 1 statutory272 and, 

268. WIS. STAT. § 62.23(7a)(c) ( 1987). 
269. 63 Wis. 2d at 292, 2 1 7  N.W.2d 339 at 345 (1974), quoting Beuscher. Wisconsin's 

Law r.if Water Use. 3 1  WIS. BAR BULL. 30 (Oct. 1958). 
270. M;d,,� Pipeline. 63 Wis. 2d at 292. 217  N.W.2d aI 345. 
271. TaTlock, supra note 2 1 .  notes that "a successful ultra vires challenge in the 1980's 

seems quite remote in view of a series of cases in the early 1970's that sustained the use of 
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most commonly, constitutional grounds.273 An analysis of federal 
and state court decisions suggests certain regulatory techniques 
local governments can employ to withstand constitutional 
challenges. 

Most of the cases cited deal with groundwater; they are dis­
cussed in terms of the relevant hydrogeologic factors, regulatory 
techniques and legal principles courts have found important in 
analyzing the validity of groundwater protection ordinances. 
Some of the cases deal with the regulation of wetlands, flood­
plains, coastal areas and surface waters; they were included be­
cause they discuss legal principles relevant to groundwater 
protection. Common statutory and constitutional bases make 
land use case law transferable from one state to another in many 
respects;274 the fact-sensitive nature of these cases must also be 
considered, however. Although this section deals primarily with 
local zoning ordinances, many of the points discussed might also 
apply to an analysis of the constitutionality of local ordinances 
enacted pursuant to home rule or other authority. 275 

density controls to protect water quality." Id. at 1 26, citing Salamar Builders Corp. v. 
Tuttle. 29 N.Y.2d 221. 275 N.E.2d 585, 825 N.Y.S.2d 933 (1971) (di,cu,sed infm note 285 
and accompanying text) and Nattin Realty Corp. v. Ludewig, 67 Misc.2d 828, 324 
N.Y.S.2d 668 (1971), aJf'd 40 A.D.2d 535, 334 N.Y.S.2d 483, aJf'd 32 N.Y.S.2d 681, 343 
N.Y.S.2d 360, 296 N.E.2d 257 ( 1 973) (discussed,i1ifra note 294 and accompanying text). 

272. Efforts to protect groundwater quality may also face statutory challenges based on 
substantive or procedural law. Tarlock, supra note 21,  at 1 26. citing City of Schenectady v. 
Flacke. 100 A.D.2d 349, 475 N.Y.S.2d 506 ( 1 984) (cond�mnation ofland overlying aquifer 
successfully challenged where city designated improper lead agency to prepare environ­
mental impact statement). 

273. This discussion assumes that there is no federal or state preemption of the ordi­
nances discussed herein. 

274. D. MANDELKER, supra note 243, at 2. 
275. Note that several states have considered the validity of police power ordinances 

which, for example, prohibit bathing in lakes used as a source of municipal drinking water. 
The results have been mixed. See Kusler, Carrying Capacity Controls for Recreation Water Uses, 
1973 WIS. L. REV. 1 in which the author notes that several states have invalidated such 
ordinances as unconstitutional. /d. at 23, citing Bino v. Hurley, 273 Wis. lO, 76 N.W.2d 
571 ( 1 956); Pound, v. Darling, 75 Fla. 125, 77 So. 666 (1918); People v. Hulbert, 131  
Mich. 1 56, 91  N.W. 211  ( 1 902); George v.  Village of Chester, 202 N.Y. 398, 95 N.E. 767 
( 1 9 1 1); Contra. Stelte v. Heller, 123 Conn. 492, 196 A. 337 ( 1 937); Commonwealth v. Hyde. 
230 Mass. 6, l IS N.E. 643 (1918);  State v. Quattropani, 99 Vt. 360, 123 A. 352 ( 1 926); see 
also Harvey Realty Co. v. Borough of Wallingford, III Conn. 352, 150 A. 60 ( 1 930) and 
State v. Morse, 84 Vt. 387. 80 A. 194 ( 1 9 1 1 ) .  See supra for a discussion of the authority of 
local governments in Wisconsin to enact groundwater protection ordinances. 
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A. Constitutional Requirements 

l .  The Regulations Must Serve Valid Public Objectives 

In most if not all states, zoning ordinances are regarded as leg­
islative enactments and are presumed constitutionally valid;276 in 
case of doubt, ordinances are usually upheld.277 "Accordingly, a 
legislative decision in such matters may not be disturbed unless 
the legislature has exceeded its powers or has acted in an arbi­
trary or unreasonable manner. Legislative judgment in a zoning 
matter may not be annulled solely because a court disagrees with 
the wisdom of such judgment."278 The burden of proof in most 
states, therefore, rests on the party challenging the ordinances.279 
Although states vary as to the degree of proof that must be of­
fered by the challenger, this burden is quite substantial in most 
cases!80 "The pivotal question is whether the ordinance is a rea-

276. ANDERSON, supra note 199, at § 3.14. In Wisconsin, see, e.g. , Quinn v. Town of 
Dodgeville, 122 Wis. 2d 570, 364 N.W.2d 149 (1985), in which the court stated that "[tJhis 
court indulges every presumption and will sustain the law if at all possible. If any doubt 
exists as to a law's unconstitutionality, it will be resolved in favor of its validity." Id. at 577, 
364 N.W.2d at 154 (citation omitted). 

277. MCQUILLIN, supra note 68, at § 25.294. 
278. ANDERSON, supra note 199, at § 3.14 (citations omitted). 
279. MCQUILLIN, supra note 68, at § 25.296. See also ANDERSON, supra note 199, at 

§ 3.16. There are, of course, exceptions to this rule, such as where an ordinance is invalid 
on its face or has the effect of excluding low or moderate income families from residing 
within a certain area. When an ordinance has an exclusionary effect (see discussion infra), 
the burden of proof may be modified. "While the presumption of validity persists in the 
exclusionary zoning cases, and the challenging litigant's burden of proof remains formida­
ble, there is evidence in the more recent cases that the burden has been reduced." ANDER­

SON, supra note 199, at § 8.2 1 .  
Some states reverse the burden of proof if, for example, an ordinance prohibits certain 

lawful uses. See, e.g. , Lower Southampton Tnshp. Bd. of Supervisors v. Schurr, 72 Pa. 
Cornmw. 322, 456 A.2d 702 (1983), in which a Pennsylvania court reversed the burden of 
proof because plaintiffs had shown that a legitimate use had been totally prohibited and 
their land was otherwise suitable for that use. (This case is discussed in more detail irifra 
note 335 and accompanying text). 

280. ANDERSoN, supra note 199, at § 3.16. Anderson notes that "[t]he objective of proof 
everywhere is to demonstrate that the ordinance or its specific application is unreasonable 
and arbitrary;" courts have described the degree of proof by various terms: a preponder­
ance of the evidence, dear and convincing evidence, by proof beyond a reasonable doubt, 
etc. Id. The Wisconsin Supreme Court has stated, for example, that "it is an elementary 
rule of construction that an ordinance will be held constitutional unless the contrary is 
shown beyond a reasonable doubt and the ordinance is entitled to every presumption in 
favor of its validity." Highway 100 Auto Wreckers v. West Allis, 6 Wis. 2d 637,642, 96 
N.W.2d 85, 90 (1958). 
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sonable exercise of the police power having a discernable ten­
dency to serve the public health, safety or moral welfare."·8 1  

While most local zoning ordinances are accorded a presump­
tion of validity, they will be found constitutionally valid only if 
they meet certain basic conditions of substantive and procedural 
due process, equal protection, etc. Courts do not, however, al­
ways draw a clear distinction between these elements; they are 
sometimes grouped together and surface as a test of whether the 
ordinance constitutes a "reasonable application" of the local gov­
ernment's police powers. One way of characterizing some of the 
individual federal constitutional requirements is as follows: 

(I )  The regulations must serve valid public objectives which 
promote public health, safety and general welfare; 

(2) The regulatory provisions must constitute reasonable 
means to achieve these objectives; 

(3) There must be a reasonable basis for the classification of 
uses and lands subject to the regulations; and 

(4) The property owner must be left with some reasonable use 
(usually framed in economic terms) of the property ·82 

The first two tests raise issues of substantive due process. The 
reasonableness of the classification of uses in the zoning text and 
the location of district boundaries on the zoning map involve the 
equal protection guarantee.283 Excessive restriction on the use of 
private property which constitutes a taking involves the taking 
clause.284 Various cases in which plaintiffs have claimed that 
water-related zoning ordinances did not meet one or more of 
these conditions are discussed briefly, below. 

Protection of the public health, safety and general welfare is the 
basic theoretical objective of zoning and other police power 
measures. Numerous courts have upheld the validity of ordi-

281 .  ANDERSON, supra note 199, at § 3.23. 
282. See generally D. MANDELKER, supra note 243, at 15�45. Local ordinances must also 

meet other constitutional conditions such as procedural due process requirements (dis­
cussed within the next section on suggested regulatory techniques). These elements 
should not be considered an absolute "checklist" for drafting valid ordinances, however, 
since various courts may place differential weight on one or more elements and may con­
sider factors not discussed herein. 

283. See U.S. CaNST. amend. XIV, § 1 .  Note that this clause, along with the Federal Fair 
Housing Act (Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968) has also served as the basis for 
claims of exclusionary zoning based on racial discrimination in the federal courts. See 
MANDELKER, supra note 243, at chapter 7. 

284. U.S. CONST. amend. V. The Fourteemh Amendment makes the clause applicable 
to the states. U.S. CONST. amend. XIV, § l .  Most state constitutions also contain similar 
provisions. See, e.g. , WIS. CONST. art. I, § 13. 
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nances designed to protect groundwater quality because they 
served valid public objectives. In Salamar Builders Corp. v. Tuttle,"85 
for example, the New York Court of Appeals upheld the validity 
of a zoning ordinance which increased the minimum residential 
lot size from one to two acres, intended, in part, to protect 
groundwater quality: 

Obviously, measures in the form of water pollution control are 
'held by the . . .  preponderant opinion to be greatly and imme­
diately necessary to the public welfare' (Matter of Wulfsohn v. 
Burden, 241 N.Y. 288, 299, 150 N.E. 120, 123, supra), do relate 
to some subsisting evil which should be controlled, and, there­
fore, serve some legitimate public purpose.286 

Similarly, a District Court of Appeal of Florida upheld a rezon­
ing of a plaintiff's property which required a five-acre minimum 
lot size to protect groundwater quality in Moviematic Industries 
Corp. v. Board of County Commissioners of Metropolitan Dade County.287 

The court found "that ecological considerations are legitimate 
objectives of a zoning ordinance or resolution. "288 The court 
noted that the comprehensive study upon which the rezoning was 
based stated that the rezoned 

property area overlies one of the most permeable aquifers in 
the world, the Biscayne Aquifer. This aquifer serves as the 
source of virtually all drinking water in Dade County and must 
be protected from contamination.289 

2. Reasonable Regulation to Achieve Valid Public Purposes 

While groundwater protection may be considered a valid public 
objective, ordinances designed for this purpose may nonetheless 
be invalidated if a court finds that a zoning authority has em­
ployed unreasonable means to accomplish this goal. Local gov­
ernments may utilize regulatory techniques such as density 
controls, conditional use provisions, prohibition of potentially 
contaminating uses, and designation of special management areas 

285. 29 N.Y.2d 221,  275 N.E.2d 585, 325 N.Y.S.2d 933 (1974). 
286. /d. at 227, 275 N.E.2d at 589, 325 N.Y.S.2d at 938·39. 
287. 349 So.2d 667 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 1977). 
288. [d. at 670. See also, e.g. , Barre Mobile Home Park, Inc. v. Town of Petersham, 592 

F. Supp. 633 (D. Mass. 1984); M & I Marshall & Ilsley Bank v. Town of Somers, 1 4 1  Wis. 
2d 271, 4 1 4  N.W.2d 824 ( 1987);Just v. Marinette County, 56 Wis. 2d 7, 201 N.W.2d 761 
(1972); Nattin Realty Corp., Inc. v. Ludewig, 67 Misc. 2d 828, 324 N.Y.S.2d 668 (1971), 
aff'd 40 A.D.2d 535, 334 N.Y.S,2d 483 (1972), aff'd 32 N.Y.2d 681, 343 N.Y.S.2d 360, 296 
N.E.2d 257 (1973). 

289. Moviematic, 349 So.2d at 670. 
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particularly susceptible to contamination to protect groundwater 
quality. 

Density controls are used to increase minimum lot size where 
overcrowding of land would result in health and safety hazards 
including groundwater contamination, particularly in areas where 
topography and/or soil conditions create physical limits to more 
dense development. The use of density controls to protect 
groundwater quality has received a mixed reception in the courts, 
although recent cases indicate a greater acceptance of this tech­
nique when justified by health and environmental concerns. 

Several cases from the 1 960s and 1970s upheld the use of den­
sity controls where the link between increased population and po­
tential groundwater contamination was proven. In Salamar 
Builders,290 the New York Court of Appeals upheld the rezoning of 
plaintiff's land to require a larger minimum lot size. The court 
found that the town introduced expert testimony which indicated 
that: 

the topography and soil conditions were such as to inhibit the 
installation of central sewer and water systems, so that any 
present residential development would necessarily be limited 
to the use of wells and septic tanks; and that, in tum, largely 
because of the area's topography, its location within or contigu­
ous to the New York City watershed, and drainage difficulties, 
the area would best be zoned for residences on two-acre plots 
in order to provide ample space for drainage and thus minimize 
the danger of water pollution.291 

The court found that the means employed by the city were rea­
sonable: the rezoning "reasonably server d] to vindicate the policy 
sought to be effected,"292 i.e. , "the requirement of larger par­
cels. . . would indeed tend to minimize the danger of 
pollution."293 

Similarly, in Nattin Realty, Inc. v. Ludewig,294 a New York 
Supreme Court upheld an amendment which rezoned plaintiff's 
property from multiple-family to single-family residential. The 
town had presented expert testimony which demonstrated that 
construction of plaintiff's proposed multi-family dwellings in the 

290. Salamar Builders Corp. v. Tuttle, 29 N.Y.2d 221, 275 N.E.2d 585, 325 N.Y.S.2d 
933 (1971) .  

29 1 .  Id. at 223-24, 275 N.E.2d at 587, 325 N.Y.S.2d at 935-36, 
292. Id,. at 227, 275 N.E.2d at 589, 325 N.Y.S.2d at 937. 
293. Id. 
294. 67 Mise. 2d 828, 324 N.Y.S.2d 668 (1971).  
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absence of a public water supply was likely to lead to drinking 
water contamination.295 The court found that: 

the municipality has here presented sufficient evidence to war­
rant the rezoning of the petitioner's property, for it was 
prompted to do so by ecological considerations based not upon 
whim or fancy but upon scientific findings . . . .  

The court is not unmindful that zoning changes prompted by 
such environmental considerations may appreciably limit the 
uses and profitability of land; yet if both factors were to be 
placed upon the scales, the pro bono publico considerations must 
prevail. If there is substantial evidence sustaining the munici­
pality's determination to rezone because of ecology, the court 
should not void such legislative determination?96 

In addition to New York, Connecticut cases have upheld den­
sity controls to protect groundwater?97 Early cases in Ohio and 
Texas also upheld large-lot zoning on similar grounds298 as did 
the First Circuit Court of Appeals,"99 although the latter court 

295. !d. at 67 L 
296. Id. at 672. See also, e.g. , Wilson v. Town of Sherborn, 3 Mass. App. 237, 326 N.E.2d 

922 ( l975) (court upheld two-acre minimum lot size where town had shown that there was 
a reasonable relationship between the zoning ordinance and the potential for water coo­
tamination in the town); and Omnia Properties, Inc. v. Town of Brookhaven, No. 77 Civ. 
574 (E.D.N.Y. Dec. 26, 1979) (two-acre minimum lot size upheld based on hydrologic 
zoning considerations). But if. Kasparek v. Johnson County Bd. of Health, 288 N.W.2d 
5 1 1  (Iowa 1980) and State ex reI. Nagawicka Island Corp. v. City of Delafield, 1 17 Wis. 2d 
23, 343 N.W.2d 816 (Wis. Ct. App. 1983) (these cases are discussed infra note 381 and 
accompanying text). 

