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OUR SYSTEM TODAY

Park outline

Circle size shows park size

Regional Community

Neighbor-
hood

Basketball Tennis Skating

Volleyball Baseball Soccer

Community Garden 

Playground

Dog park

Swimming Pool Splashpad

Skating

Non-parks (golf / cemetery)

Park Amenities

Mini/
Special use

How to Read

 Regional

At least 50 acres in size, regional 

parks serve a broad spectrum of 

regional recreation needs and provide 

destination activities.

Regional parks contain the most 
acreage in the system. 
Do our regional parks provide 
enough “destination” activities?

A Diversity of Park Types Make Up a Complete System

How Do These
Break Down?

 Neighborhood

Between 1-10 acres, these parks are 

the focal points of neighborhoods, and 

should be accessible on foot.

Today some gaps remain in the 
distribution of parks in the city. 
Are our neighborhood parks 
accessible? Do they provide 
diverse, interesting activities?

 Community

Between 10-50 acres, community parks 

meet broad community recreation 

needs, preserve unique landscapes, and 

contribute to a connected system.

Community parks are a chance to 
showcase unique assets; yet, many 
of Grand Rapids’ parks feel the 
same. How would you create more 
differentiation in the system?

 Mini/Special-use

These small parks (<1 acre) 

complement neighborhood parks in 

dense, urban settings and provide 

specialized functions.

Mini-parks are concentrated near 
downtown. How do you use our 
downtown mini-parks? How do we 
make them more interesting and 
active?

The Parks department 
manages over 2,000 
acres of open space, 
including a variety of 
large and small parks, 
as well as cemeteries 
and a golf course.

Regional Parks
1,208 acres / 8 parks

Mini Parks
6.3 acres / 19 parks

**cemeteries and
golf course not counted

Neighborhood Parks
150 acres / 37 parks

Community
Parks
279 acres / 15 parks

Total**
1,643 acres / 79 parks



 Everyone
 Youth (under 18)
 Seniors (over 

OUR SYSTEM 
TODAY

Do We Have Enough Park Space?

Do Our Parks Have the Right Amenities?

Are Our Parks Accessible to All?

How well does our 
parks and recreation 
system serve the needs 
of Grand Rapidians?
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Aman Park

Butterworth site

Acres of park space 
per 1000 residents

All open space

 National standard
 Comparable cities
 Grand Rapids

“Accessible” park space excludes sites that 
are either undeveloped or outside the city.

Considering only accessible park 
space, Grand Rapids is below 
comparable cities in terms of park 
space per resident.

Compared to peer cities, our park 
system is slightly under-supplied 
with amenities like playgrounds, 
dog parks, and baseball fields.

What amenities do you use the 
most? Which do you find lacking?

There is good accessibility to parks 
across much of Grand Rapids, 
especially closer to the denser, 
more built-up urban center. On 
the other hand, a significant 
proportion of residents still don’t 
have walking access to parks.

33% proportion of residents 
with no access to parks 
within a 10-min walk

% of Residents within a 10-minute Walk of...
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Project Process
Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov

1

Project initiation

2

Mission, Cultural 
and Community 
Alignment

3

Parks Inventory 
and Recreational 
Analysis

4

Future Needs, 
Opportunities, 
and Vision Plan

5

Final Plan, 
Recommendation 
& Action Plan

May 7 

Visioning Public Meeting

July 22

Analysis & Visioning

Presentation of  Vision 
and Recommendations

Presentation of 
Final Plan

Ongoing community engagement process

YOUR CITY,  
YOUR PARKS
Grand Rapids 
Parks & 
Recreation 
Strategic 
Master Plan 

1 2 3

What assets do we 
have in our parks and 
recreation system? 
How they compare to 
national standards and 
other similarly scaled 
cities? A closer look at 
the parks inventory and 
comparative level of 
service can help identify 
key priorities and 
opportunities for change. 

What are your aspirations 
for the future of the parks 
system?   Trends and 
ideas from other places 
can inspire visions for 
Grand Rapids parks and 
programming. 

How did Grand Rapids 
emerge and evolve over 
time to become what it 
is today? Understanding 
the city’s ecological, 
economic, and cultural 
history is key to 
envisioning a park system 
that is well rooted in its 
context.

Our System Today OpportunitiesGrand Rapids 
Story

Today: Analysis and Visioning

The Master Plan will create a vision for the long-
term development, programming, and sustainability 
of Grand Rapids’ parks, public open spaces, and 
recreation facilities. The plan will consider community 
needs, recreation opportunities for all ages and 
abilities, economic development, environmental 
conditions, priority projects and funding. Community 
engagement is at the heart of this effort.

Many more opportunities to 
get involved this summer 
and beyond!

