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I. Executive Summary and Conclusions
On January 29, 2016, a 90-minute group discussion (focus group) was held with seven
consultants that write plans for stormwater management (SM) and erosion control (EC) in the
City of Superior. The purpose was to help develop an annual training event for consultants and
contractors
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relevant descriptive information about the consultants and contractors who were interviewed
as part of this evaluation. 

Summary of Results

Rankings and comparisons

In general, Minnesota was rated as an easier place to work than Wisconsin, and, subsequently,
Duluth was rated as an easier place to work than Superior. Minnesota was seen as having an
easier design process to follow and clearer implementation and regulatory expectations.
Contractors did not have a unified rating for Superior (rankings ranged from easy to difficult),
whereas consultants most often rated Superior as an "intermediate" place to work. Perceptions
of challenges varied between contractors and consultants, and some of what Superior does is
seen as both an asset and a challenge (for example, Superior's thorough review process). Areas
that both consultants and contractors think Superior is doing well include both maintaining a
helpful staff and having good working relationships with consultants and contractors. 

Challenges and barriers
Not surprisingly, consultants tended to focus on design and permitting obstacles, while
contractors were concerned with implementation barriers. Consultant-specific challenges
include a large number of local requirements, multiple permit requirements that are processed
by different people or agencies, as well as the relative thoroughness of the application and
review process. On the other hand, most contractors found the process to be straightforward.
Both groups mentioned challenges associated with having multiple city opinions and voices
involved throughout the process, often lacking a clear decision-making authority. Additional
common concerns that signal potential opportunities for Superior to focus its efforts include
increased flexibility regarding implementation decision-making and clear communication about
costs associated with SM and EC requirements. 

Suggested solutions
Suggested solutions to the challenges faced by both consultants and contractors in Superior
relate to consistent regulatory enforcement, ongoing mentorship, flexibility of plan
implementation, and clarity in process. Suggested solutions to consultant-specific challenges
include increased requirements and increased contractor and consultant buy-in to design and
implementation requirements. Suggested solutions to contractor-specific challenges include
clear communication, early involvement by the City, a timeline or flowchart for SM and EC "best
management practices" (BMPs), as well as a greater connection between consultants and
contractors. More stringent plan requirements and consistent regulatory processes were



5

universally preferred to improve the SM and EC design and implementation process overall. A
"solutions quicksheet" is available on page 20 of this report.

Training opportunities
Consultant trainings
Consultants suggested that the following be included in future consultant trainings:
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Spotlight: Consistency, enforcement and certification

Consistency: Consistency came up in a few different ways
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participants felt that Minnesota is more proactive in offering training and education regarding
SM and EC requirements, but that participants still find a lack of desired course offerings. Some
additional certification suggestions include having a two year program and including specific
course content in winSLAMM, erosion management, rules and regulations, and BMPs. 

Key commonalities and differences across groups
Commonalities
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and they would prefer a flow chart (like 
the City of Duluth)
Don
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Somewhat 
easy
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be straightforward. Both groups did mention challenges associated with having multiple
opinions/voices of authority throughout the design and implementation process. Table 2
summarizes the overall strengths and challenges mentioned by both groups. 

Table 3: Superior
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Staff very easy to work with

Concerns presented in a constructive 
manner

Some of what Superior does is seen as both an asset and a challenge. For example, Superior
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A. Both contractors and consultants expressed a desire for greater flexibility with regard to
plan implementation. This was related to similar obstacles with terrain and location-
specific issues, such as poor infrastructure or clay soils. Many participants complained
about having to implement plans exactly as designed, even when the plans don't make
sense at the specific site. For example, one contractor stated that sometimes what the
City expects is not realistic:
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C. The issue of having multiple agencies and voices of authority is related to this obstacle
of clear communication. Not only is it challenging to understand requirements and
processes when you hear different things from different people, but often the
information itself is difficult to find. While the communication between consultants and
contractors during the implementation of the plan appears to be sufficient, at times
there may be a breakdown in communication between the City and the
contractors/consultants as a project moves from design phase into implementation.
Some consultants indicated that the City hasn
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the strong desire among contractors for flexibility in decision-making regarding plan
implementation. 