297. Williams notes that "[t]his sewage disposal [groundwater quality] argument for 
large· lot zoning has turned up frequently in Connecticut cases, which have taken a strong 
position in favor of recognizing such considerations." WILLIAMS, AMERICAN LAND PLAN· 
NING LAw: LAND USE AND THE POLICE POWER § 38. 16  ( 1974) citing, e.g. , Zygmont v. Plan· 
ning and Zoning Comm'n of Town of Greenwich, 152 Conn. 550, 210 A.2d 172 (1965), 
Senior v. Zoning Comm'n of Town of New Canaan, 146 Conn. 531 ,  153 A.2d 415  (1959), 
a.fJPeal dismissed 363 U.S. 143 (1960), and DeMars v. Zoning Comm'n of Town of Bolton, 
142 Conn. 580, 1 1 5  A.2d 653 ( 1955), affg 19 Conn. Stipp. 24, 109 A.2d 876 (Ct. Com. Pi. 
1954). See also Chucta v. Planning and Zoning Comm'n of the Town of Seymour, 154 
Conn. 393, 225 A.2d 822 (1967) (increase in lot size upheld based in part upon the un· 
availability of public sewers and the desire to protect the water supply). 

298. WILLIAMS, supra note 297, at § 38.16, citing, e.g. , State ex ret. Mar-Well, Inc. v. 
Dodge, 1 13 Ohio App. 1 18, 1 7  Ohio Op.2d I l l , 177 N.E.2d 515 (1 960); Caruthers v. 
Board of Adjustment of City of Bunker Hill Village, 290 S.W.2d 340 (Tex. eiv. App. 
1956). 

299. Steel Hill Development, Inc. v. Town of Sanbornton, 469 F.2d 956 (1st CiL 1972). 
The court upheld a zoning ordinance providing for three- and six-acre minimum lot sizes 
in a rural New Hampshire resort community based on considerations which included to· 
pography and soil conditions and their potential effect on surface water pollution, im­
proper sewage disposal, poor drainage, the area's ecological balance. erosion, scenic 
values and the availability of open space. !d. at 960-61 .  
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cautioned against the USe of this technique merely to keep out 
undesirable development. 

More recent caSeS have also validated the use of reasonable 
density controls to protect groundwater quality. In Sanderson v. 
Town of Greenland,300 for example, the court upheld a 60,000 
square-foot minimum lot size requirement based on its concern 
for groundwater pollution. In Curtiss-Wright Corp. v. Town of East 
Hampton, 30 I the court considered preservation of the quality and 
quantity of the local water supply (threatened by potential salt 
water intrusion) and maintenance of the natural and rural quali­
ties of the land in upholding a two-acre minimum lot size. 

While "[j]udicial deference to local land use classifications con­
tinues unabated in a majority of states,"302 some courts on the 
more heavily populated eastern coast (particularly those in Penn­
sylvania) have taken a more skeptical view of density controls. Pri­
marily in the 1960s and 1970s, several courts invalidated local 
ordinances because they found that large-lot zoning had an im­
permissible exclusionary effect.303 In an important case, National 
Land and Investment Co. v. Kohn,304 the Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court invalidated a zoning amendment which required a mini­
mum lot size of four acres in certain residential districts, rilling 
that the zoning restriction was per se invalid because it had an ex­
clusionary effect. The court ruled that the ordinance's primary 
purpose was to exclude neWcomers and avoid burdens upon pub­
lic services and facilities.305 The township had failed to prove that 
the increased density was "a necessary . . . [or 1 a reasonable 
method"306 to, inter alia, protect water supplies from septic sys­
tem contamination and that eVen if there was such a danger, ex-

300. 122 N.H. 1002, 453 A.2d 1285 ( 1982). 
301.  82 A.D.2d 551, 442 N.Y.S.2d 125 (1981). 
302. A New Deference Towards Exclusionary Zoning in Pennsylvania: Appeal of M.A. Kravitz Co. , 

28 WASH. UJ. OF DRB. AND CONTEMP. L. 381 ( 1985) citing D. MANDELKER, LAND USE LAw, 
illpm, note 243, at §§ 1 . 13- 1 . 1 6  ( 1982). 

303. Other state courts have also invalidated density comrols on this basis. See, e.g. , 
Board of County Supervisors of Fairfax County v. Carper, 200 Va. 653, 107 S.E.2d 390 
( 1959) (although enacted in part to protect groundwater quality and quantity, court invali­
dated two acre minimum lot size requirement because it had the practical effect of exclud­
ing low income persons from the designated area). 

304. 419 Pa. 504, 2 1 5  A.2d 597 (1965). 

305. !d. at 532, 2 1 5  A.2d at 612. 
306. !d. at 526, 215 A.2d at 609. This conclusion was based in part upon the failure of 

the township to introduce relevant testimony into evidence and the court's perception of a 
key township witness as "vague and unconvincing". !d. at 525, 215 A.2d at 608-09. 
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isting township sanitary and subdivision regulations did not 
provide the necessary protection against pollution.307 The Penn­
sylvania courts have. to some extent, modified their position on 
density controls and exclusionary zoning since the National Land 
case.308 The decision did, however, form the basis for several 
other cases which invalidated large-lot zoning enacted at least in 
part for groundwater protection purposes309 and contributed to a 
judicial skepticism that lots in excess of an acre are required to 
protect the public health.'10 

Several recent cases outside the state of Pennsylvania reflect 
other approaches to resolution of the exclusionary zoning issues 
related to large-lot zoning. A landmark approach to resolving the 
frequent conflict between concerns for environmental protection 
and provision oflow and moderate income housing was taken by 
the New Jersey Supreme Court in the Southern Burlington 
N.A.A.G.P. v. Township of Mount Laurel cases (Mt.Laurel I and II).3I l 

The Mt. Laurel I court declined to uphold a one-half acre mini­
mum lot size on the basis that smaller lot sizes would endanger 
the water supply. The court found, inter alia, that the township 

307. Id., at 526, 215 A.2d at 609. 
308. See MANDELKER, supra note 243, at §§ 7.15-7.17 and 1985 Supp. § 7.17, {citing Ap­

peal ofM.A. Kravitz Co., 501 Pa. 200, 460 A.2d 1075 (1983), (can exclude some types of 
housing but not growth in general). This indicates (as do several Pennsylvania cases de­
cided between the time of National Land and Kyautz) that density controls imposed for 
groundwater protection may be upheld if they are reasonably designed to control contami­
nation and are not enacted for the purpose of excluding growth altogether. See, e.g. , Mar­
tin v. Township ofMilcreek, 50 Pa. Commw. 249, 413 A.2d 764 (1980) (although the court 
ultimately determined that 10 acre minimum lot size was not shown to be necessary to 
prevent pollution, the court did consider the potential for pullution in assessing the valid­
ity of the ordinance where it was not exclusionary on its face). 

309. In Pennsylvania, see, e.g., Concord Township Appeal, 439 Pa. 466, 268 A.2d 765 
( 1970) (4-3 decision) (This case is commonly referred to as "Appeal of Kit-Mar Builders"). 
The court in Kit-.Har invalidated two and three-acre minimum lot size requirements, stat-
ing: "We explicitly rejected the argument that sewerage problems could excuse exclusionary 
zoning in National Land." [d. at 472. 268 A.2d at 767 (emphasis in original). One of two 
dissenting opinions in the case noted that Pennsylvania statutes had been amended since 
the Natianal Land case to allow a zoning ordinance to be upheld solely on the grounds of 
sewerage considerations. [d. at 483-84, 268 A.2d at 773 Gones, J., dissenting). See also 
Application of Wetherill, 45 Pa. Commw. 303, 406 A.2d 827 (1979) (court held that an 
ordinance which completely banned apartments and required ten acre minimum lot size 
for single residences was unconstitutional despite a claim by the township that sewer and 
water facilities were inadequate). 

310. ANDERSON, supra note 199, at § 8.29. 
3 1 1 .  67 NJ. 151, 336 A.2d 713  (MI. Laurel /) appeal dismissed and urI. denied, 423 U.S. 808 

(1975), modified and enforced. 161 NJ. Super. 317, 391 A.2d 935 (Law Div. 1978), rev'd in part 
and "mantkd. 92 NJ. 158,456 A.2d 390 ( 1983) (MI. Laurel II). 
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could require developers to install public sewers and water sup­
plies because the land involved in this case was amenable to the 
installation of such facilities. It found that the ordinance had an 
exclusionary effect and concluded that municipalities within the 
state must provide their "regional fair share" of low and moder­
ate income housing.312 The court emphasized, however, that 
land use regulations should be drafted with environmental con­
cerns in mind and where necessary, more stringent controls on 
growth might be permitted.313 

The MI. Laurel II court attempted to satisfy both those con­
cerned about the provision of housing, and those concerned 
about the environment by adopting the State Development Guide 
Plan (SDGP).3 I4 The SDGP is significant because it delineates 
which parts of the state are suitable for housing development 
based on the level of environmental protection required by each 
area. Under the SDGP, areas designated as "conservation," "ag­
ricultural" and "limited growth areas" have no regional fair share 
requirement.3 IS  Areas designated as "growth areas" by the 
SDGP, on the other hand, must provide their fair share oflow and 
moderate income housing. However, the court reiterated that 
even in these areas, environmental concerns must be addressed. 

312. MI. Laurel fl, 92 NJ. at 204·05, 456 A.2d at 413 (1983). 

313.  The Mt. Laurel I court found that "[l]and use regulations should take into account 
ecological and environmental concerns . . . .  Yet the regulations adopted cannot be used to 
thwart growth . . . .  They must be only.those reasonably necessary for public protection of a 
vital interest." Albano v. Mayor and Township Comm. of Township of Washington, 194 
NJ. Super. 265.275, 476 A.2d 852,857 (1984) citing MI.

, 
Laurel I. 67 NJ. at 186·87, 336 

A.2rl at 731.  See also Oakwood at Madison, Inc. v. Township of Madison, 72 NJ. 481, 371 
A.2d 1 192 (1977) (the court invalidated Madison's zoning as exclusionary but found that 
depositions regarding the environmentally sensitive nature of portions of the township 
were relevant in detennining exactly where and how housing should be constructed (the 
case was remanded to allow Madison to devise a new ordinance)). 

314. MI. Laurel II, 92 NJ. at 246-47, 456 A.2d at 435 (1983). 

315.  Licata and Licata, The Environmental Implications of Mount Laurel II, 15 RUTGERS L. J. 
627 at 633 (1984) (citing Glenview Development Corp. v. Franklin, 92 NJ. at 316-21. 456 
A.2d at 471-74 (1983)) (decided as part of the MI. Laurel II decision; the New Jersey 
Supreme Court consolidated the appeal to the Mt. Laurel I remand with five other cases 
concerning application of the fair share rule). The Mi. Laurel II court noted. however. that 
designation of a municipality as a non-growth area does not necessarily relieve it of its 
obligation to provide for its indigenous poor. Id. at 633 (citing Franklin at 318, 456 A.2d at 
472). Where such a designation is made. a court may apparently order a municipality to 
grant a "builder's remedy" (a building pennit) unless the municipality establishes that 
substantial environmental or other planning concerns make such development inappropri­
ate. Id. at 633 citing Mt. Laurel II at 279-80, 456 A.2d at 452 ( 1983). 
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In Caputo v. Chester,316 the Mt. Laurel II court reemphasized its 
strong concern for environmental protection and stated that 
"where a proposed low-income development, located within a 
growth area, would create a substantial environmental problem, 
the courts will not enforce the builder's remedy"3l7 (i. e. , allow the 
proposed development to occur). Although the Mt. Laurel II 
court did not directly address the issue of large-Iot zoning for the 
purpose of groundwater protection, it did indicate that it would 
not invalidate such zoning per se as long as (in the case of growth 
areas) the municipality had provided for its fair share of low in­
come housing.3l8 

Based in part upon the Mt. Laurel II opinion, the New Jersey 
Superior Court upheld a large minimum lot size requirement in 
an agricultural (non-growth) area based upon groundwater con­
siderations. In Albano v. Mayor and Township Committee of Township 
of Washington,319 the court found that the township had presented 
adequate testimony showing that plaintiff's land, which had a 
three-acre minimum lot size requirement, was more environmen­
tally sensitive than surrounding parcels (with a one-acre minimum 
requirement) and that more intensive unsewered development 
was likely to lead to ground and surface water pollution.320 

316. No. L-43857-74 (NJ. Super. Law Div. (Oct. 4, 1978), ajJ'd in part, rev 'd in part and 
remanded, 92 NJ. 158, 316, 456 A.2d 390, 471 (1983) (decided as part of the MI. Laurel II 
decision)). 

317. Licata and Licata, supra note 315, at 635 (emphasis supplied). Licata and Licata 
note that the burden on a municipality to prove that development should not occur is a 
substantial one, but that "sound planning practices require no less." [d. 

318. [d. at 636. The authors note that "[t]he coun specifically stated that, 'we hold that 
the preservation of open spaces itself may, under proper circumstances, be sufficient justi­
fication for large lot zoning, including five acre zoning.' '' Id., citing MI. Lau.rel II at 315, 
456 A.2d at 471 (1983). In this regard see also MANDELKER, supra note 243, at § 7.13 citing 
Robert E. Kurzius, Inc. v. Incorporated Village of Upper Brookville, 51  N.Y.2d 338, 414 
N.E.2d 680, 434 N.Y.S.2d 180 (1980) cert. denied, 450 U.S. 1042 (1981) (court upheid five 
acre zoning, refusing to find large-lot zoning invalid per se). 

319. 194 NJ. Super. 265, 476 A.2d 852 (1984). Note that an earlier opinion in the case 
did require the township to amend its ordinance (but not with reference to plaintiff's 
property) to provide for the indigenous poor within the township. !d. at 269, 476 A.2d at 
856. 

320. The court noted that plaintiffs might eventually obtain a public sewer allocation 
(which would pennit more intensive development). It concluded, however, that this was 
"too speculalive an occurrence on which to rely to suggest that the density restriction is 
overly burdensome and restrictive." [d. at 276, 476 A.2d at 857. 

Other courts have also addressed the issue of restrictions on growth due to the shortage 
or absence of public sewer and/or water facilities. See, e.g. , Pacific Blvd. Assoc. v. City of 
Long Beach, 48 A.D.2d 857. 368 N.Y.S.2d 867, (1975) (court upheld a zoning amendment 
which permitted only onc- and two-family homes and two-story garden apartments based 
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The court in North Shore Unitarian Universalist Society, Inc. v. Incor­
porated Village of Upper Brookville32l also upheld the validity of an 
ordinance requiring two- and five-acre minimum lot sizes in a vil­
lage which was designated as environmentally sensitive and a pri­
mary source of drinking water.322 It found that the ordinance 
served "a regional need for open space and water preservation, 
and that the regional need for housing is supplied by other areas 
in the county. "323 

The brief overview of cases within this subsection324 indicates 
that reasonable density controls designed to protect groundwater 
quality have been upheld in several states. Other states, however, 

on "overwhelming sewage disposal and water supply problems" (Id. at 858, 368 N.Y.S.2d 
at 867)). ANDERSON, supra note 199, at § 8.24, states that several cases from New York: 

suggest that while a [temporary] restriction on the use of land may be imposed to 
protect public health, a municipality defending a restriction on this ground must con· 
vince the court that an emergency situation actually exists, that it is making good faith 
efforts to remedy the situation, and that a solution will be forthcoming in a reasonable 
time. The opinions do not reflect a disposition to accept such a defense on faith, or 
under circumstances which would enable the zoning municipality to discourage 
growth. 

