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III. Expand MDEQ 
water withdrawal 
model 

- MDEQ - Director MDEQ - Universities 
- NGO’s 
- CCIW? 

IV. Create a watershed 
based model 

- MDEQ - Director MDEQ - SEMCOG 
- Watershed councils 
- Universities 
- Industry 

V. Stabilize Water 
Rates in SEM 

- DWSD - Local governments  

VI. Update Great 
Lakes Compact 

- Army Corps of    
Engineers 

- Governor 
- Canada 

- SEMCOG 
- Watershed councils 
- Universities 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Regulatory Innovation Workgroup 
 

Brainstorming 
      
After the plenary brainstorming session, the Regulatory Reform breakout group met to further 
define/add to the list of issues. We first revisited the macro-question “If a unified water 
management process to develop a new regulatory framework was created from scratch, what 
would it look like?” We then identified trends and groups within the brainstorming list. 
 
In spite of the opportunity to discuss a renewal of the current regulations, the group had trouble 
thinking outside the box about wholesale environmental regulatory changes. We tended to discuss 
the inefficiencies of the current system(s) and what could be done to make their processes more 
efficient. The group then moved on to identifying trends or groups within the brainstorming list. 
(Note that the bold are the ideas brought forward into the next steps of problem identification, 
discussion of possible solutions, and development.) 
 
• Current regulatory process reform needs to be more efficient and cost effective 
• Unfunded federal mandates affect programs (can Fed programs change?) 
• Put water resource knowledge base together (3) 

o Funding 
o Consolidate data currently being collected 
o Collect the correct data for current decisions and future threats 
o Issue driven data collection 
o Incentives to play need to be developed 

• Agriculture – is the current system adequate? 
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• Need to create a level business field under regulatory framework by using timely enforcement 
• Can we agree on level of oversight? Because it is not 100% self-policing  
• Can we use same process concepts as water withdrawal tool elsewhere in water resource use? 

(collaborative/screening) 
• How to develop self policing that works? How to fund? 
• Would fee-based permit process help keep businesses here? Timeliness of permit issuance is 

paramount. 
o Current process was built piecemeal with the resultant unintended consequences 
o Can we renovate our processes to create a one-stop shop? 

• Common codes & standards for water. Is it possible?  (5) 
o Need to simplify regulations to be consistent 

• Consolidate stormwater issues/permit system into a new flexible process, rather than the 
NPDES permit system (4). Recommend using a performance standard versus current 
prescriptive process. 

• How to fund infrastructure needs! 
• Consolidate a decision-making level between the current state oversight and the myriad of 

local site approval entities (1). 
• Incentives to locate close-in to existing infrastructure 

o Costs should increase for developers if placed elsewhere 
• Propose stakeholders process for regulatory issues for regulatory reform * issue identified first  

(2) 
• Use stakeholders to initiate changes (successful in past) early 
 

 
Assessment 
 
The workgroup then looked at these priorities and discussed opportunities for; and barriers to; the 
implementation of these ideas. 
 
After spending time fleshing out the issues during the time available, the group approached the 
top 5 issues listed below and determined some of the opportunities and obstacles to getting them 
implemented. The top two by far got the most dots (12) indicating the importance of the issue to 
the attendees.  The second two issues got 4 or 5 dots. The fifth got two dots. 

 
Top 5 Ideas for Regulatory Innovation 

 

1. Consolidate the permit decision making between state oversight and local site approval to 
ease permitting time and expense. 

2. Propose a standard stakeholders process for regulatory reform. The issue would need to be 
identified first. (Note: this is how the groundwater withdrawal tool began.) 

3. Put water resource data/knowledge base together 
o Funding 
o Consolidate data currently being collected 
o Collect the correct data for current decisions and future threats 
o Need to collect issue-driven data 
o Need incentives for data owners to play 
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4. Consolidate stormwater issues/permit system into a new process rather than use the 
NPDES system. 