What obstacles do consultants face specifically?
Consultants brainstormed a list and then were given the chance to vote on their top three
obstacles (not everyone selected up to three). The following obstacles are listed in order of
greatest obstacles:

1. Educating client 
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Contractors seem concerned with cost and implementation barriers. A list of identified 
challenges identified by contractors can be seen in Table 4.

Table 4: Challenges cited by contractors

Challenges for Contractors Frequency

Lack of city involvement early on 5

Need for a flowchart or timeline for SM and EC best management 
practices during implementation

3

Too many people/different directions from different people 3

Not enough flexibility with regard to plan implementation 2

Lack of early communication between contractor, plan designer, 
and City

2

Enforcement needs to be stronger 2

Additional challenges with only single mentions by contractors include the following: unclear
implementation guidelines, location-specific problems (e.g. terrain issues), lack of mentorship,
unclear communication, poor website, small vs. large company problems, inspection
requirement, and consistency across projects (especially with enforcement). 

Shared suggested solutions
Enforcement and Consistency. Enforcement was mentioned 17 times, and consistency was
mentioned 12 times. Contractors and consultants requested greater and more consistent
enforcement by the city as an overarching solution to many problems. Consistency will help
contractors convince clients to implement required SM and EC measures because they won
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This enforcement and consistency applies to city projects as well. There were numerous
complaints that if the City
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suggested that this type of information could be covered during consultant and contractor
trainings and/or during plan review. Many contractors and consultants would prefer to receive
information via email or hard copy. Two did not prefer to receive information via text message,
though most were open to this method of communication.

Early participation by the City. This refers to a desire by contractors to have city involvement
from the very start of the plan implementation process. This will help catch any problems early
on and provide opportunity for mentorship and collaboration, rather than simply being told
that they
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Requirements. Some consultants argued for a reduced number of requirements, especially
ones seen as superfluous like soils lab tests. They argued that Superior has a large number of
requirements which makes the design process more challenging. However, some of the
consultants actually argued for more requirements on the implementation side or more strictly
enforced requirements. These consultants felt that this will help ensure that plans are followed
more carefully and it will help consultants justify the work cost.

Increase consultant and contractor buy-in. One solution suggested by consultants was for the
City to make the reasons for different aspects of the process (e.g., permit requirements, specific
materials, etc.) more easily accessible and understandable. The consultants argued that it is not
easy to find this information within the current City requirements. By providing more
background information and reasoning it may increase buy-in and compliance.

Previously mentioned solutions. The main solutions suggested by consultants were already
discussed previously and include the following: improved City website (i.e., update, organize,
make more user-friendly), be sensitive to the specific issues regarding clay soils, and simplify
the process.

Other opportunities for improvement
Based upon the consultant survey findings, trainings, websites, and conferences are the most
popular places to get information about current techniques, technologies, and BMPs. Superior
may want to consider hosting some of these events in addition to trainings, or it may be useful
to glean information from these types of events that Superior can then use in its own materials.
Webinars and networking events also scored well. Listservs, magazines and newsletters all
scored very low in terms of popularity. 

Additionally, a little more than half (5) of the contractors said they get the best information
about current techniques, technologies, and BMPs from their colleagues, through word-of-
mouth. Four contractors also said they get the best information from Minnesota. Contractors
mentioned classes and trainings, learning from experience, the WDNR, Duluth, Enbridge, St.
Louis County, project plans, and suppliers as sources of information. These are described in
detail in Table 5 below. Superior may want to investigate these information sources and
incorporate some of their strengths into their own program. 

Table 5: Where contractors get the best information about current techniques, technologies, 
BMPs
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Information 
source

Sample quote Frequency

Colleagues "I usually get most of my updated information through the other 
contractors or the other workers from the other sites. I've got 
friends with every contractor in town here, I guess. Usually, if 
something new comes up, he gets from pretty fast, word-of-
mouth."

5

Minnesota 4

Classes and 
trainings

"I didn't put any publications but I put the best source would be 
through my recertification classes that we take."

2

Learn from 
experience

"And then I also put each year I probably see a product that 
performs better in the field than previous. Example, certain inlet 
protection, fire rules, or even feeding products. You always see 
better ones from year to year it seems like."

2

WI DNR "But the Wisconsin DNR regulations is where I was looking up 
most of my BMPs prior to having someone like that around."

1

Duluth "And in Minnesota it would have been the city of Duluth has some
interest, just looking at the regulations and what's commonly 
used."