Id. at § 8.29. citing Pacific Blvd . .  Belle Harbor Realty Corp. v. Kerr. 35 N.Y.2d 507, 323 
N.E.2d 697. 364 �.Y.S.2d 160 ( 1974); C. Lombardi Builder. Inc. Y. Stein. 45 A.D.2d 1008. 
358 N.Y.S.2d 193 (1974); and Westwood Forest Estates. Inc. v. South Nyack. 23 N.Y.2d 
424, 244 N.E.2d 700, 297 N.Y.S.2d 129 ( 1969). See also, e.g. , Smoke Rise, Inc. v. Washing� 
ton Suburban Sanitary Comm'n, 400 F. Supp. 1369 (D. Md. 1975) (court upheld moratoria 
on sewer hook-ups and construction of private sewage systems; found no taking or denial 
of due process since the moratoria were enacted to protect ground and surface water sup­
plies and were reasonable in duration); Annot., 92 A.L.R.3d 1073 ( 1979); and Annot., 63 
A.L.R.3d 1 184 (1975) (discusses, inter alia, the somewhat unusual case of Golden v. Plan­
ning Bd. of Ramapo, 30 N.Y.2d 359, 285 N.E.2d 291, 334 N.Y.S.2d 138, appeal dismissed, 
409 U.S. 1003 (1972) (court upheld the validity of a zoning ordinance which deferred 
residential development until public services were established in the area according to a 
comprehensive plan and an eighteen-year capital improvements program» . See also 
MANDELKER, supra note 243, at §§ 10.2-10.5. Cf Unity. Ventures v. County of Lake (631 F. 
Supp. 181 (N.D. Ill. 1986» (regulation of access to sanitary sewers pursuant to statutes 
and comprehensive plan is a legitimate governmental' concern (citing Chesapeake Bay Vil­
lage, Inc. v. Castle, 502 F. Supp. 213  (D. Md. 1980), Wincamp Partnership v. Anne Arun­
del County, 458 F. Supp. 1009 (D. Md. 1978) and Smoke Rise) and Giuliano v. Town of 
Edgartown, 531 F. Supp. 1076 (D. Mass. 1982) (discussed infra note 386 and accompany­
ing text». 

32 1 .  1 10 A.D.2d 123, 493 N,Y.S.2d 564 (1985). 
322. !d. at 127, 493 N.Y.S.2d at 567. 
323, !d. 
324. This subsection has addressed only a few aspects of exclusionary zoning. which is 

the subject of numerous books and articles. See, e.g. , M. DANIELSON, THE POLmcs OF Ex­
CLUSION ( 1976); R. JOHNSON, RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION, THE STATE AND CONSTITUTIONAL 

CONFLICT IN AMERICAN URBAN AREAS ( 1984); D. MANDELKER, ENVIRONMENT AND EQ.ulTY 
(1981); Mayo, Exdusionary Zoning, Remedies. and the Expamive Rok of the Court in Public Law 
Litigation, 3 1  SYRACUSE L. REV. 755 ( 1980); Payne, Doctrine and Politics in Exclusionary Zoning 



70 COLUMBIA JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAw [Vol. 14:1  

invalidated density controls in the 1960s and 1970s because they 
had the effect of excluding low income and minority residents. 
Several of the latter courts now recognize the need to balance the 
demand for low cost housing with groundwater quality and other 
environmental concerns. 

Conditional use provisions in zoning ordinances, which set spe­
cial requirements for uses likely to contaminate groundwater, 
have had a generally favorable reception in the courts. The court 
in Cosmopolitan National Bank v. County of Cook, 325 for example, up­
held the denial of a county conditional use permit to operate a 
sanitary landfill despite plaintiff's evidence that it was complying 
with the required minimum state regulatory standards. The 
Supreme Court of Illinois found that groundwater contamination, 
while not a present danger, "would inevitably occur over the 
years"'26 due to the clay soils, the potential for flooding in the 
area, and the proximity of the public water supply to the landfill. 
The court recognized that "[q]uestions of the contamination of 
ground water, the creation of foul odors, [etc.] . . .  are as relevant 
to . . .  endangerment of the public health, safety, or general wel­
fare as they are to environmental concerns. "327 It concluded, inter 
alia, that "the threat to the water supply prevented . . .  [the trial 
judge] from finding by clear and convincing evidence that the 
landfill was not detrimental to the public health, safety or general 
welfare"328 (one of the six special-use standards established by 
the county zoning ordinance) and that the conditional use permit 
was therefore properly denied. 

Several other courts have also upheld the requirement of con­
ditional use permits to protect groundwater quality in wetland ar­
eas.'29 In Goddard v. Board of Appeals of Concord,330 for example, 

Litigation, 12 RE.AL ESTATE L.J. 359 (1983); and Rose, The Mount Laurel ll Decision,· lf It Based 
on Wishful Thinking? 1 2  REAL ESTATE LJ. 1 15 ( 1983). 

325. 103 Ill. 2d 302. 469 N.E.2d 183 (1984). 
326. !d. at 324. 469 N.E.2d at 193. 
327. !d. at 321 .  469 N.E.2d at 192. 
328. !d. at 324. 469 N.E.2d at 193. 
329. Wetlands tend to be groundwater discharge areas rather than recharge areas. 

Other things being equal, pollutants introduced in a discharge area will result in the pollu­
tion of a smaHer areal extent of groundwater than if the pollutants were introduced in an 
aquifer recharge area. Contaminated groundwater from a nearby wetland area could, 
however, enter public drinking water particularly if it were located within the cone of de­
pression of a municipal well or where the wetland discharged into surface water used as a 
drinking water source. Thus, it is important (0 protect wetlands from contamination as 
well. 
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the court upheld the board of appeal's denial of a special permit 
to construct a house and septic system on a lot in a wetlands con­
servancy district. The board found that construction on the lot 
would derogate from the intent of the zoning by-law which was, in 
part, "to maintain the quality and level of the groundwater table 
and water recharge areas for existing, or potential water sup­
plies"33l and to prevent flooding. The court found that "there 
was evidence that a high water table created a real hazard of sep­
tic system contamination of the groundwater,"332 concluding that 
"the protection of groundwater is a valid public interest . . .  [and] 
the means adopted by the by-law are reasonably necessary for the 
accomplishment of this important public function. "333 

Total prohibition of potentially contaminating land uses or ac­
tivities by a local government has received a mixed reception in 
the courts. Due to the severity of the restriction, some courts 
have placed a heavier burden of proof on the community which 
enacted the regulation. A few states, including Pennsylvania, 
have totally reversed the burden; municipalities must clearly show 
that such a ban is justified. 334 In Lower Southampton Township Board 
of Supervisors v. Schurr,335 for example, the Pennsylvania Common­
wealth Court invalidated the township's total ban on auto salvage 
yards, finding that the township had not met its burden of show­
ing a substantial relationship between the ordinance and the pub-

330. 1 3  Mass. App. Ct. 1001. 433 N.E.2d 98 (1982). 
33l .  !d. at 100 1 . 433 N.E.2d at 99. 
332. !d. 
333. !d., citing Lovequist v. Conservation Comm'n of Dennis, 379 Mass. 7, 393 N.E.2d 

858 (1979) and Tumpike Realty Co. v. Dedham, 362 Mass. 221,  284 N.E.2d 891 (1972), 
cert. denied, 409 U.S. 1 108 (1973). See also, e.g. , Graham v. Estuary Properties, Inc., 399 So. 
2d 1374 (Fla. 1981), cert. denied. sub nom. Taylor v. Graham, 454 U.S. 1083, (1981) andJust 
v. Marinette County, 56 Wis.2d 7, 201 N.W.2d 761 ( 1972); these and other wetland cases 
are discussed supra notes 329 and 423 and accompanying text. But see MacGibbon ,i, Board 
of Appeals of Duxbury, 369 Mass. 512, 340 N.E.2d 487 (1976) (Reardon, ]., dissenting). 

334. In Pennsylvania, courts first detennine whether the 
total prohibition is . . .  prima facie valid due to the objectionable or illegitimate nature 
of the proposed use. Schuster v. Plumstead Township Zoning Hearing Board, [69) 
Pa. Cornrnw. Ct. [271], 450 �.2d 799 ( 1982). If the use is found to be legitimate, the 
burden then shifts to the municipality to establish what police power interest is sought 
to be protected by the exclusion. 
Lower Southampton Township Bd. of Supervisors v. Schurr, 72 Pa. Commw. 322, 326, 

456 A.2d 704 (1983), (citations omitted). 
335. 72 Pa. Commw. 322, 456 A.2d 704 (1983). 
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lie health, safety and general welfare. 336 Although the township 
presented evidence of potential ground and surface water con­
tamination at the site of the proposed salvage yard, the court 
ruled that this site-specific evidence was insufficient to justify a 
total municipality-wide ban on salvage yards.337 Compare the 
Schurr case with Schuster v. Plurnstead Township Zoning Hearing 
Board 338, in which the court validated a municipality-wide ban of 
junkyards where the evidence showed that pollutants were likely 
to seep into the groundwater no matter where a junkyard was 
located. 

Other courts, including the United States District Court of Mas­
sachusetts, have maintained that the burden of proof in cases in­
volving prohibitory ordinances is on the plaintiff. In Barre Mobile 
Home Park v. Town of Petersham, 339 the court upheld the validity of 
township by-laws and zoning by-laws which totally excluded mo­
bile home parks due to the threat of groundwater contamination. 
Courts are likely to uphold reasonable restrictions on potentially 
contaminating uses especially where these uses are proposed to 
be located in areas particularly susceptible to contamination. 

3. Reasonable Basis Requirement for Classification of Uses 
and Lands Subject to Regulation 

The use of zoning to protect groundwater was advocated as 
early as 1975 in a publication, Performance Controls for Sensitive 
Lands,340 which discusses several local regulatory programs that 
identify recharge zones and contain special controls to avoid 
groundwater contamination. More recently, there have been a 
growing number of references to local zoning controls to achieve 
these purposes,341 including a statement by the E.P.A. that: 

336. !d. at 328. 456 A.2d at 705. The court in this case concluded that automobile 
wrecking yards are not generally hazardous to the public and the prohibition was therefore 
not prima facie valid. [d. The burden of proof thus shifted to the municipality. 

337. U. 
338. 69 Pa. Commw. 271. 450 A.2d 799 (1982). 

339. 592 F. Supp. 633 (D. Mass. 1984). 
340. Thurow, Toner and Erley. Perfonnance Controls for Sensitive Lands, American Plan­

ning Ass'n, Planning Advisory Service Rep. No. 307 (1975). 

341. See, e.g. , Crystal, supra note 204; Horsley, supra note 168; Mulica and Beck, Munici­
pal Ground-Water Supply Protection and Management Techniques in Massachusetts, id. at 291; Ta­
nenbaum, Hydrogeologic Zoning on Long Island. State, County, Regional and Municipal 
Jurisdiction of Ground-Water Quality Symposium 57 (Sept. 22-24, 1982); Tripp and Jaffe, 
supra note 8; and URISH, OZBILGIN AND BOBROWSKI, supra nOte "204. 
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[I]ocal governments can also play a major role in groundwater 
protection . . .  Through local zoning, lot sizes have been regu­
lated [in] a few localities to prevent intensive residential or 
commercial development over recharge areas . . .  some com­
munities also set restrictions on the density of septic 
systems.342 

73 

Zoning ordinances are occasionally challenged on the basis of 
an unreasonable classification of land uses in the zoning text. 
The more common equal protection challenge is that land is un­
reasonably classified by being placed in the wrong zoning district, 
i.e. , it is incorrectly mapped. Courts have traditionally upheld 
land use classifications if they have been accurately delineated 
and reasonably related to a legitimate public purpose. 

Various courts have recognized the difficulty of drawing exact 
zoning boundaries and have related this exercise to the presump­
tion of validity. 343 This presumption of validity of the location of 
zoning district boundaries can be an important factor in support­
ing land use control techniques such as overlay districts which 
designate special management areas based on relatively general 
groundwater information. 

Courts may be more willing to uphold relatively severe restric­
tions on land use if local governments limit the application of the 
most stringent controls to pre-designated "special management 
areas." Special management areas are those locations such as aq­
uifer recharge areas and wellhead protection areas which are par­
ticularly susceptible to contamination and are most seriously 
damaged by the effects of contamination. Uses which are prohib­
ited within special management areas can be permitted under ap­
propriate conditions in less vulnerable areas. This regulatory 
technique thus gives special emphasis to the site characteristics at 
the location of a proposed land use as well as the nature of the 
intended activity. 

The concept of special management areas allows local govern­
ments to concentrate limited financial and other resources in key 

342. EPA STRATEGY, supra note 1 ,  at 23. 

343. The Wisconsin Supreme Court has stated, for example, that: 
[i]t foHows as a corollary to the presumption of validity and from the fact that the 
shaping of zoning districts for land use is primarily a legislative funclion that-when the 
validity of the ordinance in this respect is fairly debatable it should be upheld and the 
court should not substitute its judgment for that of the municipality. 

State ex reI. American Oil Co. v. Bessent, 27 Wis. 2d 537. 546, 135 N.W.2d 317,  323 ( 1965) 
(citations omitted). 
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locations and can be used as a technique to set priorities in terms 
of the geographic scope of programs. The hydrogeologic and 
other information used to identifY special management areas es­
tablishes a data base upon which local governments may rely if 
the zoning ordinance is later challenged in court. 

Courts seem to be more willing to uphold relatively stringent 
density regulations applied in scientifically delineated special 
management areas than they are to uphold zoning changes based 
upon little or no scientific data. In Blodgett v. County of Santa 
Cruz,'44 the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld a county's ten­
acre minimum lot size requirement enacted in part to protect the 
primary groundwater recharge area within which the plaintiff's 
property was located. In North Shore Universalist Society Inc. v. In­
corp. Village of Upper Brookville,'45 the Appellate Division of the 
New York Supreme Court upheld the validity of an ordinance 
which required two- and five-acre minimum lot sizes in part be­
cause various reports indicated that the village is located within 
an environmentally sensitive area which is a primary source of 
drinking water for two counties.346 Preservation of finite water 
resources and open space and protection of groundwater were 
among the purposes cited by the court as legitimate goals of zon­
ing ordinances. 

In Moviematic Industries Corp. v. Board of County Commissioners of 
Metropolitan Dade County,'47 the plaintiff had owned the land at is­
sue for over ten years when, based upon a comprehensive study, 
the county rezoned the land from heavy industrial use to single­
family residential with a minimum lot size of five acres. In up­
holding the new zoning classification, the Florida District Court 
of Appeal stressed the fact that the rezoning was based upon sci­
entific findings.348 It determined that "ecological considerations 
are legitimate objectives of a zoning ordinance or resolution"349 
and the density controls employed by the county were particularly 
appropriate in this case since plaintiff's property overlay the Bis­
cayne Aquifer, the source of virtually all drinking water in Dade 

344. 698 F.2d 368 (9th Gir. 1982). 
345. l lO A.D.2d 123. 493 N.Y.S.2d 564 (1985). 
316. !d. at 127, 493 N.Y.S.2d at 567. 
347. 349 So. 2d 667 (Fla. DiS!. Gt. App. 1977). 
348. /d. at 669, citing Nattin Realty, Inc. v. Ludewig, 67 Misc. 2d 828. 324 N.Y.S.2d 668 

(1971) and Steel Hill Development, Inc. v. Town of Sanbornton, 469 F.2d 956 (1st Cir. 
1972). 

349. Moviematic, 349 So. 2d at 670. 
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County.350 The court also recognized that due to the unique hy­
drology and geology of the area and the existence of inland drain­
age canals, a conservation area, the aquifer and other factors, the 
area was in need of special protection.351 In Albano v. Mayor and 
Township Committee of Township of Washington ,352 the New Jersey Su­
perior Court also upheld the application of density controls to 
property identified as particularly susceptible to water pollution. 