5.  Common codes & standards for water. Is it possible? 
o Simplify regulations and be consistent 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Opportunities and Obstacles 
 

Idea Opportunities Obstacles 

1.) Consolidate a decision-making 
level between the current state 
oversight and the myriad of local site 
approval entities to ease permitting 
time and expense 
• There is a precedent in the way 

that roads are managed at the 
state/county levels 

• Operate at the county level rather 
than township level 

• Funding problems will 
     cause change 
• Drain Commissioners 
• Codes are aligned 
• State can incentivize sending authority 

up to county 
• Initiative/referendum process 

• Turf, fiefdoms 
• Home rule 
• Educate decision 

makers (develop 
expertise) 

• Drain Commissioners 
• Lack of leadership 
• Term limits 
• Michigan Constitution 

may preclude changes 

2.) Consolidate permit decision 
making between state oversight and 
local site approval to ease permitting 
time and expense 
• Don’t depend on government for 

leadership 
• Power mapping helps 

• Know we’ll have less funds – this will 
drive change to occur 

• Encourage economic development 
• Trade associations 
•   Stakeholders can work together to 

accomplish something 
•   Initiative/referendum process 
•   Funding 

• Legislature 
• Feds 
• Trade associations 
• Lack of leadership 
• Funding 

3.) Put statewide water resource 
data/knowledge base together for 
decision-making 
• Reduce data collection 

redundancies 
• Pollutant tax to fund 
• Leverage funding that we do have 

• Reexamine if what data we are 
collecting is relevant 

• Eliminate & consolidate data to assist 
with current/future decisions 

• Lack of funding 
• Identify data efforts that do not 

support current/future decisions 
• Identify data gaps for future decisions 

• Federal requirements 
• Ownership 
• Funding 
• Quality/standards of 

collections 
• Changing status quo 
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Idea Opportunities Obstacles 

4.) Consolidate stormwater 
issues/permit system into a new 
process-rather than use the NPDES 
system. (Fed regulations do support 
innovative solutions) 

• Use Watershed basis for using BMPs, 
Low Impact Design (LID),etc. for 
dealing with storm water issues  

• Joint operations possible to save 
funding 

• Local control 
• Build understanding of stakeholders, 

then use stakeholder process 

• Regulatory framework 
trying to regulate non-
point source with point 
source system 

• Need to educate at the 
state level (personnel 
and legislators) of the 
possibilities of different 
approaches 

• Grant restrictions 

5.)  Common codes and standards for 
water 

• Simplify understanding of what is 
required 

• Want consistency across local entities. 

• Local control 

 
 
 
 
Reporting/RASI Evaluation 
 
After presenting the top 4-5 issues to the plenary group and receiving feedback from the whole 
group, the breakout group reconvened to discuss the necessary steps needed for the issues to be 
further developed and implemented. We also discussed the responsible party for getting the tasks 
completed, along with which groups need to be informed of progress. 
 
The ideas underwent a rewording during and after the plenary session, so the wording of some 
ideas has changed from the original ideas as articulated previously in this section. 
 

ACTION ITEM RESPONSIBLE 
PARTY 

APPROVAL 
AUTHORITY 

SUPPORT 
RESOURCE 

I. Consolidate a decision 
making level between 
the current state 
oversight and local site 
approval to ease 
permitting time 

- DEQ - Local governments - ESDI 
- NGO’s 
 

II. Promote timely 
innovative regulatory 
processes to enhance 
job creation & resource 
protection with limited 
state resources 

- DEQ - Local governments 
- Business 

- ESDI 
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III. Storm water permit 
system. Get state to 
give up NPDES type 
system – allow 
aggregation of entities 
by Watershed 

   
 

 

 
The effort of the group identified that permit issuance and the regulatory process still create 
uncertainty in the risk assessment of businesses looking at new development or expansion in 
Michigan. We noted that regulatory guidance becomes the regulation at certain times and localities; 
which only adds to the uncertainty for businesses looking to assess their risk in building in 
Michigan. There was also frustration shown at gaining access to existing data stored in many 
different data collection agencies. There is no one clearinghouse where data banks are explained 
and accessible. 
 
The current stormwater regulations and NPDES-based permit system give political entities 
jurisdiction over parts of many watersheds, but rarely over all of a watershed. This leads to 
inefficiencies in managing the stormwater flows from an individual watershed. There are 
watershed councils that have aggregated their efforts, but a clearer watershed-based system would 
be heralded as a step in the right direction.  
 
 

  Sustainable Water Technology and Funding 

 

Brainstorming 
 
The participants in the symposium who selected the workgroup assignment of sustainable water 

technology and funding engaged in several brainstorming sessions. The focus points of the 

sessions were economic development opportunities flowing from more efficient and greater use of 

water. General areas of concern were identified and then specific aspects were explored. The 

process was interactive, causing redefinition of the areas of concern and refinement of the subject 

matter. This is not a report of the spontaneous chain of ideas and opinions but a reorganized 

compilation of thoughts and ideas. 