Where we are today
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How can Grand Rapids Parks 
reveal the diversity of the city’s 
underlying landscape?



Glaciers Receeding ~12,500 YBP

Garfield Park in 
the Upland Moraine 
Mosaic

ECOLOGICAL 
LEGACY

How can the history and 
diversity of Grand Rapids’ 
landscape be revealed through 
its parks and programs?

Grand Rapids Story
 

Grand Rapids was founded on the site of a set of rapids 

in the Grand River. The Grand River Valley was formed 

during the last ice age by glacial outwash travelling 

from the Huron Basin to Glacial Lake Chicago in the 

Lake Michigan Basin. The wide valley defined by bluffs 

and rolling hills of the moraine make up the city’s 

local topography, which combined with the hydrology 

of the river once produced a diverse mix of native 

forests, swamps and grasslands. Over time with the 

city’s development this ecological diversity has been 

made illegible. The park system has the potential to 

bring it back.

Riverside Park in 
the Grand Valley

Plaster Creek in 
the Tributaries

Belknap Park in 
the Bluffs
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The Grand  
River Valley 
• Today’s wide, low-lying flood plain 

along the Grand River is a paleo-
channel created by meltwater 
of the Saginaw Lobe exiting the 
proglacial Lake Saginaw 

• Mostly level terrain with access to 
the Grand River

The Upland 
Moraine Mosaic
• Part of the Valpariso End Moraine, 

which forms a wide “U” around the 
Lake Michigan basin

• Generally good soils and drainage,
• Sandy areas may be drought-prone
• Good opportunities for stormwater 

managment

The Tributaries

• Small rivers and streams that drain 
to the Grand River

• Offer unique landscape qualities, 
distinct from their surroundings 

• Corridors are ideal for trail 
connections 

The Bluffs

• Dramatic topographic transition area 
from the Grand River Valley to the 
rolling Upland Moraine landscape. 

• Views into the Grand River Valley 
can be celebrated in a restored open 
savanna landscape

LEGEND

hardwood swamp

oak-hickory forest

beech-maple forest

savannna/grassland

city boundary
water bodies

200-211 m

211-221 m

230-238 m

190-200 m

221-230 m

238-248 m

248-274 m

city boundary
high/low pts

177-190 m

LEGEND

100 year floodplain

State highways

500 year floodplain

wetlands

city boundary
water bodies

LEGEND

Landscape Diversity
Grand Rapids hosts four Ecological 
Zones which result from the topographic, 
hydrological conditions and native vegetation 
communities that comprise its landscape.  
 

Grand Rapids’ parks lie within a variety of 
landscape conditions yet few respond to this 
underlying diversity. In the future, the  local 
ecology can give character and definition  to 
the system by making the City’s underlying 
ecology legible and beautiful in its parks. 

Ecological Zones Topography

Historic Vegetation

Hydrology

LEGEND

The Tributaries

The Bluffs

The Grand River Valley

The Upland Moraine Mosaic

city boundary
water bodies

Grand Rapids
Lansing

Lake 

Huron

Lake 

Michigan

Jackson

Grand River Watershed
of lake Michigan 
drainage basin

sq miles  
drainage area

218
108

bird species inhabit 
the watershed

fish species inhabit 
the GR watershed

13% 
5572



How can the park and recreation 
system better reflect the city’s 
diverse community and rich 
cultural history? CU

LT
U

R
E



TRADING, LOGGING + 
INDUSTRIAL GROWTH

Thriving Local Culture

Growing + Aging Population

1850

1900

1950

2000

DECENTRALIZATION

ORIGINAL ANNEXATION

PRE 1900

City Evolution Park System
Development

Grand Rapids Today

POST WWI

POST WWII

PARK GENESIS   (1830s - 1900)

CITY BEAUTIFUL   (1900 - 1915)

URBAN, CULTURAL
REGENERATION   (1970 - Today)

FURNITURE CITY +
CIVIC INVESTMENT

STABILIZATION, 
CULTURAL 

RENAISSANCE

URBAN LIVABILITY

Increasing Diversity

58%
White

20%
Black or

African American

16%
Hispanic

2%
Asian

4%
Other

The KOMO (Kent, Ottawa, Muskegon and Allegan Counties) growth 
rate currently surpasses both Michigan state and the nation. The 
growth rate began to escalate in 2010, aligning with the geographic 
shift of the state population westward.

While 58% of the population identifies as “White,” racial diversity 
has grown significantly over the past two decades. Since 1990, the 
Hispanic population has more than tripled. 

GROWTH RATE

AGING COMMUNITY
Since 2010, the 65+ age cohort in KOMO has experienced the 
greatest growth. This age cohort has already surpassed the 
prime working ages of 35-44, and continues to grow. Currently, 
approximately 40% of the KOMO population is age 45 or above.