Other courts have, however, invalidated the use of density con­
trols in special management areas to protect groundwater quality 
where, for example, a municipality failed to show that the controls 
were necessary for protection of the resource. In Kasparek v. John­
son County Board of Health, 353 the Iowa Supreme Court invalidated 
a five-acre minimum lot size requirement imposed on land within 
the Lake Macbride watershed. The regulation was enacted in part 
to protect ground and surface water from private sewage system 
contamination. The court found that there was no evidence of 
either present or future pollution from such systems and, citing 
National Land and Investment Co. v. Kohn,354 it ruled that there were 
alternative methods for dealing with the alleged sewage 
problem.355 

Courts have also upheld prohibitions on various land uses in 
environmentally sensitive areas. In Rollins Environmental Services, 
Inc. v. Township of Logan ,356 the New Jersey Superior Court upheld 
the validity of a township ordinance which prohibited the location 
of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) within areas designated by 
the ordinance as environmentally sensitive. Having concluded 
that the ordinance was not preempted by either state or federal 
law,357 the court turned to the issue of the reasonableness of the 
ordinance. It states that: "[i]t is extremely significant that this or­
dinance does not attempt to place a total ban on the placement of 
PCBs in the township. Instead, the ordinance only prohibits the 
storage of PCBs in certain, well-defined environmentally sensitive 

350. !d. 
351 .  The court also considered whether the ordinance constituted an unconstitutional 

taking; this aspect of the case is discussed i7ifra note 403 and accompanying text. 

352. 194 NJ. Super. 265. 476 A.2d 852 ( 1984). 
353. 288 N.W.2d 5 1 1  (Iowa 1980). 

354. 419 Pa. 504. 215 A.2d 597 ( 1965). 

355. Kruparek. 288 N.W.2d al 519. 
356. 199 NJ. Super. 70. 488 A.2d 258 (1984). 

357. !d. at 77·79. 488 A.2d at 259·62. 



76 COLUMBIA JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAw [Vol. 14:1 

areas,"358 eleven of which involve either surface or groundwater 
considerations. 

In another case, an entire town was effectively considered a 
special management area due to its proximity to a reservoir and 
the unusually high groundwater level throughout the area. Based 
in part upon consideration of these factors, the U.S. District 
Court in Barre Mobile Home Park v. Town of Petersham 359 upheld a 
town zoning ordinance which totally prohibited mubile home 
parks. The court noted that because of the high clay content of 
the soil and the shallow depth to bedrock, larger than normal 
building lots were necessary to accommodate the individual septic 
systems used in the town. Permitting mobile homes in the town 
at the density proposed by the plaintiff would not, the court 
found, provide sufficient protection from contamination of the 
groundwater or the nearby reservoir.'60 

Similarly, the township of Plumste"d was considered a special 
management area by the Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania 
when the court upheld a zoning ordinance which prohibited all 
junk, salvage or automobile wrecking yards. The court in Schuster 
v. Plumstead Township Zoning Hearing Board 361 upheld the prohibi­
tion upon presentation of evidence by the township that various 
pollutants would inevitably leak from the yard. The pollutants, 
the court found, were likely to seep into the groundwater (which 
was the sole source of drinking water for the township) or com­
bine with surface runoff to pose a threat to the public health, 
safety and welfare of the entire township.'62 

Several courts have upheld the denial of conditional use per­
mits to protect groundwater quality in environmentally sensitive 
wetland areas.'63 Where the local government fails to show that 
groundwater quality will be adversely affected; however; courts 

358. [d. at 79, 488 A.2d at 262-63. 
359. 592 F. Supp. 633 (D. Ma". 1984). 
360. [d. at 636. 
361. 69 Pa. Cornmw. 271,  450 A.2d 799 (982). Compare this case with Lower South­

ampton Township Bd. of Supervisors v. Schurr, 72 Pa. Cornmw. 322. 456 A.2d 702 (l983) 
discussed supra note 335 and in accompanying text. The different holdings in these cases 
point out the need for a municipality to relate the quality and quantity of required scien­
tific and other information to the stringency of the regulation. 

362. Schuster, at 275-76, 450 A.2d at 801 (1982). The court found that pollutants such 
as ethylene glycol (used in antifreeze), battery acid, and petroleum derivatives would inevi­
tably leak from wrecked vehicles. 

363. See this discussion supra note 325 and accompanying text. 
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will be less willing to sanction the denial of conditional use 
permits. 

In Dade County v. Florida Mining and Minerals Corp. , 364 for exam­
ple, the court focused on the pollution potential of the proposed 
mining activity. Plaintiffs challenged the county's denial of per­
mission to mine construction aggregates because the land had 
been identified by the master plan as being within the "environ­
mental sensitivity subzone," an area in which mining was prohib­
ited because of potentially adverse impacts upon water quality.365 
The Florida District Court of Appeal ruled that the county had 
acted unreasonably and arbitrarily in denying the conditional use 
permit366 since plaintiff had shown that its mining activities would 
have no significant impact on water quality in the Biscayne Aqui­
fer which underlay plaintiff's property.367 In addition, the court 
held, the county permit denial was discriminatory since the 
county had granted permits to mine land adjacent to plaintiff's, 
and there was no showing that plaintiff's land was more environ­
mentally sensitive than that in the immediate vicinity. 368 

4 .  Regulatory Takings 

One of the more common objections to the implementation of 
natural resource zoning controls, not unexpectedly, is that a zon­
ing ordinance has effected a taking without due compensation.'69 
The high incidence of taking claims is due, in part, to the restric­
tive nature of the regulations and to the perception that while the 
benefits of regulation are enjoyed by the general public, the bur­
dens of regulation may be concentrated, limiting the develop-

364. 364 So. 2d 31 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 1978). 

365. Id. at 32-33. Although the master plan prohibited mining. the court found that the 
plan "is not beyond being altered by the courts where . . .  strict adherence . . .  proves to be 
unreasonable. arbitrary and/or confiscatory." [d. at 34. 

366. Id. at 34. 

367. Id. at 32-33. 
368. But if. Town of Indialantic v. McNulty, 400 So. 2d 1227 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 1981) 

(Fifth District Florida Court of Appeals upheld denial of a variance to construct a dwelling 
on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean where plaintiff failed to show ordinance prohibiting 
such constnlction was invalid on its face or as applied to his property. The court found 
that where there is substantial harm to be prevented (in this case, destruction ofwetiands, 
flooding and stonn danger), plaintiff's burden is heavier to show such damage will not 
occur; here, plaintiff's hand-drawn sketch of the proposed construction did not meet this 
requirement) . 

369. See "5upra note 284. 
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ment options of the owners of land which overlays regulated 
groundwater recharge areas. 

There is no single test which is universally employed by the 
courts to determine whether a taking has occurred, nor is one 
likely to be formulated given the highly fact-sensitive nature of 
taking cases.370 Many courts adhere to the general principles that 
a mere diminution in value is insufficient to constitute a taking. 
If. however. the interference with the land is so substantial as to 
render the property worthless or useless. a taking will be 
found.'7l A taking can occur even though the regulation "is in­
tended only to promote public health, safety, or morals."'72 

The United States Supreme Court has recently ruled that where 
the government has taken property by regulations which deny all 
reasonable use of the property (even for a "temporary" period), 
the landowner may recover damages for the period during which 
the regulation was in effect. 37' This decision is important to local 
governments since judicial remedies now include payment of due 
compensation in addition to the usual remedy of invalidation of 
the zoning regulations as they apply to the property in question. 
Before compensation is due, however, a taking must be found, 
and reasonable regulations designed to protect the public health 
and safety will usually be upheld. 374 

370. A�DERSON. supra note 199, at § 3.26. 
371. See, e.g. , Annice1li v. Town of South Kingstown, 463 A.2d 133 (R.!. 1983) (action in 

inverse condemnation where landowner was deprived of all beneficial use of the property; 
discussed infra. notes 436-440 and accompanying text). It is not enough that the regula­
tion deprives the property Owner of the most profitable use of the property, (United States 
v. Central Eureka Mining Co., 357 U.S. 155, 168, ( 1958» or that the regulation causes a 
severe decline in the property's value (Goldblatt v. Town of Hempstead, 369 U.S. 590, 594 
(1962». In this regard, courts often "balance" the harm to the landowner against the 
benefit to the public. If the harm to the landowner is minimal (or even substantial) but the 
public benefits outweigh the hann, a court may find the ordinance valid. Conversely, if the 
harm to a landowner is great and there is little public benefit, the ordinance may be 
invalidated. 

372. BIey, Use of the Civil Rights Act to Recover Damagesfor Undue Interference With the Use of 
Land, SOUTHWESTERN LEGAL FOUNDATION, INSTITUTE ON PLANNING, ZONING AND EMINENT 
DOMAIN § 7.02 [2] ( 1985) (citing Devines v. Maier, 665 F.2d 138, 142 (7th Cir, 1981), rev'd 
on other grounds, 728 F.2d 876 (7th Cir. 1984)). 

373. First Evangelical Lutheran Church v. County of Los Angeles, 107 S. Ct. 2378 
(1987). Several state courts have also addressed this issue. See, e.g. , Zinn v. State, 1 1 2  Wis. 
2d 417, 334 N.W.2d 67 (1983), and Petersen v. Dane County, 136 Wis. 2d 501, 402 
N.W.2d 376 (W;,. Ct. App. 1987). 

374. Keystone Bituminous Coal Ass'n v. DeBenedictis, 107 S. Ct. 1232 (1987). 
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A number of cases involving challenges to density controls have 
addressed the taking issue. In Salamar Builders Corp. v. Tuttle 375, 
the court found that the rezoning of plaintiff's land to require a 
greater minimum lot size376 served a valid public purpose and did 
not constitute a taking. Regarding the taking issue, the court 
looked primarily at the potential pecuniary loss to plaintiffs, find­
ing that the plaintiff had not established that the ordinance had 
deprived it "of any use of the property to which it is reasonably 
adapted, or serves to destroy the greater part of its value. "377 
Although there was some question as to the amount of plaintiff's 
potential loss, the court found that in any event, the losses 
claimed fell "far short of that hardship which deprives it of any 
use of the property to which it is reasonably adapted"378 and thus 
the ordinance would not be deemed confiscatory. 

Similarly, the court in Curtiss-Wright Corp. v. Town of East Hamp­
ton 379 held that there was no confiscation where the town in­
creased its minimum lot size from one-half to two acres. The 
court noted that "the test of constitutionality of a zoning ordi­
nance is not whether a substantially higher value can be obtained 
under less restrictive regulations [citation omitted] but whether 
no reasonable return can be obtained from the property under 
the existing regulations. "380 

Several courts have found density requirements in the form of 
large minimum lot sizes to be excessive. In State ex rel. Nagawicka 
Island Corporation v. City of Delafield, 381 the Wisconsin Court of Ap-" 
peals held that a zoning ordinance which required a three-acre 
minimum lot to construct a residence was unconstitutional when 
applied to a two-acre island. The ordinance, enacted in part to 
prevent sewage emissions into the lake surrounding the island, 
was found to be unreasonably harsh since there were other means 
to control emissions. The court ruled that the city could con-

375. 29 N.Y.2d 221.  275 N.E.2d 585. 325 N.Y.S.2d 933 (1971). 
376. !d. at 221. 275 N.E.2d at 586. 325 N.Y.S.2d at 934. 
377. Ed. at 226. 275 N.E.2d at 588. 325 N.Y.S.2d at 936. 
378. Ed. at 228. 275 N.E.2d at 590. 325 N.Y.S.2d at 938. 
379. 82 A.D.2d 551. 442 N.Y.S.2d 125 (1981). 
380. !d. at 554, 442 N.Y.S.2d at 128. See also, e.g. , Zygmont v. Planning and Zoning 

Comm'n of the Town of Greenwich, 152 Conn. 550, 210  A.2d 172 (1965)(00 taking where 
density controls imposed in part to protect groundwater supply from sewage since land­
owner could still build residences on the land). Cf Stone v. City of Wilton, 331 N.W.2d 
398 (Iowa 1983)(the court upheld.the rezoning of plaintiffs' land from multifamily to sin­
gle-family residential). 

381 .  1 17 Wis. 2d 23. 343 N.W.2d 816 (Wis. Ct. App. 1983). 
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demn or purchase the land but it  could not prevent the land­
owner from using its land for any purpose other than as a 
"private park. "382 

Similarly, the court in Kasparek v. Johnson County Board of 
Health 383 invalidated an ordinance which required a five-acre min­
imum lot size in part because "plaintiffs and intervenors would be 
deprived of any reasonable use of their land by the regulation 
under attack,"384 and other regulatory means were available. 

Zoning ordinances which utilize conditional uses or special per­
mits provide flexibility in controlling development, particularly in 
areas susceptible to groundwater contamination. Courts appear 
willing to uphold such ordinances (which often make develop­
ment contingent upon the adequate provision of sewer and/or 
water supplies) provided they are reasonable, advance a legiti­
mate public purpose, or are not enacted, for example, solely for 
the purpose of preventing growth.385 

In Giuliano v. Town of Edgartown,'86 for example, the validity of a 
zoning ordinance which, inter alia, required a special permit to 
subdivide land in excess of ten lots in any twelve month period to 
reduce salt water intrusion of the groundwater was upheld. The 
court noted that the planning board was required to consider the 
"availability of public water and sewer, . . .  [the] planned rate of 
development,"387 and other factors to determine whether "the 
probable benefits to the Town outweigh the probable adverse ef­
fects resulting from granting such permit. "388 Plaintiffs alleged 
that denial of their permit to subdivide 59 lots in one year was a 
violation of their right to due process,389 and constituted a taking. 
Regarding the taking claim, the court found that plaintiffs failed 
to prove either that the ordinance did not substantially advance 
legitimate state interests or that it denied economically viable use 
of the land.390 It he!d that the ordinance did not prevent deve!-

382. /d. at 28. 343 N.W.2d at 819. 
383. 288 N.W.2d 5 1 1  ( 1980). 
384. /d. at 519 (emphasis in original) ,  
385. See discussion on exclusionary zoning supra beginning in part V of the text. 
386. 531 F. Supp. 1076 (D. Mass. 1982). 
387. [d. at 1078. 
388. [d. 
389. The court detennined that there was no denial of due process since the ordinance 

"was reasonably related to the fulfillment of a legitimate public purpose . . .  [including] the 
adequate provision of municipal services." /d. at 1081-82. It also found that the ordinance 
was not directed solely at limiting population. [d. at 1084. 

390. [d. at 1084. 
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opment of the land but merely regulated the rate a t  which it could 
be developed, pointing out that "a mere diminution in the value 
ofland does not constitute a taking, even when such diminution is 
extreme. " 391 

Golden v. Planning Board of the Town of Ramapo 392 addressed the 
taking issue in the context of a challenge to a zoning ordinance 
which provided that subdivision plats would not be approved un­
less the applicant first obtained a special permit which indicated, 
inter alia, that adequate public sewers or approved substitutes 
were available.393 The court found that requiring the special per­
mit was a valid way to temporarily control growth394 without 
preventing it altogether,'95 and that the regulations did not con­
stitute a taking.396 

Complete prohibition of development or of a particular land 
use to protect the public health and prevent groundwater contam­
ination will likely be more closely scrutinized by courts than will 
the imposition of conditional use or other less stringent control 
measures.39? The New York Court of Appeals struck down a pro­
hibition of all multifamily dwellings in Westwood Forest Estates, Inc. 
v. Village of South Nyack.39B The village had enacted a zoning ordi­
nance prohibiting all such construction to prevent an increase in 

391. Id. at 1085 (citations omitted). 
392. 30 N.Y.2d 359. 285 N.E.2d 291. 334 N.Y.S.2d 138 ( 1972), appeal di<mi<sed, 409 U.S. 