The Directors of the ESD Institute requested the workgroup to focus upon the premise, “if you 

were creating sustainable water technologies and supportable funding from scratch, what would it 

look like and how would you implement it?” The major areas of exploration were as follows: 

1. Emerging water/energy systems 

2. Economic development resulting from technologies 

3. Funding strategies supporting implementation 

4. Centers for Excellence and Knowledge 
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Emerging Water/Energy Systems 

• Combining solid organic wastes from food processors at central locations to produce gas and 
electricity 

• Develop urban farming in vacant properties 
• Rehabilitate DWSD water system: resize pumping systems; construct more storage capacity in 

rural municipalities; repair leaking distribution piping 
• Develop more Ludington-type hydroelectric generating facilities 
• Develop additional solar and wind electricity generators to reduce carbon footprint 
• Harness Detroit River flow energy 
• Encourage the relocation and expansion of industries which require non-contact cooling water 
• Develop generic comprehensive water reuse systems for the livestock industry (CAFOs) 
• Convert central steam systems to central hot water systems 
 

Economic Development resulting from Technologies 

The advancement of water technology is closely tied to energy conservation and alternative 
sources of energy. There was discussion concerning suggestions to harness waste heat and use the 
waste products of one industry as raw materials for another. An example was to site a food 
processor adjacent to an electrical generating station. The hot reject water of the electric utility 
could be used for food processing and the food wastes can be digested producing methane gas 
which in turn could generate electricity. Below are additional potential developments: 
 
• Capturing solid wastes from the farming communities will reduce regulatory burdens and 

reduce costs as well as creating job opportunities for transportation and processing the wastes. 
The conversion to electricity will reduce the carbon footprint within metropolitan areas. 

 
• Urban farming will not reduce the cost of wholesale food but will provide work opportunities 

within the inner cities and reduce criminal activity and enhance the quality of life within 
metropolitan areas. 

 
• Other areas of brainstorming centered on reuse of recovered and restored water. However, the 

consequence of buying less water in Southeast Michigan is the loss of revenue to DWSD. The 
water rate reflects 80% for fixed costs for debt reduction and 20% for operating costs. Less 
water sales can be devastating. Even though the cost of DWSD water is 80% composed of 
debt obligations, operational costs can be significantly reduced by eliminating the reported 
30% water leakage and operating high capacity pumps for the 90% low usage daily periods 
during non-summer months. 
 

Protecting the water quality of the Great Lakes and the groundwater is critical to the attractive use 
of water. There is a Clean Water Federal Initiative in the beginning stages. The group 
recommended that ESDI examine opportunities for research and regional strategic planning for a 
broad range of cost reduction and innovative projects. Some projects of this nature are as follows: 

 
• The Great Lakes shoreline provides unique opportunities for the use of Ludington-type 

hydroelectric plants. These plants produce low cost power with little carbon footprint and 
have a minimal environmental impact. Selection of this electric generation option enables 



  Page 61 

significant cost avoidances from high capital and operating expense of alternative nuclear and 
coal fired generating plants. 

 
• Solar and wind power are generally not less costly, in the short term, than alternative 

generating facilities; however, there are robust societal and life cycle benefits reducing the 
dependence upon foreign oil and minimizing carbon footprint. 

 
• DTE Energy has received MDEQ permits to build the first river current generator for the 

Detroit River. This will provide new job opportunities in the fields of engineering and 
scientific research and equipment manufacturing. 

 
• While large industries, which use large quantities of non-contact cooling water, are difficult to 

site, there are architectural and environmental engineering approaches to minimize adverse 
aesthetic and environmental impacts. Large amounts of diverse employment requirements 
flow from these industries that are attracted to Michigan’s abundance of clean water. 

 
• Increasing the size of livestock farms to reduce the cost of food and increase profitability has 

in many cases overwhelmed the local water resources and contaminated watersheds. The 
farming community needs the knowledge base and financial resources to address these issues. 
A collaborative effort of various private and education sectors, which are shovel ready in the 
State of Michigan, can lead to great positive economic impacts for the livestock industry. 

 
• Many industrial manufacturing plants have central steam systems for space heating and 

process heating. Reasonable paybacks can be achieved by converting to hot water systems by 
reduction in energy loss and cost. 