Grand Rapids is nationally recognized as a city with a strong cultural 
scene that attracts both residents and visitors. The Parks and 
Recreation system should embody this strong local identity.

ART

Art Prize
An open international art 

competition decided by 
public vote and expert jury 
that takes place each fall.

Downtown Market
Including a produce market, 

restaurant, and more, this market 
serves as “the most visible 

expression of the city’s leadership in 
farm-fresh innovation.”

BEER

“Best Beer Scene”
Often hailed as the “Beer 
City, USA,” Grand Rapids 
is known for its 40+ craft 

breweries.

DOWNTOWN LIVING

Downtown Grand
Rapids, Inc.

In addition to managing the 
business improvement district, this 
organization offers amenities and 
events for downtown residents, 

employees, and tourists.

1843 - Monument Park is established

1869 - John and Mary Ball    
donate 40 acres to  the city, 
later to become Ball Zoo

1833 - Veteran’s Memorial is established as first park

1873 - The City purchases land for Lincoln Park

1903 - The Parks and Boulevard Association is formed by 
Charles Garfield

1905 - Superintendant Eugene Goebel presides over the park   
system from 1905 to 1923

1911- Parks experience a boom with the passing 
of a $200,000 bond for park acquisition

1929 - Comstock-Riverside Park opens

1951 - Plan to establish a park or a playground at 
each City school adopted

1961 - $3M 7-year improvement program for 
city’s park system put in place

1967 - The City’s first pocket park opens at 612 Cass St.

1995 - Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park opens

1998 - Canal Street Park completed, City Butterworth landfill     
              becomes a recreation area

2001- Ecliptic sculpture by Maya Lin dedicated on Rosa Parks       
            Circle
2005 - Adopt-a-Park program helps fund City Parks upkeep

2008 - Friends of Grand Rapids Parks is founded

2013 - Park improvement millage tax is approved

2016 - Parks Department begins master plan 

1833  - Government survey, permanent settlement begins

1840 - Canals built on rapids

1850 - City is incorporated

1860s - Lumber mills are the 
primary industry of the early city

1865 - Furniture 
manufacturing in Grand 
Rapids becomes a world 

renowned industry

1900 - Construction of new 
railway station

1924 - Downtown plan 
includes street widening and a 

riverfront esplanade

1945 - Population begins moving to suburbs 
with federal subsidization of highways

1959 - Federal government 
approves $3.5 million, 44-acre 

West Side urban renewal

1974  - Gerald Ford becomes 
president, bringing attention to 

home town of Grand Rapids

2007  -  Grand Rapids Art Museum opens

FOOD

PRESETTLEMENT

How has the park system 
evolved with the city? 

CULTURE



How can the park and recreation 
system create value for our city and 
our citizens? EC

O
N

O
M

Y



How Is the Parks Milleage Tax Being Used?
In 2013, the citizens of Grand Rapids demonstrated how much they value their city parks by 

voting to pass a millage tax primarily for park improvements. Since 2014, a total of $6.6M from 

this tax has been invested in parks across all three wards. 

See where improvements have been made as a result of the millage tax below!

Where is the millage tax being invested?

MARTIN LUTHER KING PARK - $837,053

What is the millage tax being invested in?

1. Park Rehab + Repair

2. New Park Improvements

3. Pool Operations

45 - 55%
Park Rehab 
+ Repair

25 - 35%
New Park Improvements

15 - 20%
Pool Operations

GARFIELD PARK - $674,065

ROOSEVELT PARK - $601,168

WILCOX PARK - $526,770

FULLER PARK - $489,737

Improvements:
5 drinking fountains replaced, general repair 
work (gym, bathhouse, concessions, pool), 8 
tennis courts and 4 basketball courts rehabbed

Improvements:
1 new drinking fountain, bathhouse 
demolition, general repair work (gym, 
maintenance building, restrooms), 2 new 
futsal courts, new playground equipment and 
surfacing, new shelter and site furnishings

Improvements:
1 new drinking fountain, new splashpad, 
new restroom facility and new site 
furnishings

Improvements:
wading pool removal, new splash pad, new 
swings and play surfacing, new retaining 
wall and ornamental fencing and new site 
furnishings

Improvements: 
1 new drinking fountain, wading pool 
removal, new splashpad, new picnic shelter, 
new playground equipment and surfacing, 
new site furnishings and ADA upgrades to 
bathroom

ECONOMY

How Do We Create Value through Our Parks System?

The value of the Grand Rapids Parks and Recreation system can 

be understood and measured in terms of direct, indirect and 
induced economic impacts of spending. But, the value goes well 

beyond that. 

