Deal gives hope to pollution regulation 

State speeds up permits for 3M, other companies exceeding requirements
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At a news conference in Menomonie on Tuesday, state officials praised 3M Corp. for environmental initiatives ranging from cutting its waste stream to lowering air emissions beyond the required limits.

In exchange, Wisconsin regulators have cut red tape. 

For example, it once took 3M engineers four months or longer to shepherd a permit through the state Department of Natural Resources. Today, those same permits take three days.

Six other Wisconsin companies have made similar deals with the DNR, including We Energies.

After fits and starts, state officials believe that a more flexible approach to pollution regulation is starting to take shape in Wisconsin.

3M is part of an experiment called the "environmental cooperative agreement," an accord between a company and the DNR that speeds up the permitting process for companies that agree to cut pollution beyond government requirements.

"For too long, we have worked under the assumption that a clean environment and a healthy business climate were at odds with one another," Gov. Jim Doyle said in a statement.

Now, with the environmental cooperative agreement and a new state law called Green Tier, state officials are hoping for less acrimony and more cooperation between businesses and regulators.

"The old way of doing things is not as effective," said John Imes, executive director for the Wisconsin Environmental Initiative, a business group advocating cooperation between business and government. "Business is not going to achieve the outcomes they want using the old approaches." 

At 3M, emissions of volatile organic compounds have fallen 36% since 2000, and between 2002 and 2007, the company has agreed to reduce levels by another 25%, DNR figures show. All the cuts are below required levels for the company.

Quick permits crucial for 3M

In exchange for these reductions and others - and after spending the last two years working with the DNR on a host of regulatory matters - 3M engineers can count on quick approvals.

That is important because the Menomonie plant is constantly changing production and its product line to accommodate customers, said Jim McSweeney, plant manager. 

The plant operates eight divisions in the 660,000-square-foot plant and makes products that range from heat-resistant fiber optic cabling to light-enhancing material used on the screens of laptops.

3M's cooperative agreement is a precursor to Wisconsin's Green Tier legislation, which went into law last year and aims to reduce the regulatory burden without compromising environmental standards. 

But so far, enrollment in Green Tier has not taken off. 

Only two companies have enrolled in the program - America Transmission Co. of Pewaukee, a utility that owns and operates power lines, and MEGTEC Systems of De Pere, a manufacturer of equipment for the printing industry.

DNR Secretary Scott Hassett is not surprised by the pace, although he said another 40 to 50 companies are talking to the DNR. He also noted that Doyle vetoed an earlier version of the legislation and did not support it until changes were made.

"This isn't something that is going to happen over night," he said. "This is a new phase in the way we regulate business. It's going to take 10 to 20 years. This is a whole new paradigm."