1

Enbridge "Well basically we get a lot of ours from, and the ones we keep up
the most are like your Enbridge system."

1

St Louis 
County

"Well I get some from St. Louis County as well." 1

Project 
plans

"I guess for me, it's the plan that I get, you know, for a job. 
They're going to look over the storm management plan and you 
know, the erosion control plan and see what changes have 
occurred and are but the same old, same old. And that basically 
at the beginning of the jobs, when I start my plan review."

1

Suppliers "Our suppliers; Brock White and Jamar." 1
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This "solutions quicksheet
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requirements conversation between City and designer to give 
clarity around expectations and issues; keep 
website updated with necessary information 

Lack of flexibility Both Allow for greater flexibility with plan 
implementation (i.e., allow designers and 
contractors to use their expertise); provide clear 
explanations when flexibility is not possible

Multiple voices Both  Clearly designate individual(s) with decision-
making authority

Communication Both Update website

Lack of mentorship Contractor Earlier and increased mentorship; provide 
solutions or alternatives when problems are 
identified

Late feedback Contractor Early City involvement; early and frequent 
communication among parties; 
flowchart/timeline for SM and EC BMP 
implementation

Lack of enforcement Contractor Increased and consistent enforcement; 
consistent enforcement across projects 
(including City
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WI as an easier state to work in than MN. The most common consultant ratings for Wisconsin
and nearby states were as follows:

Table 7: Consultant ratings of design processes across states

State Most Common Rating Number of 
Respondents

Wisconsin Difficult 8

Minnesota Easy 8

Michigan Difficult 3

Dakotas Easy/Intermediate 2

Illinois Difficult 1

Missouri Easy 1

Excluding the City of Superior, the most common rating for various municipalities in Wisconsin
was
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Other municipalities that were rated by consultants for ease and difficulty of design process are
depicted in Table 8 below: 

Table 8: Consultant ratings of design processes across municipalities

Location Ranking Number of 
respondents

Superior, WI Intermediate (5); Intermediate/Easy (1) 6

Duluth, MN Easy (3); Intermediate/Easy (1); 
Intermediate (1)

5

Minneapolis/St. Paul, MN Difficult 3

Madison, WI Difficult (1); Intermediate (1) 3

Hermantown, MN Difficult (1); Intermediate (1) 2

Rice Lake, MN* Easy 1

Proctor, MN Easy 1

Chicago, IL Difficult 1

Bismarck, ND Intermediate 1

Grand Marais, MN Intermediate 1

Redcliff, WI Intermediate 1

Mora, MN Easy 1

Bad River Reservation, WI Difficult 1
*City of Rice Lake, MN, is easy because they only need state minimum requirements.

Contractor ratings
Five contractors interviewed ranked Duluth as either
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log checks in Duluth, whereas in Superior the logs are never checked. In Duluth, contractors
reported that there is greater county involvement and conservation district involvement,
whereas there is less city involvement than in Superior. For similar reasons (i.e., more stringent
requirements and enforcement), three contractors rated Duluth as either
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Staples, MN 1

Davenport, IA 1

La Crosse, WI 1

DOT 1

Minnesota Power 
Company

1

Enbridge Energy 1

D. Training Recommendations

Consultant feedback about consultant training
Communicating rules and regulations was one of the dominant themes when consultants
discussed their suggestions for consultant training. They asked that rules and regulations be
presented clearly and that they be told where and how this information could be accessed. One
consultant mentioned that a discussion on city and state rules would be especially useful for
younger staff. Also, they wanted to be updated whenever regulations were changed.
Presenting specific information, inspection requirements and BMPs relating to runoff,
sedimentation, temporary erosion control, temporary sedimentation basins, stormwater
system modeling and dewatering bags were suggested. When asked to comment on this, many

contractors agreed
that these recommendations were valuable and one recommended using a flow chart
developed by the City of Duluth in the trainings. Another contractor suggested developing an
information portal or email system that would keep consultants updated on important changes.

Consultants also wanted the training to include instructions on permitting; specifically
stormwater management plans, designing ponds and erosion control permits were mentioned.
They also suggested benchmarking models from other states such as Minnesota and North
Carolina where three levels of certification (installer, inspector and designer) are offered. The
possibility of adding another level of certification, such as PE, specialty training or stormwater
design certification was discussed. One participant recommended discussing Duluth
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resources such as an up-to-date, well-designed and well maintained website (preferable over
USB) and an email listserv were suggested by consultants as a way for the city to notify them of
important changes.