Cities with strong, vibrant public park systems benefit from 
improved health, closer connections to nature and a greater 
sense of community. This can lead to lower health care costs, 

higher property values and better quality of life that helps attract 

residents and businesses to the community. Studies conducted 

by the Trust for Public Land, the National Recreation and Park 

Association and other researchers find Americans across all walks 

of life support investments made for public parks.

Through this strategic master plan, we are thinking holistically 

about the economic benefits of Grand Rapids parks and recreation 

system. Help us by telling us what benefits of your parks you care 

about!

Michigan Parks 
Economic Impact (2013)

15,831 jobs

$620 million labor spending

$1.8 billion 
economic activity (transactions)

A Strong Downtown 
Within 2 years of Bryant Park’s NYC redesign, leasing on neighboring 

Sixth Avenue increased 60%, with the park as the “deal-clincher.”

Natural Cooling 
Evaporation from one large tree produces the cooling effect of 10 

room-size air conditioners running 24/7. 

Infrastructure Savings 
Trees in the U.S.’s metro areas capture water and save $400 billion in 

the cost of building stormwater retention facilities. 

Top 5 parks with the most investment

What are the benefits of 
our parks and recreation 
system?

Great Neighborhoods
50% of people would pay 10% more for a house near a park. 57%  

would select a home that was closer to open space.



What are the ingredients of a great open space system?

LET’S SHAPE GRAND RAPIDS’ 
NEW LEGACY PARK SYSTEM!

American Park System Movements

Be Bold!
Lessons from Chicago

“Make no little plans: they have no magic to stir man’s 

blood… Make big plans, aim high in hope and work.” 

Daniel Burnham, the Plan of Chicago 1916

TODAY - Focusing on connectivity, 
infrastructure and the waterfront

INNOVATION - Incorporating new 
technologies, claiming new land for parks, 
and reaching new generations by focusing on 
engaging youth

“A place of life and motion that 
will make us more conscious of 
being one people”  

- Horace Bushnell, early parks advocate

“Changing neighborhoods through parks,” 

Joe Turner, Houston Parks and Recreation

TODAY - Amid a driving culture, Houston is 
focusing on walkability and active spaces.

INNOVATION - Celebrating neighborhood 
diversity, generating revenue, and dealing 
with flooding

Parks “for beauty and salubrity…for the promotion of 

the health, comfort and enjoyment of the people.”

George Lothrop, chairman of the Detroit Park 

Commission

TODAY - After decline in the region, a 
resurgence of cultural programs and 
grassroots community initiatives are 
revitalizing these cities 

INNOVATION - Strategic investment, art 
initiatives, reforestation, urban agriculture, 
local food, water recreation

Urban Agriculture
Keep Growing Detroit

Urban Forestry
Detroit Hantz Woodlands

Local Food
Madison Farmers Market

Creative Programming 
and Public Art
Discovery Green

A Signature Park 
Maggie Daly

Outdoor Art
Detroit Institute of Arts

Inside / Out

Food Trucks & Music
Ann Arbor Food Truck Rally

Water Recreation
Ann Arbor Argo Cascades

Active Trail System
Buffallo Bayou

Connective, Public  
River System
Chicago River Walk

Be Inclusive! 
Lessons from Houston 

Be Yourself!
Lessons from next 
door: Detroit, Madison, 
Ann Arbor

NATURAL

1850-1900

SOCIAL

1900-1980

RECREATIONAL 

1930-1965

CONNECTIVE

1965-1990

ECOLOGICAL

1990-TODAY



1  Be Bold!

2  Be Inclusive!

3  Be Yourself!

Imagine parks and programs that are the social 
heart of the City

Imagine a parks and recreation system that 
enhances citywide connectivity

 Draw on the best of Grand Rapids’ people, place 
and spirit

Neighborhood parks with unique  
identities and programs  

Equitable planning for flood 
resilient parks

How could the parks network enhance all forms of 

connectivity citywide?

Park system connectivity at all 
scales

How could neighborhood parks go beyond 

playgrounds and athletic fields to attract more users?

How could we prevent flood damage through the 

parks network?

Improved,  signature parks that 
serve multiple neighborhoods

New programs with physical, 
mental, and social benefits

What sorts of amenities do you 

imagine for the riverfront?

The Grand Riverfront as an active
recreation corridor

Which parks serve as destinations for 

several neighborhoods?

What kinds of recreation programs 

could bring your community together?

Ecological diversity (the rapids, 
the bluffs, the moraine, the 
tributaries)

Diversity + Multiculturalism

What elements of the city’s identity should shine 

through the park system?

Local identity

How can the parks system integrate the city’s diverse 

ecological landscape?

How can the parks and recreation programs reflect 

the city’s diverse population and cultural heritage?

How do we enhance Grand Rapids’ system?

LET’S SHAPE GRAND RAPIDS’ 
NEW LEGACY PARK SYSTEM!