1003 (1972). 
393. ld. at 367-8, 285 N.E.2d at 295, 334 N.Y.S.2d at 142. Although the court does not 

specifically address the issue of groundwater contamination, lack of adequate public sew­
ers or approved substitutes would presumably result in such contamination. 

394. Expansion was linked to an IS-year capital budget. [d. at 382-83, 285 N.E.2d at 
304-05, 334 N.Y.S.2d at 1 52-53. 

395. Compare National Land and Investment Co. v. Kohn, 419 Pa. 504, 215  A.2d 597 
( 1965), in which the court found that the primary purpose of the zoning ordinance requir� 
ing rninimum fOUT acre lots was to "pT;;,;;mt the entrance of newcomers in order to avoid 
future burdens, economic and otherwise . . . .  " Id. at 532, 2 1 5  A.2d at 612  (emphasis 
added). 

396. ANDERSON, supra note 199 at § 10.09, notes that the Ramapo court was divided and 
"validated the plan only in the context of the thorough planning program which preceded 
it, the provision for full development of the town within a time certain, and the good faith 
of the town evidenced by a low cost housing program;" it is doubtful that a large number 
of communities will attempt such exhaustive planning. Id. 

Other courts have validated the use of some land use controls to limit growth based on 
the temporary inadequacy of public facilities. but not on such a long time scale and only in 
the case of an "emergency" (See, e.g . .  cases cited supra note 320.) 

397. See the discussion on the burden of proof in cases involving prohibitory ordi� 
nances, beginning supra notes 334-339 and accompanying text. 

398. 23 N.Y.2d 424, 244 N.E.2d 700, 297 N.Y.S.2d 129 (1969). 
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the amount of sewage effluent to the Hudson River. The court 
found that the ordinance constituted a taking because it "effec­
tively prevents plaintiff from using its land for any purpose to 
which it is reasonably adapted"399 and because there was a 
"marked discrepancy" in the value of plaintiff's land before and 
after the enactment of the ordinance amendment. 

In addition to consideration of the diminution in value of plain­
tiff's land, the Westwood court also appears to have considered in 
its taking analysis the fact that the prohibition of multifamily 
dwellings was enacted not in response to the inadequate capacity 
of the sewage system,400 but in response to the increased pollu­
tion of the river due to the inadequate treatment of sewage by the 
village. The court found that the problem was "general to the 
community and not caused by the nature of plaintiff's land . . .  
[and it was,] therefore, impermissible to single out this plaintiff to 
bear a heavy financial burden . . . .  "401 The village could impose 
limited restrictions on granting building permits, grant permits in 
stages, or even impose a moratorium on permits if reasonably 
limited as to time but it could not do so where the ultimate result 
was to effect a taking. Indeed, the New York Court of Appeals in 
a later case upheld a temporary moratorium on the issuance of 
building permits due to inadequate sewage facilities noting, how­
ever, that approval of such measures would be granted only 
under limited circumstances.402 

Many of the cases which have addressed the taking issue in rela­
tion to groundwater-related zoning issues have involved munici­
pal designation of special management areas. In Moviematic 
Industries Corp. v. Board of County Commissioners of Metropolitan Dade 
County,403 the court found that the rezoning of plaintiff's land 
from heavy industrial use to residential use with a five-acre mini­
UIUn} lot size was reasonable and did not constitute a taking.404 
No evidence was presented which showed that the zoning resolu­
tion rendered plaintiff's land valueless; single family residential 
as well as other uses were still permitted.405 At most, plaintiff had 

399. Ed. at 428. 244 N.E.2d at 702. 297 N.Y.S.2d at 131 .  
400. Only 75% of the hydraulic capacity of the system was being used. Jd. 
401. [d. 
402. See Belle Harbor Realty, Inc. v. Kerr, 1 10 A.D.2d 123, 493 N.Y.S.2d 564 ( 1985). 
403. 349 So.2d 667 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 1977). 
404. Ed. at 67 1 .  
405. ld. 
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only shown that the resolution reduced the market value of the 
land; that reduction, the court held, was not sufficient to consti­
tute a taking,406 

The requirement of ten-acre minimum lot sizes within a special 
management area was held not to constitute a claim in inverse 
condemnation in a case involving protection of a reservoir. In D 
& R Pipeline Construction Co. v. Greene County 407 the Missouri Court 
of Appeals ruled that the county's refusal to rezone plaintiff's 
property was justified since the county "had determined that 
denser development would be a potential threat to the water sup­
ply of Springfield. "408 Plaintiff alleged that the value of its land 
was reduced as a result of the county's refusal to amend the ordi­
nance; the court found, however, that such an allegation could 
not serve as the basis for an action in inverse condemnation.409 

The New Jersey Superior Court similarly found no taking had 
occurred in its decision in Albano v. Mayor and Township Committee 
of the Township of Washington.410 The court ruled that the rezoning 
which required a three-acre minimum lot size to protect ground 
and surface waters did not zone "the property into idleness by 
restraint against all reasonable use"41 1  since residential develop­
ment could still occur. It found that plaintiff's alleged reduction 
of profits could have been attributable to a variety of reasons and 
did not establish that a taking had occurred. The court noted 
that: 

[i]f a zoning ordinance could be invalidated simply because a 
developer could not make a profit under its terms, then by pay­
ing an unreasonably high price he could force a municipality to 
adopt a zoning ordinance permitting unsound development of 
its property 4l2 

Conversely, the use of density controls within special manage­
ment areas may be found to constitute a taking. In Kasparek v. 

406. Id., (citations omitted). In this regard, see also, e.g. , Wilson v. Sherborn, 3 Mass. 
App. 237. 326 N.E.2d 922 ( 1975). 

407. 630 S.W.2d 236 (Mo. CL App. 1982). 
408. !d. at 237. 
409. !d. at 237-238. Cf Smith v. City ofCleanvater. 383 So. 2d 681 -(Fla. Di51'. Ct. App. 

1980), reh g denied, 403 So. 2d 407 (Fla. 1981) (court upheld rezoning of plaintiff's land as 
"aquatic" [net effect of rezoning was to reduce the density of development1 and held that 
no taking had occurred where single family homes could 8til1 be constructed and there 
were " serious environmental considerations" which justified the rezoning). 

410. 194 NJ.Super. 265. 476 A.2d 852 (1984). 
4 1 1 .  !d. at 277, 476 A.2d at 857-58. 
412.  [d. 
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Johnson County Board of Health,''' for example, the Iowa Supreme 
Court ruled that while regulations to protect against groundwater 
contamination may be valid in some circumstances, the rezoning 
of plaintiff's land in this case was not justified and constituted a 
taking. The county had retroactively rezoned plaintiff's pre-plat­
ted land to require five-acre minimum lots since it was within the 
Lake Macbride watershed;4l4 a grandfather clause made the re­
quirement inapplicable to previously platted subdivisions outside 
of the Macbride watershed.4!5 Plaintiffs challenged, inter alia, the 
validity of the ordinance as it applied to their property on the 
grounds that it was unreasonable and confiscatory. 

Regarding the taking issue, the Kasparek court looked at the 
regulation in terms of "the nature of the menace against which it 
wiIl protect, the availability and effectiveness of other less drastic 
protective steps, and the loss which appellants will suffer from the 
imposition of the ordinance."4!6 The court found no testimony 
indicating present or future pollution of Lake Macbride by private 
sewage systems,'!7 and existing health department regulations 
would prevent construction of septic systems if soil conditions 
were not favorable. It ruled that because of the manner in which 
the pre-platted land had already been divided and developed, the 
five-acre minimum lot size requirement could not be achieved on 
the remaining land, rendering it virtually useless.4l8 The court 
also found that plaintiffs had acquired "vested rights" to continue 
their project since plaintiffs had incurred substantial expenses in 
reliance upon final approval of the subdivision in 1966.419 These 
factors, the court concluded, constituted a taking of plaintiff's 
property.·20 

413. 288 N.W.2d 5 1 1  (Iowa (980). 
414. The five-acre minimum requirement was 'imposed "to separate cut and dampen 

the impact of sewage recharge into the groundwater." !d. at 516. 
415. Id. at 513. "The Lake Macbride watershed was not accorded the grandfather ex­

ception because it was viewed as one of 'multiple risks' both as to surface and ground 
water . . . .  " /d. at 5 1 6. 

416. [d. at 517 (citing Goldblatt v. Town of Hempstead, 369 U.S. 590 (1962) and Green 
v. Shama. 2 1 7  N.W.2d 547. 554 (Iowa 1974)). 

417. KaJpa"k. 288 N.W.2d at 516·517. 
418. [d. at 516. 
419. ld. at 518. But if. Stone v. City of Wilton, 331 N.W.2d 398 (Iowa 1983)(expendi­

tures on planning and plat preparation did not constitute vested rights); and Sanderson v. 
Town of Greenland, 122 N.H. 1002, 453 A.2d 1285 (1982) (expenditures on rough roads 
and connection to public water system did not qualify as vested interest) .. 

420. Kasparek. 288 N.W.2d at 520 (McCormick. J.. dissenting). Cf State ex rei. 
Nagawicka Island Corp. v. City of Delafield. 1 1 7  Wis. 2d 23. 343 N.W.2d 816 (Wis. Ct. 
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The dissenting opinion in the Kasparek case argued, inter alia, 
that the regulation did not foreclose development of plaintiff's 
land but simply required a central sewage disposal system to be 
used because of the significant health risks of installing private 
septic systems (even at a density of one system per five acres).421 
The dissent concluded that plaintiffs had not met their burden of 
showing the ordinance unreasonable or of showing that a taking 
had occurred.422 

Although several early cases held that regulation of environ­
mentally sensitive lands via conditional use provisions resulted in 
an unconstitutional taking,423 later cases have largely rejected 
such claims.424 Recent wetland regulation cases illustrate this 
point. In just v. Marinette County,425 plaintiffs challenged the con­
stitutionality of a county shoreland zoning ordinance enacted 
pursuant to statute426 which classified their property as "wet­
lands" and required them to obtain a conditional use permit to 
place more than 500 square feet of fill on the land. The court 
characterized the controversy as "a conflict between the public 
interest in stopping the despoilation of natural resources, . . .  and 
land owner's asserted right to use his property as he wishes."427 

Thejust court stated that a taking occurs if "the restriction [on 
the land] practically or substantially renders the land useless for 
all reasonable purposes, "428 adding that the court would also 
consider whether the damage to the landowner was so great "that 
he ought not to bear it under contemporary standards"429 (i.e. , 
whether the regulation was "reasonable"). The court found that 
plaintiffs were not prevented from using their property since the 
ordinance provided that it could be used for "natural and indige-

App. 1983) (zoning restriction requiring minimum lot size of three acres found 
unconstitutional), 

421. Kasparek, 288 N.W.2d at 521 (McCormick,]., dissenting). A witness testified that a 
central sewage system would actually be cheaper than individual systems. Id. at 522 (Mc­
Cormick, j., dissenting). 

422. Id. at 524 (McCormick, j., dissenting). 
423. See, e.g. , MacGibbon v. Bd. of Appeals of Duxbury, 369 Mass. 512, 340 N.E.2d 487 

( 1976); State v.Johnson, 265 A.2d 7 1 1  (Me. 1970), and Morns County Land Improvement 
Co. v. Township of Parsippany-Troy Hills. 40 NJ. 539, 193 A.2d 232 (1963). 

424. MANDELKER, supra note 243. at §§ 12.1-12.6. 
425. 56 Wis. 2d 7. 201 N.W.2d 761 (1972). 
426. WIS. STAT. § 144.26 (1987). 
427. just, 56 Wis. 2d at 15. 201 N.W.2d at 767 (1972). 
428. /d. (citing Buhler v. Racine County, 33 Wis. 2d 137, 146 N.W.2d 403 (1966)). 
429. /d. 
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nous uses"430 and held that diminution of the value of plaintiff's 
land did not constitute a taking since such a claim was based not 
On the value of the land in its natural state, but on its value after 
filling and use for the location of a dwelling.43l 

Similarly, a Florida court in Graham v. Estuary Properties, Inc.432 
upheld the denial of a conditional use permit which would have 
allowed the development of approximately 6500 acres of wet­
lands. Citing the Just case, the court concluded that while the de­
nial of the permit results in a public benefit (keeping the bays 
clean), the "benefit [is] in the form of maintaining the status 
quO"·33 and there was thus no unconstitutional taking of prop­
erty. The court also found that the plaintiff had no investment­
backed expectations of the use of the property, only his subjective 
expectation that the land could be developed as proposed.'34 
Although the plaintiff had development plans prepared at consid-

430. Id, at 17, 201 N.W.2d at 768. Such uses included harvesting wild crops, sustained 
yield forestry, utilities, hunting, fishing, etc. [d. at note 3. 

431.  Id. at 23. 201 N.W.2d at 771.  Significantly, the court characterized the regulation 
as preventing a public hann (destruction of the natural character of wetlands. which are 
recognized as playing a vital role in the preservation of all waters of the state) rather than 
creating a public benefit by excessively restricting a landowner's natural use of the land. 
The court found that: 

it seems to us that filling a swamp not otherwise commercially usable is not in and of 
itself an existing use, which is prevented •. but rather is the preparation for some future 
use which is not indigenous to a swamp. Too much stress is laid on the right of an 
owner to change commercially valueless land when that change does damage to the 
rights of the public. 

[d. at 22. 201 N.W.2d at 770. The court cited the case of Turnpike Realty Co. v. Town of 
Dedham, 362 Mass. 221. 284 N.E.2d 891 ( 1972) cer' deni£d, 409 U.S. 1 108 ( 1973), as being 
analogous to the facts in the just case. The Turnpike opinion upheld the validity of an 
ordinance establishing a flood plain district to preserve the natural condition of the land. 

432. 399 So. 2d 1374 (Fla. 1981) cert. denied sub nom. Taylor v. Graham. 454 U.S. 1083 
(981). 

433. [d. at 1382. The Graham court quoted the just case for the principle that "[a]n 
owner ofland has no absolute and unlimited right to change the essential natural charac­
ter of his land so as to use it for a purpose for which it was unsuited in its natural state and 
which injures the rights of others." !d. (citing just. 56 Wis. 2d at 17. 201 N.W.2d at 768 
(1972)). The court also cited Goldblatt v. Town of Hempstead. 369 U.S. 590 (1962) for the 
idea that the owner of private property is not emitled to the highest and best use of his 
property if that use will create a public hann. Graham at 1832 (1981). Cf Milardo v. 
Coastal Resources Management Council of Rhode Island. 434 A.2d 266 (R.I. 1981) (court 
held that denial of a permit for an individual septic system which would introduce effluent 
into a marsh and thus reach the water table in a protected coastal region was not a confis­
catory taking). 

434. Graham. 399 So. 2d at 1383. 
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erable expense, these did not show that development could occur 
without substantial harm to the environment.435 

While the use of conditional uses to regulate environmentally 
sensitive areas has generally met with judicial approval, at least 
one ordinance which prohibited environmentally damaging uses 
has been construed as a taking, In Annicelli v, Town of South Kings­
town,436 the court held that an action in inverse condemnation ex­
isted where local regulations precluded a single family residence 
or any other use of the land in order to protect the barrier 
beaches on the property,437 

In deciding the taking issue, the Annicelli court considered 
whether "the restriction practically or substantially renders the 
land useless for all reasonable purposes," 438 The court noted 
that it had a duty to balance the public interest in preserving bar­
rier beaches with Annicelli's asserted right to use her property as 
she pleases.439 While the court found that protection of barrier 
beaches is a worthy environmental goal that the town may law­
fully pursue, the court concluded that in this case the ordinance 
constituted provision of a public benefit rather than protection of 
a public harm and deprived Annicelli of all reasonable use of her 
land.440 

B .  Suggested Techniques to Avoid Constitutional Invalidity 

Analysis of the cases discussed above suggests certain regula­
tory techniques which may be used to avoid a judicial determina­
tion that a local groundwater ordinance is invalid on 
constitutional grounds. This overview of techniques is intended 
to provide general guidelines that may be used in drafting and 
administering ordinances. Zoning and subdivision ordinances441 

435. ld. Cf. Town of Idialantic v. McNulty, 400 So. 2d at 1233 (1981). 
436. 463 A.2d 133 (R.I. (983). 
437. !d. at 135. 
438. [d. at 139 (citing Just v. Marinette County, 56 Wis. 2d 7, 15, 201 N.W.2d 761, 767 

(1972) and Sundlun v. Zoning Bd. of Review of Pawtucket, 50 R.1. 108, 1 13, 145 A. 451, 
454 (1929)). 