One consultant preferred an annual group discussion between consultants and contractors
rather than a training. Another said it would be worthwhile to have two separate trainings for
inspector installers and designers (similar to MN State) which were tailored to Superior
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Some participants said that they would like to see more contractor involvement, either by being
invited to attend the consultant trainings or by involvement in final plan reviews with
consultants. They also said that they would benefit from improved communication with
consultants.

Training on local conditions, such as availability of resources locally, knowledge of local site,
knowledge of local suppliers and incorporating local information in designs, was suggested.
Contractors voiced concerns about consultants not having knowledge about local conditions
before drawing up plans. They recommended that consultants do some preliminary legwork to
find out if the materials in the plan are available locally, which would eliminate a lot of back-
and-forth.

Other recommendations included trainings about regulations and runoff water.

When contractors were asked to provide suggestions to improve plan design, other than a
training event, they mentioned the need for consultants to get in-the-field experience and
improve knowledge of soil. One contractor suggested a pre-construction team meeting with the
City, consultant and contractor to review design plans and address concerns. Another thought it
would be a good idea to conduct a final plan review with consultants and contractors before
the final documents are released. 

Figure 3: Contractor recommendations for consultant training

Comparison of consultant and contractor recommendations for consultant trainings
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The overlap between what the consultants want at their training and what the contractors
recommended for the consultant training is limited. Recommendations from consultants relate
to information on rules, regulations, permitting, benchmarking models developed by other
states and learning through examples. Contractors recommended training related to content of
plans and local conditions. Both groups agreed that improved communication as well as clear
instructions on rules and regulations would be beneficial. When contractors were asked to
comment on consultant recommendations, most contractors approved of the
recommendations.

Consultant recommendations for contractor trainings
The consultants in the focus group recommended some specific topics that they would like to 
see discussed during the contractor trainings, including the following:
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expectations and criteria. Contractors notifying consultants about field conditions and
reworking before making any changes was emphasized.  

Consultants proposed increased oversight, inspection and enforcement by the city, i.e. conduct
inspections every week or every two weeks and develop more stringent guidelines for
enforcement. The city could also follow through by making an example of contractors that are
non-compliant. This idea was rejected by most contractors, with one of them commenting,



30

Others recommended training on logs, installation, product types, plans, silt fences and
compliance problems. They also suggested that the training be short and concise, with one
contractor saying
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Figure 5: Contractor recommendations for contractor training (prominent themes)

Comparison of consultant and contractor recommendations for contractor trainings
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Both groups agreed that training sessions on BMPs and implementation related to erosion
management would be beneficial. Both groups were also consistent in their support for
improved communication with each other and the City. Most contactors supported the
recommendations put forward by the consultants but pushed back on the idea of
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B: 3
C: 1

Table 11: Contractor characteristics

Years of experience

Min: 4
Max: 32
Mean: 17
Median: 16

Number of sites where implemented/inspected/repaired SM and EC plans

Min: 8
Max: 200
Mean: 89
Median: 54
Mode: 200

Role

Installation
Point of contact
Project manager
Inspection
Oversight
Project superintendent

Related training or certification

MN certification (U of MN)
St. Louis County
Union
Enbridge safety and erosion control course
Informal

Letter assignments

A: 2
B: 3
C: 1

Involvement with SM and EC plan design



34

Feedback to designer
Background information
Design plan
Come up with alternatives
Pricing
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III. Appendix

List of Acronyms

BMP = Best management practice
EC = Erosion control
MNDOT = Minnesota Department of Transportation
PE = Professional Engineer
SM = Stormwater management
WDNR = Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources

Table 12: Complete list of Suggested Solutions

Solution Frequency

Enforcement 
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Disconnect between consultants and 
Contractors/design and implementation 1

Early communication between contractor, plan 
designer, and City 1

Buy-in (E) 1

Clay soils (E) 1

Reduce requirements (e.g. soils lab test) (E) 1

Increase requirements (requirements help consultants 
justify the work cost) (E) 1

Simplify process (e.g. one go-to person) (E) 1
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