 
• One of the threats to the Great Lakes water quality is the introduction of invasive species by 

international shipping industry. Eliminating this shipping would be an economic hardship to 
the Great Lakes region. A suggestion was made to establish a federal facility which would 
exchange the contaminated ballast water for clean water. The contaminated water could be 
treated for reuse. This project would advance waterborne shipping and remove future threats 
to biodiversity of the fresh water and reduce the damages to recreational boating and industrial 
and municipal water handling systems. 

 
Funding Strategies Supporting Implementation 

There are powerful financial barriers to change. Most waste generators consider projects and work 
practices to improve the quality of wastewater to be a burdensome overhead. Public and private 
funding can provide resources for collaborative research to address these issues. 
 
These are extraordinary difficult financial times. Automotive and support industries have 

temporarily ceased all capital spending. In ordinary times, pollution prevention and energy 

reduction projects and programs are funded when a payback of less than two years can be 

calculated. The recommended actions described above can be funded through venture capital 

sources, direct government grants and stimulus allocations which require reductions in carbon 

footprints and/or renewable energy components. 
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Various federal agencies provide seed money for innovative technology and innovative 

applications to advance renewable energy and waste reduction technology. Many of these types of 

grants far exceed funds provided in the first round of federal stimulus. The MDEQ 

representatives stated during the symposium that “shovel ready” projects submitted by municipal 

units of government for wastewater treatment exceeded $500 million. The allocated stimulus for 

this area of eligible projects is currently $186 million. 

As the financial marketplace gains some sense of normalcy and local municipal revenues become 

predictable, there are municipal/industrial, tax-free, bonds available for clean water and renewable 

energy projects. Partnerships and collaborations among industries and government/industry 

parties can make stronger cases and applications for limited resources. Next Energy and Tech 

Town are examples of resource sharing among educational institutions and environmental-related 

service and manufacturing corporations. Local industry can reduce the project cost of waste 

reduction and energy conservation through academic collaboration and matching grants. Finally, 

there are regional and state economic development corporations that can facilitate the grant 

process. 

Centers for Excellence and Knowledge 

There are many underutilized technical resources available through state and private colleges and 

universities. Most education institutions have access and expertise to obtain government and 

private foundations grants. Also, when research is conducted in an academic setting it is 

extraordinarily cost effective. 

The outcomes of academic research are generally available to the public. To date, industry would 

only pursue proprietary research. In this severely economically stressed period, it becomes 

imperative to be open and sharing and not competitive in order to save our global economy.  

Assessment/RASI 
 
How do we get from where we are to where we want to be? How do we drag reality kicking and 

screaming into a vision of a desired future? We need a plan with action areas, with a precedence 

flow of steps, with designated responsible parties, with resources, with timelines, with reporting 

and redirection. A plan becomes a pathway to get to where we want to go. 

The brainstorming sessions identified many diverse opportunities for economic recovery and 

growth utilizing the great water resources of Michigan. After publication of the Symposium 

Report, an assessment group should be formed. This group should distill the molten mash of 

resource information. This will produce pure target areas of greatest promise and ease of 

implementation. At that point, it would be then reasonable to proceed with a RASI evaluation. 



  Page 63 

Closing Symposium Remarks 
 

 Each of our four workgroups reported to the plenary group of attendees its findings over 
the course of the two-day Symposium. An overview of each workgroup’s remarks may be found in 
the Executive Summary contained at the beginning of this Report.  
 
 Director David A. Skiven set the stage for the events that would occur after the close of 
the Symposium. In keeping with the ESD Institute’s process model, attendees were advised that a 
draft of the Report of the Water Symposium would be circulated to a select group for peer review. 
Upon the completion of this two-stage review process, the Directors of the Institute would report 
their observations and recommendations to The Board of Directors of The Engineering Society of 
Detroit and to The Rackham Engineering Foundation. Such recommendations would address 
issues such as final publication of the Report, coverage, workgroup continuation through ESD 
Institute sponsorship or through others either in whole or in part, and future related symposia.  
 
 Using a “clean-sheet” approach, the attendees of the Symposium successfully advanced 
breakthrough solutions to a wide variety of issues regarding Michigan water.  The ESD Institute 
gratefully acknowledges the creative work of those in attendance and offers this Report to leaders 
in the private and public sectors with the expectation that the solutions generated in this 
Symposium will be implemented on an expedited basis for the betterment of our state and 
country.  
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