439. Annicelli, 463 A.2d at 139. 
440. !d. at 140. 
441. See .supra part V for a general discussion of zoning and subdivision regulations in 

Wisconsin. This discussion assumes local statutory authority to enact zoning ordinances 
to protect groundwater quality. In Wisconsin, local governments have been expressely 
authorized to zone for this purpose. See supra note 39 and accompanying text. In most 
other states, local governments are authorized to zone to protect the public health, safety 
and welfare, and groundwater protection certainly meets these objectives. In 'addition, it is 
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are the primary focus but many of these techniques apply to regu­
lations enacted under other authority as well.442 

The distinction between the various constitutional guarantees 
is often difficult to draw and the specific constitutional bases re­
lied upon by the court may not be made explicit in judicial 
decisions: 

The distinction between substantive due process and other 
constitutional limitations is not always clear. Courts apply what 
amounts to a substantive due process test when they balance 
public purposes against private loss to determine whether a 
taking has occurred. Substantive due process abo overlaps 
with equal protection. Equal protection doctrine demands that 
these classifications be legitimately related to an appropriate 
public purpose. The overlap with substantive due process anal­
ysis is clear. 443 

I .  The Regulations Must Serve Valid Public Objectives 

The general statement of purpose of the zoning ordinance, and 
more importantly, the specific statement of purpose and intent 
for each zoning district, can be a means to explain the rationale of 
the regulations, tying together legitimate public objectives, rea­
sonableness of means and the special characteristics of the lands 
to which the regulations apply. A sample statement of purpose 
may read as follows: "The purpose of this district is to protect 
the groundwater resource and its interrelated surface waters from 
pollution and to prevent contamination of the drinking water sup­
ply444 within areas delineated as susceptible to contamination be­
cause of their soils and hydrogeologic characteristics. Protection 
of these resources shall be accomplished by regulating land uses 
and substances which have been identified as having the potential 
to poiiute groundwater." 

The statement of purpose could also be made more elaborate 
or expanded to refer to consultant studies or other sources of in­
formation upon which the regulations were based. In those states 

assumed that there is neither state nor federal preemption of the local regulatory 
authority. 

442. E.g., statutory home rule. statutes authorizing local regulation of activities and fa­
cilities which impact groundwater quality, etc. See generally parts III, IV and V of this 
article. 

443. MANDELKER, supra note 243, at 37. 
444. Protection of drinking water supplies has been recognized as a valid public pur­

pose. See, e.g., cases discussed beginning supra note 285 and accompanying text. 
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which require that zoning be based upon a separate, comprehen­
sive plan and which require regulations to be consistent, the plan 
should be amended to reflect the new regulations and studies.445 
In those states which do not require zoning to be based upon a 
separate comprehensive plan, an expanded statement of purpose 
and intent can show the rational basis of the regulations.446 

2. Reasonable Regulation to Achieve Valid Public Purposes 

To help ensure that regulatory provisions contained within an 
ordinance constitute reasonable means of achieving the enumer­
ated public purpose objectives of the ordinance, local govern­
ments must take care to relate the severity of the regulation 
chosen to the harm which is sought to be prevented.44? An ordi­
nance requiring two or three-acre minimum lot sizes for single 
family residences, for example, is more likely to be upheld if a 
community has documented, inter alia, (and preferably before an 
ordinance is enacted) that there is a real threat to groundwater 
quality if smaller lot sizes are permitted,44S that existing laws and 
practices do not adequately control potential contamination from 
this source449 and, in some states, that such a requirement does 
not have an exclusionary effect.450 

Alternatively, if a community chooses to exclude a potentially 
contaminating activity throughout the entire municipality, it 
should be able to show that this relatively stringent measure is 

justified (i. e. , that the activity will harm groundwater resources no 

445. MANDELKER. supra note 243, at 57-60. 
446. /d. 
447. See generally Blatt, From the Groundwater Up: Local Land Use Planning and Aquifer Protec­

tion, 2 J. LAND USE & ENVTL. L. 107, 141-43 ( 1986), 
448. Community officials cannot simply assume a direct relationship between lot size 

and groundwater protection since the potential for contamination depends on the charac­
teristics (topography, soils, hydrogeology, etc.) of the area in question. Where a commu­
nity does not clearly establish the need for the specified lot size. a court may invalidate the 
ordinance. See, e.g. , Kasparek v. Johnson County Bd. of Health, 288 N.W.2d 5 1 1  (Iowa 
1980), State ex ret. Nagawicka Island Corp. v. Delafield. 1 1 7  Wis. 2d 23, 343 N.W.2d 816 
(Wis. Ct. App. 1983) and Martin v.  Township of Mikreek, 50 Pa. Cornrnw. 249, 413  A.2d 
764 ( 1980). 

449. See, e.g. , Kasparek v. Johnson County Bd. of Health. 288 N.W.2d 5 1 1  (Iowa 1980) 
and National Land and Investment Co. v. Kohn, 419 Pa . .  1)04, 2 1 5  A.2d 597 ( l965). Note. 
however, that even though they are statutorily authorized, many septic tank system regula­
tory programs may not be effectively protecting groundwater. See U.S. ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROTECTION AGENCY. SEPTIC SYSTEMS AND GROUND-WATER PROTECTION: A PROGRAM MAN­
AGER'S GUIDE AND REFERENCE BOOK ( 1986). 

450. See discussion beginning supra at part VI-A-l and accompanying notes. 
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matter where it is located within the community) .451 This is par­
ticularly true in those states which reverse the normal burden of 
proof if zoning totally prohibits an activity.452 

An alternative to total prohibition of an activity is prohibition 
limited to "special management areas,"453 locations particularly 
susceptible to contamination. Use of special management areas, 
such as wellhead protection areas, allows the municipality to 
avoid overly broad regulations by limiting the most restrictive 
controls to those areas in the greatest need of protection. De­
lineating relatively small areas for the most stringent controls, 
however, raises possible constitutional challenges of improper 
classification under the equal protection clause and taking private 
property rights for a public benefit under the taking clause. 

Zoning ordinances are also less likely to be successfully chal­
lenged on constitutional grounds if, instead of prohibiting certain 
activities, they contain reasonable conditional use provisions.454 
These ordinances achieve a desirable degree of flexibility because 
they allow certain uses if the standards specified within the ordi­
nance are met and appropriate conditions attached to develop­
ment permission are complied with. 

Ordinances containing conditional use provisions should be as 
specific as possible in terms of the type of information the appli­
cant can be required to submit. Standards by which conditional 
uses are to be judged and the conditions which may be required 
to mitigate contamination should also be as definite as possible to 
diminish the likelihood that courts will narrowly construe local 
governmental discretion to deny a conditional use permit.455 A 
court may consider a listing in the ordinance of the informational 
requirements, the standards for evaluation and the conditions 
which may be attached as important safeguards providing a ra­
tional (i.e. , non-arbitrary) basis for discretionary decisions.456 

451. In this regard, contrast the cases of Lower Southampton Board of Supervisors v. 
Schurr, in which the court invalidated a total prohibition of junkyards (see supra note 336 
and accompanying text) and Schuster v. Plumstead Township Zoning Hearing Board 
(where the court upheld a total prohibition of junkyards) see supra note 338 and accompa-
nying text. 

452. See discussion beginning supra note 334 and an:ompanying tf"Xt. 

453. See supra part VI.A.3 for a more detailed description of these areas. 
454. See supra part V-A of this text. 
455. Set MANDELKER. supra note 243, at §§ 6.51-6.53. 
456. Set. e.g . . State ex rei. !-:Jumble Oil Co. v. Wahner, 25 Wis. 2d 1,  130 N.W.2d 304 

(1964), in which the court held that: 
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General categories of information, however, may sometimes be 
all that can be specified because informational needs may vary 
greatly from case to case.457 It is important that applicants be 
provided an opportunity to conduct on-site investigations to show 
existing conditions differ from those mapped because the typical 
resource map is often too generalized to accurately depict the ex­
act situation in the field. 

3. Reasonable Basis Requirement for the Classification of 
Uses and Lands Subject to Regulation 

Zoning ordinances are presumed valid458 and courts have de­
fined this presumption of validity to include the classification of 
uses within the text of the ordinance and the location of the dis­
trict boundaries on the zoning map.459 Nevertheless, these ordi­
nances are often challenged on the basis that an individual has 
been denied equal protection because his land has been placed in 
the wrong zoning district, i.e. , incorrectly mapped.460 For this 
reason, the classification of lands within an ordinance should be 

[w]here a local zoning board of appeals is given authority to exercise discretion and 
judgment in the administration of a zoning ordinance. some standards must be pre­
scribed for the guidance of the board in exercising the discretion and judgment with 
which it is vested. Where no such definite standards are written into the ordinance 
the door is open to 'favoritism and discrimination'. 

Id. at 1 1 ,  130 N.W.2d at 309 (citations omitted). 
457. Generally speaking, the Wisconsin court has not required detailed standards for 

conditional uses. See, e.g. ,  Town of Richmond v. Murdock, 70 Wis. 2d 642, 235 N.W.2d 
497 (1975). In Smith v. City of Brookfield. 272 Wis. 1 , 74 N.W.2d 770 (l956), for example, 
the Wisconsin Supreme Court placed emphasis on the requirement for submitting infor­
mation on the proposed land use location and plan of operation and the role this informa· 
tion played in the decision making process. 

The phrase [" location and plan of operations"] itself is very broad, and necessarily so, 
since the facts in one application may vary greatly from the facts in another, aQd obvi· 
ously it would be impossible for the framers of the ordinance to anticipate ali [he 
possible details which might be enumerated therein. 

[d. at 8. 74 N.W.2d at 774. 
It can be argued that to require the landowner to provide detailed data about the pro· 

posed use and the site may be an unreasonable financial burden. This contention arose in 
the case of Kopetzke v. County of San Mateo Bd. of Super., 396 F. Supp. 1004 (1975) 
(court upheld regulations requiring technical information as a condition of obtaining a 
building pennit). 

458. See supra note 200. 
459. See, e.g. ,  State ex reI. American Oil Co. v. Bessent, 27 Wis. 2d 537. 135 N.W.2d 317 

(1965) (in relation to the question of location of district boundaries the court. stated: 
"{b]oundaries of districts must be drawn somewhere if there are to be districts." !d. at 
548, 135 N.W.2d at 322 (citation omitted) . 

460. See supra part VI·A·3. 
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substantiated by information which shows why different pieces of 
land are treated differently and how these differences relate to the 
purpose of the regulation, i.e. , groundwater protection. 

It is difficult to define the extent of prior documentation of sci­
entific and other technical information that is required to produce 
a valid ordinance. If, however, the constitutionality of an ordi­
nance is challenged, courts often give considerable weight to in­
formation in the form of expert testimony produced after 
regulations are in place.461 

4.  Regulatory Takings 

Previous sections of this article contain discussions on the lack 
of a single test for determining when an unconstitutional taking 
has occurred. Despite the confusion and the complex nature of 
the law on this subject,462 there are some general guidelines local 
governments may follow to help avoid this type of challenge to 
their ordinances. 

In a broad sense, local governments should attempt to balance 
the benefits created by the ordinance (here, prevention of 
groundwater contamination) against the alleged harm to the land­
owner, often measured in terms of economic loss to the land­
owner. This may be accomplished by avoiding regulations which 
are so restrictive that there is no reasonable economic use of the 
land. Regulations should allow as many economic uses as are 
compatible with groundwater protection. 

Courts have upheld relatively stringent regulations designed to 
protect wetlands as a natural resource.463 Since the protection of 
groundwater as a natural resource also involves protecting the 
public health by safeguarding the drinking water supply, it is con­
ceivable that courts may tolerate even more restrictive regulations 
io protect groundwater quality.464 \Vhere possible. the ll10St 

461. See, e.g. , Schuster v. Plumstead Township Zoning Hearing Bd., 69 Pa. Commw. 
271, 450 A.2d 799 ( l982), in which the court upheld a complete ban on auto wrecking 
yards based in part upon the testimony of an environmental expert that groundwater con­
tamination was likely to occur. 

462. There are numerous articles on this subject. C. Peterson and C. McCarthy, for 
example, cite 97 articles, texts, etc. on the topic in their book, HANDLING ZONING AND LAND 
USE LITIGATION: A PRACTICAL GUIDE (1982 and Supp. 1987). 

463. See, e.g. , Just v. Marinette County. 56 Wis. 2d 7, 201 N.W.2d 761 (1972). a leading 
case upholding the constitutionality of a wetland regulation. 

464. Various courts have included groundwater contamination considerations in decid­
ing wetlands cases. See. e.g. , Goddard v. Board of Appeals of Concord, 13 Mass. App. Ct. 
1001, 433 N.E.2d 98 (1982), discussed supra note 330 and accompanying text. 
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stringent regulations should be applied only to special manage­
ment areas (i. e. , where there is the greatest potential for contami­
nation) and conditional use provisions should be used elsewhere. 
Application of the most severe regulations to sensitive areas such 
as the area surrounding municipal wells could, however, provide 
a basis for a claim that a taking has occurred under the .. enter­
prise" theory.465 According to this theory, a landowner affected 
by such regulations might argue that the well is a public enter­
prise and the severe restrictions placed on land uses surrounding 
the well constitute a transfer of private property rights to the pub­
lic that should have been purchased by the municipality.466 

Municipalities may be able to avoid a taking claim under the 
enterprise theory if well protection is clearly expressed as part of 
a broader regulatory system that involves restrictions on the en­
tire community through the regulation of groundwater recharge 
areas, the storage, handling and disposal of hazardous materials, 
and similar elements. Although property owners within the spe­
cial management areas may still bear a somewhat greater burden 
than others, the benefits of the regulations are clearly enjoyed by 
all-an average reciprocity of advantage.467 This is not to suggest 
that local governments should rely exclusively on the police 
power to protect groundwater quality. In some instances 
purchase of critical areas, use of transferable development rights 
or other techniques which provide compensation to landowners 
will be appropriate. 

VII. SUGGESTED MODIFICATIONS IN WISCONSIN'S GROUNDWATER 
PROTECTION REGULATORY PROGRAM 

Existing statutes should be modified to create a more compre­
hensive groundwater protection framework. This can be accom-

465. See MANDELKER, supra note 243, at 17. 
466. This approach has proven successful in challenges to severe restrictions near air­

port runways. Id., at 3 1 .  The couns sometimes invalidate regulations in these instances 
because they believe a small number of property owners bear an undue burden, while 
under community-wide zoning there is a reciprocal benefit and burden. 

467. "Average reciprocity of advantage" is illustrated by an exclusive residential zoning 
district in a comprehensive zoning ordinance which prohibits all incompatible uses: aU the 
land within the district is burdened by the restriction. but all the land is also benefitted. See 
MANDELKER, supra note 243, at § 2.10. Note that in Penn Central Transportation Co. v. 
New York City, 438 U.S. 104 (1978), the Court found that because New York City's 
landmark preservation law benefits aU citizens, it did not constitute a taking because it 
placed a "more severe" impact on some landowners. MANDELKER, supra note 243, at 
§ 2.19. 
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plished through a limited expansion of the regulatory powers of 
state and local governments and a clarification of the interrela­
tionships between their respective powers. More specifically, five 
program elements can be used to improve groundwater protec­
tion regulations: 

1) Fill in gaps in the present state regulatory framework 
through the logical extension of existing state authority; 
2) ClarifY the respective authority of state and local govern­
ment in the statutes by specifying areas of state preemption and 
authorizing appropriate local regulations where not 
preempted; 
3) Direct state agencies to address the local regulatory role in 
their administrative rules and provide for state agency review of 
local ordinances where appropriate; 
4) Spell out the regulatory relationship between the various lo­
cal governments and specify who has the ultimate authority in 
case of conflict; and 
5) Establish a system for providing state technical and financial 
assistance to local governments. 

