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In July of 2013, the Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC), with support from the 
Vermont General Assembly, launched an innovative new program called the Business Transformation 
Initiative. The intent of the program was to increase DEC's ability to serve the public by developing more 
effective, efficient, timely and transparent processes. To achieve this, the DEC adopted an approach 
widely known as Lean, a set of concepts and tools focused on the elimination of waste.  

 
In a two-year period, DEC's use of Lean resulted in ongoing improvements to over 19 distinct 

activities including grant and contract processing, petroleum cleanup fund reimbursement, public 
noticing, groundwater reclassification, source water permitting, and state revolving loan fund auditing.  
Roughly 156 DEC staff members (nearly 18% of ANR) have participated in Lean activities since the 
inception of the initiative; 56 of those staff members receiving formal training. Including participation 
from other Agencies and stakeholder groups, over 251 people have received firsthand exposure to Lean.  
 

The application of Lean at DEC has resulted in a number of tangible process improvements, 
including, but not limited to: 

• 76% reduction in the State Revolving Fund audit 
backlog; 

• 40% decrease in the average days from date of 
invoice to payment for grants and contracts; 

• Evaluation and correction of public notice data 
errors for seven environmental programs; and 

• 62% increase in the number of claims paid within 
30 days for the Petroleum Cleanup Fund. 

 

What is Lean? 

Lean generally refers to a collection of principles 
and methods that focus on the identification and 
elimination of “non-value added activity” (otherwise 
known as waste) involved in producing a product or 
delivering a service to customers.  The mantra of Lean is 
to “develop the highest quality products, at the lowest 
cost, with the shortest lead time by systematically and 
continuously eliminating waste, while respecting people 



and the environment.”  
Embedded in this is the 
knowledge that Lean is a socio-
technical system, meaning it 
recognizes the complex 
interactions between people, 
business and technology. The 
Lean methodology acknowledges 
that human behavior influences 
organizational structure and that 
improvements are achieved 
through joint emphasis on 
technical performance and 
quality in people's work 
lives.  Within the Lean approach, employee engagement and job satisfaction are just as critical as 
machine uptime and product delivery.  
 

The History of Lean 

The term Lean was first used in the 1990 book "The Machine that Changed the World."  Author 
James Womack used the word to describe what became known as the Toyota Production System, a 
manufacturing paradigm established by Toyota in the post-World War II era.   
  

Womack's use of the word Lean and his accounting of Toyota's success set the manufacturing 
world on fire, starting a movement to increase efficiency that continues today.  Lean is now being used 
successfully in the services, retail, healthcare, construction, maintenance, and government sectors, 
albeit with slight adaptations and modifications. 
  

Practicing Lean at DEC 

Vermont’s DEC is one of many government entities across the country to adopt Lean.  
Connecticut, New Hampshire, Washington, and the Environmental Protection Agency, among others, 
have all used Lean to refine the structure of their operations.  While all have shown success, each is 
implemented in a slightly different way based on particular elements of organizational culture. The 
events are made possible by strong, management support and follow through, empowered employees 
who provide the skills and knowledge necessary to effectively participate in teams, and dedicated 
human and financial resources. 
  

In its own effort, DEC has primarily focused on what are called "Kaizen" events.  These are 
facilitated, team-based events that engage the creativity of employees to identify and remove waste 
from a process or sub-process.  Kaizen events can be as short as two days, but most take five days. Team 
sizes vary from just a few key members to a dozen or more people.  At a minimum, the team includes:  



• An organizational sponsor who initiates the event;  
• A cross-functional team of employees who work in the process; 
• A leader who oversees the team; and 
• A neutral facilitator who coordinates the flow of the event. 

  
No matter the length of the event or the size of the team, a team will, at a minimum:  

• Map out how a current process works from beginning to end; 
• Identify the waste and problems with the current process; 
• Brainstorm possible improvements to the process; 
• Map out a future process that removes the waste and enables improvements; and 
• Outline an action plan to implement the improved future process. 

  
By all accounts Lean has been an extremely successful endeavor for DEC. Its use in the 

department is growing and receiving support from the Agency’s leadership team and staff. Given this 
success, other state agencies may soon see DEC’s Lean effort as a model to follow.  

 

For more information, please contact Justin Kenney at (802) 461-6259 or 
Justin.Kenney@vermont.gov. 

 

 
  



Key Elements of a Successful Lean Initiative 

Management support and follow through 

The involvement and commitment of management is important to the long-term success of 
Lean in any organization. Managers need to provide visible support of Lean efforts and encourage 
employees to actively engage in the problem-solving process. Since managers are ultimately responsible 
for the outcomes of the program, they also need to track progress by regularly monitoring its 
implementation, clearing obstacles as necessary and holding parties accountable for agreed upon tasks.   

Empowering employees 

A fundamental goal of Lean is the empowerment of employees. All of the tools and principles of 
Lean are ultimately used to enable staff to actively engage in problem solving and continuous 
improvement efforts. Through comprehensive training, staff is provided with the skills and knowledge 
necessary to effectively participate in Lean efforts and practice Lean in their daily work. Training also 
helps staff understand what Lean is, why it is important, how it can be implemented, and how it aligns 
with the goals of the organization.  Since Lean takes a “learn by doing” approach, training programs 
include classroom based training as well as simulation.          

Principles first, tools second 

The place where most organizations fail in Lean is in attempting to apply it as a set of tools and 
techniques rather than a fundamental shift in culture and approach. Applying the tools of Lean will 
certainly lead to results but they will be short lived. In a rush to see results, there is potential to 
implement the wrong solutions or miss more productive options. The key to long-term results is in 
teaching the principles first and the tools second. A full and comprehensive understanding of Lean 
concepts is necessary to implement the processes that make it work.   

Dedicated resources 

When rolling out a Lean effort, it is extremely helpful to have dedicated human and financial 
resources. Most successful Lean efforts have a project manager focused on day-to-day Lean 
operations. This person takes primary responsibility for the programmatic pieces of the effort including 
training, reporting and communication, project check-ins, project vetting and support, and development 
of team strategy. Consideration and allocation of IT resources is also important to Lean efforts because 
some programs may require complex IT components. It is also crucial that money is allocated for 
supplies, outside training, printing, and software upgrades. These expenses are well worth it given the 
expected return on investment.  
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