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SUBJECT: Business Portal Focus Group Highlights 

 

 

At your request, we conducted focus groups with engineering and environmental consultants for two 

different business sectors to: (1) gauge general reaction to, and (2) solicit suggestions for the development 

of a “Business Portal” permitting website. This memo overviews our efforts and highlights our findings. 

 

Who Participated? 

 

The first group included eight consultants that assist farmers with submitting permits and plans for 

concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFO). This “CAFO” focus group took place on July 30, 2015 

in Green Bay. A list of potential participants was developed by department Agribusiness Sector 

Development Specialists in consultation with the Dairy Business Association. All participants have 

assisted from start to finish with the permitting process of large dairy farms (1,000+ animals) that 

experienced expansion within the past three years in the Northeast Region. Thus, all participants had 

informed opinions of the department’s permitting system – what’s working well and what areas present 

challenges. Six participants were affiliated with large and small consulting firms, one with a county Land 

and Water Conservation Office, and another with the federal Natural Resources Conservation Service. 

 

The second group was held on August 4, 2015 in Fitchburg and included eight individuals who work on 

large scale construction and development projects. Potential participants for this “Development” focus 

group were identified by department staff in programs that provide permitting assistance for development 

projects. Generally, the desired participant was defined as a professional routinely tasked with 

coordinating permits for new development, redevelopment, and/or expansion projects, including 

researching necessary permits and preparing and submitting permit applications to the DNR. In addition 

to department-identified participants, an invitation for participation was extended to both the Wisconsin 

Builders Association and the American Council of Engineering Companies of Wisconsin. Unfortunately, 

scheduling challenges prevented both organizations from providing participants. Of the eight total 

participants, five were environmental consultants/engineers who work frequently for developers, one was 

a local contractor who works on development projects, and two were municipal planners who work with 

the DNR, both on permitting their own projects and also ensuring that developers within their 

communities are getting the appropriate permits. Additionally, two of the participants work for firms that 

provide services to a local residential developer that is a member of DNR’s Green Tier program.  

 

General Observations 

 

 The general mood/tone of participation of the CAFO focus group was fairly skeptical about the 

usefulness or value of an enhanced Business Portal to streamlining the permit process. In fact, 

some participants called into question whether the Department was simply striving for a “high 

gee-whiz” factor rather than addressing what they perceived to be the real issues: 1) lag-time in 

permit approvals and 2) subjectivity in permit requirements for certain projects. 

 



 The participants in the Development focus group were generally more supportive/empathetic of 

DNR staff and their workloads and expressed more interest in the potential for an online Portal to 

assist their permitting activities. These participants perceived a shortage of permit review staff 

and suggested hiring additional staff to better manage the workload. 

 

 Focus group participants from both sectors were highly experienced professionals with a rich 

understanding of environmental compliance issues. To the extent that the Portal will be aimed at 

the first-time or one-time customers, it is important to recognize that is not the profile we 

engaged. 

 

 Participants in both groups have adapted and developed ways to access and utilize the current 

online resources we make available. Most of them either use Google search terms or go to their 

webpage bookmarks to find information about permit requirements and applications. The DNR’s 

Surface Water Data Viewer was often the first stop for consultants when considering a potential 

site for a CAFO or business development. There were positive comments that the DNR website 

has improved in recent years. 

 

 

Targeted Themes 

 

Participants in both groups… 

 

 Highly value personal contact with our staff, especially during the initial scoping phases of 

project development. There was a strong preference to pick up the phone and call staff for 

answers rather than try to find and read web content. 

 

 Perceive the signature process for submitting permits to be a barrier for themselves and their 

clients. 

 

 Perceive the payment process as a barrier and would prefer that the DNR invoice clients directly. 

 

 Want feedback on status of applications quicker and more often, including simple progress 

updates and confirmations that materials have been received and are under review. 

 

 Experience some degree of frustration over the subjectivity of permit requirements under certain 

rules (e.g., wetland and waterway compliance issues). 

 

 Do not see a new Business Portal as a solution to all of the problems or frustrations they 

experience with the current permitting system. It will, therefore, be important to communicate 

appropriately about the Business Portal. 

 

Specific to the developers… 

 

 The word “business” does not resonate with the construction and development group. The 

Business Portal project, website, or associated tabs should use sector specific terms or refer to 

“development activities.” 

 

 