A. Recommended Modifications 

1 .  Extend Existing State Authority to More Fully Protect 
Groundwater Quality 

The suggestions for broadening state authority are relatively 
modest. They consist of extending regulatory authority from 
presently regulated activities to closely related but unregulated 
ones. Some of the suggestions'68 are in response to federal laws 
which mandate that certain groundwater protection measures be 
implemented if the state is to have regulatory primacy or which 
encourage state action through financial inducements. 

The legislature might, for example, extend existing DNR au­
thority over hazardous substances469 to establish, inter alia, a re­
porting system for producers and users of hazardous substances 
as well as standards for the storage and handling of these sub­
stances.470 The legislature might also authorize the state to reas-

468. For other suggested changes see Wisconsin Dep't of Natural Resources. Draft Re· 
pon Number 6 of the Statewide Groundwater Management Plan: Assessment of Ground­
water Management Programs in Wisconsin 1987. 

469. Current DNR authority over hazardous substances extends primarily to labeling, 
transportation and employees' right to know of hazards in the workplace (see supra part IV­
B-3 of this text and accompanying notes). 

470. These and other programs are discussed more fully infra, part VII-B-3 of the text. 
Note that WIS. STAT. § 144.76(4)(a) ( 1987) and § 144.025(2)(d) ( 1987) provide the DNR 
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sert47I its regulatory authority over junkyards and automobile 
wrecking yards which can be sources of contamination from fuel, 
oil, antifreeze, brake fluid and battery acid. Additional protection 
of municipal wells is also a likely focus of legislative action.472 
Legislation could require the DNR, for example, to establish a 
wellhead protection program which would specify minimum sepa­
rating distances between potential pollution sources and munici­
pal wells for state regulated activities and authorize 
supplementary local regulations. Additional ways in which the 
legislature might extend and/or modify existing state programs 
to more fully protect groundwater quality are suggested through­
out this section. 

2. Clearly Articulate the Division of Responsibility Between 
State and Local Government 

Statutes should address the extent to which the state legislature 
intends to preempt local powers; i.e. , the law should clearly spec­
ify the subject matter the state intends as its sole responsibility. 
This objective has not been met with regard to all aspects of the 
regulation of groundwater quality. Statutes provide, for example, 
that the numerical standards established under the groundwater 
law shall be minimum standards for use by state agencies to protect 
groundwater quality.413 The legislature did not, however, specifi­
cally prohibit local governments from establishing more stringent 
standards within their groundwater protection ordinances or es­
tablishing numeric standards for substances not regulated by the 
state. 

The legislature should, in addition, clarify that local govern­
ments may adopt groundwater protection regulations which do 
not conflict with state law or technical standards contained in 
state administrative regulations. This may be accomplished by a 

with the authority to regulate hazardous substance use to protect the waters of the state; 
this authority has not been exercized. however, except as applied to individuals with a 
history of hazardous spill violations (see supra note 181). 

Note that a current legislative proposal (LRB-0554 12) would authorize the DNR to re­
quire a discharge prevention plan and an emergency contingency plan whether or not a 
discharge has occurred or is likely to occur. 

171 .  State regulation of junk yards was discontinued in 1981, although it continues to 
regulate hazardous waste spills at junkyards (and other facilities) under WIS. STAT. 
§ 144.76 (1985). See supra note 181 .  

472. Additional suggestions for the protection of municipal wells may be found infra 
part VU-B-4 of the text. 

473. See WIS. STAT. § 160.001 (5) and ch. 160 (1987), in general. 
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general purpose statute which provides, for example, that cities, 
villages, towns and counties may adopt groundwater protection 
regulations "which regulate substances that may contaminate 
groundwater which are not regulated by the state, which regulate 
lesser amounts of a substance than the state regulates, which re­
quire more frequent inspections or otherwise establish more 
stringent nontechnical requirements, or which regulate the loca­
tion of an activity which may contaminate groundwater without 
unreasonably excluding such activity. Such local groundwater 
protection regulations shall be deemed not to be in conflict with 
state regulations unless state statutes or administrative rules ex­
pressly provide otherwise." In addition to clarifying the scope of 
local powers, such a provision would constitute enabling author­
ity to enact groundwater protection ordinances for counties and 
towns which do not have home rule powers. 

An alternative to the general approach outlined above would be 
for the legislature to address the respective powers of state and 
local governments to protect groundwater quality in terms of 
each state regulatory function (e.g. , the regulation of under­
ground storage tanks, pesticides, well recharge areas, etc.). 
Under either approach, statutes should direct state agencies to 
address the issue of local governmental authority vis-a-vis the 
state within their administrative regulations. 

3. Direct State Agencies to Address the Local Regulatory 
Role 

Administrative agencies are charged with the responsibility of 
carrying out legislative directives; requiring agencies to specifi­
cally address the regulatory role of local governments using gen­
eral guidelines supplied by the legislature is compatible with this 
function. The administrative agency which prepares detailed reg­
ulations on a particular subject is in the best position to spell out 
in its administrative regulations the types of supplementary local 
regulations that would be compatible with state rules. 

An additional method to ensure that specific local ordinances 
are compatible with state regulations would be for the legislature 
to provide for state agency review oflocal ordinances in appropri­
ate situations. State agency review could be made either a 
mandatory responsibility or an optional authority of the state 
agency depending upon legislative judgment. 
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Authorizing state agency detennination of local regulatory au­
thority subject to general statutory guidelines may seem to give 
agencies excessive power. However, granting authority does not 
mean that the state legislature, local governments or interested 
citizens will not be able to influence the agency detennination. 
Proposed administrative rules already undergo an extensive re­
view process including public hearing and a number of other 
points of access to influence the rules.'7' Review of proposed ad­
ministrative rules in Wisconsin includes scrutiny by the State Leg­
islative Council Administrative Rules Clearinghouse, public 
hearing by the issuing agency in most cases·75 and review by the 
appropriate committee of each house of the legislature which may 
also choose to hold a public hearing. If either committee objects 
to a rule,'76 it is referred to the Joint Committee for Review of 
Administrative Rules (JCRAR) which must also hold a public 
hearing. If the JCRAR agrees with the legislative committee ob­
jection, it must submit in each house of the legislature a bill to 
prevent the rule from being adopted; if the bill is not enacted the 
agency may then promulgate the rule.'77 In addition, local gov­
ernments have the authority to contest rules in court on the basis 

474. See generally WIS. STAT. ch. 227 (1987). See also Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, State 
Administrative Rules VoL 53, No. 8, 4-7 (1985) and Wisconsin Legislative Council Staff, 
Legislative Review of State Agency Administrative Rules. Gao. 1985, Revised April 1986). 
This description of the review process indicates that there are a number of points of access 
to influence the substance of administrative rules. 

475. WIS. STAT. § 227.16 (1987) provides for exceptions to this rule, including rules 
which are procedural rather than substantive and rules designed solely to bring the lan­
guage of the ruie into confonnity with a statute or judicial deciSIon. An agency may also 
elect not to hold a hearing on a rule provided it follows procedural requirements and 
provided the agency receives no petition requesting a hearing. Id. at § 227.02(l)(e). 

476. A legislative committee may object to a proposed rule for one or more of the fol-
lowing reasons: 

a. An absence of statutory authority. 
h. An emergency relating to public health. safety or welfare. 
c. A failure to comply with legislative intent. 
d. A conflict with state law. 
e. A change in circumstances since enactment of the earliest law upon which the 

proposed rule is based. 
f. Arbitrariness and capriciousness. or imposition of an undue hardship. 

WIS. STAT. § 227.19(4)(d) (1987). 
477. WIS. STAT. § 227.19(5)(1) (1987). 
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that the agency acted beyond the scope of its authority or failed to 
comply with statutory rulemaking procedures.478 

The form that regulatory relationships between state and local 
governments might take are illustrated by the following examples 
of existing arrangements found within the Wisconsin statutes. 

I) Total state preemption of all local regulatory authority in­
cluding zoning;479 

2) Total state preemption of all local regulatory authority ex­
cept zoning;4MU 

3) Total state preemption of all local regulatory authority but 
authorization of local governments to administer state 
regulations;481 

4) State preemption of technical standards (e.g. , materials and 
construction specifications) but local governments are au­
thorized to set nontechnical standards (e.g. , frequency of fa­
cility inspections);482 

5) State preemption of local regulatory authority except in lo­
cally adopted and state approved wellhead protection 
areas;483 

6) State agency review of local ordinances (via legislative direc­
tive) to ensure that they comply with administrative regula­
tions and do not cover subject matter preempted by the 
state. Review oflocal ordinances by state agencies could be 
made discretionary or mandatory by the legislature. The 

478. Brown County v. Department of Health and Social Services, 103 Wis. 2d 37, 44-45, 
307 N.W.2d 247, 251 (1981). Note that local governments may not, however, challenge 
the constitutionality of administrative rules. 

479. WIS. STAT. § 144.445(5)(d) (19B?), for example, authorizes a state solid waste sit­
ing board to issue an arbitration award which may supercede local regulatory approval 
authority, including zoning. 

480. WIS. STAT. § 13.48(13) (1987) exempts state buildings, structures <lnd facilities 
from all local regulations except zoning. 

481 .  !d. at § 59.067(2) authorizing county adoption of well construction and pump in­
stallation ordinances provides that: " Provisions of the ordinance shall be in strict conform­
ity with ch. 162 and with rules of the department under ch. 162." Thus the county could 
not set different standards for well construction and pump installation for private wells but 
the county zoning power could be used to regulate land use to protect public wells. See 
discussion beginning supra part IV-B-4 of the text. 

482. See, e.g. , the discussion of state and local regulation of the underground storage of 
flammable and combustible liquids, beginning supra part IV-B-l of the texl. 

483. This would allow local ordinances to be more restrictive than the state regulations 
in recognition of the importance to a local government of the protection of its drinking 
water supply. The delineation of wellhead protection areas and the regulations which ap­
ply would be subject to state agency review. (See discussion of wellhead protection areas 
infra part VII-B-4 of the text). 
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agency determination could be made either advisory or 
binding upon local government.484 

7) State regulations constitute minimum standards and local 
governments may enact stricter regulations.485 

99 

4 .  Clarify the Regulatory Relationships Between the Various 
Local Governments 

State statutes can be modified to clarifY the regulatory relation­
ships between the several types of local government. The basic 
relationships can take a number of different forms ranging from 
the traditional sovereignty of incorporated municipalities within 
their boundaries and rural units' authority outside them to the 
right of a county to regulate inside city or village boundaries or 
the right of an incorporated municipality to regulate extra­
territorially. 

Existing statutory arrangements suggest approaches that may 
be used in allocating local responsibilities for groundwater pro­
tection. These examples illustrate the factors that must be Con­
sidered in structuring local relationships such as exclusive 
authority, primary authority, territorial scope and resolution of 
conflicting regulations. 

I )  One particular local governmental unit may be given sole 
authority to the exclusion of others, e.g. , counties currently 
have exclusive authority to enact well codes which apply to 
cities and villages 486 

2) A contrasting approach in terms of preemption and author­
ity to regulate within municipal boundaries applies to 
county sanitary codes which "do not apply within cities, vil­
lages or towns which have adopted ordinances or codes 
covering the same subject matter. "487 

3) Another version of local intergovernmental regulatory rela­
tionships applies in the case of regulation ofland disposal of 
septage. A city, village or town may adopt and enforce a 

484. WIS. STAT. § 91 .06 (1987), for example, provides that the state Land Conservation 
Board must review local exclusive agricultural zoning ordinances and certify that they 
meet statutory standards to qualify landowners for farmland preservation tax credits. WIS. 
STAT. § 30.77 (1987), on the other hand, states that "[l]ocal regulations pertaining to 
equipment, use or operation of boats on inland lakes shall be subject to advisory review by 
the department" (emphasis supplied). 

485. Wis. Stat. § 91.75 (1987), for example. established that the standards for exclusive 
agricultural zoning ordinances are minimum standards. 

486. WIS. STAT. § 59.067(5) (1987). Note. however, the confusion created by a section 
of that statute in which the language is ambiguous. See supra note 233. 

487. WIS. STAT. § 59.07(51) (1987). 
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septage disposal ordinance unless and until the county 
adopts such an ordinance (which then applies uniformly to 
the entire area of the county).488 

4) Incorporated municipalities may be given the right to regu­
late outside their corporate limits. In the case of subdivision 
regulations, a city or village may adopt regulations ex­
tending 1- 1/2 to 3 miles beyond their corporate limits 4S9 
This power may be exercised concurrently with the author­
ity of a town and county to regulate within the same area.490 
Where more than one local unit has approving authority, 
the most restrictive requirements apply.491 

5) Incorporated municipalities may zone extraterritorially for 
up to two years on a unilateral basis but after that time, if 
the regulations are to remain in effect, they must receive the 
concurrence of the majority of a joint extraterritorial zoning 
committee which has equal representation from the munici­
pality and affected town,492 

5. Extend Technical and Financial Assistance to Local 
Governments 

In addition to clarification of the local regulatory role and state 
agency review of local ordinances, the state may also assist local 
governments by providing technical assistance in groundwater 
protection activities. This can take several forms: ( 1) The state 
can provide planning guides to help local governments develop 
groundwater management programs best suited to a particular 
area;·93 (2) Model ordinances for groundwater protection which 
contain technically sound standards can be prepared; and (3) 

Where authorized by administrative rule and local ordinance, 
state agencies can lend their expertise in making on-site inspec­
tions and reviewing proposals for development which are likely to 
affect groundwater quality.'9' 

488. WIS. STAT. § 146.20(5m)(b) (1987). 
489. WIS. STAT. § 236.02(5) (1987). See the discussion on extraterritorial land use con-

trols beginning supra part Y·C of the text. 
490. WIS. STAT. § 236.45 (1987). 
491. WIS. STAT. § 236.13(4) (1987). 
492. WIS. STAT. § 62.23(7a) (1987). See the discussion on extraterritorial land use can· 

trois beginning supra part Y·C of the text. 
493. See, e.g., "A Guide to Groundwater Quality Planning and Management for Local 

Government," Wisconsin Geological and Natural History Survey (1987). 
494. The Wisconsin DILHR, for example, provides on·site inspections of proposed un· 

sewered locally-defined plats when requested by local governments which have included 
such a provision in their subdivision ordinance. WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR 85.002(2) 
(1985). 
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Financial assistance may take the form of direct state assist­
ance495 or authorizing local governments to share in the revenues 
from issuing permits.496 Water utilities may also be authorized to 
tap new sources of revenue to protect public wells, e.g. , they could 
be authorized to include in their service charges the costs of 
groundwater protection studies or acquiring fee simple or less 
than fee simple interest in lands. 

B.  Recommendations for Modification of Selected Groundwater 
Protection Programs 

Suggesting the appropriate allocation of regulatory responsibil­
ity between state and local government and among the various 
local governments involves a substantial degree of judgment. It 
is therefore important that the criteria that are considered be 
made explicit. The first consideration deals with the need to 
strike a balance between uniformity of regulations across the state 
and adaptability to specific local conditions. Uniformity in the 
form of preemptive state regulations may be necessary in order to 
prevent local governments from totally excluding necessary uses 
or activities (e.g. , in the case of solid waste disposal sites) or be­
cause uniform standards make sense and a proliferation of differ­
ing local requirements interferes with the reasonable conduct of 
the enterprise (e.g. , a uniform state building code for the housing 
industry). Adaptability to local conditions, on the other hand, 
would ideally allow regulations to reflect specific hydrogeologic 
conditions, existing land use patterns and community develop­
ment objectives. 

A second consideration in assigning regulatory roles deals with 
the question of expertise to set technical standards. Typically, 
state Q"overnment Dossesses Q"reater technical and financial re-o • u 

sources than does local government; technical groundwater pro­
tection standards are therefore best determined by state agencies 
in the form of administrative regulations. State agencies prepar­
ing administrative regulations can, however, establish advisory 

495. WIS. STAT. § 91.65 ( 1987) provides state financial aid to assist counties in develop­
ing agricultural preservation plans. 

496. In Wisconsin, local governments currently share in the revenues collected by 
DILHR for septic tank permits (WIS. STAT. § 145.19 (1987». A similar arrangement also 
exists for local fire department inspections and will likely apply to inspection of under­
ground flammable and combustible liquids storage tanks. See WIS. ADMIN. CODE § ILHR 
69.10 (1986) and DRAFT WIS. ADMIN. CODE § 10.20 (june. 1987)). 
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committees to utilize the expertise available from local govern­
ment, state government, universities and the private sector. Local 
governments can be certified to administer state regulations if the 
local regulatory program meets state requirements designed to 
ensure satisfactory local administration. The state can provide 
training and technical and financial assistance to these local 
governments.497 

Local administratiort can facilitate compliance with both state 
and local regulations, particularly where state regulations are ad­
ministratively compatible with existing local regulatory programs. 
Most incorporated municipalities and counties have zoning ordi­
nances which provide an existing administrative framework of 
permits, inspection, administration and enforcement. Compli­
ance with state regulations is facilitated if a local administrator 
can perform a state-required inspection at the same time as at­
tending to related local government business at the site (e.g. , 
when a well location inspection is conducted at the same time as a 
zoning inspection). 

There are a variety of additional considerations in assigning 
regulatory responsibilities between governmental units. The geo­
graphic scope of a problem may argue for state level or county 
level regulation as opposed to municipal control. Alternatively, 
focusing on who is most directly affected by a potential problem 
point toward municipalities having the primary authority on the 
local level to regulate land use in the vicinity of wells from which 
their inhabitants drink. The respective costs to state and local 
government of adopting and administering the various regulatory 
measures and the ability to pay these costs is one of the most im­
portant factors that must be considered. 

These program elements are best illustrated by application to 
existing groundwater protection regulations. 

l .  Underground Flammable and Combustible Liquid 
Storage Tanks 

Existing state statutes pertammg to the regulation of under­
ground flammable and combustible liquid storage tanks and the 
administrative rules which have been drafted to implement these 

497. See, e.g . .  WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. NR 145 (1987) which contains standards for county 
adoption and enforcement of private well code ordinances. 
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statutes'9S represent an example of a relatively integrated state 
and local regulatory effort. To briefly summarize this program, 
the state/local regulatory relationship has been addressed!99 the 
state has provided technical500 and financial assistance50! to local 
governments, and existing local administrative networks may be 
accessed to facilitate permitting and inspections.502 DILHR's 
statutory authority should be broadened to include regulation of 
the underground tank storage of hazardous substanccs·,o3(in addi­
tion to regulating flammable and combustible liquids} .  Adminis­
trative rules should provide for a minimum separating distance 
between an underground storage tank and a well or wellhead pro­
tection area. The rules should more specifically identify the 
." technical" standards which may not be the subject of local regu­
lations and the portions of the code where stricter standards 
could be set at the local level (e.g. , more frequent inspection and 
testing or special provisions applicable within wellhead protec­
tion areas) .  

Local fire departments would be the optimal primary regulating 
unit on the local level because this function is compatible with 
their responsibilities to inspect for fire safety. Counties should be 
authorized to adopt regulations as well. This would allow inter­
ested counties to undertake a regulatory program for ground­
water quality purposes by providing tank permitting and 
inspection where small rural fire departments may not be willing 
or able to do so. County regulations would not apply within cit­
ies, villages and towns which have adopted such regulations. 

498. The state regulatory program is discussed supra part IV�B-l of the text. 
499. Draft administrative rules provide for local regulation as long as there is no conflict 

with state law. See supra note 103 and accompanying text. 
500. The draft DILHR rules contain numerous technical standards. DRAIT WIS. ADMIN. 

CODE ch. ILHR 10 (June. 1987). A handbook win be prepared to assist local officials to 
administer the new code. 

501 .  See WIS. ADMIN. CODE § Ind 69.1 0  ( 1986) on distribution of fees to local fire de­
partments for provision of inspections. 

502. Local fire departments may elect to enforce tank inspection and enforcement pro­
visions. See supra note 101  and accompaning text. 

503. "Hazardous Substance" as the lenn is used within this article is defined supra note 
1 73-174 and accompanying text. Bills which provide for substantially similar programs 
were introduced in both the 1985-1986 and 1987-1988 Wisconsin legislative sessions. 
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2. Pesticides 

At the state level, the DATep would continue to regulate pesti­
cides504 including the bulk storage of pesticides,505 but it should 
review existing rules to protect groundwater quality more com­
prehensively. DATep regulation of the bulk storage of pesticides 
(and fertilizer) which presently apply only to manufacturers and 
distributors should be extended to include on-site loading, mix­
ing and storage by end users such as farmers. A minimum sepa­
rating distance should be specified between bulk pesticide storage 
facilities and planned or existing municipal wells or wellhead pro­
tection areas. DATep should review its administrative code and 
specify the conditions under which local governments could regu­
late pesticide application as well as other activities and facilities. 

Local governments could be authorized to supervise the appli­
cation of certain pesticides designated by DATep and to adopt 
additional regulations as indicated in the administrative code. 
Local regulation to avoid wind drift and to control pesticide ap­
plication in wellhead protection areas are examples of such regu­
lations. Local ordinances would be subject to DATep review and 
approval. Local regulation of pesticide application would be by 
the county in unincorporated areas but authorized at the town 
level if there are no county regulations; cities and villages should 
be authorized to adopt their own regulations. All local govern­
ments should clearly be authorized to use their zoning powers to 
regulate the location of commercial and noncommercial bulk 
storage facilities. 

3. Hazardous Substances 

A system has been initiated to require reporting by distributors 
and users of hazardous substances.506 This information will be 
available to state regulatory agencies and local governments. 
Statutes should direct DNR to develop technical standards for the 
storage and handling of hazardous substances and should author­
ize DNR review of emergency contingency plans as they relate to 
groundwater protection. 

504. State regulation of pesticides in Wisconsin is discussed supra part IV-B-2 of the 
text. 

505. See WIS. ADMIN. CODE ch. Ag. 163 (1985). 
506. This is discussed supra note 171.  
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Assuming a state regulatory program and administrative agency 
promulgation of technical standards, the local government role 
should be similar to that described for underground storage 
tanks507 (i.e., to provide for inspection of facilities and to regulate 
relatively small amounts of hazardous substances). Local govern­
ments should also be authorized to enact ordinances which do 
not conflict with state law. 

Absent state regulation of hazardous substance storage and 
handling and collection of information regarding these sub­
stances, cities and villages in Wisconsin, for example, are clearly 
authorized to adopt ordinances on these matters;508 the authority 
of counties and towns to carry out these programs is less clear. 509 
Counties should be authorized to regulate the handling and stor­
age of hazardous substances but the regulations should not apply 
within cities, villages or towns which have adopted their own reg­
ulations. The state should provide technical and financial assist­
ance to local governments which choose to regulate these 
materials. 

4 . Wellhead Protection 

The steps that state and local governments take to protect pub­
lic drinking water are likely to be influenced by the Safe Drinking 
Water Act Amendments of 1986.5 10 These amendments contain, 
inter alia, a new Wellhead Protection Program5l !  which provides 
for the establishment of state5!2 programs to delineate and pro­
tect wellhead protection areas5!3 (WPAs) "from contaminants 

507. See supra part VII-B-I of the text. 
508. See discussion beginning supra part III-C of the text. 
509. See supra part III-A to Ill-C. 
510. 42 U.S.C. §§ 1427 and 1428 (Supp. IV 1986). 
5 1 1 .  42 U.S.C. § 1428 (Supp. IV 1986). The amendments aiso contain programs for 

the delineation of sole source aquifers (SSA) and for a SSA demonstration program (42 
U.S.C. §§ 1424(e) and 1427 (Supp. IV 1986), resp.ectively). 

512. Although the amendments are significant because they represent the first federal 
statutory program for the protection of groundwater resources (rather than for the control 
of specific contaminants or sources of contamination), the EPA has maintained its policy of 
having state and local governments take the lead role in developing and implementing 
groundwater protection programs (see discussion beginning supra part II of the text), OF­
FICE OF GROUNDWATER PROTECTION, ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION ACENCY, PROCRAM DE­
VELOPMENT PLAN FOR THE SWDA AMENDMENTS OF 1986 1 Uuly 31,  1986) (hereafter cited 
as "SWDA Program Plan"). Note that the legislation does not require states to develop 
these programs; the only penalty for not doing so is loss of related funds. /d. at 6. 

513. "Wellhead protection areas" under the SWDA Amendments are defined as the 
surface and subsurface area surrounding a water well or wel1field, supplying a public water 
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which may have any adverse effect on the health of persons."514 
Once the EPA has approved a state wellhead protection plan,515 
the EPA shall make a grant to the state to cover not less than fifty 
percent nor more than ninety percent of the costs of developing 
and implementing the plan.516 

The federal WPA legislation requires that states be allowed 
maximum flexibility in designing WPA plans; the EPA may disap­
prove a state plan only if it determines that the plan "is not ade­
quate to protect public water systems . . . .  "517 It would therefore 
be reasonable for Wisconsin to develop a WP A plan which pri­
marily reflects state and local needs and concerns (and also meets 
the minimum program requirements specified by the federal 
legislation).518  

DNR should develop standards for the delineation of WPAs 
(using EPA guidelines where appropriate) , which take into ac­
count that the standards will be applied to differing hydrogeo­
logic conditions across the state. The statutes should clearly 
articulate the respective regulatory responsibility of various state 
and local governmental units to delineate and protect WPAs. 
The legislature should require local governments to protect new 
and existing sources of public drinking water519 through zoning, 
special purpose regulations, fee simple purchase or purchase of 
development rights (see discussion, below). 

The legislature should also direct relevant state agencies 
(and/or local governments, where appropriate) to develop regu­
latory programs for activities and facilities not currently regulated 
which could have an adverse impact on public drinking water sup­
plies.520 Agencies should, at a minimum, be required to specify 

system, through which contaminants are likely to move toward and reach such water well 
or wellfield. The precise delineation of the area is not specified in the law, but is a site­
specific detennination made by individual states. The EPA is required to issue technical 
guidelines which states may use in determining the extent of a protection area. EPA Fact 
Sheet, Ground-water Provisions of the SWDA Amendments of 1986, (June, 1986). 

514. 42 U.s.C. § 1428(a) (Supp. IV 1986). 
515. States must submit plans by June, 1989. [d. 
516. 42 U.S.C. § 1428(k). Congress has appropriated $20 million for fiscal years 1987 

and 1 988 and $35 million for each fiscal year 1989·1991 for the WPA program. [d. 
517. 42 U.S.C. § 1428(c) (Supp. IV 1986). 
518. The applicability of the wellhead protection concept in a variety of hydrogeologic 

settings in Wisconsin is discussed in WELLHEAD PROTECTION IN WISCONSIN, supra note 232. 
519. The federal WPA legislation- applies to all sources of public drinking water. The 

state of Wisconsin applies different regulations to water supply systems based upon own· 
ership and persons served by the system (see, e.g. , supra note 208). 

520. See, e.g. , discussion beginning supra part IV-B4 of the text. 
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minimum separating distances between public wells 'and the po­
tential sources of contamination currently subject to state regula­
tion.52 1 An interagency committee should be established to 
review existing separating distances for consistency and com­
pleteness. A state wellhead protection program should address 
the issues of (I )  establishing priorities for delineating WPAs, (2) 
different standards for different wells,522 (3) varying hydrogeo­
logic settings and (4) proposed well locations as compared with 
existing well sites. It is also important to consider how to deal 
with existing sources of potential contamination which are in 
close proximity to well sites.523 

All local governments should be empowered to regulate 
sources of pollution within designated WPAs based upon state­
developed minimum standards. Cities and villages should be re­
quired to delineate and regulate WPAs within their boundaries 
with counties being responsible for WP As in unincorporated ar­
eas unless a town adopts more stringent regulations. Local gov� 
ernments can be authorized to contract with the state or 
consultants for actual WPA delineation. All local governments 
can be explicitly authorized to protect WPAs through the use of 
zoning, special purpose regulations and fee simple purchase or 
purchase of development rights. 

While zoning is useful to set broad categories of land use com­
patible with wellhead protection and to control density of devel­
opment, it controls only future land uses. The lawful use of a 
building or premises existing at the time of the adoption or 
amendment of a zoning ordinance may be continued as a noncon­
forming use although it does not confonn with the provisions of 
the ordinance. 52. Special purpose regulations, on the other hand, 
could control existing land uses and activities conducted in con­
junction with them (e.g. , the storage and handling of hazardous 
substances).525 Authorizing local governments to purchase fee 
simple or development rights in land identified as a WP A would 

521. Existing regulations pertaining to potential contaminants should also be reviewed 
to ensure that they meet the new WPA program criteria. 

522. E.g. , municipal and non-municipal wells. 
523. See discussion below. 
524. WIS. STAT, §§ 59.97(10) ( 1987) (countie,); 60.61(5) (towm); and 62,23(i)(h) (cit­

ies). Generally, see ANDERSON, supra note 199, at §§ 6.01-6.79. 
525. See supra part VII-B-3 of the text and accompanying notes. See also discussion be­

ginning supra part IV-B-3 of the text and the other hypothetical ordinances discussed 
within section IV. 
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permit these entities to more completely restrict the uses con­
ducted on the land than would be possible under regulations. 
This may be, however, an expensive alternative in some cases. 
The cost of WP A delineation and the purchase of fee simple or 
development rights in land to protect WPAs could be funded by 
allowing or requiring water utilities to levy a charge for these 
purposes. 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

The protection of groundwater quality is primarily the respon­
sibility of state and local governments under the present regula­
tory structure. Wisconsin established one of the leading state 
protection programs when its legislature enacted 1 983 Wisconsin 
Act 4 10. Under this strengthened statutory framework the state 
has primary responsibility to set numeric groundwater quality 
standards, to conduct a monitoring program and to regulate 
many pollution sources. Local government has the explicit au­
thority to use its zoning power to protect groundwater resources. 
In addition, it may use other regulatory authorities to supplement 
state regulations, and can administer several sets of state regula­
tions to protect groundwater quality. A groundwater protection 
program that includes active participation by both state and local 
government may prove to be the preferred model for many states. 

Although the Wisconsin law created a de facto state-local 
groundwater quality regulatory program, the statutes are silent 
on a number of points concerning intergovernmental relations. A 
review of case law concerning state preemption and an analysis of 
likely judicial reaction to typical state-local regulatory programs 
suggests the need to address these issues. Statutory clarification 
of the respective governmental roles and review of local regula­
tions by state administrative agencies are measures which can 
clarify the question of state preemption and can facilitate inter­
governmental cooperation. 

Analysis of a number of cases involving local regulations 
designed to protect groundwater quality indicates that courts will 
generally uphold local regulations which classify uses on the basis 
of their threat to groundwater quality, focus on the susceptibility 
of various lands to groundwater contamination and strike a rea­
sonable balance between the stringency of the regulations and the 
threat to the public health. A sound factual underpinning and the 
use of flexible regulatory techniques such as overlay districts and 
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conditional uses can help ensure the validity of local regulations. 
Local governments can perform an important function in ground­
water quality protection with the strongest programs usually re­
sulting where legislation is .specifically designed for state and local 
governments to play complementary roles. 








